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M
edicaid, known as Medi-Cal in Califor-
nia, is a national health coverage pro-
gram that pays medical expenses for

people with low incomes. For eligible appli-
cants, Medi-Cal offers full or partial coverage
of medical costs from doctors visits, hospital
stays, prescription drugs, rehabilitation, and
other medical services.

Eligibility

There are over 90 different ways to qualify for Medi-
Cal; these different ways are called eligibility cate-
gories, and each has its own rules and requirements.
Because of the complicated nature of the applica-
tion and acceptance process for Medi-Cal, there are
several options for determining eligibility (see the ap-
plication process sheet for resources on this process).
Broadly, eligibility is determined by the applicant’s
household size, age, pregnancy status, earned income,
disability status, and citizenship status.

The relevant income thresholds for the 3 primary
categories of applicants– standard/general, pregnant
women, and children— are given in the program
income eligibility guidelines sheet. To determine
whether a household meets the Medi-Cal income test,
income is calculated using the Modified Adjusted
Gross Income (MAGI). This measure of income in-
cludes most earned and unearned income, however, it
does not include benefits from SSI, CalWORKs, Cal-
Fresh, workers’ compensation, earned income that
is put in a 401(k) plan or an IRA, and other non-
taxable incomes. Income-based Medi-Cal does not

include an asset test, but, some eligibility categories
may limit countable resources (e.g. Medi-Cal for the
Aged and Disabled).

Citizenship Status

Among the more complicated aspects of Medi-Cal
eligibility is eligibility for undocumented immigrants.
Undocumented immigrants are not eligible for full-
scope Medi-Cal, however they are often eligible for
Partial-scope benefits. Similarly to CalFresh, the
citizen or lawfully present children of undocumented
immigrants are eligible for full-scope benefits if they
meet the other income eligibility criteria. Medi-Cal
uses the“Revised Income Formula” when counting
the income for mixed-status households:

(Household Income)× 100% FPL for family size−n
100% FPL for family size

Where n denotes the number of undocu-
mented/ineligible household members, and FPL
refers to the Federal Poverty Level (these are the
national poverty thresholds that are set annually).
Using this “Revised Income Formula”, if the house-
hold’s total income is exactly at the poverty line
before excluding any ineligible members, then the
family will remain exactly at the poverty line for
their revised family size after applying this formula.

For example, consider a family with two citizen
children and two undocumented parents. Assume
that their annual income is equal to the (2016) federal
poverty level of $24,250. Given that the (2016) FPL
for a family of size 2 is $15,930, using the revised
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income formula, the income used for the Medi-Cal
eligibility test is:

24, 300 × 16,020
24,300 = 16, 020.

Medi-Cal will use this revised income to determine
the eligibility of the 2 person household, because they
exclude the ineligible parents in the calculation. For
this example family, both children would meet the
income eligibility criteria for full-scope Medi-Cal.

Program Benefits

For an overview of the Medi-Cal benefits for several
eligibility categories, see the program benefits sheet.
The Medi-Cal benefit options can be separated into
three general categories:

(1) Full-scope Medi-Cal includes all medically
necessary services, preventative services and dental
services at little or no cost to the participant.

(2) Medi-Cal for Pregnant Women includes
all medically necessary pregnancy related services.

(3) Partial-scope Medi-Cal only includes emer-
gency and pregnancy related services.

The benefits sheet provides an overview of how
the eligibility categories sort recipients into these
three types of benefits and whether recipients are
eligible for free or low-cost benefits. Generally, un-
documented immigrants are only eligible for partial-
scope Medi-Cal, while low-income children under the
age of 19 are usually eligible for full-scope benefits,
regardless of their citizenship status.
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Additional Resources

A good overview of eligibility and benefits for Medi-Cal is available at:
https://ca.db101.org/ca/programs/health_coverage/medi_cal/

An excellent resource for the Medi-Cal eligibility of immigrants is available at:
http://www.coveredca.com/individuals-and-families/getting-covered/immigrants/

For more general information on Medicaid, not limited to California, visit:
https://www.medicaid.gov
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