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In this paper we will look at the differences between Medicare and Medicaid in 

general, but we will highlight the elder law implications. In California, the 

program is called Medi-Cal. 

 

MEDICARE 

Medicare is a government-run health insurance program. When you are working 

and paying taxes on your income, you are earning retirement credits. You can 

earn as many as four retirement credits each year. 

 

The amount of income that you must earn to accumulate credits is quite modest. 

At the time of this writing in 2014, you earn one retirement credit for each $1200 

that you earn. If you earn at least $4800, you will accumulate the maximum 

retirement credits for the year. 

 

Once you have a total of 40 retirement credits, you will qualify for Medicare. The 

age of eligibility is 65. 

 

Medicare will assist with medical expenses, and it will cover up to 100 days of 

convalescent care after surgery for rehabilitative care. However, Medicare will 

not pay for custodial care at all. This is the type of care that you would typically 

receive in a nursing home or assisted living community. 

 

It should be noted that some people can receive custodial care in their homes, 

but Medicare will not assist with in-home care expenses either. 
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MEDICAID/MEDI-CAL 

Medicaid is also a government health insurance program, and it is administered 

jointly by the federal government along with each respective state government. 

Our firm practices in the state of 

California where the Medicaid the 

program is known as Medi-Cal. 

 

Medi-Cal coverage is available to people 

who can demonstrate significant financial 

need. It is not a matter of the 

accumulation of retirement credits. You 

can potentially qualify for Medi-Cal you if 

you do not have any retirement credits at 

all.  

 

Medi-Cal will pay for custodial long-term 

care. This is the huge difference between 

Medicare and Medi-Cal. 

 

LONG-TERM CARE EXPENSES 

Long-term care is extremely expensive in the United States, and in California 

long-term care costs are higher than the national averages.  
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Genworth Financial is conducting an ongoing study that provides a great deal of 

useful data. According to the study, the median charge for a year in a private 

room in a nursing home in the state of California is $104,025 at the present time. 

The median cost for a semi-private 

room is $86,815 per year. 

 

Assisted living communities are 

also quite expensive. The median 

annual charge for a one-bedroom 

unit in an assisted living 

community in California is 

$45,000. 

 

People often spend multiple years 

in nursing homes or assisted living 

communities, so the expenses can be overwhelming if you have to pay out-of-

pocket. 

 

MEDI-CAL PLANNING 

Across the country, Medicaid pays for the majority of the long-term care that is 

received by senior citizens. Most of these individuals seek Medicaid eligibility 

because they need help paying for long-term care.  

 

If you live in California and you would like to qualify for Medi-Cal, you could 

engage in a spend down so that you can meet the asset and income 
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requirements. When you spend down, you give away or spend assets before you 

apply for Medi-Cal. 

 

It takes careful planning to qualify at the right time, because there is a look-back 

period to contend with. In the state of California, the look-back period is 30 

months. If you give away assets improperly within 30 months of applying for the 

program, you are penalized, and your eligibility is delayed or denied. 

 

 

SUMMARY 

 

Medicare and Medicaid have similar sounding names, and they are both health 

insurance programs that are run by the government. 

 

Medicaid, which is called Medi-Cal in California, is a need-based program. To 

qualify you must be able to meet the eligibility requirements with regard to 

income and assets. In California, the limit for countable assets is just $2000 for 

an unmarried individual.  Married couples can have more assets. 

 

Medicare is not a program that is based on financial need. You become eligible 

for Medicare when you accumulate 40 retirement credits. You can earn a 

maximum of four credits per year. 
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The Medi-Cal program will pay for long-term custodial care, but Medicare will not 

assist with custodial care expenses. This is a huge difference between the 

programs. 

 

Because Medi-Cal will pay for long-term care, many people who qualify for 

Medicare at first ultimately seek Medi-Cal eligibility. This takes careful and 

informed planning because of the complex Medi-Cal rules regarding income and 

assets. 

 

If you would like to learn more about these government health insurance 

programs, schedule a consultation with an experienced and qualified elder law 

attorney. 
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