
MASSACHUSETTS  
 
Increased Consumer Choice and HCBS: 

 The number of individuals receiving home and community based services doubled 
between 1999 and 2004 in Massachusetts; however the number of individuals receiving 
nursing home care during those years remained relatively stable.  The issue that still 
remains is, even though most individuals prefer to receive care at home, Massachusetts 
still allocates most of its Medicaid funding towards institutional care. 

 Rebalancing efforts, however, are underway; in August 2006 “Equal Choice” legislation 
was enacted. The law states that consumers eligible for publicly funded LTC services 
should have “the choice of a care setting that is least restrictive and most appropriate.” 
The bill recognizes that individuals are being denied the right to receive care at home. 
This is partly due to how Medicaid funds are allocated, as there is a bias towards 
institutional care. The bill also stipulates that “money would follow the person”; the 
individual would be allowed to receive home and community based services up to the 
same amount that their care would amount to if they were receiving institutional care. 
Their care cannot exceed the costs of institutional care and the aggregate cost of all 
individuals receiving community based services cannot exceed what the state would 
have spent on institutional care under the state Medicaid plan. 

 Additionally, in 2006 the state submitted to CMS its “Community first” demonstration 
proposal, which is a major initiative to prevent or delay nursing home admissions, as 
well as allow nursing home residents to return to the community. The demonstration 
allows participants to direct their own care and the state hopes that this will allow it to 
achieve its goal of developing a flexible community service delivery system. In addition, 
under this demonstration project, the state raised income limits for Medicaid eligibility 
to 300 percent of Supplemental Security Income and asset limits have been raised as 
well from $2,000 to $10,000.  

 The demonstration targets three groups of individuals and caps are placed on the 
number of participants for each group. The first group is the imminent risk group, which 
is comprised of individuals who are eligible for nursing home care. It is capped at 10,600 
participants. The second group is the prevention group, which is comprised of 
individuals who are at risk for nursing home care within 9-12 months, based on their 
clinical and functional profile. This group is capped at 4,000 participants. The third group 
is the transition group, which is made up of individuals who are nursing home residents 
who want to leave the nursing home but require community supports to successfully do 
so. This group is capped at 1,000 participants; 500 slots are reserved for individuals 
under 65 and 500 slots are reserved for individuals over 65. 

 
Analysis of Programs and Policies: 

 Many elderly and disabled rights groups in Massachusetts have endorsed the “Equal 
Choice” bill. The bill has been touted as a landmark bill, as it theoretically puts an end to 
the institutional bias that is present in Massachusetts’ Medicaid funding scheme. It also 
allows consumers to choose the setting in which to receive care and mandates that 
individuals be informed about community care options. It is believed that the bill will 
save the state money through better management of long term care spending. 

 It is largely recognized that individuals who require long term care services prefer to 
receive services in a home or community based setting, rather than an institutional 



setting. However, a state’s ability to create more HCBS and to undertake a “Money 
Follows the Person” program depends on its infrastructure to undertake large scale 
transition programs. For example, the availability and the state’s ability to provide 
affordable housing is a key component in allowing individuals to transition out of 
nursing homes. Finding affordable housing is often a barrier to transitioning back into 
the community. In Massachusetts, a housing registry, “Mass Access” has formed and has 
provided a way to navigate around this barrier. It is funded by the Massachusetts 
Rehabilitation Commission and the Department of Urban Development. The registry 
collects and provides information about the location of available housing by city or 
town, rent levels, adaptable or accessible features and number of bedrooms. The 
registry includes housing units in subsidized and market rate developments. 

 Although Massachusetts has made an effort to rebalance Medicaid spending and has 
increased HCBS through its “Community First” initiative, the current economic situation 
has lead to a reduction of funds for the program. The Governor reduced spending from 
$20 million to $6.5 million for “Community First”, which means that less effort will be 
made to encourage community based services. Those already in the program will not 
lose services. 

 
Conclusion:  

 Massachusetts’ long term care policies are shifting in the direction of increased 
consumer choice and are shifting away from institutional care. The state recognizes the 
importance of receiving care in the least restrictive setting and their “Equal Choice” bill 
and “Community First” initiative are steps in the right direction from a consumer’s 
perspective. The economic reality, however, does not bode well for long term care 
consumers. The state’s budget cuts for “Community First” discourages promotion of the 
waiver program and thus it is questionable how successful Massachusetts will be at 
increasing HCBS in its long term care system. 
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