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President Barack Obama and GOP presidential nominee Mitt Romney are battling daily on the 
campaign trail over health care issues. While the economy continues to top the public’s interest 
in the 2012 election, opinion polls show that health care has become a top tier issue.  
   
But sorting out what the candidates are proposing is difficult, partly because President Obama’s 
plan going forward is based on the 2010 Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA), 
while Gov. Romney’s is more conceptual. Indeed, presidential candidates rarely put forward 
detailed blueprints, especially when it comes to controversial subjects.  
   
The debate can be boiled down to three central questions. Should the country continue to 
implement the ACA, should states receive federal block grants to run Medicaid as they wish, and 
how can the federal government lower costs in Medicare, the health care program for seniors and 
the disabled?  
   
President Obama’s plan to get insurance coverage to most Americans is based on the ACA. But 
while the Supreme Court in June ruled that the federal government could require people to 
purchase insurance through state marketplaces called exchanges starting in 2014, it said that 
states could opt out of expanding their Medicaid programs that year.i

   

 It is not yet clear how many 
states may choose not to expand their Medicaid programs.  

Gov. Romney, meanwhile, has vowed to repeal the law if he is elected, and instead encourage 
people to buy coverage by giving them tax incentives, and by allowing them to purchase policies 
across state lines.ii He would also give states block grants with few strings attached to tailor 
Medicaid to their individual needs.iii Currently, Medicaid is a federal-state partnership: In return 
for federal matching money, states must cover certain low-income populations with specific 
benefits.iv

   
  

There is also significant confusion about the future of Medicare with each candidate. The 
program currently delivers health care to 49 million Americans, and is growing fast.v The first of 
the baby boomers became eligible in 2011, and the program already accounts for about 15 
percent of federal spending.vi

   
  

President Obama has maintained that provisions of the ACA will save Medicare money and 
improve patient care.  
   
Gov. Romney argues that the way to “save” Medicare is to allow participating private health 
plans - and also the traditional, government-run program - to compete.vii  



   
Both candidates have proposed limiting federal payments for the Medicare program in the future 
if spending too greatly outpaces the growth of spending in the economy.  
   

FAST FACTS 
  
INSURANCE COVERAGE 
 
President Barack Obama: Require most people to buy coverage, provide low-income 
subsidies, expand Medicaid. 
Gov. Mitt Romney: Provide tax breaks to encourage insurance purchases, allow policy 
purchases across state lines.  
    

• 15.7 percent of people (48.6 million) were uninsured in 2011.viii Private coverage 
remained relatively constant, while Medicaid and Medicare enrollment grew.ix

• 9.8 percent of people (30.2 million) bought insurance on the individual market in 2011, 
which was similar to levels for 2010.

 

x

• 55.1 percent of people (170 million) were covered by employment-based health benefits 
in 2011. That’s significantly less than the peak year for employment-based coverage, 
when 65 percent of the population received insurance that way.

  

xi

 
   

 MEDICARE 
 
President Barack Obama: Generally maintain Medicare’s current structure, but limit federal 
spending and experiment with new ways to pay for value.  
Gov. Mitt Romney: Require private health plans to compete with each other and with traditional 
Medicare, and limit federal spending.  
 

• 50 million older and disabled people get health care through the federal Medicare 
program, and the first of the baby boomers became eligible in 2011.xii

• About half of Medicare beneficiaries have annual incomes below $22,000.
  

xiii

• About three-quarters of beneficiaries get services through Medicare’s traditional, 
government-run program, often called fee-for-service. The remainder choose private 
Medicare Advantage health plans – mostly HMOs and PPOs.

   

xiv

• Medicare consumes about 15 percent of the federal budget, and the program’s Hospital 
Insurance trust fund is currently estimated to remain solvent through 2024.

  

xv

   
  

MEDICAID 
 
President Barack Obama: Require states to expand Medicaid coverage.  
Gov. Mitt Romney: Repeal ACA (along with expansion) and block grant Medicaid.  
   

• Medicaid currently covers 1 in 5 low-income Americans, and is the largest source of 
coverage for nursing home and community-based long-term care.xvi  



• Medicaid is a federal-state partnership. States administer the program, and the federal 
government matches state spending. The federal government currently picks up about 57 
percent of Medicaid costs, although the percentage varies from state to state.xvii

• The ACA will extend coverage to all people with annual incomes up to 138 percent of the 
federal poverty level ($31,809 for a family of four in 2012), starting in 2014.xviii

   

 States, 
however, can choose not to expand their coverage, based on the Supreme Court ruling in 
June 2012.xix
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