
  

PAYING FOR LONG TERM CARE AT HOME  
By Joseph A. Bollhofer, Esq.  

 
 
 I expect that any senior (over 65) who needs long term care would rather receive it at 
home than in a nursing home or assisted living facility. I also expect that having Medicaid pay for 
that care is preferable. This will explain how that can be done.  
 
Financial Qualification  
 
 As with nursing home care, there are three ways to pay for long term care at home: 1) 
privately, 2) through a long term care insurance policy or 3) through Medicaid. Also as with 
nursing home care, to qualify for Medicaid, the applicant must be poor. Other than your house 
(subject to an equity limitation), you must have no more than $13,800.00 to your name.  
 
 However, unlike nursing home Medicaid, there is no “look-back” period for home care (or 
“Community”) Medicaid. If you made gifts to anyone or to a properly worded irrevocable trust 
this month, and were left with only your house and $13,800.00, next month you would be eligible 
for Medicaid coverage at home, subject to the amount of your income. Special rules apply if you 
are married. As well, there are special rules that apply regarding retirement accounts.  
 
 Long term care insurance is an option for some people, but the cost is greater than many 
can afford. Also, the amount of coverage offered by long term care policies varies greatly, so it is 
important to know what a policy will cover if the need arises.  
 
 Many people are not aware that Medicaid might be available to pay for home care. Even if 
they are aware, they believe that their income is too high to qualify. However, there still might be 
a way to do it. Currently, a single person who has no more than $787.00 per month in income 
(and no more than $13,800.00 in assets) is eligible for home care Medicaid coverage. But a 
person with income above that level may “spend down” the excess income each month on 
medical bills by direct payment or by payment to Medicaid and still qualify.  
 
 Another method of qualifying is to join a “pooled income trust” run by a recognized 
charity in New York. Assuming Medicaid has determined that you are disabled, if you deposit 
your “excess income” each month into a pooled trust approved by Medicaid, you will be covered 
for home care services without a “spend down” requirement. The money that is deposited each 
month can be use to pay certain bills, such as phone, electric, rent, etc., as long as the bills are in 
your name and are incurred by you or on your behalf. The bills are sent each month to the pooled 
trust representative for payment. The management fee charged by most pooled trusts is minimal.  
 
 
 
Medical/Physical Need 
 
 Just as someone must have a need for care in a nursing home in order to be eligible for 
admission, an applicant for home care Medicaid must have a recognized need for care. A “home 



  

care assessment” must be done. This includes information to be supplied by your doctor and by 
you and your family regarding your condition, diagnosis and particularization of your need for 
assistance with activities of daily living. The Department of Social Services, which administers 
the Medicaid program, will arrange for a home visit to review all of the circumstances and 
essentially determine how much time it will take a home care aide to accomplish specific tasks on 
your behalf. It must be determined that you need assistance with at least two activities of daily 
living, such as feeding, toileting, grooming, bathing and ambulating. Medicaid will not allot time 
to simply provide companionship.  
 
 Not everyone who has a need for assistance with activities of daily living will be eligible 
for home care Medicaid. Only those whose medical condition is stable and whose health and 
safety can be maintained in the home will be eligible for home personal care services. Generally, 
you must be “self-directing,” that is, able to make choices about your activities of daily living and 
to understand the impact of those choices. However, if another person or outside agency provides 
supervision or direction for the Medicaid home care attendant on an interim or part time basis as 
part of the plan of care, Medicaid approval might still be obtained.  
 
 There are other Community Medicaid programs available. They will be discussed in a 
future article. 
 
 Deciding among long-term care alternatives can be complex. If you feel that it is time to 
obtain some help for your care at home, it is best to consult with experts before hiring someone. 
The transition to the Medicaid program will be easier if a home care agency that you select also 
contracts with the Department of Social Services and accepts Medicaid payments than if you start 
with a home health aide who is not qualified under Medicaid and/or will only accept payment in 
cash. 
  
 Looking at the “big picture,” understanding the ramifications of taking or not taking 
certain actions and being ready and able to “switch gears” if the need arises are major 
considerations in long-term planning. However, so are your emotional needs and the comfort that 
you are doing what is best for yourself. Since each person has unique financial, family and 
support group circumstances, and unique long-term care needs, the solution for each person’s 
circumstances will be different.  
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