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Medicaid Recipients Offered More Control of Service Providers

WATERLOO, Iowa – Iowans who receive Medicaid services designed to keep them independent will soon have a chance to hire friends or relatives rather than rely on provider agencies to perform personal services, such as bathing or dressing.

They also could buy a microwave with meal allotments, for example, or they could hire a neighbor to provide transportation rather than depend on an agency. 

“Often for people with disabilities, the struggle isn’t just with the disability but with the loss of autonomy,” said Department of Human Services Director Kevin Concannon. The DHS administers Medicaid in Iowa.

“This program gives people choices. We’re trying to move our systems of care into a more individualized approach instead of a one-size-fits-all,” he said.

The new service, called Consumer Choice Option, is available only to the 21,000 disabled or senior Iowans who receive “waiver” Medicaid services—such as meals, transportation, or help with toileting or bathing—designed to keep them independent and in their own homes.

The program is being launched in a 12-county north central area including the cities of Waterloo, Mason City, and Charles City. The counties are Black Hawk, Cerro Gordo, Winnebago, Worth, Mitchell, Hancock, Chickasaw, Floyd, Franklin, Butler, Bremer, and Grundy.

Seed money to set up the program, which will gradually expand statewide, was provided by a $250,000 grant from The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.

The Consumer Choice Option program will not cost more than the current system. Instead, it allows consumers to be in charge of money that would otherwise be spent in their behalf. They may choose to hire relatives (excluding spouses), neighbors, or friends as caregivers.

In order to participate, recipients will work with a financial service that will pay for the goods and services on the recipient’s behalf.  Credit unions in Iowa have agreed to offer this service. 

In the current system, recipients receive caregiver services from private organizations  enrolled as Medicaid providers. Those eligible for in-home services may be able to choose between agencies, but the decision-making ability usually ends at that point. 

The program will be voluntary. Those who wish to continue receiving personal care through a Medicaid-contracted agency may continue to do so.

A similar program has been operating for several years in Florida, New Jersey, and Arkansas.  An independent study determined that in all three states, quality of life improved, satisfaction increased, and access to home care was increased compared to a randomly assigned control group that received services from agencies.   
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