
FACT SHEET

Medicaid Non-Emergency Medical Transportation for 
Older Adults: A Critical Benefit at Risk1

What is NEMT and why is it important?
Non-emergency medical transportation (NEMT) is a required Medicaid benefit that provides transportation to 

and from non-emergency health care appointments and services. Currently, NEMT serves over 7 million Medicaid 
enrollees across the U.S.2 Many of these enrollees are older adults who use NEMT to access services such as dialysis, 
substance use disorder/behavioral health care, adult day health care, preventive care, specialist visits, and physical 
therapy/rehabilitation.3 Indeed, NEMT is a lifeline for older adults, who, due to cognitive and physical changes, may 
have a reduced ability to drive or use public transportation. It is critical for low-income older adults who do not have 
resources to pay for transportation services out-of-pocket. A robust NEMT benefit also helps address health equity 
issues. 

For example, nearly 40% of women older than 75 do not drive, increasing the risk of isolation 
and gaps in care.4 Additionally, in Iowa, for example, Black and Hispanic Medicaid enrollees were 
respectively 83% and 31% more likely than non-Black and non-Hispanic enrollees to have unmet care 
needs due to lack of transportation.5 

In addition to older women and seniors of color, NEMT also helps individuals residing in rural areas and 
individuals who have recently sustained injuries or are recovering from surgery. 

Medicaid NEMT has proven to be a cost-effective benefit. Assisting individuals in getting to their routine 
medical appointments enables them to receive preventive care and adhere to treatment regimens that in turn avoid 
medical emergencies, hospitalizations, and institutionalization. For older adults who need long-term services and 
supports, consistent and reliable transportation to and from medical appointments can be the difference between 
aging in the community and moving into an institution. Medicaid spends less than 1% of its total budget on 
NEMT,6 but yields a significant return on investment. Recent data has shown that NEMT has resulted in a specific 
return on investment for both wound care for diabetics and dialysis.7 

One Florida study estimated that NEMT trips help to prevent one-day stays in hospitals, resulting in 
savings of $11 for every $1 spent on transportation.8

How is the Medicaid NEMT benefit administered?
Although NEMT is a federally required benefit, each state Medicaid program is given significant discretion 

in crafting the NEMT benefit for Medicaid beneficiaries. At a minimum, states must (1) ensure necessary 
transportation to and from providers, (2) use the most appropriate form of transportation, and (3) include coverage 
for transportation and related expenses necessary to secure medical examination and treatment.9 The Deficit 
Reduction Act of 2005 amended the Medicaid statute to permit states to establish broker programs for NEMT 
without regard to typical Medicaid requirements.10 Since the DRA, states have become increasingly reliant on the 
broker model to deliver NEMT.
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What is the threat to NEMT?
The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) has signaled that it will propose a regulation in 

May 201911 to make the mandatory NEMT benefit optional for states. States could then choose to amend their 
Medicaid rules to eliminate the benefit. When states face difficult choices balancing budgets, optional benefits are 
often the first that are eliminated or reduced. Since transportation is a critical component to accessing health care 
for low-income older adults, changing the benefit from mandatory to optional would likely have negative—and 
expensive—consequences for the health of low-income seniors enrolled in Medicaid. 

What can I do?
•  Talk to your state Medicaid office about the importance of NEMT and the current threat to the benefit.

•  Collect stories from consumers who depend on NEMT or who have transportation challenges.

•  Talk to your members of Congress about the importance of the NEMT benefit.

•  �Build relationships with providers in your state who provide services to Medicaid enrollees. Examples 
include hospitals, dialysis centers, and adult day health centers.

Where Can I Find Out More Information about NEMT?
•  Contact Denny Chan at dchan@justiceinaging.org

•  �Take a look at the Chapter Summary and presentation from the National Center on Law and Elder Rights 
on NEMT

•  �Take a look at Community Catalyst’s Center for Consumer Engagement in Health Innovation’s NEMT 
Advocacy Guide and web page12

•  Take a look at Justice in Aging and Community Catalyst’s NEMT Brief

mailto:dchan%40justiceinaging.org?subject=
https://ncler.acl.gov/pdf/Medicaid_and_Transportation_for_Older_Adults_Issue_Brief.pdf
https://vimeo.com/242994073
https://www.communitycatalyst.org/resources/publications/document/2019/NEMT-Advocacy-Toolkit.pdf
https://www.communitycatalyst.org/resources/publications/document/2019/NEMT-Advocacy-Toolkit.pdf
https://www.healthinnovation.org/work/building-advocacy-capacity/non-emergency-medical-transportation
https://www.communitycatalyst.org/resources/publications/document/Medicaid-Non-Emergency-Medical-Transportation_An-Overlooked-Lifeline-for....pdf?1478106742
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