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Six Steps the Biden Admin Has Taken to
Reduce Medical Debt

Kylie Murdock, Policy Advisor

More than 100 million Americans have debt from medical bills, and the consequences can be

debilitating. Some burn through their retirement savings to pay for medical care. Others cut back on

other costs. And those who can’t pay can face wage garnishment, home foreclosure, or bankruptcy.

America is facing a medical debt crisis, but the Biden Administration has taken six major steps to

reduce the burden of existing medical debt on Americans. Detailed below, these actions include: 1.

Abolishing billions of dollars of medical debt, 2. Removing medical bills from credit reports, 3.

Investigating unlawful medical debt collection and reporting, 4. Investigating predatory medical

credit cards, 5. Protecting Americans from junk insurance, and 6. Expanding coverage.
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1. Abolishing Billions in Medical Debt
States, counties, and cities are leveraging American Rescue Plan (ARP) funds to abolish nearly $7

billion in medical debt for almost 3 million Americans. Cook County, IL was the first to use

economic relief funds from the American Rescue Plan to partner with Undue Medical Debt (formerly

RIP Medical Debt), a non-profit that buys medical debt for pennies on the dollar and abolishes it. To

qualify for debt relief, individuals must have an income up to 400% of the federal poverty line or

have medical debt that’s more than 5% of their annual income. Cook County spent $12 million to

abolish over $280 million in medical debt for over 158,000 residents. Several local and state

governments are following suit:

Akron, OH spent $500,000 to relieve up to $50 million in medical debt.

Louis, MO spent $800,000 to relieve up to $80 million in medical debt.

Paul, MN spent $1.1 million to relieve $110 million in medical debt.

Cincinnati, OH spent $1.5 million to relieve up to $150 million in medical debt.

Cleveland, OH spent $1.9 million to relieve over $200 million in medical debt.

Lucas County, OH spent $1.6 million to relieve up to $240 million in medical debt.

New Orleans, LA spent $1.3 million to relieve $130 million in medical debt.

Pittsburgh, PA spent $1 million to relieve $115 million in medical debt.

Wayne County, MI spent $5 million to relieve up to $700 million in medical debt.

Connecticut is using $6.5 million to relieve as much as $1 billion in medical debt.

Pennsylvania proposed $4 million to relieve $400 million in medical debt.

New York City, NY proposed $18 million to relieve $2 billion in medical debt.

New Jersey proposed $10 million to relieve near $1 billion in medical debt.

Arizona is using $30 million to relieve up to $2 billion in medical debt.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2024/06/11/fact-sheet-vice-president-harris-announces-proposal-to-prohibit-medical-bills-from-being-included-on-credit-reports-and-calls-on-states-and-localities-to-take-further-actions-to-reduce-medical-debt/#:~:text=Thanks%20to%20the%20American%20Rescue%20Plan%20(ARP)%2C%20states%2C,up%20to%201%20million%20Arizonans.
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2024/01/23/1225014618/nyc-joins-a-growing-wave-of-local-governments-erasing-residents-medical-debt
https://unduemedicaldebt.org/
https://www.cookcountyil.gov/news/cook-county-medical-debt-relief-initiative-abolishes-over-280-million-medical-debt-cook-county
https://www.publicnewsservice.org/2023-09-18/budget-policy-and-priorities/akron-is-latest-oh-city-to-retire-medical-debt/a86312-1
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2024/06/11/fact-sheet-vice-president-harris-announces-proposal-to-prohibit-medical-bills-from-being-included-on-credit-reports-and-calls-on-states-and-localities-to-take-further-actions-to-reduce-medical-debt/#:~:text=Thanks%20to%20the%20American%20Rescue%20Plan%20(ARP)%2C%20states%2C,up%20to%201%20million%20Arizonans.
https://www.myvillager.com/news/general_news/st-paul-invests-1-1m-to-eliminate-110m-in-residents-medical-debt/article_485fed50-9ea9-11ee-90d5-ffaa4278cfab.html#:~:text=Paul%20invests%20%241.1M%20to%20eliminate%20%24110M%20in%20residents'%20medical%20debt,-By%20Jane%20McClure&text=A%20proposal%20by%20Mayor%20Melvin,of%20the%202024%20city%20budget.
https://www.cincinnati.com/story/opinion/contributors/2023/06/05/relieving-medical-debt-would-have-a-huge-impact-on-families-opinion/70272264007/
https://www.news5cleveland.com/news/local-news/more-than-200-million-in-medical-debt-erased-for-cleveland-metrohealth-patients#:~:text=The%20city%20got%20more%20than,and%20then%20eliminates%20the%20debt.
https://lailluminator.com/2023/01/02/new-orleans-plans-to-erase-130-million-in-residents-medical-debt/
https://lailluminator.com/2023/01/02/new-orleans-plans-to-erase-130-million-in-residents-medical-debt/
https://www.post-gazette.com/business/healthcare-business/2024/04/11/pittsburgh-medical-debt-relief-plan-upmc-ahn-shapiro/stories/202404110085#:~:text=In%20a%20feel%2Dgood%20moment,it%20%E2%80%9Cplain%20common%20sense.%E2%80%9D
https://www.freep.com/story/news/local/michigan/wayne/2024/03/13/a-wayne-county-program-aims-to-wipe-away-up-to-700m-in-medical-debt/72941740007/
https://www.cnn.com/2024/02/02/politics/connecticut-cancel-medical-debt/index.html
https://www.governor.pa.gov/newsroom/governor-shapiro-and-rep-venkat-highlight-plan-to-erase-medical-debt-for-many-families-across-pennsylvania-during-visit-to-mifflin-county-community-health-center/#:~:text=Governor%20Shapiro%20and%20Rep.,Mifflin%20County%20Community%20Health%20Center&text=The%20Governor's%20proposed%202024%2D25,debt%20for%20low%2Dincome%20Pennsylvanians.
https://stateline.org/2024/02/13/governments-can-erase-your-medical-debt-for-pennies-on-the-dollar-and-some-are/
https://newjerseymonitor.com/2024/01/09/gov-murphy-urges-action-on-affordable-housing-medical-debt-relief-in-annual-address/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2024/06/11/fact-sheet-vice-president-harris-announces-proposal-to-prohibit-medical-bills-from-being-included-on-credit-reports-and-calls-on-states-and-localities-to-take-further-actions-to-reduce-medical-debt/#:~:text=Thanks%20to%20the%20American%20Rescue%20Plan%20(ARP)%2C%20states%2C,up%20to%201%20million%20Arizonans.


2. Removing Medical Bills from Credit Reports
Medical debt accounts for more than half of all debt on credit reports, though it’s typically a poor

predictor of credit worthiness. Its inclusion destroys credit scores and makes it hard for many

people to find housing or access credit cards, loans, insurance, etc.—often keeping people in a cycle

of poverty. After some pressure from the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB), the three

largest credit bureaus (TransUnion, Equifax, and Experian) announced in 2022 that they would

remove cleared medical debts from credit reports. While this is great progress, 15 million Americans

still have medical bills on their credit reports.

The CFPB proposed a rule last week that would remove medical bills from consumers’ credit reports

and stop creditors from considering medical debt when evaluating loan applications. This step

would remove as much as $49 billion of medical debt from credit reports and increase credit scores

by an average of 20 points for 15 million Americans. And it would lead to the approval of

approximately 22,000 additional mortgages every year. The rule would also prohibit lenders from

taking medical devices as collateral for a loan or repossessing medical devices, like wheelchairs, if

they’re unable to repay their loan.

3. Investigating Unlawful Medical Debt
Collection and Reporting
The CFPB also received thousands of consumer complaints about illegal medical debt collection in

2022. Patients reported being pursued for medical bills that had already been paid, were inaccurate,

or weren’t even theirs. Some debt collectors use deceptive tactics or coercive credit reporting to get

people to pay debts, and the Biden Administration is cracking down on it. The CFPB shut down a

Pennsylvania company in December for pursuing patients without ensuring the debts were

accurate. And they fined an Indiana company for violating medical debt collection laws.

4. Investigating Predatory Medical Credit
Cards
Between 2018 and 2020, people spent $23 billion on health care expenses using medical credit

cards, and $1 billion on deferred interest payments. Medical credit cards are infamous for having

high interest rates and confusing terms of service, leaving many patients with more debt. They were

primarily used to cover non-traditional care, such as fertility services or cosmetic surgery. But

more and more providers are encouraging patients to use the cards to cover a broader set of

services, including emergency room visits. Some providers have been accused of pushing medical

credit cards on patients, even when care could otherwise be covered by insurance or financial

https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2024/03/01/1234998635/why-a-financial-regulator-is-going-after-health-care-debt
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/about-us/newsroom/cfpb-finds-15-million-americans-have-medical-bills-on-their-credit-reports/
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/about-us/newsroom/cfpb-finds-15-million-americans-have-medical-bills-on-their-credit-reports/
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https://www.consumerfinance.gov/about-us/newsroom/cfpb-proposes-to-ban-medical-bills-from-credit-reports/
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https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2024/06/11/fact-sheet-vice-president-harris-announces-proposal-to-prohibit-medical-bills-from-being-included-on-credit-reports-and-calls-on-states-and-localities-to-take-further-actions-to-reduce-medical-debt/#:~:text=Thanks%20to%20the%20American%20Rescue%20Plan%20(ARP)%2C%20states%2C,up%20to%201%20million%20Arizonans.
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/about-us/newsroom/cfpb-highlighting-consumer-protection-issues-in-medical-debt-collection/
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https://www.consumerfinance.gov/about-us/newsroom/inquiry-into-costly-credit-cards-and-loans-pushed-on-patients-for-health-care-costs/
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/about-us/newsroom/inquiry-into-costly-credit-cards-and-loans-pushed-on-patients-for-health-care-costs/


assistance programs, putting patients into unnecessary debt. This issue affects millions, with the

most popular medical credit card alone having more than 11 million cardholders. The Consumer

Financial Protection Bureau, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, and U.S. Department

of Treasury have launched a joint investigation into the legality of medical credit cards.

5. Protecting Americans from Junk Insurance
Finally, the Biden Administration is rolling back the Trump Administration’s expansion of junk

insurance plans—“short-term” health insurance plans that are exempt from many ACA

protections. These plans are meant to act as temporary insurance for anyone who might have lost

coverage through a job or otherwise have a gap in coverage. But these plans can discriminate

against people with pre-existing conditions, impose spending limits on care, and provide limited

coverage for basic medical services. Companies often use misleading information to trick

consumers into buying these products that leave them with thousands of dollars in medical

expenses. And millions of Americans are falling for it.

The Biden Administration enacted two changes under the final rule. The first limits the length of

short-term insurance plans to three months instead of the three years the previous administration

allowed for. This ensures these plans are truly short term. The second rule requires companies to

clearly disclose the limits of their benefits to protect consumers from misleading or predatory

products.

6. Expanding Coverage
The Obama and Biden Administrations have cut uninsured rates in half since the implementation of

the Affordable Care Act. In 2022, the number of uninsured people was down to 27.6 million from

48.6 million in 2010. The Affordable Care Act made health insurance more accessible for American

families and expanded access to Medicaid coverage for low-income individuals. This progress

wouldn’t have been possible without the Biden Administration’s expansion of Affordable Care Act

tax credits in the American Rescue Plan and Inflation Reduction Act. Now, four out of five ACA

customers can find insurance plans for $10 or less a month. In the last three years, four more states

have expanded Medicaid to working poor adults, leaving only 10 states without that coverage.

Increasing access to affordable health insurance means fewer people are stuck with large medical

bills and crippling debt. Universal coverage is how we end the medical debt crisis.

Conclusion
Millions of Americans are struggling with medical debt and high health care costs. The Biden

Administration is lowering health care costs, abolishing medical debt, and protecting consumers

from predatory practices.
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