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Colorado Hospital Association

How Hospitals Help Low-Income Patients

Understanding the Hospital Discounted Care Program

Hospitals work diligently to provide care to everyone who needs it, and a variety of programs exist to help low-income patients.
The Hospital Discounted Care (HDC) program is one example of how hospitals work with eligible patients to provide discounted
care and connect them with additional resources.

Background

House Bill (HB) 21-1198 expanded and made changes to Colorado’s hospital charity care statute. In 2024, hospitals and health
systems worked with the legislature to refine the program through Senate Bill (SB) 24-116. CHA will seek additional legislation
this session as part of a regulatory relief package to address some issues with the screening, application, and patient notification
processes.

How HDC works

e Eligibility screening: Hospitals are required to screen all uninsured patients, and any insured patients who request
financial assistance for Medicaid and Medicare eligibility and financial assistance. Hospitals are also required to give
patients the chance to apply for discounted care when they are treated at the hospital.?

o SB24-116 allows hospitals to serve as presumptive eligibility sites to get patients temporary Medicaid coverage.
This provides an expedited pathway for patients who are eligible for Medicaid but not enrolled to gain access to
coverage.?

e Billing limits: Patients who are at or below 250% of the Federal Poverty Guidelines are eligible for HDC. For patients
who qualify, bills from hospitals, emergency rooms, and physicians who provide services at those locations are limited
to rates set by the Colorado Department of Health Care Policy and Financing (HCPF). Eligible patients are also entitled to
payment plans.!

e Patient protections: Bills must be considered paid in full after 36 months, and there are limitations on selling debt or
pursuing “extraordinary” collection actions.?

HDC results and effects
In January 2026, HCPF reported that nearly 68,000 patients received financial assistance through HDC in fiscal year 2024-25,
and hospitals screened more than 300,000 patients for eligibility. 4

Care that is covered by HDC is included in a hospital’s charity care — care for which the hospitals provide but do not get fully
reimbursed. As HDC has taken effect, charity care has risen drastically over the last several years.

e Since 2024, charity/uncompensated care has risen by $56 million (17% increase).*

e Compared to 2021, charity/uncompensated care costs have grown by a staggering $208 million (112% increase).

This trend is further stressing hospital finances at a time when serious cuts to reimbursement at the state and federal levels are
threatening access to care. If hospitals cannot operate in a financially sustainable way, many will have to consider a reduction in
services or even closure. Nearly 70% of Colorado hospitals are now operating with thin or negative patient service margins.®

Colorado hospitals are committed to making quality health care affordable. While many programs exist to
help patients who cannot afford to pay for care, HDC is an example of how hospitals work with low-
income patients and the state to get financial support for those who need it. The goal is to protect
patients in financial hardship while ensuring fairness for those who can afford to pay.

HCPF: HDC webpage
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https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/HB21-1198
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/SB24-116
https://hcpf.colorado.gov/colorado-hospital-discounted-care
https://cha.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Hospital-Discounted-Care-Issue-Brief.pdf
https://cha.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Health-Care-Billing_final.pdf
https://hcpf.colorado.gov/sites/hcpf/files/2026%20Hospital%20Discounted%20Care%20SMART%20Act%20Handout%20Presentation%20Extension.pdf
https://cha.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Final-Q3-2025-Trends-External-1.pdf
https://cha.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Final-Q3-2025-Trends-External-1.pdf

