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Assessing Post-Subsidy Affordability Across States in 2026 

This whitepaper expands on 'Navigating the Post-Subsidy Cliff’ 1  by providing a quantitative and 
qualitative assessment of 2026 post-subsidy affordability, if enhanced subsidies end. The previous 
paper examined the hypothetical impact of buying down when enhanced subsidies expire using 2025 
premiums. This scorecard evaluates what affordability will look like if consumers buy down to the 
lowest-cost silver or Bronze plan in each market using recently published 2026 premiums. This paper 
does not evaluate the premium increase driven by premiums going up between 2025 and 2026 as we 
only focus on the marginal impact of enhanced subsidies expiring net of buying down to the lowest cost 
Silver or Bronze plan. 

Our findings reveal significant variation by state, income, and age in the net member premium 
increases expected after subsidy expiration. In some markets, large Silver gaps (the gap between the 
lowest two Silver plans) will continue to buffer consumers from sharp premium hikes to varying 
degrees, while in others, affordability may erode quickly once subsidies expire.  

The detailed results are summarized by state, age, and select income levels in Appendices. 

Approach 

This analysis uses county-level 2026 Silver premiums data for states with Federally Facilitated 
Marketplaces (FFM) only. The scorecard measures the average net member premium change after 
enhanced subsidies expire and member buys down to lowest cost Silver plan. We measured the impact 
at three ages (21, 40, and 50) and four income levels: 150% of FPL (eligible for cost sharing reduction 
plan with 94% actuarial value (CSR 94)), 200% FPL (eligible for CSR 87), 250% FPL (CSR 73), and 
400% FPL (subsidy cliff or income level at which no subsidies are provided). The net member 
premiums in each county were aggregated at the state level using number of Silver enrollees in 2025 in 
each county as the weights. 

Additionally, we also studied the impact of buying down to the lowest cost Bronze plan to understand 
the minimum cost to participate in the insurance market.  

  

 

1 Navigating the Post-Subsidy Cliff - Wakely 

mailto:karan.rustagi@wakely.com
https://www.wakely.com/blog/navigating-the-post-subsidy-cliff/
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Key Findings 

1. County-Level Range of Impact 

Within states, affordability variation can be significant. For example, several counties in West Virginia 
such as Mercer County have an annual Silver premium gap of $460 for age 40 and the loss in monthly 
subsidy is worth $984 so members can offset $460 of the $984 increase in member premium by buying 
down to the lowest Silver and the net increase in member premium is $524. In other counties within WV 
such as Albany, the two lowest Silvers are less than a dollar apart providing no cushion through buy 
down. This contrasts with Beaver County, Utah where the Silver gap for 40-year-olds is $1,968 and 
allows members with incomes of 150% FPL to still get a free Silver if they buy down. 

Depending on the county across all states in our study, a 40-year-old will pay more annually for Silver 
coverage as follows: 

• 150% of FPL will pay on average $0 and $1,106 more 

• 200% FPL will pay an additional $0 to $1,676  

• 250% FPL will pay an additional $0 to $2,047  

• 400% FPL will pay an additional $0 to $9,943  

2. State-Level Affordability Patterns 

The subsidy calculations are done at the county level and therefore, the state results are an 
aggregation of county level results up to the state level. 

Depending on the FFM state in our study data (See Appendix A for details), a 40-year old will pay more 
annually for Silver coverage as follows: 

• 150% of FPL will pay on average $520 and $1,023 more 

• 200% FPL will pay an additional $976 to $1,593  

• 250% FPL will pay an additional $1,273 to $1,964  

• 400% FPL will pay an additional $0 to $7,729 2  

  

 

2 Some members currently pay the full premiums in some states and they will continue to not qualify subsidies. 
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3. Age and FPL Variation 

Affordability impacts vary by age and income. 

Younger APTC recipients are more negatively affected than older ones at the same income. Premiums 
rise for everyone when enhanced subsidies end, but older members gain more from buy-downs. 

For those above 400% FPL, premium increases worsen with age since these members receive no 
subsidies and must pay higher premiums. Although older individuals gain more from buying down, it 
does not fully offset subsidy loss. Additionally, many could switch to off-exchange Silver plans and save 
10–40% on premiums for equivalent coverage and our analysis does not include savings from shopping 
off-exchange due to issues with premium availability for off-exchange plans. 

The maps below show qualitative net member premium impact after buy-down for each state by income 
and age. The colors represent the net member annual premium increase being higher than a certain 
threshold for each FPL as denoted in the table below. 

 FPL ->    

Annual Premium Increase 150% 200% 250% 400% 
Dark Red / High Increase $480 $1,000 $2,000 $6,000 
Medium Red / Medium Increase $240 $500 $1,000 $3,000 
Light Red / Low Increase $120 $250 $500 $1,500 
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The charts above show that in most states members of all ages making 150% FPL will experience a 
‘large’ premium increase i.e., a premium increase greater than $480 per year. The situation is similar 
for those making 200% of FPL regardless of age as they will experience a premium increase of greater 
than $1,000 per year in nearly all states. The 400% FPL group will experience an annual increase of 
less than $1,000 in most states for ages 21 and 40, and under $3,000 for age 50. The key driver of a 
favorable impact on 400% FPL cohort is a result of averaging in members in counties where they 
previously would have paid 100% of the premiums and therefore, the enhanced subsidies had little 
impact on them. 

The table below shows the number of counties where an individual with a certain income and age will 
experience a net member premium increase of under $10 per month and $0 for a Silver plan. Note that 
since members making less than 200% FPL were able to buy the second lowest Silver for $0 premiums 
in 2025, no net change in premium means that they will continue to have free Silver plans where buying 
down completely offsets the loss of enhanced subsidies. Since counties vary significantly in population, 
we also show the total number of Silver enrollees in those counties. For example, 21 year olds making 
150% of FPL can find a Silver plan for free in 38 out of 2,054 counties analyzed and there are 
approximately 79,782 members of all ages who chose a Silver plan in those 38 counties in 2025. 

Income 150% FPL (CSR 94) 200% FPL (CSR 87) 250% FPL (CSR 73) 400% FPL (subsidy cliff) 
Age 21 40 50 21 40 50 21 40 50 21 40 50 
<$10 monthly premium 
# Counties 38 48 53 24 38 48 1 24 40 483 44 - 

# Silver Enrollees 79,782 92,031 250,060 66,097 79,782 92,031 3,144 66,097 85,750 2,216,536 138,759 - 
$0 premium 
# Counties 38 40 51 2 36 40 1 11 40 447 28 - 
# Silver Enrollees 79,782 85,750 246,460 51,906 78,729 85,750 3,144 57,789 85,750 1,829,497 92,027 - 

4. Minimum cost of participation 

It is anticipated that some healthy individuals may opt for a Bronze plan, particularly if it is the only 
available option without a premium, as having some coverage is preferable to none. Many Bronze 
plans include benefits such as complimentary primary care physician visits, access to negotiated 
provider rates, and a degree of financial protection. Given the broker-centric nature of the ACA market, 
it is likely that brokers will encourage certain members—who might otherwise forgo coverage entirely—
to enroll in Bronze plans. Catastrophic plans are also an option for members facing unaffordable 
premiums. However, early reports3 suggest many of those facing unaffordable premiums are delaying 
purchasing decisions in the hope that subsidies get extended. 

 

3 https://ldi.upenn.edu/our-work/research-updates/the-price-of-obamacare-subsidies-loss-millions-uninsured-thousands-at-
greater-risk/  

https://ldi.upenn.edu/our-work/research-updates/the-price-of-obamacare-subsidies-loss-millions-uninsured-thousands-at-greater-risk/
https://ldi.upenn.edu/our-work/research-updates/the-price-of-obamacare-subsidies-loss-millions-uninsured-thousands-at-greater-risk/
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Detailed results of this analysis are shown in Appendix C. 

Implications for Policymakers and Market Participants 

The results highlight the importance of structural market dynamics—not just subsidy levels—in shaping 
ACA affordability. For consumers, affordability outcomes will hinge on where they live as much as how 
much they earn. States with higher Silver premium gap may sustain affordability even in the absence of 
enhanced subsidies.  

To the extent that members buy down to the lowest cost plan, there may be a sudden shift in market 
share and morbidity. These shifts are impossible to predict at the time of pricing which may increase 
mispricing risk for plan year 2026 as the assumptions made on claims cost and risk adjustment during 
pricing diverge from actual experience. 

Caveats 

Some counties exist in multiple rating areas. We allocated those counties to one of the rating areas to 
estimate premiums. Additionally, some carriers operate in partial counties, and our analysis assumed 
the carrier operates in the entire county.  

In some regions, buying down to the lowest-cost Silver may not be an appropriate comparison to the 
extent that the difference between the two lowest cost Silver plans is driven by significant network 
differences. 

We did not study the impact of buying a Silver off exchange for CSR73 and members making over 
400% FPL. The CSR73 members may save more in premiums by buying a standard Silver plan 
(without enhanced cost sharing benefit) off-exchange (to the extent it’s available) than they lose in cost 
sharing. Some of the off-exchange Silver plans mirror the on-exchange Silver plans but do not have the 
additional premium load to cover the enhanced cost sharing on the CSR members. Additionally, the 
400% FPL group will likely save significantly more than what is reported here by buying a Silver plan 
off-exchange. 

 

 

Special thanks to Michael Cohen, Steven Helgeson, and Freddy Quiram for their contributions to this 
paper. Please contact Karan Rustagi at karan.rustagi@wakely.com with any questions or to follow up 
on any of the concepts presented here. 

mailto:karan.rustagi@wakely.com
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Appendix A — Quantitative Affordability Impact by State 

 
Net increase in annual member premium after buy down to Lowest Cost Silver plan 
 CSR 94 / 150% FPL CSR 87 / 200% FPL CSR 73 / 250% FPL Subsidy Cliff / 400% FPL 
 Age ->            
State 21 40 50 21 40 50 21 40 50 21 40 50 
AK $1,072 $1,023 $944 $1,642 $1,593 $1,514 $2,013 $1,964 $1,886 $2,904 $5,554 $10,407 
AL $853 $817 $750 $1,309 $1,273 $1,206 $1,606 $1,570 $1,504 $602 $2,249 $5,258 
AR $784 $729 $628 $1,241 $1,185 $1,084 $1,538 $1,483 $1,381 $1,747 $3,712 $7,302 
AZ $865 $833 $772 $1,322 $1,289 $1,229 $1,619 $1,586 $1,526 $339 $906 $3,368 
DE $923 $906 $875 $1,379 $1,362 $1,331 $1,676 $1,660 $1,629 $1,113 $2,902 $6,170 
FL $893 $868 $822 $1,349 $1,324 $1,278 $1,646 $1,621 $1,575 $1,014 $2,774 $5,992 
HI $1,036 $1,009 $961 $1,560 $1,534 $1,486 $1,902 $1,876 $1,827 $0 $279 $2,821 
IA $935 $921 $897 $1,391 $1,378 $1,353 $1,688 $1,675 $1,650 $10 $606 $2,961 
IN $924 $907 $877 $1,380 $1,364 $1,333 $1,678 $1,661 $1,631 $0 $351 $2,604 
KS $809 $791 $759 $1,235 $1,196 $1,164 $1,533 $1,476 $1,427 $797 $2,496 $5,603 
LA $868 $836 $777 $1,324 $1,292 $1,233 $1,622 $1,589 $1,531 $570 $2,179 $5,160 
MI $908 $896 $874 $1,353 $1,337 $1,315 $1,651 $1,627 $1,602 $140 $909 $3,337 
MO $900 $877 $835 $1,357 $1,334 $1,291 $1,654 $1,631 $1,589 $497 $1,924 $4,804 
MS $850 $813 $745 $1,306 $1,269 $1,201 $1,603 $1,566 $1,498 $894 $2,622 $5,779 
MT $883 $854 $805 $1,340 $1,311 $1,261 $1,637 $1,608 $1,558 $1,051 $2,787 $6,010 
NC $932 $917 $891 $1,388 $1,374 $1,347 $1,685 $1,671 $1,645 $661 $2,292 $5,318 
ND $834 $792 $716 $1,290 $1,248 $1,172 $1,587 $1,546 $1,470 $210 $1,048 $3,564 
NE $949 $939 $921 $1,405 $1,395 $1,377 $1,702 $1,692 $1,674 $1,301 $3,142 $6,505 
NH $923 $907 $876 $1,380 $1,363 $1,332 $1,677 $1,660 $1,629 $0 $0 $1,293 
OH $937 $923 $900 $1,393 $1,380 $1,356 $1,690 $1,677 $1,653 $17 $843 $3,294 
OK $921 $903 $872 $1,377 $1,360 $1,328 $1,674 $1,657 $1,625 $394 $1,953 $4,844 
OR $912 $893 $856 $1,368 $1,350 $1,312 $1,666 $1,647 $1,609 $51 $1,122 $3,683 
SC $964 $958 $948 $1,420 $1,414 $1,404 $1,717 $1,712 $1,701 $157 $1,444 $4,133 
SD $858 $823 $760 $1,314 $1,279 $1,216 $1,612 $1,577 $1,513 $796 $2,255 $5,266 
TN $916 $897 $863 $1,372 $1,353 $1,319 $1,669 $1,651 $1,616 $1,313 $3,157 $6,526 
TX $851 $822 $784 $1,295 $1,266 $1,212 $1,589 $1,555 $1,501 $742 $2,418 $5,495 
UT $797 $732 $657 $1,239 $1,165 $1,076 $1,533 $1,452 $1,356 $187 $1,911 $5,080 
WI $882 $854 $803 $1,339 $1,310 $1,259 $1,636 $1,608 $1,556 $431 $1,928 $4,809 
WV $630 $532 $352 $1,086 $988 $808 $1,384 $1,285 $1,106 $4,418 $7,125 $12,072 
WY $973 $971 $965 $1,429 $1,427 $1,421 $1,727 $1,724 $1,719 $4,890 $7,729 $12,917 
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Appendix B — Qualitative Affordability Impact by State 

Qualitative impact on enrollment due to net member premium increase 
 CSR 94 / 150% FPL CSR 87 / 200% FPL CSR 73 / 250% FPL Subsidy Cliff / 400% FPL 
 Age ->    
State 21 40 50 21 40 50 21 40 50 21 40 50 
AK High High High High High High High High Low Low Medium High 
AL High High Medium High High High High High Low Low Low Low 
AR High High High High High High High High Low Low Medium High 
AZ High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
DE High High High High High High High High Low Low Low High 
FL High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
HI High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Low 
IA High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Low 
IN High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Low 
KS High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
LA High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
MI High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
MO High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
MS High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
MT High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
NC High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
ND High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
NE High High High High High High High High Low Low Medium High 
NH High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Low 
OH High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
OK High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
OR High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
SC High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
SD High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
TN High High High High High High High High Low Low Medium High 
TX High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
UT High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
WI High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Medium 
WV High High Medium High High High High High Low Medium High High 
WY High High High High High High High High Low Medium High High 
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Appendix C — Minimum premium impact to stay insured 

 
Member premium impact of buying down to the lowest cost Bronze plan 
 CSR 94 / 150% FPL CSR 87 / 200% FPL CSR 73 / 250% FPL Subsidy Cliff / 400% FPL 
 Age ->            

State 21 40 50 21 40 50 21 40 50 21 40 50 
AK $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $935 $2,674 $5,850 
AL $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $49 $64 
AR $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $48 $2,183 
AZ $315 $106 $0 $509 $289 $29 $794 $553 $165 $150 $402 $1,869 
DE $0 $0 $0 $37 $0 $0 $334 $0 $0 $0 $1,187 $3,774 
FL $0 $0 $0 $2 $0 $0 $69 $0 $0 $21 $735 $3,138 
HI $16 $0 $0 $227 $0 $0 $525 $187 $0 $0 $0 $1,620 
IA $61 $0 $0 $191 $16 $0 $416 $178 $0 $0 $0 $676 
IN $536 $344 $31 $747 $555 $203 $1,045 $852 $500 $0 $1 $1,473 
KS $0 $0 $0 $75 $0 $0 $304 $26 $0 $70 $799 $3,224 
LA $0 $0 $0 $7 $0 $0 $49 $3 $0 $0 $202 $2,054 
MI $234 $209 $195 $300 $259 $237 $515 $351 $297 $6 $75 $1,134 
MO $14 $0 $0 $117 $0 $0 $350 $91 $0 $15 $424 $2,465 
MS $411 $251 $162 $622 $402 $220 $919 $692 $363 $214 $1,747 $4,557 
MT $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $333 $2,218 
NC $5 $0 $0 $101 $0 $0 $352 $58 $0 $69 $587 $2,896 
ND $21 $0 $0 $123 $0 $0 $268 $107 $0 $0 $0 $1,117 
NE $0 $0 $0 $20 $0 $0 $187 $0 $0 $128 $1,179 $3,763 
NH $456 $281 $22 $667 $452 $182 $964 $749 $408 $0 $0 $25 
OH $164 $62 $3 $337 $140 $19 $634 $331 $94 $0 $42 $1,407 
OK $14 $0 $0 $161 $0 $0 $399 $127 $0 $2 $311 $2,450 
OR $386 $162 $1 $597 $361 $27 $894 $658 $242 $0 $234 $2,301 
SC $48 $17 $3 $124 $35 $11 $294 $118 $24 $0 $110 $1,561 
SD $76 $0 $0 $161 $48 $0 $296 $164 $0 $0 $580 $2,712 
TN $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $767 $3,187 
TX $10 $6 $0 $15 $11 $3 $22 $17 $9 $3 $128 $1,761 
UT $304 $7 $0 $486 $129 $0 $750 $380 $0 $26 $698 $3,335 
WI $18 $3 $0 $62 $10 $0 $216 $50 $4 $6 $308 $2,185 
WV $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $1,965 $3,990 $7,691 
WY $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $2,038 $4,084 $7,822 

 


