
ACA Health Insurance: What 
It Is and How It Works (Made 
Simple)
Need health insurance but feeling overwhelmed by the options? This guide 
breaks down the Affordable Care Act (ACA), how it works, what's covered, and 
how to get covered 4 all in plain English.

C  Watch the quick ACA explainer video here
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What Is ACA Health Insurance?

The Affordable Care Act (ACA) 4 also known as Obamacare 4 
is a law that helps make health insurance more affordable and 
accessible for individuals and families.

ACA plans are offered through the Health Insurance 
Marketplace and are available to:

Anyone legally living in the U.S.

People without employer coverage or government programs 
like Medicare/Medicaid
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What Does ACA Insurance Cover?
All ACA-compliant plans must include 10 essential benefits, including:

Doctor visits and preventive care
Regular checkups and preventive services to keep you 
healthy

Emergency services
Coverage for emergency room visits and urgent care

Hospitalization and surgery
Inpatient care and surgical procedures

Prescription drugs
Coverage for medications prescribed by your doctor

Maternity and newborn care
Care before, during, and after pregnancy

Mental health and substance use care
Behavioral health treatment and counseling

Additional essential benefits include: Pediatric services (including dental and vision), Lab tests and imaging, Rehabilitative care, and 
Chronic disease management.

And yes 4 pre-existing conditions are covered.
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How Do ACA Subsidies Work?

ACA health plans are income-based, which means many people 
qualify for a government subsidy (also called a premium tax 
credit) to lower monthly premiums.

ä  In 2025, over 85% of Marketplace enrollees qualified for 
financial help.

The lower your income (within limits), the more assistance you 
get 4 and some may even qualify for $0 premiums.

85�
Marketplace Enrollees

Qualified for financial assistance in 2025

{0
Possible Premium

For those who qualify for maximum 
subsidies

{{{
Savings Potential

Lower income means more financial 
assistance
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How to Enroll in an ACA 
Plan
ë  Open Enrollment Period: Nov 1 3 Jan 15 (most states)

�  Special Enrollment Periods apply if you've had a life change (new baby, 
lost job, moved, etc.)

Online
Visit Healthcare.gov or your state's marketplace website

Through an Agent
Work with a licensed health insurance agent for personalized 
help

By Phone
Call the Marketplace helpline for assistance

In-Person
Get face-to-face help from a navigator or counselor
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ACA Plan Metal Levels
Plans are grouped by "metal" tiers based on how costs are shared:

Metal Tier You Pay Insurance Pays

Bronze 40% 60%

Silver 30% 70%

Gold 20% 80%

Platinum 10% 90%

ô  Silver plans may also qualify you for extra savings called "Cost-Sharing Reductions" if your income is low to moderate.
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Bronze
Lowest monthly premium, highest out-

of-pocket costs when you need care

Silver
Moderate premiums with potential for 
extra cost-sharing reductions

Gold
Higher premiums but lower costs when 
you receive care

Platinum
Highest premiums but lowest out-of-

pocket costs for services
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ACA vs. Private Health Insurance

Feature ACA Plan Private Off-Exchange Plan

Subsidies Yes No

Pre-existing Conditions Covered May be limited

Essential Benefits Required May vary

Open Enrollment Yes Usually year-round (but stricter rules)

ACA Plans
Marketplace plans that include essential benefits, cover 
pre-existing conditions, and offer potential subsidies 
based on income

Private Off-Exchange Plans
Insurance purchased directly from carriers without 
subsidies, potentially with more limited coverage and 
different enrollment rules
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Common Myths 4 Busted

o  "It's just for low-
income people."
'  Anyone can apply 4 and many 
middle-income earners qualify for 
help.

o  "ACA plans are low 
quality."
'  They include major medical 
coverage from top insurance 
companies.

o  "It's too hard to apply."
'  You can apply in minutes with 
the help of an agent or navigator.
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Who Should Consider an ACA Plan?

SelfIemployed

Freelancers, entrepreneurs, and gig workers without employer 
coverage

Between jobs

People who recently lost coverage or are transitioning between 
positions

Families

Families not covered by an employer plan seeking 
comprehensive coverage

Early retirees

Retirees under 65 not yet eligible for Medicare benefits
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Key Takeaways

Essential Coverage
ACA plans cover essential health services and pre-existing conditions

Financial Help
Most people qualify for a subsidy to lower their monthly premium

Enrollment Periods
Open Enrollment runs from Nov 1 to Jan 15 4 but special enrollments are available

Plan Options
Plans come in Bronze, Silver, Gold, and Platinum tiers

Expert Help
Licensed agents can help you compare and enroll for free

Enroll Now Learn More
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