
Do Medicare and 
other payers deny 
payment for  
hospital services 
if a patient leaves 
against medical advice?

DEBUNKING THE MYTH
Medicare generally covers hospital services rendered to patients who later leave the facility against medical advice.1

BACKGROUND
When a Medicare patient leaves the hospital against medical advice, it can raise concerns about whether the care provided 
while at the hospital will still be covered by their insurance policy. 

The AMA cannot verify or provide guidance on coverage for private payers. However, there is no evidence that any payer, 
including Medicare, denies coverage solely because a patient leaves against medical advice.2 

In Medicare Part A, coverage for inpatient hospital services is determined by medical necessity, not by how or when the 
patient is discharged. For Medicare Part A beneficiaries, hospital stays under the Inpatient Prospective Payment System 
(IPPS) are typically payable if they meet the “two-midnight rule.” This means that if a physician reasonably expects a patient 
to require care spanning two midnights (supported by the medical record), that stay is generally payable.3,4 Even if an 
unexpected event—such as a patient leaving against medical advice, transferring, or dying—causes a stay to be shorter 
than anticipated, the inpatient stay is still payable.3,5 In the instance that a patient leaves against medical advice without 
transferring to another hospital or post-acute facility, Medicare pays the hospital the full Medicare Severity Diagnosis Related 
Group (MS-DRG) payment.

In cases where a patient is receiving outpatient care at a hospital, such as in the emergency department or for outpatient 
surgery, services would be covered under Medicare Part B, even if the patient leaves the hospital against medical advice.6

Key takeaways
Health system leaders should ensure physicians know Medicare reimburses care even if patients leave against  
medical advice.

https://ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs3.asp?ActID=1318#:~:text=A%20prescription%20for%20medication%20other,unless%20the%20prescription%20states%20otherwise.
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