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Association Health Plans - Proposed Rules
A proposed rule by the U.S. Department of Labor would allow small businesses and
certain self-employed individuals to band together and purchase health insurance without
some of the regulatory requirements that the individual states and the Affordable Care Act
(ACA) impose on smaller employers. The Notice of Proposed Rulemaking proposes expanding
access to what the rule calls "small business health plans," which are more commonly known as
association health plans. The rule modifies the definition of "employer" under the Employee
Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) regarding entities—such as associations—that could
sponsor group health coverage. An association can be formed for the sole purpose of offering
the health plan.

• The proposal allows employers to form an Association Health Plan on the basis of geography
or industry. A plan could serve employers in a state, city, county, or a multi-state metro area,
or it could serve all the businesses in a particular industry nationwide. A plan could also allow
sole proprietors to join association plans. With the repeal of the individual mandate in the tax
reform legislation and the potential for uncertainty in the exchanges, (see Health Reform in
Transit: Movement on the Margins), this proposal may offer a more affordable option for
health coverage for sole proprietors.
• The proposed rule would maintain current employee protections by preserving
nondiscrimination provisions under both HIPAA and the ACA. It clarifies that an Association
Health Plan cannot charge individuals higher premiums based on health status or refuse to
admit employees to a plan because of health status.

Purchaser Implications
The proposed rules appear to offer the potential for new market solutions for certain
individuals and small groups outside of the ACA Exchanges. While this is intended to
provide a more cost-effective alternative, it is unclear how effective these proposed new
Association Health Plans would be in providing a sustainable and affordable market
alternative for those with self-insured "Multiple-Employer Welfare Associations."
• Since the proposed plans are required to offer the same “guaranteed issue” coverage as in
the ACA marketplaces and cannot discriminate in pricing based on health status, there is likely
to be the same challenges in sustaining a viable risk pool over time. Unlike the ACA
Exchanges, there may not be a core set of participants that will be eligible for income-based
subsidies and consequently the potential for an unstable risk pool is even greater. In addition,
they may not be included in other risk stabilizing features of the ACA (e.g. reinsurance).
• If alternative Association Health Plans are to exist side by side with the ACA Exchanges, it is
critical that a level playing field be maintained so that neither is unduly selected against and
both achieve sustainable risk pools. However the Association Health Plans as proposed will
likely not be able to sustain themselves if operated on a guaranteed issue basis independent of
the current subsidies and other features that are part of the ACA Exchanges. The Association
Plans could also result in further destabilizing the individual and small group market, and more
stringent future regulations.
Comments on this proposed rule can be submitted via the following
regulations.gov page (https://www.regulations.gov/docket?D=EBSA-2018-0001).
The comment period closes March 6, 2018.
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