Wellness Programs & the ACA
The Affordable Care Act (ACA) can be difficult to navigate. Here are some quick tips in regards to the
ACA, tobacco cessation and wellness programs.

If your wellness program is outcome-based, you need to have a
“reasonable alternative standard”.
The most common outcome-based programs are for weight and tobacco use. If you offer rewards for
achieving a certain weight goal or smoking status, including charging a surcharge on health insurance,
you need to offer an alternative way to attain the reward.
From the Regulation:
“For outcome-based wellness programs, which generally provide rewards based on whether an
individual has attained a certain health outcome (such as a particular body mass index [BMI],
cholesterol level, or non-smoking status, determined through a biometric screening or health
risk assessment), a reasonable alternative standard must be provided to all individuals who do
not meet the initial standard, to ensure that the program is reasonably designed to improve
health and is not a subterfuge for underwriting or reducing benefits based on health status.”i

So what should you offer as a “reasonable alternative standard”?
You have a lot of flexibility here, but you’ll want to pick a program that is designed to help participants
meet the defined wellness goal. For example, if you’re giving a discount on health insurance for
employees that do not smoke, your “reasonable alternative standard” might be for smokers to complete
an evidence-based smoking cessation program like SmartQuit. Once you have verified program
completion, you then give that individual the same discount.
From the Regulation:
“The program must be reasonably designed to promote health or prevent disease. For this
purpose, it must have a reasonable chance of improving the health of, or preventing disease in,
participating individuals, and not be overly burdensome, not be a subterfuge for discriminating
based on a health factor, and not be highly suspect in the method chosen to promote health or
prevent disease.”ii
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