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Determining ACA Full-Time Status Cheat Sheet 
FAQs — What You Need to Know 
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Determining who counts as a full-time employee under the ACA can get messy fast. These FAQs flag potential compliance issues and point you in the right direction without requiring you to dig through pages of regulations.

Why This Matters
· Large employers (50+ FTEs) must offer medical coverage to employees averaging 30+ hours/week (130+ per month)
· Small employers (<50 FTEs) aren’t bound by ACA’s definition and can set their own rules
· For large employers, getting this wrong can trigger §4980H penalties and IRS reporting issues

What Counts and What Doesn’t Count as an “Hour of Service”
✔  Worked time
✔  Paid leave (vacation, PTO, sick leave, holidays)
✔  Overtime and paid on-call time

[bookmark: _Int_ggirSFyY][bookmark: _Int_ZfBoh0h6]✘  Post-termination pay
✘  Time covered only by workers’ comp
✘  Some disability leave (if employee paid premiums post-tax)

Who’s Full-Time?
· Hourly employees: Count every paid hour
· Salaried employees: Usually assumed full-time unless employer can prove 
<30 hrs/week
· Commission/piecework/drivers, etc.: Must use a “reasonable” crediting method 
(e.g., 8 hrs per day worked, 40 hrs per week)
Who’s Exempt from Tracking?
· Volunteers (true government/501(c) volunteers)
· Work-study students
· Religious order members under vow of poverty





How Do I Measure Full-Time Status?

	Monthly Method
	Look-Back Method

	Employee is full-time if they hit 130+ hrs in a month
	Averages hours over 3–12 months

	Simple to apply with steady schedules
	Predictable for seasonal workforces

	Risk of surprise coverage requirements month-to-month
	Employees who qualify must stay eligible for full “stability period”

	Works best for: stable office staff
	Works best for: retail, hospitality, seasonal




Special Situations

Leaves of absence:
· Paid leave counts toward hours
· Certain unpaid leave (FMLA, USERRA, jury duty) can’t reduce averages under look-back method
Breaks in service:
· 13+ weeks off (26 for schools): Can be treated as new hire
· <13 weeks: Must resume coverage if previously full-time

Q: How many employees must I cover to avoid penalties?
A: You must offer health coverage to at least 95% of your full-time employees and their children. If you fall below that threshold, you risk the large §4980H(a) penalty.

Q: What if I miss a few employees?
A: Even if you cover 95%+, you can still face the smaller §4980H(b) penalty — about $362 per month per employee in 2025 (~$417 in 2026) — for each full-time employee who goes to the Marketplace and qualifies for subsidies.

Q: Do I have to send Forms 1095-C to employees who waive coverage?
A: Yes. All full-time employees (per ACA rules) must receive a Form 1095-C, whether they enroll in your plan or decline it.



ACA rules don’t have to be overwhelming.
We help employers stay compliant, avoid penalties, and keep benefit plans running smoothly. Reach out today to see how we can support your team.
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