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ACA Look-Back Measurement Method Guide
A guide for employers with variable hour or seasonal staff 
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If you’re a large employer (50+ FTEs), you must offer affordable health coverage to employees who work 30+ hours per week. That’s simple with steady, full-time staff. But what about employees whose hours change from month to month? That’s where the look-back measurement method comes in. It lets you average hours over time so you know exactly who counts as full-time and when you need to offer coverage. 

How the Look-Back Method Works 
Instead of deciding full-time status month by month, you measure hours over a longer period. 
· Measurement Period (3–12 months): Track all hours worked and paid (including PTO)
· Administrative Period (up to 90 days): Time to process results and offer coverage
· Stability Period (longer than 6 months or length of measurement period): Employees who qualified as full-time must be offered coverage for the whole period — even if their hours drop
Example: 
· Measure Nov 1–Oct 31
· Use Nov–Dec as an admin period
· Offer coverage Jan 1–Dec 31 to everyone who averaged 30+ hours/week

Employees After the First Measurement Period 
After an employee completes a full measurement period, you determine whether they averaged enough hours to be considered full-time or part-time. That classification then applies for the entire following stability period. This means that even if the employee’s hours later increase or decrease during the stability period, their status does not change — it remains locked in until you review the next measurement period. 
 
New Hires 
· Full-time hires: Must be offered coverage by the 1st of the 4th month after hire (or sooner, depending on waiting period rules)
· Part-time, variable hour, or seasonal hires: 
· Placed in an initial measurement period (IMP) of 3–12 months
· Start date of IMP depends on their hire date
· If they average full-time hours during the IMP, you must offer coverage for the following stability period
· They’ll also get measured in your standard cycle once eligible, so everyone is aligned
Seasonal workers: Typically employed 6 months or less at the same time each year (summer, holiday season, etc.)

Breaks in Service 
· Short break: If an employee returns after less than 13 weeks away (or less than 26 weeks if you’re an educational organization), treat them as a continuing employee. If they were full-time before, coverage must be reinstated quickly. 
· Long break: If an employee is gone for 13 weeks or more (26+ weeks for schools), you may treat them as a new hire and apply your waiting period or initial measurement period again. 
· Special unpaid leave: For FMLA, USERRA, or jury duty, you can’t let the absence reduce their hours — you must either exclude the leave from calculations or credit hours based on their average when working. 

When Status Changes 
· Before first stability period: 
· Full-time → part-time: Coverage can be dropped once they work under 130 hrs/month
· Part-time/seasonal → full-time: Coverage must be offered by the 1st of the 4th month after the change
· After stability period begins: 
· Full-time → part-time: Should generally remain covered for the remainder of the stability period
· Part-time/seasonal → full-time: You don’t have to offer coverage that stability period, but you may choose to

Pros & Cons to the Lookback Method 
✔  Predictability: Once full-time status is set, it sticks for 6–12 months
✔  Best for variable schedules: Retail, hospitality, higher-ed, and seasonal businesses
✘  More admin work: Requires careful tracking and consistent dates


The look-back method gives you stability in managing health coverage for employees with changing hours. It takes more planning, but it prevents the constant stop-and-start of coverage that happens under the monthly method — and helps keep you compliant with ACA rules. 




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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Lumelight is not a law firm and cannot dispense legal advice. Anything contained in this communication is not and should not be construed as legal advice. If you need legal advice, please contact your legal counsel.[image: A blue and white background
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