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In 2013, Arkansas pioneered the use of federal Medicaid 

expansion funds to create a “private option” under the 

Aff ordable Care Act. Nearly 300,000 Arkansans gained 

health insurance over the next fi ve years. Th e state was 

touted as an example to be followed for helping its 

citizens have greater access to aff ordable health care. 

Now Arkansas stands out as the fi rst, and currently only, 

state in the nation to require adults receiving Medicaid 

benefi ts to report work or work-related activities in order 

to keep their health care coverage. Th e stated intention of 

this policy is to encourage Arkansas Works participants 

to enter the workforce. Th e implementation of the policy, 

however, resulted in more than 18,000 Arkansans losing 

their health insurance in the last few months of 2018.1 

In contrast, only around 4,000 Arkansas Works enrollees 

have gone from not working to working. 
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Losing Coverage

In March 2018, Arkansas received permission from the 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Centers 

for Medicaid and Medicare Services, under a Section 

1115 waiver, to require certain individuals aged 19-49 to 

report work-related activity as a condition of coverage. 

Beginning June 1, 2018, adults aged 30-49 were required 

to report 80 hours of work-related activities per month. 

As of January 1, 2019, enrollees aged 19-29 are subject to 

the work reporting requirements.2 (See the appendix for 

further details on the policy.) 

Arkansas Advocates for Children and Families published 

“An Early Look at the Impact: New Medicaid Work 

Requirement Hurts Health Coverage in Arkansas” in 

October 2018.  Th e following is the second brief in the 

series, and it examines the results of those fi rst seven 

months of the policy’s implementation. We look at which 

benefi ciaries lost coverage, the barriers to meeting the 

requirements, and the impact of failing to report. Finally, 

we will consider the future of Arkansas Works based on 

ongoing program implementation activities and legal 

developments.  

  Just two months into 2019, 
more than 13,000 Arkansas Works enrollees 
did not meet the work reporting requirement.

On April 1, thousands more Arkansans will 
lose their health coverage and be locked out   of the program until January 2020.
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Who is required to work? 

Within the Section 1115 waiver for Arkansas Works, 

there are two layers of requirements, each with its own 

set of exemptions. First is the requirement to complete 

80 hours of work activities a month, with exemptions 

for those living in a household with dependent children, 

those receiving unemployment benefi ts, over age 50, 

those receiving SNAP benefi ts, those in school or 

vocational training full-time, those in a substance abuse 

treatment program, those who are incapacitated and those 

caring for an incapacitated person. Other exemptions 

include pregnancy, medically frail health status, being 

American Indian/Alaska Native and “good cause.” In 

January, 105,158 Arkansas Works enrollees were required 

to work, while the remaining 129,242 were not required 

to work, because they met one of these exemptions. 

Who is required to report?

Th e next requirement is reporting either having met 

the 80 hours of required work activities or reporting 

an exemption. Arkansas Works enrollees receiving 

unemployment benefi ts or who are in school or 

vocational training full-time are required to report their 

exemption every six months. Th ose who are in a drug or 

alcohol treatment program, are incapacitated or are caring 

for an incapacitated person are required to report their 

exemption every two months. Th ose who already meet 

the work requirements for the Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program or the Transitional Employment 

Assistance program and enrollees who live in a household 

with dependent children under age 19 are exempt from 

reporting altogether. 

Arkansas Department of Human Services reports 

consistently show that from 71 percent to over 90 

percent of the individuals subject to the work reporting 

requirement are exempt from the work activities 

requirement. Of the 73,266 required to report work or 

an exemption in September, 52,714 were exempt from 

working (71 percent). By December, the report shows 

that of the 60,680 who were subject to the reporting 

requirement, 55,904 were exempt from working (92 

percent).3

Th is means that the vast majority of people enrolled 

in Arkansas Works who are required to report, either 

monthly, every two months or every six months, are, 

in fact, exempt from meeting the work requirement. 

However, if they fail to meet the reporting requirement for 

three consecutive months, they can lose their health care 

benefi ts until the next calendar year. Th is is an important 

distinction that highlights the negative consequences of 

this policy: Individuals who aren’t required to work to 

begin with are losing their coverage because they failed to 

report, or to report adequately. 

Source: Arkansas Works Program. State Data from the Arkansas Department of Human Services. Release dates, October 15, 2018; November 15, 2018; December 17, 2018; and January 15, 2109.
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Who lost coverage?

From September through December 2018, the work 

reporting requirements caused 18,164 Arkansas Works 

Medicaid benefi ciaries, all of whom have annual incomes 

of $16,753 or less, to lose their coverage based on the 

reasons reported by DHS below:4

• N ot having enough activity to report for that 

month

• Reporting no work activity

• Denials for good cause requests

Th e DHS monthly reports show that almost all of the 

people who did not meet the requirement reported no 

work activity. 

Month Requirements
Not Met

No Activity
Reported

June 7,464 7,362

July 12,722 12,587

August 16,357 16,132

September 16,757 16,535

October 12,128 11,966

November 8,426 8,308

December 4,776 4,703
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Barriers to reporting

Why did so many people fail to report any work activity 

at all? 

Many Arkansas Works enrollees were completely 

unaware of the requirements, confused as to whether the 

requirements applied to them, or unsure how to go about 

meeting the requirement.

A report by Kaiser Family Foundation,5 as shown in 

the graphic below, provides information from the 

actual experiences of Medicaid benefi ciaries who have 

been subject to the work reporting requirement and 

barriers they face in meeting it. Many of the problems 

encountered by the individuals interviewed in four 

separate focus groups are beyond their control. People 

living in rural areas may have transportation issues, 

limited internet access, further distances to DHS and 

Workforce Offi  ces, and unreliable cell phone signals.

ARKANSAS WORKS ENROLLEES FACE MULTIPLE BARRIERS
TO WORK AND MONTHLY REPORTING
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Arkansas Works benefi ciaries were required to report their 

work-related activities via computer even though many 

areas across Arkansas have limited broadband access, 

particularly in rural parts of the state. According to a 

December 27, 2018, report by the Arkansas Democrat-

Gazette, Arkansas was second-to-last in providing 

broadband Internet to households in 2017.6

Th e barriers stated above are borne out by benefi ciaries in 

numerous well-documented reports. Benjamin Hardy, a 

reporter with the Arkansas Times, has written extensively 

on the Arkansas Works reporting requirement. Common 

themes throughout his reporting are issues with diffi  culty 

getting online, communication between the state and 

Arkansas Works enrollees, lack of in-person assistance 

at DHS offi  ces, lack of broadband access, no computer 

access, and transportation problems.

Barriers to working

Job training and job-seeking activities are administered 

by the Arkansas Department of Workforce Services 

(ADWS), which requires Arkansas Works benefi ciaries 

to coordinate their reporting activity between DHS and 

local ADWS offi  ces and training sites. In some instances, 

this requirement created a hardship on the Medicaid 

benefi ciaries if they lacked transportation to get to the 

Workforce offi  ces. Workforce offi  ces are not as numerous 

or conveniently located as other state service agencies are. 

Th ere are only 33 ADWS offi  ces, plus a small number 

of mobile units, that are responsible for covering 75 

counties. 

Additionally, employment opportunities are not the 

same throughout Arkansas. Th e November 2018 ADWS 

Unemployment Report Rankings of Arkansas Counties7 

shows that almost half of Arkansas’s 75 counties have an 

unemployment rate ranging from 3.7 to 5.9 percent. 

Further, being well is key to maintaining steady 

employment. While the policy’s assumption appears 
to be that people should work so they can have health 
care, what’s closer to reality is that people need health 
care so they can be healthy enough to work. Th e Kaiser 

Family Foundation report found that some Arkansas 

Works enrollees who lost their health coverage for failing 

to meet the reporting requirements ultimately lost their 

jobs because they could no longer manage a chronic 

health condition without access to health care.
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Impact on Arkansans

For the 18,164 people who lost their coverage between 

September and December, Arkansas DHS rules did not 

allow them to re-enroll to get their coverage back until 

the next year. For some, this led to months without 

coverage. On December 31, 2018, DHS closed all 

Arkansas Works cases subject to the work reporting 

requirement, and those covered by the waiver must re-

enroll in order to be covered in 2019. Th e January DHS 

report shows only 1,452 individuals who lost coverage in 

2018 have regained coverage in 2019, leaving 16,712 still 

without coverage under Arkansas Works. 

According to eligibility requirements, Arkansas Works 

benefi ciaries whose coverage has been terminated due to 

work reporting requirements may apply for and receive 

coverage in other Medicaid categories if eligible during 

the lockout period. However, there is no data in the state 

monthly reports as to whether any of those persons who 

have had their Arkansas Works coverage terminated have 

reapplied to other Medicaid categories. 

Future Developments

Th e work reporting requirement has been challenged 

in a lawsuit by Legal Aid of Arkansas, fi led against the 

U.S. Secretary of Health and Human Services. Th e suit 

argues that instead of simplifying the Medicaid system 

for individuals, the Secretary’s approval to disregard 

the Aff ordable Care Act requirements, for the primary 

purpose of making things simpler and cheaper for 

Arkansas, results in harm to those who rely on Arkansas 

Works for health coverage. If the ruling on this legal 

challenge to work requirements favors the state, we 

predict many more adults will lose valuable Medicaid 

coverage. 
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In November, the Medicaid and CHIP Payment and 

Access Commission, a federal advisory panel, wrote a 

letter to Medicaid offi  cials in the Trump administration 

calling for a “pause in disenrollments” in Arkansas. 

Th e fact that so few people were reporting work hours 

suggested the policy “may not be structured in a way that 

provides individuals an opportunity to succeed, with 

high stakes for benefi ciaries who fail,” Commission Chair 

Penny Th ompson wrote.8 

Th e work reporting requirements do not improve the 

work status of Arkansas Works Medicaid benefi ciaries. 

A brief from the Center on Budget Policy and Priorities 

explains why work requirement policies can’t be fi xed for 

several reasons. First, any work requirement will have the 

unintended consequence of taking coverage away from 

people who are already working or should be exempt 

due to illness, disability or other factors. Th at’s because 

rules for reporting and claiming exemptions increase 

paperwork and red tape, which cause eligible people to 

lose coverage and become uninsured. Eff orts to inform 

benefi ciaries of the complex compliance requirements 

and the processes for reporting and claiming exemptions 

are certain to fall short, leaving people without the 

information and help they need to comply. In addition, 

working Medicaid benefi ciaries often have low-wage jobs 

with volatile hours and little fl exibility, so they may not 

be able to work a set number of hours each month — 

meaning that even people strongly attached to the labor 

force will lose coverage.9

Arkansas is a rural state with high levels of poverty 

and poor health. Access to aff ordable health care is a 

cornerstone of the wellness of any population. According 

to a report from the Georgetown University Center 

for Children and Families, the uninsured rate for low-

income adults in rural Arkansas counties fell from 45 

percent to 22 percent by 2015, after the implementation 

of Medicaid expansion under the Aff ordable Care Act.10 

Now, we’re losing the gains we made through continuous 

disenrollment of adults from the Arkansas Works 

Medicaid program.
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Appendix

Work Reporting Requirements

Beginning June 1, 2018, Arkansas Works benefi ciaries 

were subject to lose their coverage if they failed to 

report work-related activities for a three-month period. 

Although the group of adults aged 19-29 became subject 

to the work reporting requirement on January 1, 2019, 

only those aged 30-49 years were required to report in the 

fi rst phase of the policy’s implementation.

http://ww.aradvocates.org/wp-content/uploads/ArkansasInfographic_work-rq-fi nal.pdf

Key work reporting requirements:

• 80 Hours of work activities per month

• Reporting deadline is the 5th of each month

• Exemptions exist for those unable to work, 

but required to report

80 hours of work reporting activities 
reported monthly include: 

• Job search activities

• Attending qualifi ed health education classes

• Any full-time or part-time work

• Part-time school or vocational training

• Volunteer work
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