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A Shift Between Congressional Intent and
Implementation: Work Requirements

On June 1, 2026, the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) released an Interim Final Rule (IFR)
interpreting the new Medicaid work requirement provisions required under last year’s budget reconciliation
bill, also known as HR 1 or the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA). As noted in our June 4, 2026 issue, the IFR is
a significant departure from the previous understanding of the work requirements exemption in HR 1 for
people who are medical frail or have significant health needs. The IFR is more restrictive than previously
expected because it adds a requirement that, in order for an individual to qualify as medically frail or having
special medical needs, the individual must have a condition that “significantly impairs [their] ability to
comply” with the new work requirements.. This interpretation, if implemented, would bar many people with
chronic illnesses and other serious or complex conditions from accessing the exemption, threatening their
access to health coverage, and putting their health at risk.

The addition of the significant impairment requirement—which is not present in HR 1 itself—seems to directly
contradict many statements made by members of Congress as they drafted HR 1. These comments, some of
which are highlighted below, emphasized that work requirements will not prevent those with heightened
medical needs from accessing the care they need.

Collected Quotes about Work Requirements

Undated Senate Finance Fact Sheet

Work requirements apply to “able bodied adults who are choosing not to work and do not have young dependent
children or elderly parents in their care”

May 11, 2025, Chairman Guthrie (KY) Op-Ed
People who lose coverage are “capable adults who choose not to work”

May 13, 2025, Chairman Guthrie Opening Statement in Committee
“Let me be clear — these work requirements would only apply to able-bodied adults without dependents who don’t
have a disqualifying condition”

May 21, 2025, Chairman Guthrie in the Rules Committee
“Let me be clear — these work requirements only apply to able-bodied adults without dependents who don’t have
a disqualifying condition like a disability or substance use disorder,”
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May 21, 2025, Rep. Joyce (PA) on Floor Remarks

“This important legislation will strengthen Medicaid by cutting waste, fraud, and abuse to ensure that the
most vulnerable Americans have access to the critical services on which they rely. Pregnant women, children,
seniors, and disabled Americans need and deserve Medicaid benefits, not illegal immigrants or able-bodied
adults simply choosing not to work.”

May 21, 2025, Rep. Arrington (TX) on Floor Remarks

“This won’t stop our Democrat colleagues from scaring you, Mr. Speaker, with fallacious statements that
children will go without food, seniors will be stranded without healthcare, and the disabled will be left to die
in the streets.”

May 21, 2025, Rep. Malliotakis (NY) on Floor Remarks
“We safeguard Medicaid for our seniors, disabled, and children with disabilities. We crack down on fraudsters
by targeting waste, fraud, and abuse.”

June 1, 2025, Speaker Johnson (LA) on Meet the Press
“young men, able-bodied workers, who are on Medicaid”
“Those 4.8 million people will not lose their Medicaid unless they choose to do so.”

June 5, 2025, Chairman Guthrie on Fox News

“For example, the commonsense community-engagement requirements, also known as work
requirements, require that states ensure that able-bodied adults without dependents are either working a
part-time job, participating in educational programs, or volunteering in their community for 80 hours per
month in order to receive Medicaid benefits.”

June 22, 2025, Chairman Guthrie in NY Post

“able-bodied adults who receive Medicaid benefits but choose not to work

Let me set the record straight: This policy applies only to able-bodied, unemployed adults who have chosen not to
work...

You’re exempt if you’re medically frail, which includes anyone who’s blind, disabled, battling a chronic substance-
use disorder or living with a serious and complex medical condition like cancer...

Plainly, the policy is targeting just a subset of fully able adults who are voluntarily choosing not to work or give back
to their communities.”

June 23, 2025, Chairman Guthrie in NY Post

“This policy applies only to able-bodied, unemployed adults who have chosen not to work. Our bill couldn’t be
clearer about that; it includes a long list of exempted individuals. For instance ... you’re exempt if you're
medically frail, which includes anyone who’s blind, disabled, battling a chronic substance-use disorder or living
with a serious and complex medical condition like cancer.”

June 24, 2025, Senator Grassley (IA) on Floor Remarks
"We have reasonable exemptions for:
Veterans with [a] disability rated as total.
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Individuals who are medically frail or otherwise have special medical needs.

Individuals who are blind, have [a] substance abuse disorder, a disabling mental disorder, a physical or
intellectual disability that significantly impairs their ability to perform one or more activities of daily living or a
serious, complex medical condition.

We also have exemptions for:

Parents, guardians and caretaker relatives of children aged 14 or under or disabled individuals.

Foster care youth through the age of 26.”

June 24, 2025, Rep Scott (GA) on Floor Remarks

“I want the American citizens to know that anybody under the age of 18 is exempt from the changes. Anybody
over the age of 64, meaning 65 or above, is exempt from the changes. Anybody who is disabled is exempt from the
changes.”

June 24, 2025, Rep. Arrington (TX), Response to CBO Letter

"New analysis from the nonpartisan, independent CBO exposes Democrats’ phony claims that vulnerable
Americans are being ‘kicked off’ of Medicaid and confirms that the only people coming off of Medicaid under
OBBBA reforms are those who are ineligible, illegal, or able-bodied adults refusing to work.”

June 28, 2025, Senator Crapo (ID)

“This legislation does not take Medicaid away from any recipients whom the program was designed to help.
Children, the elderly, the disabled or infirm, adults caring for children, and elderly relatives are protected by
this bill.”

June 29, 2025, Senator Crapo on the Senate Floor

“This bill does not take Medicaid away from children, the elderly, the disabled, or the medically frail, adults caring
for children and elderly relatives, or any recipient the program was originally designed to help. It increases
eligibility for home- and community-based services, which will increase access to mental health or substance abuse
disorder treatments.

June 30, 2025, Senator Marshall (KS) press release
We're going to make sure that your seniors in nursing homes, pregnant women, children, and people with
disabilities have Medicaid in the future — we are fiscally making Medicaid more sound.

July 1, 2025, Senator Sullivan (AK) press release

"My team and | also secured flexibility for implementing both the new Medicaid and Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP) work requirements for Alaska, including exemptions for all Alaska Native people,
parents or guardians of children 14 and under, caregivers for elders and adults with disabilities, individuals who are
medically frail or are dealing with a substance use disorder, veterans, pregnant women, and areas of high
unemployment. "

July 1, 2025, Senator Cramer (ND) press release
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"The bill reduces waste, fraud, and abuse in the Medicaid program and puts Medicaid on a fiscally sustainable path.
It establishes sensible work requirements for able-bodied adults and provides exemptions for individuals with
dependent children or medical needs"

July 1, 2025, Senator Rounds (SD) press release
"Exemptions are included for veterans with total disabilities, serious medical conditions, caretakers of young
children or disabled individuals, certain American Indians, and others."

July 2, 2025, Senator Marshall (KS) quote

“The only people that are going to lose Medicaid are people that don’t want to work — healthy Americans that
don’t want to work, that are working age,” Marshall said. “If you have a young child at home, you’ll be immune
from the work requirements.” Marshall emphasized that seniors, people with disabilities, and children would still
qualify for Medicaid.

July 3, 2025, Rep. Amondei (NV) press release

"Veterans who are over 64, physically or mentally disabled, caring for a dependent under 14, supporting a disabled
child or aging parent, in school, enrolled in a job training program, or participating in a substance abuse program
remain fully exempt from SNAP and Medicaid work requirements. Shame on those who distort the facts to mislead
the public for political gain.”

July 3, 2025, Rep. Van Drew (NJ) press release
"There will be no changes in coverage for those in need of assistance such as:
e Expectant mothers
e Seniors
e Individuals with disabilities
e Working families
e Children
We included a modest 20 hours a week of work requirements, only for able-bodied adults without children, not

including seniors and disabled individuals."

July 3, 2025, Senator Grassley press release
"It also establishes Medicaid work requirements for able-bodied adults age 64 or under, with reasonable
exemptions for individuals with disabilities, seniors, pregnant women, children, caregivers and others."

July 3, 2025, Rep. Dusty Johnson (SD) press release
"- It enforces work requirements for able-bodied adults without dependents under the age of 14 who receive SNAP
or Medicaid benefits, helping to lift them out of poverty. These work requirements will not affect vulnerable

populations like pregnant women, seniors, those with disabilities, or those with young children at home."

July 3, 2025, Rep. Newhouse (WA) press release
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"Sections 10102 and 71119 of H.R. 1 exempts caretakers of dependents, disabled individuals, those with serious or
complex medical conditions, individuals with substance abuse disorder, disabling mental disorder, pregnant
women, women entitled to postpartum coverage and Native Americans from complying with work requirements"

July 3, 2025, Rep. Webster (FL) press release

"Establishes work and community engagement requirements for able-bodied adults under 64 who don’t have
dependents, exempting those who are pregnant or medically frail, taking care of an incapacitated person of any
age, participating in job training or a drug or alcohol treatment program, or are a totally disabled veteran."

July 3, 2025, Chairman Guthrie Remarks on the Floor
“And we secure Medicaid for the people who need it most: mothers, children, seniors, and people with
disabilities...not able-bodied adults who choose not to work.”

July 8, 2025, Senator Lankford (OK) quote

“It adds a work requirement to Medicaid, the same kind of work requirement that Bill Clinton put in for the social-
safety net in 1996,” Lankford said. “It’s put in that same kind of work requirement in Medicaid. Now, it’s not for
disabled children or pregnant moms. It’s for able-bodied adults with no children.”

July 10, 2025, Senator Kennedy (LA) press release

"But those who can work should work. And we've got some people on Medicaid who are perfectly healthy. They're
not disabled. They don't have young kids at home. I'm not talking about a mom with a sick child in her arms. They
don't have minor children at home. They just don't want to work. They want to get Medicaid, but they don't want
to work."

July 11, 2025, Senator Curtis (UT) post
"These provisions don’t apply to anyone who is disabled, pregnant, or caring for a young child. And for those
required to participate, the threshold is reasonable: 20 hours a week of work, school, or volunteering."

July 15, 2025, Majority Leader Thune (SD) press release

“Republicans’ bill establishes work requirements for able-bodied adults who don’t have dependent children
younger than 14 years of age or a disabled individual in their care.”

“The work requirement doesn’t apply to anyone who is disabled, pregnant or caring for a child younger than age
14. Volunteering 20 hours a week or enrolled in school? You can get Medicaid.”

July 15, 2025, Rep. Malliotakis (NY) tweet
"People should know that seniors, disabled, all children, pregnant women are fully protected are fully protected.
They do not need to adhere to those work requirements"

July 29, 2025, Chairman Guthrie op-ed

" Notably, the One Big, Beautiful Bill exempts people aged under 19 or over 65, pregnant women, tribal members,
caregivers of children and seniors with disabilities and parents with dependents under 15. "
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August 1, 2025, Chairman Crapo press release

“Work requirements for able-bodied adults who are choosing not to work.

Able-bodied adults without dependents can work, enroll in school or volunteer for 80 hours per month in order to
receive taxpayer-subsidized Medicaid coverage.”

August 15, 2025, Rep. Mast (FL) press release

"For our veterans: | know how often bloated bureaucracy fails us, which is why | voted to invest billions of dollars
to healthcare and transition programs. It also protects 100 percent disabled veterans’ healthcare by exempting
them from Medicaid work requirements. "

May 15, 2026, Rep. Valadao (CA) quote

Valadao said in a statement to CNN that the legislation was designed to preserve Medicaid long-term. “One of my
goals representing the Central Valley is to protect Medicaid for those who truly need it the most: seniors,
vulnerable children, and disabled Americans,” the statement reads. “That’s why | voted to include commonsense
exemptions for Californians facing serious medical issues, economic hardship, or high unemployment.”

Undated Senator Hyde-Smith (MS) post

“The law includes a long list of individuals exempted from work requirements, including: pregnant mothers, a
caregiver or parent, those under 19 or over 65 years of age, the medically frail (blind, disabled or living with a
serious and complex medical condition like cancer), individuals with a substance use disorder or a disabling mental
disorder, veterans with a disability rated as total, those who meet work requirements for SNAP or Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (welfare), or other ‘good cause’ reasons.”

Whats Next?

Narrowing the exemption to the work requirements for people living with serious or complex conditions
changes the purpose of this exemption. Many Congresspeople talked about the exemption as a pathway to
ensure people with complex health needs would still get the health care they need to manage care. Adding a
significant impairment individualized assessment means that this exemption will now only be available to
people who are “too sick to work.” This will be a heavy procedural burden on states, who are already
struggling to implement work requirements in the short time allotted, a challenge for physicians trying to
connect their patients into care, and, most importantly, will create a significant barrier to health care access
for many Americans living with chronic illness or disabilities.

Comments are due on the rule by July 31, 2026. Because this rule is an Interim Final Rule, it will be effective starting
on July 31, and states will have to begin to comply on January 1, 2027. Advocates should consider making their
voices known through the comment process but also by reaching out to their representatives.
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Subscribe to all Health Care in Motion Updates

Health Care in Motion is written by Carmel Shachar, Health Law and Policy Clinic Faculty Director; Kevin Costello,
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Card, Staff Attorney; and Rachel Zacharias, Clinical Fellow.

For further questions or inquiries please contact us at chlpi@law.harvard.edu.
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