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In December the FDA approved Pfizer and Moderna’s COVID-19 vaccines for use in the 
United States, with industry observers expecting additional vaccines soon to follow. 
Although widespread distribution of the vaccines won’t likely occur until the second 
quarter of 2021,1 it’s important for organizations to understand that implications of the 
COVID-19 vaccine on employer health plans. Here are some questions and answers 
addressing the COVID vaccines’ impact on employer health plans. 

Are COVID-19 vaccines required to be required by health plans, including employer health 
plans? The CARES Act requires all non-grandfathered health plans to cover a COVID-19 vaccine 
or other preventive measure, within 15 business days of recommendation by the Advisory 
Committee on Immunization Practices of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention or the US 
Preventive Services Task Force. This requirement applies to ERISA plans, non-ERISA plans, fully-
insured and self-insured plans. 

How will I know when a COVID-19 vaccine has been recommended? HUB, insurance carriers, 
and third-party administrators are all keeping a close eye these federal agencies to determine when 
plans have to cover these items. The recommendations will likely evolve as more vaccines are 
approved and additional supply becomes available. HUB will keep an eye on the developments and 
provide periodic updates.  

Will health plan be required to pay for the vaccine? At least initially, the federal government is 
picking up the cost of the vaccine itself, however vaccination providers will be able to charge an 
administration fee for giving the shot to someone. The health plan must cover the office 
visit/administration fee associated with receiving the vaccine, if the primary purpose of the visit is to 
get the vaccine. Health plans are not required to pay the office visit fee in the event this is billed 
separately from the vaccine, however this seems unlikely. 

Do employers need to amend their plans once a vaccine is approved? This depends on what, if 
anything, is currently included in your plan documentation on the vaccine. It is unlikely (though not 
impossible) that plans currently in their 2020 plan years contain the language required to address 
the plan’s responsibility for vaccines. Certificates of Coverage and Benefits Booklets for calendar 
year plans won’t become available until after January 2021 and therefore may contain the required 
vaccine language. Plans that do not contain the required language will need to be amended. Plan 
amendments that do not require changes to the Summary of Benefits and Coverage and are not 
material modifications or reductions must be made within 210 days from the end of the plan year. 
However, employees will likely have questions as soon as the vaccine is approved, so employers 
may want to consider communicating that the plan will cover the costs (as described in these FAQs) 
sooner than that. 

Are health plans required to pay the office visit/administration associated with receiving the 
vaccine at both in-network and out-of-network providers? Any recommended vaccine or other 
preventive measure must be covered at both in-network and out-of-network providers. Just like 
COVID testing, in-network providers must be paid the negotiated in-network rates. Out-of-network 
providers must be reimbursed an amount that is reasonable, as determined in comparison to 
prevailing market rates for such service. Payment amounts will be considered reasonable, if the 
provider is paid the amount that would be paid under Medicare for the item or service. 

 
 
1NPR.org, “What You Need To Know As The First COVID-19 Vaccine Heads Your Way,” Dec. 12, 2020.  

https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2020/12/12/945288710/what-you-need-to-know-as-the-first-covid-19-vaccine-heads-your-way
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If the vaccine is received at an out of network provider, will participants be responsible for 
any costs? While plans must reimburse out-of-network providers an amount that is reasonable, out-
of-network providers are not required to accept this amount in full satisfaction of the billed charges. 
Plan participants may, at the discretion of the medical provider, be responsible for the balance of the 
bill (I.e., “balance billing”). 

How would balance billing work when participant is vaccinated at an out-of-network 
provider? Assume the out-of-network provider bills $100 for the office visit/administration 
associated with providing the vaccine. Then assume the plan pays $40, which the plan believes is 
reasonable based on prevailing market rates for such service. The provider may then bill the 
participant for the remaining unpaid balance of $60. The participant would be responsible for making 
this payment. 

Will employees who previously waived health coverage under employer plans be allowed to 
enroll once a vaccine is approved? Elections under an employer sponsored cafeteria plan are 
irrevocable during the plan year unless the employee experiences a qualifying event as defined by 
the plan. Typical qualifying events include marriage and birth or adoption of a child. Approval of a 
vaccine is not a qualifying event. Under IRS Notice 2020-29, employers could choose to allow 
changes to plan elections due to the pandemic without an actual event, however this only applies to 
calendar year 2020.  

Disclaimer: Neither Hub International Limited nor any of its affiliated companies is a law or accounting firm, and therefore 
they cannot provide legal or tax advice. The information herein is provided for general information only, and is not intended to 
constitute legal or tax advice as to an organization’s specific circumstances. It is based on Hub International's understanding 
of the law as it exists on the date of this publication. Subsequent developments may result in this information becoming 
outdated or incorrect and Hub International does not have an obligation to update this information. You should consult an 
attorney, accountant, or other legal or tax professional regarding the application of the general information provided here to 
your organization’s specific situation in light of your organization’s particular needs. 

 
 

Get the latest information, guidance and resources on Coronavirus (COVID-19)  
to help you protect what matters most at hubinternational.com/coronavirus.  

For additional support, please reach out to your local HUB office. 

https://www.hubinternational.com/products/risk-services/hub-crisis-resources/coronavirus-resource-center/?utm_medium=resources&utm_source=covid_pdf&utm_campaign=covid_pdf_footer&utm_busunit=covid&utm_cmpyr=2020&utm_content=pdf_footer&utm_tstvar=&utm_spec=&partner=

