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Purpose
The Pay or Play 

Program aims to level the 
playing field for contracts 

between bidders that 
choose to offer health 

benefits to their workforce 
and those do not and offset 

the cost  of providing 
healthcare to uninsured 

people in the 
Houston/Harris County 

area.” 2
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Pay or Play Program Overview
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POP was 
established by 
Ordinance in 

July 2007 and 
is governed by 

Executive 
Order 1-7. 



Pay or Play Program Overview

Executive Order 1-7:
Mandates that contractors provide employees a
minimal level of healthcare benefits or to
contribute a designated amount to the
Contractors Responsibility Fund. The
Contractors Responsibility Fund will be used
to provide healthcare services to uninsured
person in the Houston area and POP
administrative cost.
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Contractor must declare its intent to comply with POP prior to the commencement of the contract.

Contractor may comply by:

Pay or Play Program Rules 
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• Contractor will provide 
documentary proof that it 
provides health benefits to 
each covered employee, 
and that covered 
employees of covered 
Subcontractors are 
provided health benefits. 

PLAY

• Contractor will pay to the 
City $1 for each regular 
hour of work performed by 
covered employees, 
including covered 
employees of covered 
Subcontractors. 

PAY

The health benefits must meet or 
exceed the following standards: 
1. The employer contributes no less 

than $150 per covered employee 
per month toward the total 
premium cost; and 

2. The covered employee 
contributes, no greater than 50% 
of  the total monthly premium cost 
and no more than $150 per month 
toward the premium.



Pay or Play Program Rules 
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Covered employees include individuals 
who are 

over 18 years of age, 
work at least 

30 hours per week
with any amount of time worked on the 
covered City contract or Subcontractor. 

A Contractor may decide to 
“Pay”

for a portion of covered 
employees and 

“Play”
for the remaining of covered 

employees (“Both”).



POP Exemptions and Waivers
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Exemptions:
• The City of Houston may award a 

contract to a Contractor that neither 
Pays nor Plays only if the contractor 
has received an approved waiver. The 
contracting department must submit a 
Contractor/Subcontractor Exemption 
Request Form (POP-4) on the 
Contractors behalf to the Office of 
Business Opportunity for approval, 
prior to City Council contract award.

Employee Waiver Request:
• Contractor may request employee 

POP program waiver by submitting a 
request on the Employee Waiver Form 
(POP-8); if the employee is less than 
18 years old, employee has other 
health coverage such as through 
spouse/parents or Medicare/Medicaid. 

• *Note: Proof of coverage must be 
provided in the form of a copy of the 
employee’s insurance/Medicaid card 
(Remove social security numbers).



POP Administration

Contractor performance in meeting Pay or Play 
program requirements will be managed by the 

contracting City departments. The Office of 
Business Opportunity (OBO) has 

administrative oversight of the program, 
including audit responsibilities. 

Questions about the program should be 
referred to the contracting City departments 

POP Liaison. 

An updated contact list is available on
http://www.houstontx.gov/obo/popforms.html 

or contact the POP Office of Business 
Opportunity Administrator at 832-393-0633.
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Programs Supported by the 
Contractor Responsibility 
Fund (CRF)
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Programs Supported by the CRF

The Emergency Telehealth and Navigation Program (ETHAN)

ETHAN is a collaboration between Harris County Healthcare Alliance,
HFD, HHS, Harris County RIDES, Greater Houston HealthConnect, The
Clinton Foundation and Community Health Centers. This program
provides non-emergent 911 callers with the option of a no-cost taxi ride to
an emergency room or a community health center. It also provides the
option of scheduling an appointment at a community health center at no
charge to the caller.
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An HFD unit response $1,600
cost an average of

were dispositioned by Emergency Medical 
ETHAN Physicians for non-Houston Fire 
Department ambulance transportation

92% 

City of Houston residents and visitors were served

ETHAN has served over

3,334

Clients since inception
24,441



Programs Supported by the CRF

Crisis Call Diversion

The City of Houston is the home of the first of its kind Crisis Call Diversion
(CCD) program in the United States. This innovative program co-locates
Crisis Phone Counselors from The Harris Center for Mental Health and
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities inside the Houston Emergency
Communication Center (HEC) to work alongside Houston Police and
Houston Fire Department Dispatchers with the intention of diverting non-
imminent risk mental health related calls away from first responders and
toward a more appropriate mental health response.
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FY19

The City of Houston realized 

$1,244,240
of savings 

on Emergency First 
Responder resources.



Programs Supported by the CRF

Care Houston Program (referred to as the Client Access 
Program) 

Care Houston is a collaboration between the Houston Fire
Department (HFD) and the Houston Health and Human Services
Department (HHS) with the express purpose of decreasing the
volume of non-emergency calls for emergency medical services
(EMS) and reducing the use of HFD personnel for nonemergency
responses.

How the program works:
• EMS identifies residents who have made more than five

emergency calls in a 90-day period and provides the residents’
contact information to HHS.

• HHS staff reaches out to each resident to determine whether
she/he agrees to participate in the Care Houston Program.

• If the resident agrees to participate, a nurse case manager
makes a home visit, conducts a needs assessment, assists
the resident in devising a service plan, and provides social
and medical referrals as needed.
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