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Key takeaways:
If you have health insurance in addition to Medicare, your private policy is either the
primary payer or it is secondary to Medicare.
If Medicare is your primary payer, it will pay first and your private plan will kick in for any
costs not covered by Medicare. If Medicare is secondary, the opposite will occur.
Even with a primary and a secondary payer, you may still owe out-of-pocket costs for
medical treatment.
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If you have comprehensive health coverage through an employer or union when you become
eligible for Medicare, your existing plan may be the primary payer that handles your
healthcare costs before Medicare does, or it may be secondary to Medicare. The details
depend on where you get your other insurance. Should you keep both types of insurance, or
only one?
Various factors may affect your decision to keep or drop your private insurance. These
factors include whether your spouse has employer coverage and whether you have
“creditable drug coverage” — prescription drug coverage that meets Medicare’s minimum
standards. Below, we break down what you need to know about how Medicare can work with
other insurance plans and how to get the most out of a combination of insurance payers.

Who is eligible for Medicare?
Typically, anyone age 65 or older is eligible for Medicare. Younger people may also be
eligible for Medicare if they have disabilities, end-stage renal disease, or amyotrophic lateral
sclerosis PALS, or Lou Gehrig’s disease). Anyone who starts collecting Social Security
benefits at least 4 months before turning 65 will automatically be enrolled in Medicare Parts
A and B.

Can you use Medicare while you are working?
You can, but you don’t have to. Your initial Medicare enrollment period begins 3 months
before your 65th birthday and lasts for 7 months, but you can enroll after that period ends if
you have an employer-sponsored plan. Just be sure to inform Medicare of your other
coverage in order to avoid owing a Part B late-enrollment penalty. However, if you work for
an employer with fewer than 20 employees, you must sign up for Medicare during your initial
enrollment period.
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Even if you’re working, Medicare requires that you have creditable drug coverage. If your
existing plan does not qualify, you must purchase a Part D plan, or you’ll owe a lateenrollment penalty — an ongoing penalty that you’ll have to pay every month that you have
Medicare Part D.

How do you know if Medicare is primary or
secondary?
Medicare and your other insurance plans coordinate their benefits to avoid duplicate
payments. If Medicare is your primary payer, it will pay first and your private plan will kick in
to cover some or all of the costs not covered by Medicare. If Medicare is secondary, the
opposite will occur.
Typically, whether Medicare is primary or secondary to your existing insurance will depend
on how you get your other insurance policy. If you work for a large employer (more than 20
employees), your workplace insurance is your primary policy. The same rule applies if you
get insurance through your spouse’s large employer. Similarly, if you’re on active-duty military
and get insurance through Tricare, Medicare will be secondary.
However, if you work for a small company or get health insurance from a former employer,
Medicare pays first.
In any case, even if both insurers pay a portion of the costs, you may still end up owing
money for your treatment if the two insurers don’t completely cover your copayment or
deductible.

Can Medicare be changed from primary payer to secondary
payer depending on the care you need?
Typically, no. Your primary and secondary coverage depends on how you get insurance, not
on the type of healthcare that you need. That said, you can make Medicare your primary
insurer by dropping your private insurance altogether. Or Medicare could be secondary, if
you start a new job with group health insurance.
Once you end your private health insurance, you’ll enter Medicare’s 8-month special
enrollment period, and you’ll have to sign up promptly to avoid penalties.

Are there any exceptions that affect whether Medicare can be
your primary or secondary coverage?
There are a few special situations to keep in mind:
If you have both employer health insurance and Medicare but get services outside of
your insurance network, it’s possible that neither Medicare nor your insurance plan will
pay for the care.
If you have a group health plan and you become eligible for Medicare due to end-stage
renal disease, your group health plan pays first and Medicare pays second for the first
30 months. After that, Medicare is the primary payer.
If you get healthcare services from Indian Health Service and have a tribal group health
plan, Medicare pays first.
If your healthcare needs stem from an accident involving no-fault or liability insurance,
that insurance policy pays first and Medicare pays second.
If you get veterans health benefits, the location of your treatment determines the
primary insurance payer. If you go to a VA location (or get pre-authorization for care
elsewhere), your VA benefits will cover the expenses. If you go to a non-VA facility for
services that the VA has not authorized, your Medicare coverage will kick in.
Medicare does not pay for treatment covered under the Federal Black Lung Program.

Where can I get help finding out whether Medicare is primary
or secondary to my other insurance?
If you’re not sure whether Medicare is your primary or secondary policy, you can check in
with your private insurer, or call Medicare’s Benefits Coordination & Recovery Center PBRCRf
at 1g855g798g2627 PTTYi 1g855g797g2627).
You can also get free help understanding your insurance plans from the State Health
Insurance Assistance Program in your state.

How to get the most out of your combination of
health insurance plans
To make the most of the health insurance plans for which you’re eligible, you’ll need to
understand the rules and the costs of the plans. Typically, it makes sense to enroll in
Medicare Part A (hospital insurance) when you’re eligible, since many enrollees pay zero in
premiums.
As for Medicare Part B, in some cases, you’ll be better off delaying your enrollment until after
your employer coverage has ended, so as to avoid paying the Part B premiums. However,
some employers require workers who are eligible for Medicare to sign up for it and, until they
enroll, will refuse to pay for any claims.

What factors affect how you can build your health coverage?
When you have multiple options, there are several factors that will determine the best
structure for your health insurance coverage. Those factors include:
Whether your spouse has health insurance (and whether you’re covered under that
policy)
Whether you like the doctors or hospitals in your private plan’s network
The out-of-pocket costs of both primary and secondary insurance
The total out-of-pocket costs for each policy would include, among others:
Out-of-pocket prescription costs, which are dictated by your plan’s drug formulary
Vaccine coverage
Telemedicine coverage
Copayments and coinsurance, which depend on whether your preferred doctors are in
the plan’s network
Deductibles
If you get health insurance through an employer (either yours or your spouse’s) that has
fewer than 20 workers, you’ll have to purchase Medicare when you turn 65, and that will be
your primary coverage.
Another factor to consider: whether you have creditable drug coverage. Medicare requires
everyone 65 and older to have adequate prescription drug coverage, so you may need to
purchase a standalone Part D plan if your employer plan does not qualify. Your plan provider
can tell you whether or not your prescription drug coverage is creditable.
It’s important to tell your doctor or healthcare provider if you have multiple insurers. In cases
where you get treatment and your private insurance does not pay for a service that Medicare
believes should be covered, Medicare may make a conditional payment on your behalf.

The bottom line
Sorting out how Medicare works with other types of insurance can feel overwhelming, but to
make the most of what’s available to you, understanding how your policies work together is
key.
In general, if you get health insurance coverage through a large employer, the workplace
insurance will be your primary policy and Medicare will be secondary.
If your insurance is provided by a small employer or you get retiree health benefits from a
former job, Medicare is your primary payer.
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