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Don’t wait until New Year’s to join a Medicare plan. The open enrollment period ends early
this year, and many Medicare beneficiaries may not realize it. In fact, 97% of seniors in a recent
poll conducted by UnitedHealthcare and the National Council on Aging could not specify this
year’s earlier-than-usual deadline.!

Some key dates to remember. This fall and winter, there are three periods in which Medicare
beneficiaries can either enroll or disenroll in forms of coverage:

Now through December 7: Open enrollment period. This is when you can elect to leave
Original Medicare (Parts A and B) for a Medicare Advantage Plan (Part C) and change
your prescription drug coverage (Part D). You can also elect to get out of a Part C plan
and go back to Parts A and B during this period.

December 8: Annual enrollment period begins for 5-star plans. This is new: As you
probably know, Part C and Part D plans are assigned ratings. Beginning December 8, a
365-day window opens for you to enroll in a 5-star Part C or Part D plan. You can do this
once per 365 days. How do you find the 5-star plans? Visit www.medicare.gov/find-a-
plan.

January 1-February 12: Disenrollment period. If you joined a Part C plan in late 2011
and want to reverse that decision, you can disenroll from that Medicare Advantage plan
in this window of time and go back to Original Medicare with a stand-alone Prescription
Drug Plan (Part D). Your Original Medicare coverage resumes on the first day of the
monthzafter the plan receives your enrollment form (either February 1 or March 1,

2012).

What should you look for in a Part C or Part D plan? Be sure to take a look at a few key

factors.

While premiums matter, overall plan expenses ultimately matter most; scrutinize the
copays, the co-insurance and the yearly deductibles as well. Attractively low premiums
might not tell you the whole story about the value of a Medicare Advantage plan.

How inclusive is the plan network? Assuming the plan has one, does it include the
hospitals you would choose and the physicians that now treat you?

Regarding Part D, how wide-ranging is the prescription drug coverage? Look at the list of
approved drugs (the formulary). If the drugs you want or need aren’t listed, you are
probably going to have to open your wallet to pay for them. The frustrating thing about
formularies is how they change; drugs on this year’s list may not always be on next
year’s list.



e One nice thing to note about Part D coverage for 2012: Medicare beneficiaries who enter
the coverage gap for prescription drugs next year (sometimes referred to as “the doughnut
hole”) will end up paying just 50% of the price of name-brand drugs and just 86% of
generics. Some Part D plans may help you realize greater savings via discounts.*

Part B premiums are rising, but not drastically. They were expected to increase given the
2012 cost-of-living adjustment for Social Security benefits, but the hike isn’t as dramatic as
some seniors feared it would be. Monthly Part B premiums are going up by $3.50 a month next
year to $99.90, well under the $106.60 estimate projected earlier in 2011 by Medicare trustees.’

Medicare Advantage premiums may fall. The Department of Health and Human Services
estimates that Part C premiums will be 4% cheaper in 2012 than in 2011. It also projects that Part
D premiums will stay about the same in 2012.2
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