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Medicare at 65 Checklist
Organize enrollment dates, current coverage, doctors, prescriptions, costs and HSA timing before

you compare plans. It includes an enrollment timeline by birth month and the official 2026 cost

figures.

How to use this guide
Begin about a year before your 65th birthday. First, decide when you need to enroll, using

Part 1 and Part 2. Then gather the information you will need to compare coverage, using Part

3. Comparing plans comes last, after the dates are clear.

This guide is educational and does not recommend any plan or type of coverage. 2026

figures were checked against CMS and Medicare.gov in October 2026. Numbers labeled

HYPOTHETICAL  are illustrations only.

Part 1: Which enrollment path applies to you?

Already receiving Social Security or Railroad Retirement benefits? You will generally be

enrolled in Parts A and B automatically, and your card arrives about 3 months before your 65th

birthday. You can decline Part B if you have qualifying job-based coverage.

Not yet receiving Social Security? You must sign up yourself through Social Security

(ssa.gov or 1-800-772-1213), generally during your Initial Enrollment Period.
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Part 2: Enrollment timeline by birth month

Your Initial Enrollment Period (IEP) lasts 7 months: the 3 months before the month you turn 65, your

birthday month, and the 3 months after. Coverage always starts on the first of a month. If you sign

up for Part B before your birthday month, coverage starts the month you turn 65. If you sign up

during your birthday month or the 3 months after, coverage starts the month after you sign up.

Initial Enrollment Period by 65th-birthday month (if your birthday is on the 1st, use the previous month)

65th birthday month IEP opens IEP closes Sign up for Part B…

January October 1 Last day of April By the end of December: coverage starts January 1

February November 1 Last day of May By the end of January: coverage starts February 1

March December 1 Last day of June By the end of February: coverage starts March 1

April January 1 Last day of July By the end of March: coverage starts April 1

May February 1 Last day of August By the end of April: coverage starts May 1

June March 1 Last day of September By the end of May: coverage starts June 1

July April 1 Last day of October By the end of June: coverage starts July 1

August May 1 Last day of November By the end of July: coverage starts August 1

September June 1 Last day of December By the end of August: coverage starts September 1

October July 1 Last day of January By the end of September: coverage starts October 1

November August 1 Last day of February By the end of October: coverage starts November 1

Still working, or covered through a working spouse, with group health coverage from

that job? You may be able to delay Part B without a penalty. Ask the employer whether you

need Parts A and B when you turn 65, because some plans pay secondary to Medicare. When

the job or the coverage ends, whichever comes first, you have an 8-month Special Enrollment

Period.

Covered by COBRA, retiree coverage or a Marketplace plan? None of these counts as

current-employment coverage for the Part B Special Enrollment Period. Plan to enroll during

your Initial Enrollment Period to avoid a gap and a lifetime penalty.

Contributing to an HSA? See Part 4 before you enroll in anything, including Part A alone.
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65th birthday month IEP opens IEP closes Sign up for Part B…

December September 1 Last day of March By the end of November: coverage starts December 1

My dates

Premium-free Part A starts the month you turn 65. If you sign up for premium-free Part A after 65,

coverage can be backdated up to 6 months, but not earlier than the month you turned 65.

Other enrollment windows to know

Medicare enrollment periods (general rules)

Window When Notes

General Enrollment

Period

January 1 – March 31 each year For people who missed their IEP and have no Special

Enrollment Period. Coverage starts the month after you

sign up. A late penalty may apply.

Employment-based

Special Enrollment

Period

While you have current-employment

group coverage, and for 8 months after

the job or the coverage ends, whichever

is first

COBRA does not extend the 8 months.

Medicare Advantage

and Part D Open

Enrollment

October 15 – December 7 each year Changes take effect January 1.

Medicare Advantage

Open Enrollment

January 1 – March 31 each year For people already in a Medicare Advantage plan.

Medigap Open

Enrollment Period

6 months, starting the first month you are

both 65 or older and enrolled in Part B

During this one-time window, insurers cannot deny a

Medigap policy or charge more because of health.

Afterward, outside certain guaranteed-issue situations,

they generally can.

Part 3: Information to gather before comparing coverage

12 MONTHS BEFORE 65

Create or log in to your my Social Security account and confirm your Medicare eligibility date.
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6 MONTHS BEFORE

3 MONTHS BEFORE (IEP OPENS)

AFTER ENROLLMENT, AND EVERY YEAR

Ask your employer, or your spouse's employer, how their plan works with Medicare, and get the

answer in writing.

Ask each current drug plan for its creditable-coverage notice and keep it on file.

Note your 2024 MAGI from your tax return; it sets any 2026 income-related premium (IRMAA).

If you have an HSA, set the date to stop contributions (Part 4).

List every doctor, specialist and hospital system you want to keep.

List every prescription with its dosage, plus your preferred pharmacy.

Note travel patterns, such as spending winters out of state, that affect network needs.

Understand the two main paths: Original Medicare (Parts A and B), usually with a Part D drug

plan and possibly a Medigap policy, or a Medicare Advantage (Part C) plan.

Set a monthly premium budget and an annual out-of-pocket budget.

Enroll in Part A and Part B, or confirm automatic enrollment, unless you are delaying Part B

based on current-employment coverage.

Use the Medicare.gov Plan Finder with your drug list to compare drug and Medicare Advantage

plans.

If you choose Original Medicare, note your 6-month Medigap Open Enrollment window.

Book a free counseling session with your State Health Insurance Assistance Program (SHIP) if

you want unbiased help.

Cancel employer, COBRA or Marketplace coverage so it ends the day before Medicare begins.

Confirm a younger spouse's coverage first.
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Part 4: HSA timing

You cannot contribute to an HSA for any month you are enrolled in Medicare, and that includes Part

A alone. Because premium-free Part A can be backdated up to 6 months when you sign up after 65,

Medicare.gov advises that you and your employer stop HSA contributions 6 months before you

apply for Medicare or Social Security. Money already in the HSA can still be used for qualified

medical expenses. That generally includes Medicare Part B, Part D and Medicare Advantage

premiums, but not Medigap premiums.

HSA timing worksheet

Item Date

Date I plan to apply for Medicare and/or Social Security

Six months earlier: last month of HSA contributions

Employer payroll and HSA contributions stopped (confirmed with HR)

2026 Medicare costs
Official 2026 amounts (CMS)

Item 2026

Part B standard monthly premium $202.90

Part B annual deductible $283

Part A inpatient hospital deductible (per benefit period) $1,736

Part A hospital coinsurance, days 61–90 $434 per day

Skilled nursing facility coinsurance, days 21–100 $217 per day

Part A premium, if you have fewer than 30 / 30–39 quarters of

coverage

$565 / $311 per month (most people pay $0)

Read each plan's Annual Notice of Change every fall.

Review coverage during the October 15 – December 7 open enrollment.

If income drops because of a life-changing event such as retirement, ask SSA whether you can

request a new IRMAA determination (Form SSA-44).
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Item 2026

Part D annual out-of-pocket threshold $2,100, after which covered Part D drugs cost $0 for the rest

of the year

Part D national base beneficiary premium (used for the late

penalty)

$38.99

2026 Part B income-related premiums (IRMAA)

For 2026, IRMAA is generally based on the MAGI shown on your 2024 tax return.

2026 Part B total monthly premium by 2024 MAGI

Individual return Joint return Part B monthly

premium

Part D adjustment added to plan

premium

$109,000 or less $218,000 or less $202.90 $0.00

Over $109,000 – $137,000 Over $218,000 – $274,000 $284.10 $14.50

Over $137,000 – $171,000 Over $274,000 – $342,000 $405.80 $37.50

Over $171,000 – $205,000 Over $342,000 – $410,000 $527.50 $60.40

Over $205,000 and under

$500,000

Over $410,000 and under

$750,000

$649.20 $83.30

$500,000 or more $750,000 or more $689.90 $91.00

Late-enrollment penalties

Part B: 10% of the standard premium for each full 12-month period you could have had Part

B but did not, unless you qualified for a Special Enrollment Period. It usually lasts as long as

you have Part B. HYPOTHETICAL  Waiting 24 months without a Special Enrollment Period

means a 20% penalty. On the 2026 premium, that is $202.90 + $40.58 = about $243.50 per

month.

Part D: 1% of the national base beneficiary premium for each full month without Part D or

other creditable drug coverage after your IEP, if the gap is 63 days or more. HYPOTHETICAL

A 14-month gap means 14% × $38.99 ≈ $5.50 per month in 2026, added for as long as you

have Part D.

Part A (only if you must buy it): up to a 10% higher premium for twice the number of years you

delayed.
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Questions to ask

Common mistakes

Assuming COBRA or retiree coverage lets you delay Part B without a penalty.

Continuing HSA contributions in the 6 months before applying for Medicare after 65.

Choosing a plan by premium alone without checking doctors and drugs.

Missing the one-time Medigap Open Enrollment Period, which can limit your later options.

Forgetting that a large Roth conversion or asset sale can raise Medicare premiums two years

later through IRMAA.

Leaving a younger spouse without coverage when the employer plan ends.

Where to get official help
Medicare: Medicare.gov, 1-800-MEDICARE (1-800-633-4227); TTY 1-877-486-2048.

Social Security (enrollment and IRMAA): ssa.gov, 1-800-772-1213.

Free, unbiased counseling: your State Health Insurance Assistance Program (SHIP). In

Illinois, that is the Senior Health Insurance Program through the Illinois Department on Aging.

Sources

Medicare.gov — When Medicare coverage starts (IEP, GEP, SEPs)

Medicare.gov — Working past 65 (employer coverage, COBRA, HSAs)

Employer or HR: Is our plan primary or secondary to Medicare at my age and employer size?

Do I need Part B when I turn 65?

Retiree plan: Will I lose retiree coverage, for myself or my family, if I join a Medicare plan the

employer does not offer?

Drug plan: Is my current drug coverage creditable?

Any plan you are considering: Are my doctors in network? Are my drugs on the formulary,

and at what tier? What is the yearly out-of-pocket maximum? Do I need referrals or prior

authorization?

SSA: What will my Part B premium be, and can I request a new IRMAA determination after

retiring?
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Medicare.gov — Avoid late enrollment penalties

Medicare.gov — When can I buy a Medigap policy?

CMS — 2026 Medicare Parts A and B premiums and deductibles; Part D IRMAA

CMS — Final CY 2026 Part D redesign program instructions ($2,100 threshold)

Social Security — Medicare enrollment

Illinois Department on Aging — Senior Health Insurance Program (SHIP)

Educational purposes only. This guide is not individualized financial, investment, tax, legal, Social

Security, Medicare or insurance advice. Rules and individual circumstances vary. Verify current

official guidance and consult appropriately qualified professionals.

Medicare notice: We do not offer every plan available in your area. Currently we represent 6

organizations which offer 96 products in your area. Please contact Medicare.gov or 1-800-

MEDICARE to get information on all of your options. (Organization and product counts supplied

by Advocate Health Advisors for the applicable service area.) Strong Tower Advisors is not

connected with or endorsed by the U.S. government or the federal Medicare program.

Educational content is general information and is not individualized investment, tax, legal, Social Security, Medicare, or

insurance advice. Investment decisions involve risk, including possible loss of principal. Strong Tower Advisors is not affiliated

with or endorsed by any government agency.

Firm disclosures. Investment advisory services are provided through TLG Advisors, Inc. (a Simplicity company), an SEC-

registered investment adviser. Strong Tower Advisors and TLG Advisors are separate and unrelated companies. Insurance

products are offered through Strong Tower Advisors (agency NPN 22216236) and Eduardo J. Valdes (individual NPN

8687827), licensed in IL, WI and FL. Registration does not imply a certain level of skill or training. Form ADV Part 2A · Form

CRS · SEC Investment Adviser Public Disclosure: Eddie J. Valdes (CRD 4988320) · TLG Advisors, Inc. (CRD 111052)

Medicare notice. We do not offer every plan available in your area. Currently we represent 6 organizations which offer 96

products in your area. Please contact Medicare.gov or 1-800-MEDICARE to get information on all of your options.

(Organization and product counts supplied by Advocate Health Advisors for the applicable service area.) Strong Tower Advisors

is not connected with or endorsed by the U.S. government or the federal Medicare program.

Strong Tower Advisors · 6653 Weaver Rd., Rockford, IL 61114 · (815) 986-7782 ·

info@strongtoweradvisors.com · Schedule an introductory call
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