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Plans
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Whether you’re a full-time caregiver for a parent or just lending a hand now and then, you know

how important it is that they have great health care. And for people age 65 and older, that usually

starts with a Medicare plan.

But if you’re new to this part of the insurance world, it can feel pretty overwhelming. Make that a

lot overwhelming. Here, we help you understand the benefits and drawbacks of Medicare

Advantage (MA) plans so that you can help your loved one find a plan that fits their needs.

See plans in your area instantly!
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What is Medicare Advantage?

Medicare beneficiaries have two ways to receive coverage: Medicare Parts A and B (Original

Medicare) and Medicare Part C (Medicare Advantage). Medicare Part A is free of charge for most

people, but it covers only hospital care. Part B is available for a set monthly premium ($170.10 for

most people in 2022), and it covers doctor visits and outpatient care.

Medicare Advantage (MA) is a bundled option provided by private insurance companies that are

contracted with Medicare. The plans cover everything that Original Medicare covers, often

includes prescription drug coverage, dental, vision, and hearing care — often all in one.

There are pros and cons to each of these options, depending on your loved one’s situation and

the care they need. 

The pros of Medicare Advantage

Medicare Advantage plans help beneficiaries save on health care. Although most MA plans offer

more benefits than Original Medicare does (more on these below), more than half of them charge

no premium above the cost of Original Medicare.

MA plans also have a cap on yearly out-of-pocket expenses. Once you have spent the maximum

amount, you pay nothing for covered medical services for the remainder of the year. (With Original

Medicare, there’s no limit on your out-of-pocket costs.) Copays and coinsurance may also be

cheaper than with Original Medicare, depending on the plan.

Overall, MA beneficiaries could save an average of $1,965 a year, compared with beneficiaries on

Original Medicare. This is according to research conducted by ATI Advisory for the Better

Medicare Alliance.

“A lot of adult children may be helping their parents with medical expenses,” says Jonathan Frank,

vice president of communications at Better Medicare Alliance. “Across the board, MA plans can

provide significant cost savings for the beneficiary that their caregivers would also find

meaningful.” (Were your parents born outside the U.S.? Learn more aboutcoverage options for

immigrants).

Medicare Advantage plans may offer your loved one additional benefits. MA plans can be a one-

stop shop for all of your loved one’s health care needs. Most MA plans include prescription drug

coverage plus additional benefits like vision, hearing, dental, andfitness programs. If you’re

managing a loved one’s care, you’ll have access to everything (or almost everything) they might

need in one single plan. Original Medicare, on the other hand, covers only hospitalizations and

doctor visits. Everything else, including prescription drug coverage, requires separate plans —

and separate premiums.
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Some Medicare Advantage plans cover non-medical care services. MA plans must cover home

health care services for beneficiaries with complex conditions, including during an illness or a

recovery from surgery. This includes skilled nursing care physical therapy, and home health aides.

It may include home health care, such as assistance with bathing and dressing or medication

management. This support can be a huge relief to caregivers, and it can help your loved one

maintain independence.

Additional non-medical benefits may be available to beneficiaries with complex chronic conditions

such as diabetes or Alzheimer’s disease. That could include benefits that help pay for groceries

and meals, transportation, therapies, and even pest control. Certain home modifications may also

be eligible, such as adding a ramp for wheelchair access or grab bars in the bathroom.

“These are relatively new offerings,” notes Greg Gierer, vice president of policy and research at

Better Medicare Alliance in Washington, D.C. “Plans are working hard to continue to tailor these

(benefits) so that they meet enrollees’ and caregivers’ needs.” (Find a Medicare plan that fits loved

one’s budget and covers their doctors and prescriptions with ourPlanPrescriber.)

Some Medicare Advantage plans provide extra support specifically for caregivers. In addition to in-

home services, some MA plans may now offer respite care. “These benefits are aimed at

alleviating burdens on caregivers, as well as improving the health of the beneficiary.” says Gierer.

One option may be adult day care. This is off-site care that gives your loved one a chance to

socialize, while also still providing supervision and personal care. Some plans may also cover

short-term stays in nursing homes or assisted-living facilities—helpful if you’re out of town or if

your relative needs extra care while recovering from a surgery or illness.

Feeling burned out or overwhelmed? Many plans even offer social support for caregivers. “Things

like coaching sessions, access to virtual or live assistance, and digital caregiver support are

commonly offered by MA plans,” says Gierer.

Again, these are relatively new offerings. The nonmedical and other support services that are

offered vary depending on the specific plan, but coverage for these benefits is rapidly expanding.

According to research by ATI Advisory, 98% of MA beneficiaries live in a county where at least one

plan offers some of these new benefits.

The cons of Medicare Advantage

Medicare Advantage plans tend to have more rules for accessing care. With Original Medicare,

you can see any doctor who accepts Medicare. But with MA, your loved one may need a referral

from their doctor to see a specialist. And the plan may require prior authorization for some

services.
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Plus, MA plans sometimes improperly deny access to services that should be covered. A 2022

federal study found that 13% of prior authorization denials and 18% of payment denials were

incorrect. While such decisions are often reversed, dealing with the process can put an extra

burden on you and your loved one.

Your loved one’s doctors may not be covered by a Medicare Advantage plan. Unlike Original

Medicare, MA plans tend to have more limited provider networks. For example, with an HMO

(health maintenance organization) plan, your loved one will only be able to see providers who are

in the plan’s network. PPO (preferred provider organization) plans provide a little more flexibility.

People with this type of plan can see any provider, but they will usually pay more to see a provider

who is not in network.

You can use our easy search tool to find a policy that covers your loved one’s doctors.

Medicare Advantage plans often have limited service areas. Original Medicare is accepted

nationwide. In contrast, most MA plans cover care delivered only within a certain region. That

means your loved one must live in the plan’s service area for at least six months of the year to

qualify. Care received outside of the plan’s service area may not be covered.

If your loved one travels or splits their time between different places, their routine care may not be

covered. In cases like this, you may want to consider Original Medicare with a Medigap

supplement policy.

Of course, if your loved one is housebound, this is less of a concern. But always be sure to

confirm the service area before selecting your plan.

eHealth makes shopping for Medicare Advantage plans easier

MA plans must cover everything that Original Medicare does. Beyond that, the specifics vary

greatly. Before your loved one enrolls in a plan, it’s important that they (and you) understand

exactly which benefits are available.

This free tool uses hundreds of variables to find the right plan for your loved one’s needs. You can

sort plans by cost and features and compare up to three plans side by side. You can even search

for plans that cover your loved one’s current doctors and prescriptions.

You’ll just want to keep these deadlines in mind:

1. Open enrollment runs from October 15 to December 7 each year. During this time,

Original Medicare beneficiaries can switch to MA. If you’re already enrolled in MA, you

can switch plans or return to Original Medicare.
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2. Medicare Advantage open enrollment runs from January 1 to March 31 each year. During

this time, you can switch your MA plan or drop your MA plan and return to Original

Medicare.

3. You may qualify for a special enrollment period if you move, change or leave your job, or

meet other qualifications. Learn more about Medicare enrollment periods now.
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