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Understanding Medicare Enrollment Periods 

Information compiled from medicare.gov and medsupinsurance.net 

Initial Enrollment Period (IEP) 

• This is the time for most people to sign up for Medicare. 

• This period runs for seven months, starting three months before the month in which 

you turn 65 and ending three months after that month. 

• Example: Your birthday is in May. (Your IEP begins Feb. 1 and ends August 31)  

Use this period to enroll in Part A (hospital insurance), even if you do not want to enroll in 

Part B (an exception may be if you are still working and have employer Health coverage in the 

form of an HSA (Health Savings Account).  

Use this period to enroll in Part B (doctor visits and outpatient services) if, 

• You have no other health insurance 

• You still have health benefits from a former employer but you have retired, stopped 

working, or plan to stop working soon. 

• You still have health benefits from the former employer of your spouse who has retired, 

stopped working, or plan to stop working soon. 

• You are covered by COBRA insurance that extended employer health benefits after you 

or your spouse stopped working. 

• You have group health insurance from an employer with fewer than 20 employees. 

• You have individual health insurance you have purchased yourself. 

• You do not qualify for Part A and have no other health insurance (the Social Security 

Administration states that someone who doesn’t qualify for premium-free Medicare 

Part A is nevertheless eligible for Part B at age 65 if he or she lives in the United States 

and is either a U.S. citizen or a legal immigrant (green card holder) who has lived here 

for at least five years. They describe this as an “alternate requirement” for Medicare 

eligibility). 

• You are living outside the United States. 
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Be aware that if you are in any of the situations previously mentioned and delay in signing 

up for Part B beyond your IEP, you may face a late penalty and when you do finally sign up, you 

can only do so during the open enrollment period. 

Initial enrollment period (IEP) for Medicare through disability 

• If you become eligible for Medicare under age 65 because of disability, you will receive a 

letter from Social Security saying when your Medicare coverage will begin. It typically 

starts 24 months after your disability benefits were approved. Social Security will 

automatically enroll you in Part A and Part B. If you wish to opt out of Part B, you can if 

you or your spouse is still working for an employer with more than 100 workers that 

provides health coverage. 

• The Part B penalty clock starts ticking at the beginning of the month after your IEP 

expires. However, if you delay signing up at that time and incur a penalty, the clock will 

be reset as soon as you turn 65. At that point you’ll get a new seven-month IEP based on 

your age. Provided that you sign up again for Part B before your new IEP expires, you 

will no longer have to pay the penalty. 

General Enrollment Period (GEP) for Medicare:  

Jan. 1 through March 31 

This period is specifically for people who missed signing up for Medicare Part B at the 

required time — either during their initial enrollment period or during a special enrollment 

period for Part B. If you need to sign up for Part B during this period, be aware that your 

coverage will not begin until July 1, and you may be required to pay a late penalty based on 

how many years you have delayed. 

When Does the Part B Late Penalty Clock Start Ticking? 

The law says that a 10 percent penalty is imposed “for each full 12-month period” that 

people delay enrolling in Part B when eligible to do so (unless they have group health 

insurance from their own or their spouse’s current employment). If the delay is less than 12 

full months, the penalty should not apply. 

Social Security states that the penalty clock starts ticking at the beginning of the month 

after your seven-month initial enrollment period (IEP) expires and shuts off on the final day 

of the annual open enrollment period (OEP) in which you sign up for Part B. 

Missing each March 31 deadline means another full 12-month delay and a further 10 

percent late penalty. For example, delaying enrollment by five years results in a 50 percent 

penalty. 
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Special enrollment period (SEP) for Part B 

This SEP allows you to enroll in Part B without penalty beyond age 65 provided that you can 

show you have had group health insurance from an employer (or employers) for whom you 

or your spouse were still working since you turned 65. The SEP runs for eight months from 

the date you (or your spouse) stopped working. But you can enroll before this date to 

ensure unbroken health coverage. Your Part B coverage begins on the first of the month 

after you enroll. 

You do not get an SEP, even if you have group health insurance and plan to continue 

working past 65, if: 

• Your employer or union health plan automatically becomes secondary to Medicare 

when you (or your spouse) turn 65; or 

• You are covered by COBRA temporary group health insurance. 

• If you have individual health insurance and continue to work after age 65, the penalty 

clock starts ticking at the beginning of the month after your IEP expires. (With individual, 

instead of group, insurance, you don’t get an SEP if you delay joining Part B.) 

Initial Enrollment Periods for Part C and Part D 

• If you’re newly eligible for Medicare because you turn age 65, you can, 

o sign up for a Medicare Advantage and/or Medicare Prescription Drug Plan.  

When: During the 7-month period that starts 3 months before the month you turn 
age 65, includes the month you turn age 65, and ends 3 months after the month you turn 
age 65.  

• If you’re newly eligible for Medicare because you’re disabled (under age 65), you can, 

o sign up for a Medicare Advantage or Medicare Prescription Drug Plan. Your 
Medicare coverage begins 24 months after you get Social Security or RRB 
disability benefits.  

When: Starting 21 months after you get Social Security or RRB benefits, your chance 
to sign up lasts through the 27th month after you get Social Security or RRB benefits. 

• If you’re already eligible for Medicare because of a disability, and you turn age 65, you 
can; 

o Sign up for a Medicare Advantage and/or Medicare Prescription Drug Plan.  
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o Switch from your current Medicare Advantage or Medicare Prescription Drug 
Plan to another plan.  

o Drop a Medicare Advantage or Medicare Prescription Drug Plan completely  

When; During the 7-month period that starts 3 months before the month you turn 
age 65, includes the month you turn age 65, and ends 3 months after the month you turn 
age 65.  

If you sign up for a Medicare Advantage Plan during this time, you can drop that plan 

at any time during the next 12 months and go back to Original Medicare.  

• If you DON’T have Medicare Part A coverage, and you enroll in Medicare Part B during 
the Part B General Enrollment Period (January 1–March 31), you can; 

• Sign up for a Medicare Prescription Drug Plan.  

When: Between April 1–June 30.  

• You HAVE Medicare Part A coverage, and you enroll in Medicare Part B during the Part 
B General Enrollment Period (January 1–March 31), you can; 

o Sign up for a Medicare Advantage Plan or Medicare Prescription Drug Plan. 

When: Between April 1–June 30. 

Annual Enrollment Periods for Medicare Advantage (Part C) AND Medicare 
prescription drug coverage (Part D) 

Open Enrollment: 

Current Open Enrollment Period = October 15 – December 7  

If you make a change during this period, your new coverage will begin on January 1 of the following 
year. 

During this time you can, 

• Change from Original Medicare to a Medicare Advantage Plan.  
• Change from a Medicare Advantage Plan back to Original Medicare.  
• Switch from one Medicare Advantage Plan to another Medicare Advantage Plan.  
• Switch from a Medicare Advantage Plan that doesn’t offer drug coverage to a Medicare 

Advantage Plan that offers drug coverage.  
• Switch from a Medicare Advantage Plan that offers drug coverage to a Medicare Advantage Plan 

that doesn’t offer drug coverage.  
• Join a Medicare Prescription Drug Plan.  
• Switch from one Medicare Prescription Drug Plan to another Medicare Prescription Drug Plan.  
• Drop your Medicare prescription drug coverage completely.   
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Enrollment Period January 1 – March 31 

During this time you can: 

• If you’re in a Medicare Advantage Plan (with or without drug coverage), you can switch your plan 
to another Medicare Advantage Plan (with or without drug coverage) 

• You can disenroll from your Medicare Advantage Plan and return to Original Medicare.  You can 
also join a Medicare Prescription Drug Plan to add drug coverage.  
 

Note: During this period, you can’t do the following: 

  

• Switch from Original Medicare to a Medicare Advantage Plan.  
• Switch from one Medicare Prescription Drug Plan to another.  

 

Special enrollment period (SEP) for Part D 

Part D drug coverage has different rules than Part B. You can delay enrolling in Part D beyond age 65 

provided that you continue to have "creditable" drug coverage — meaning that Medicare considers 

it of at least equal value to Part D. When this coverage ends, you will be entitled to this SEP and can 

sign up immediately and without penalty in the following circumstances: 

• When drug benefits from your current employer (or from your spouse's employer) terminate on 

retirement or through no fault of your own. 

• When COBRA coverage terminates. 

• When you lose drug benefits from a retiree health plan through no fault of your own. 

• When you return from abroad to live permanently in the United States. 

• When you are released from prison. 

In all these cases, the special enrollment period lasts for 63 days beyond the crucial date — such as 

the end of drug coverage, your return to the United States or your release from prison. But your 

actual coverage in a Part D drug plan must have begun on or before the 63rd day to avoid a late 

penalty. Since coverage cannot begin until the first of the month after enrollment, it's best to sign 

up no later than the end of the second calendar month after the critical date. 

If you let this SEP expire before enrolling in a Part D drug plan, you must wait until the next annual 

enrollment period (see below), and you will receive a late penalty — added permanently to your 

plan's premiums — for every month of delay. 

 

http://www.aarp.org/health/medicare-insurance/info-12-2008/ask_ms_medicare_paying_for_the_part_d_late_penalty.html

