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Medicare and Employer Coverage 
 
What is the difference between primary and secondary coverage? 
 
When you have Medicare and another type of insurance, Medicare will pay primary or secondary 
for your medical costs. Primary insurance pays first for your medical bills. Secondary insurance 
pays after. Usually, secondary insurance pays some or all of the costs left after your primary 
insurance pays (for example, deductibles and copays). 
 
 

Type of insurance Conditions Primary Secondary 

Age 65+ with job-
based insurance 

Fewer than 20 employees Medicare Employer 

20+ employees Employer Medicare 

 

Disabled with job-
based insurance 

Fewer than 100 employees Medicare Employer 

100+ employees Employer Medicare 

    

Retiree insurance 
Not eligible for Medicare Retiree N/A 

Eligible for Medicare Medicare Retiree 

    

COBRA 

Had COBRA before enrolling in 
Medicare Medicare N/A* 

Had Medicare before becoming eligible 
for COBRA Medicare COBRA 

 
*COBRA ends if you had COBRA before enrolling in Medicare. 
 
Note: Different rules apply if you have Medicare because of End-Stage Renal Disease (ESRD). 
There are also different rules if you have retiree Federal Employee Health Benefits (FEHB). 
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Medicare and Employer Coverage 
 
How does Medicare work with job-based insurance?  
 

• If your job-based insurance is primary, you may wish to delay Medicare enrollment 
because you already have primary coverage and can sign up for Medicare Part B later. 
 

• If your job-based insurance is secondary, you should enroll in Medicare Part B to avoid 
high costs for your care. If Medicare is supposed to be your primary coverage, your job-
based coverage may provide little or no coverage if you’re not enrolled in Part B. 

 
Note: Job-based insurance here means insurance from current employment—not coverage for 
retirees, or former employees.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How does Medicare work with retiree insurance and COBRA coverage? 
 

• Retiree insurance is health coverage an employer may provide to former employees. 
Retiree coverage is almost always secondary to Medicare. This means you need to enroll in 
Medicare to be fully covered. 

 

• If you have COBRA coverage when you become Medicare-eligible, COBRA usually ends 
the date you get Medicare. You should enroll in Part B right away. If you have Part A or Part 
B when you become eligible for COBRA, you must still be allowed to enroll in COBRA – and 
you should enroll in or keep Part B. Medicare is primary insurance, and COBRA is 
secondary insurance. 

 

• Retiree insurance and COBRA do not entitle you to an SEP to enroll in Part B. You may 
have to wait for coverage and pay a penalty.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Enrolling in Medicare after you’ve delayed: You can use the Part B Special Enrollment 
Period (SEP) to enroll in Medicare later if you’ve been continuously covered by insurance from 
current work (not retiree) or by Medicare Part B since becoming eligible for Medicare.  
You can use the SEP while you have that job-based insurance from current work, 
 or in the eight months after losing that insurance. You will need evidence from  
your employer(s) of your continuous coverage.  

Don’t forget prescription drug coverage! Some employers offer creditable drug coverage for 
current or former employees. Ask your employer if yours is considered creditable (as good as 
Medicare Part D). If so, you can delay enrolling in Medicare Part D without a late  
enrollment penalty if you enroll in Part D later. If your prescription drug coverage  
isn’t creditable or if you don’t have prescription drug coverage, you should enroll  
in Part D as soon as possible. 
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Protect Your Medicare Number 
 
 
Watch out for people trying to steal your medical identity! 
 
Medical identity theft can happen when someone steals or talks you 
into giving them your personal information, such as your name and 
Medicare number, to get medical treatment or products and bills your 
insurance for it. It is important to protect your Medicare number and 
only share it with trusted individuals because it can affect your medical, 
health, or financial records.  
 
 
Prevent potential medical identity theft by:    
 

• Never giving out your Medicare number, or other personal information, to anyone other than 
your doctor, health care provider, or other trusted representatives   
 

• Always protecting your Medicare number and card as you would a credit card   
 

• Never giving out your Medicare number to anyone who contacts you through unsolicited 
calls, texts, or emails   
 

• Always being cautious of anyone who offers you “free” testing, treatments, medical supplies, 
or gifts 

   
 
Report potential medical identify theft if:   
 

• You gave out your Medicare number over the phone or internet to someone offering medical 
items like durable medical equipment, genetic/dementia testing, cancer screenings, or back 
braces 

 

• You gave out your Medicare number over the phone to someone that said you need a 
‘NEW’ Medicare card that is plastic, has a chip in it, or is laminated. Medicare is not 
changing or updating Medicare cards 
 

• You see charges on your Medicare statements for services or items you did not receive or 
need   
 

• You are contacted by a debt collection agency for a bill for services you did not receive   
 

• You receive boxes of braces, testing kits, or other medical supplies in the mail that you did 
not request or need.   

   
 
 
 

 
Report potential medical identity theft to the Senior Medicare Patrol (SMP). 
Contact information for your local SMP on the last page of this document. 
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Medicare and Employer Coverage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Local SHIP contact information Local SMP contact information 

SHIP toll-free: SMP toll-free: 

SHIP email: SMP email: 

SHIP website: SMP website: 
 

To find a SHIP in another state: 
Call 877-839-2675 (and say “Medicare”  
when prompted) or visit www.shiphelp.org  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

To find an SMP in another state: 
Call 877-808-2468 or visit 
www.smpresource.org  

SHIP Technical Assistance Center: 877-839-2675 | www.shiphelp.org | info@shiphelp.org 
SMP Resource Center: 877-808-2468 | www.smpresource.org | info@smpresource.org 
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Who to contact for help: 
 

• Speak with your employer if you have questions about your employer coverage and 
how it works with Medicare. 

 

• Enroll in Medicare through the Social Security Administration (SSA) when you’re 
ready to enroll.  

 

• Call your State Health Insurance Assistance Program (SHIP) for more help or 
one-on-one Medicare counseling. 

 

• Call your Senior Medicare Patrol (SMP) if you’ve experienced potential fraud, 
errors, or abuse.  
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