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Timing Essentials

Missing an enrollment window can cost Medicare beneficiaries significantly in late penalties and coverage gaps.
This course walks through who qualifies for Medicare, the different enrollment periods available, and why
timing matters so much. Tax professionals and CPAs who work with clients nearing age 65 or transitioning out
of employer coverage will find this course especially practical. Knowing the rules helps you guide clients toward

the right decisions before costly mistakes are made.
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Chapter 1: QUALIFYING FOR MEDICARE

Chapter Objective

After completing this chapter, you should be able to:

+ Identify the eligibility requirements for Medicare at age 65.

Qualifying for Medicare and being eligible for Medicare essentially mean the same thing: You've passed
a legal hurdle that allows you to receive Medicare benefits. Don’t worry; you don't have to take a test
to qualify for Medicare. You don’t have to go before a judge or take part in some formal ceremony.

But you do have to meet certain conditions required by law.
Very broadly, you must meet one of two conditions:

* You've reached your 65th birthday (or will reach it very soon) or are older than 65.

« Youre under 65 but have a disability that is officially recognized and meets the

requirements for Medicare coverage.

Within these two categories are several other conditions that may or may not affect you, depending
on your specific circumstances. All are explained in detail in this chapter. You also find out about the
options for healthcare if you don’t immediately qualify for Medicare at 65, are a few years short of
65, or are stuck in that two-year limbo in which most people who are under 65 and disabled must

wait for Medicare coverage.

HITTING THE MILESTONE OF AGE 65

This birthday is a big milestone. Maybe it feels more like a quantum leap than a puny mile. (Where
did all the time go, anyway?) But whatever else it may mean for the generation of baby boomers
whose mantra was once “Don’t trust anyone over 30,” turning 65 comes with a valuable birthday

present. For most people, it’s their passport to guaranteed health coverage under Medicare.

Still, nobody qualifies for Medicare just by reaching 65. You also have to meet certain other
conditions, according to your circumstances, which are explained in the following sections. Some

misconceptions about Medicare qualification are also clarified.

Debunking some qualification myths



Remember

Let’s be very clear about what “qualifying for Medicare” actually means. Many people think that if
they haven’t paid into the system by paying enough payroll taxes while working, they're not
eligible for any Medicare benefits. But that’s not true. Those payroll taxes cover only Part A
premiums; in other words, they allow you to get Part A services without paying monthly
premiums for them. But even if you're not entitled to premium-free Part A, you can still get Part B
and Part D services by paying premiums for them just like everybody else. (See Chapter 1 of
course 81451FE for descriptions of Parts A, B, and D.)

And even if you haven’t worked long enough to get premium-free Part A, you may be able to qualify
on the work record of your spouse (current, divorced, or deceased). Otherwise, you may have the

option to receive Part A benefits by paying monthly premiums for them.

Remember

Let’s also be clear about a few other points that often confuse people:

« The law doesn’t force you to take Medicare Part B (which requires monthly premiums)
at 65 or any other age. If you want to sidestep it completely, that’s up to you. (However,
if you change your mind later on, after your enrollment deadline has passed, you'll
face costly consequences such as late penalties.)

« You can enroll in Medicare at age 65 or later even if you haven’t begun receiving Social
Security or railroad retirement benefits.

* You can delay enrolling in Part B beyond age 65—without incurring late penalties—for as
long as you're covered by health insurance provided by an employer for whom you or

your spouse is actively working, provided that the employer has 20 or more employees.

These points are really enrollment issues, which are explained in detail in Chapter 2. But I feel it’s
necessary to emphasize them here too because so much guidance written about Medicare eligibility
gives the impression that all people are obliged to sign up as soon as they hit 65, which isn’t
necessarily so. That said, the following sections focus on qualifying for Medicare at age 65 even if

you don'’t enroll at that time.
Meeting the requirements for Parts A, B, and D

As you may expect, the different parts of Medicare come with different rules for eligibility, as well as
for coverage and costs. The following sections include checklists of the conditions you need to meet

to qualify for Part A (hospital insurance), Part B (medical insurance), and Part D (prescription drug



coverage) at age 65. (Find more detail on qualifying for Part A, either on your own work record or

someone else’s, later in this chapter.)

Remember

Even if you don’t qualify for premium-free Part A, you may still be eligible for Part B and Part D
coverage at age 65; therefore, if you don't sign up for them at the right time, you may set yourself
up for permanent late penalties, as explained in Chapter 2.

Part A

You qualify to receive Part A benefits (without paying premiums for them) at age 65 or older if you're
a U.S. citizen or permanent legal resident (green-card holder) and at least one of the following is

also true:

« You've earned 40 credits through paying payroll taxes at work, which makes you eligible for
Social Security or railroad retirement benefits — flip to the later section “Qualifying for
Part A on your own work record” for details on work record requirements — even if you're

not yet receiving retirement benefits.

+ You qualify on the work record of your current spouse (or, in some circumstances, your
divorced or deceased spouse), as explained in the later section “Being eligible for Part A

on someone else’s work record.”

You qualify to receive Part A benefits without 40 work credits at age 65 or older if you're a U.S. citizen
or legal resident who has lived in the United States for at least five years before applying for

Medicare, you enroll in Part A and Part B (see the next section), and one of the following applies to

you:
* You have 0 to 29 work credits and pay the full Part A premium ($565 a month in 2026).
« You or your spouse has 30 to 39 work credits, and you pay the partial Part A premium ($311
a month in 2026).
Part B

You can receive Part B benefits at age 65 or older if you're a U.S. citizen or a legal resident (green-
card holder) who has lived in the United States for at least five years, you’re enrolled in Part B, and

one of the following is true:

+ You pay a monthly premium — either the standard Part B premium ($202.90 a month in
2026) or more if your income is high enough to require a surcharge (as explained in
Chapter 1 of course 81452E).

* Your Part B premium is paid by your state (as explained in Chapter 2 of course 81452E).



Chapter 1: Qualifying For Medicare

PartD

You can receive Part D benefits at age 65 or older if you're enrolled in Part A or Part B, or both; you
enroll in a stand-alone Part D drug plan or a Medicare Advantage plan that provides Medicare

prescription drug coverage; and one of the following applies to you:

* You pay the monthly premium that your plan requires.

« Your Part D plan premium is paid by the Extra Help program or a State Pharmacy

Assistance Program (as explained in Chapter 2 of course 81452E).
Qualifying for Part A on your own work record

You need to earn 40 work credits — sometimes called quarters of coverage — before becoming eligible
for premium-free Part A benefits at age 65 or over or to qualify for Social Security retirement

benefits. Here’s how credits are calculated:

« Work credits are calculated on income that you work for and that’s taxable — that is,
earnings on which you pay Social Security and Medicare payroll taxes. This category
includes wages from an employer and earnings from self-employed work. It doesn’t

include income from pensions or from interest or dividends on investments and savings.

* You must earn a certain amount of money to get one work credit; the amount tends to go

up a little each year. In 2026, the amount is $1,890.

* You can earn a maximum of only four work credits in any one year. In 2026, this limit
would amount to earnings of $7,560. When in the year you earn your credits doesn’t
matter. You may have to work all year to earn four credits, or you may earn all four much

earlier in the year, even within the first three months.

« However, regardless of when in the year you earn four credits, Social Security won’t credit
the fourth one until the first day of the last quarter of the year, October 1. So, for example,
if you earn your 40th credit in June, you must wait until October 1 to become fully insured

and eligible to receive Part A benefits without paying monthly premiums for them.

+ Racking up 40 credits usually takes at least ten years of work, but these years need not be
consecutive. You earn credits whenever you work and pay payroll taxes, even if you have

long breaks between spells of work.

Not everyone works in jobs that require paying Social Security taxes. For example, federal workers
have their own retirement system and don’t have to contribute to Social Security. However, since
1983, all federal workers have been required to pay Medicare payroll taxes, which entitles them to

Part A benefits without paying premiums but not to Social Security retirement benefits.

Different rules relating to work credits may apply in certain circumstances. Contact Social Security

to discuss your credits if you're:
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« Self-employed and earning less than $400 a year

« Employed by a local or state government that opted not to participate in Social Security
« In the military (you may get additional credits in some situations)

* Performing domestic work or farm work

« Working for a church or church organization that doesn’t pay Social Security taxes
Tip

Social Security keeps a record of your earnings and work credits, compiled from employers’
reports and tax records. It sends out statements telling people age 60 or older how near they are
to being “fully insured” — meaning entitled to Medicare and retirement benefits. You can also go
to www.ssa.gov/myaccount to create an online account to access these statements. For more
information, call Social Security at 800-772-1213 (TTY 800-325-0778) or read its consumer guide
“How You Earn Credits” at www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10072.pdf.

Being eligible for Part A on someone else’s work record

If you haven’t worked long enough to get Part A benefits without paying premiums, you may qualify
on the work record of your current or former spouse. But the rules vary according to different

circumstances.
Your current/former spouse has enough credits

If your current or former spouse has earned 40 work credits, you can qualify for premium-free Part

A on their work record under these circumstances:

« Current spouse: You've been married to your current spouse for at least one year, you're

age 65 or older, and your spouse is at least 62.

« Divorced spouse: You were married to your divorced spouse for at least ten years before
the divorce became final, you haven't remarried, you're age 65 or older, and your ex is at

least 62. (Whether your ex has remarried doesn’t matter.)

« Late spouse: You had been married to your deceased spouse for at least nine months
immediately before they died, you’re 65 or older, and you didn’t remarry before age 60 (or

50 if you're entitled to disability benefits).

« Divorced late spouse: You were married for at least ten years before the divorce became
final, you didn’t remarry before age 60 (or 50 if you're entitled to disability benefits), and

you’re 65 or older.

Neither you nor your spouse has 40 work credits



If your current or former spouse has fewer than 30 credits, they aren’t any use to you (for Medicare
purposes, that is) because you still have to pay full premiums to get Part A benefits. But if they have
30 to 39 credits, you're entitled to pay reduced Part A premiums on their work record even if you
have no credits at all — as long as you also meet the conditions described in the previous section.
This arrangement makes a big difference financially. In 2026, the full Part A premium is $565 a
month, whereas the reduced premium is $311 a month. Of course, if your current or ex-spouse
continues working until they have earned 40 credits, you then qualify for Part A benefits on their

work record without having to pay premiums.

Remember

You can'’t add your work credits to those of your spouse to qualify for premium-free Part A. For
example, if you have 20 credits and your spouse has 31, you meet only the conditions to pay a
reduced Part A premium based on your spouse’s 31 credits. You can’t use the 51 credits you have
between you.

You're the foreign spouse of a U.S. citizen or legal resident

Normally, non-citizens who haven’t worked in the United States need to become permanent legal
residents (green-card holders) and live in the United States continuously for at least five years in
order to qualify for Medicare benefits. But if you're 65 or older and are a green-card holder who’s
been married to a U.S. citizen or a legal resident for at least one year — and your spouse is age 62 or
older and has earned 40 work credits — you're entitled to full Medicare benefits (including
premium-free Part A) on their work record without being required to live in this country for five
years. In case you need to argue this point, you can find the official regulation in section GN
00303.800 — “Eligibility Under the HI/SMI Program for Uninsured Individuals” — of the Program
Operations Manual System (POMS) at secure. ssa.gov/poms.nsf/Inx/0200303800.

You're in a same-sex marriage

Couples in same-sex marriages have the same rights to all federal benefits as those in opposite-sex
marriages, thanks to a June 2015 U.S. Supreme Court decision that ruled people throughout the
nation have a constitutional right to same-sex marriage. This ruling means, among many other
things, that one same-sex spouse can qualify for full Medicare benefits, without paying premiums
for Part A, on the work record of the other spouse, if all the conditions described in the preceding

sections are met.

You are unmarried but live in a domestic partnership



You usually can’t qualify for premium-free Part A benefits on the work record of a domestic partner
to whom you aren’t formally married — regardless of whether your partner is the same sex as you or

the opposite sex, or whether you've been covered by health insurance from their employer.

One exception to this rule is if you're in a relationship that is formally recognized as a common-law
marriage by the laws of your state. (For info on these laws, see Unmarried Equality’s fact sheet at

www. unmarried.org/common-law-marriage-fact-sheet.)

Remember

If you're in any kind of domestic partnership and you’re covered by a health plan from your
partner’s employer, you need to know the rules about signing up for Medicare Part B, which is
explained in Chapter 2.

QUALIFYING FOR MEDICARE UNDER AGE 65 ON THE BASIS OF DISABILITY

People with disabilities have historically had a hard time finding affordable health insurance
because of their medical problems. But Medicare helps by covering three categories of disabled

people — those who
« Have received Social Security disability payments for at least two years
+ Have permanent kidney failure (ESRD)
+ Have Lou Gehrig’s disease (amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, or ALS)

The following sections explain how you get to qualify for Medicare if you fall into any of these

categories.

Receiving disability payments
Tip

If you have any illness, injury, or disability that prevents you from earning more than a certain
amount of money each month and this medical condition is expected to last for at least one year,
you may be eligible for Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI). For information on eligibility
and how to apply, call Social Security at 800-772-1213 or the TTY number 800-325-0778, or go to
ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10029.pdf.

After Social Security has reviewed your application, it will let you know whether you qualify for
SSDI. If you do, you'll receive monthly cash payments, starting five months after the date that Social

Security determines your disability began. And eventually, you’ll also qualify for Medicare benefits



