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Dear Reader, 

Health insurance coverage matters to people of all ages, but is especially important as we grow older.  Despite

important breakthroughs in medical practice and advances in medical technology, the inescapable truth is that

health problems, medical needs, and health care expenses climb with age—making health coverage decisions 

critical for older Americans.

For most of us—whether we’re seniors or not—decisions about health insurance are difficult because they affect

the kind of care you get and your financial security.  These decisions sometimes seem overwhelmingly complex,

so parents and grandparents often turn to their adult children for advice.  Whether you are that adult child or a

senior yourself, this guide will help answer your questions about Medicare, health coverage, and long-term care,

including:

★ What does Medicare cover? Do people who have basic protection under Medicare need additional insurance?

★ What about joining a Medicare HMO? How do you choose among plans in your area?

★ Should your parents (or you) buy a long-term care policy? How can you tell a good policy from a bad one?

Talking With Your Parents about Medicare and Health Coverage is intended to help you think through basic issues

and provide information that should better equip you and your family to discuss these topics.  A state-by-state

list of key agencies that can answer your specific questions about Medicare, Medicaid, supplemental health insur-

ance, and long-term care is also included at the back of the booklet.

We hope this guide will be a useful tool for you.

Sincerely,

Drew E. Altman, Ph.D.

President, Kaiser Family Foundation
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Medicare is the federal health insurance program for almost all Americans age 65 and older and for many adults

with disabilities. You need to know the basics about Medicare so that you can help your parents—or yourself, if

you are on Medicare—with health care planning.
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WHAT MEDICARE COVERS

Medicare consists of two parts: Part A and Part

B. Together, the two parts provide coverage for

basic medical services.

Americans age 65 and older are automatically

entitled to benefits under Medicare Part A if they

are eligible to receive Social Security. In addition

to hospital inpatient care, Part A covers some

skilled nursing facility (SNF), home health, and

hospice care. For those who are entitled to Part

A, there is no monthly or annual premium charge,

but there is a deductible for each episode of

hospital inpatient care, and daily coinsurance after

a 60-day stay. Skilled nursing facility care cover-

age is limited to 100 days; people on Medicare do

not pay coinsurance for the first 20 days, but do

pay coinsurance for each day thereafter. There is

no coinsurance for Medicare home health servic-

es, or an absolute limit on the number of

Medicare-covered home health visits. However,

you must continue to meet specified eligibility

requirements as a condition of receiving home

health services.

Part B pays for doctors’ services, outpatient

hospital care, and home health visits not covered

under Part A. It also covers laboratory tests—for

example, X-rays and blood work; medical

equipment, such as wheelchairs and walkers;

outpatient physical therapy; mental health care;

and ambulance services. Part B has an annual

$100 deductible and, for most services, 20 percent

coinsurance. People enrolled in Part B must pay

a monthly premium ($50.00 in 2001), which is

typically deducted from their Social Security checks.

Know THE BASICS

ABOUT MEDICARE
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PAYING FOR LONG-TERM

CARE YOURSELF

Because Medicare’s coverage is limited, and many

don’t qualify for Medicaid or are unable to afford

a long-term care policy, often elderly people and

their families must tap into savings to pay for

care. You and your parents need to think about

how much care may cost over an extended

period of time, and as your parents become

increasingly frail.

The cost of institutional care depends heavily on

the amount of time it is used. Find out about

nursing home care costs in your parents’ area.

Then, calculate how much money they would

need for a four-year stay. If they can set aside

enough to cover four years of residential care,

they should consider simply paying for it themselves.

But realize that actual costs can’t be predicted.

If your parents suffer from Alzheimer’s or other

forms of dementia, they may need care for many

more years.

Home care often costs much less than residential

care. Since people with long-term care needs

often wish to continue living in their own homes,

you may want to research the costs of home

and community-based services in your area.

Such services, along with home adaptations, can

help your parents stay in their own home.

Don’t wait until your parents need long-term

care to begin discussing it. Talking about their

preferences and needs now can help you plan

how to pay for their care. Depending on the

decisions you and your parents make together,

purchasing a long-term care insurance policy, relying

on savings, or using Medicaid may be right for you.



ME
DI
CA

RE
ME

DI
CA

RE
HM

OS
& 

OT
HE

R
OP

TIO
NS

INS
UR

AN
CE

TO
SU

PP
LE

ME
NT

ME
DI
CA

RE
LO

NG
-T

ER
M

CA
RE

PL
AN

NI
NG

FO
R

YO
UR

PA
RE

NT
S

MO
RE

INF
OR

MA
TIO

N

33

Women are more likely than men to 

use long term care services. Nearly

three out of four nursing home

residents age 65 and older are women.
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HEALTH CARE PROXIES

A health care proxy allows your parents to appoint

someone they trust (called an agent) to make their

medical decisions if they are incapacitated.

Generally, the agent may make health care

decisions not only at the end of life, but whenever

your parents cannot speak for themselves.

LIVING WILLS

Through a living will, your parents state in writing

their wishes about which medical treatments they

do and don’t want when they become incapacitated

at the end of life. Typically, living wills direct health

care personnel whether or not to prolong life if

the patient is suffering from an incurable or

irreversible condition. Be sure your parents’ living

wills comply with laws of the state in which they

live, and that their doctors, lawyers, and other

trusted persons have copies. Health personnel

can follow the directions of the living will only if

they have it.

Your parents must execute advance directives

while they are still mentally competent.To obtain

forms that are valid in their state, contact the

state ombudsman program or a hospital or

medical society in the area (see “Getting More

Information,” on page 36).

Planning FOR YOUR PARENTS’ CARE

WHEN THEY CANNOT

Advance directives are written instructions stating your parents’ wishes about medical care if they cannot

communicate because they are too ill. It’s important to discuss advance directives now because having such

instructions can comfort your parents, if they become incapacitated. They can also save you and other family

members from having to make difficult decisions without knowing what your parents want.

There are two types of advance directives: health care proxies and living wills.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

A variety of state and local agencies can provide more specific

information about Medicare, Medigap, and long-term care. The

following state-by-state lists include some of these sources.

State Health Insurance Assistance Programs For

information and free counseling related to Medicare, Medigap, and

long-term care, call your parents’ state health insurance assistance

program. These are federally funded programs established to help

beneficiaries with their health insurance choices.

State Medicaid Agencies To answer questions about eligibility

and enrollment in Medicaid, call your parents’ state Medicaid

agency. It administers Medicaid benefits, including QMB, SLMB, and

QI-1 and QI-2 programs.

Long-Term Care Ombudsmen For questions about nursing

homes and other long-term care facilities in your area, call this

number. Your state long-term care ombudsman protects the rights

of nursing home residents and responds to questions about

facilities.

State Pharmacy Assistance Programs Many states have

programs that help low-income Medicare beneficiaries who are

not eligible for Medicaid pay for their prescription medications. To

find out where there is a program in your parents’ state, see

www.medicare.gov and follow the link for prescription drug

assistance programs.

HERE ARE SOME PLACES TO START

Get basic Medicare information by calling the National

Medicare Hotline at 1-800-Medicare;TTY/TDD: 1-877-486-

2048. You can also order Medicare and You, an overview of

Medicare, by calling the hotline or by writing to Medicare

Publications, Health Care Financing Administration, 7500

Security Blvd., Baltimore, MD  21244-1850.

Get information on Medicare enrollment and eligibility by call-

ing the National Social Security Hotline at 1-800-772-1213.

Also call this number to report lost Medicare cards and a

change of address.

Find out about Medicaid eligibility requirements and enroll-

ment procedures at your parents’ state or local welfare office,

social service, or Medicaid agency.

Get referrals for local agencies that can help you obtain infor-

mation and services in your parents’ community on issues

including home health care, nursing home care, and long-term

care insurance by calling the Eldercare Locator at 

1-800-677-1116.

Request detailed information in English or Spanish about the

Medicare+Choice plans available in your folks’ area by calling

the automated Medicare Special Information number at 

1-800-Medicare (1-800-633-4227).

There are a number of places to turn for information about Medicare and other health care coverage for

your parents. Since different agencies supply different types of information, you might have to contact 

several before finding one that can help.
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STATE-BY-STATE RESOURCES

* Note: Some 800 numbers may apply for in-state use only.
† State Pharmacy Assistance Programs are not available in all states.

STATE HEALTH INSURANCE
ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS

STATE MEDICAID

AGENCIES

LONG-TERM CARE
OMBUDSMEN

STATE PHARMACY
ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS†

Alabama 800-243-5463 or 334-242-5743 800-362-1504 or 334-242-5000 877-425-2243 or 334-242-5743

Alaska 800-478-6065 or 907-269-3680 800-211-7470 or 907-465-3355 800-730-6393 or 907-334-4480

Arizona 800-432-4040 or 602-542-6595 800-523-0231 or 602-417-4000 602-542-4446

Arkansas 800-224-6330 or 501-371-2782 800-482-8988 or 501-682-8233 800-582-4887 or 501-682-8425

California 800-434-0222 800-952-5253 or 916-657-3661 800-231-4024 or 916-323-6681 800-434-0222 or 916-657-4213

Colorado 888-696-7213 or 303-899-5151 800-221-3943 or 303-866-2993 800-288-1376 or 303-722-0300

Connecticut 800-994-9422 or 860-424-5245 800-842-1508 or 860-424-4908 866-388-1888 or 860-424-5200 860-832-9265

Delaware 800-336-9500 or 302-739-6266 800-372-2022 or 302-577-4900 800-223-9074 or 302-453-3820 800-996-9969 or 800-292-9538
302-577-4900 or 302-651-4405

District of 202-739-0668 202-724-5506 202-434-2120
Columbia

Florida 800-963-5337 or 850-414-2060 800-342-0825 or 850-488-3560 888-831-0404 or 850-488-6190 888-419-3456 or 850-487-4441
or 850-414-8306

Georgia 800-669-8387 or 404-657-5334 800-766-4456 or 404-298-1228 888-454-5826 or 404-463-8383

Hawaii 888-875-9229 or 808-586-7299 808-587-3521 808-586-0100

Idaho 800-247-4422 or 208-334-4350 877-200-5441 or 208-334-5747 877-471-2777 or 208-334-3833 

Illinois 800-548-9034 or 217-785-9021 800-252-8635 or 217-782-0963 800-252-8966 or 217-524-6911 800-624-2459 or 217-524-0435

Indiana 800-452-4800 or 317-233-3475 800-622-4932 or 317-232-4966 800-622-4484 or 317-232-7134 866-267-4679

Iowa 800-351-4664 or 515-281-6867 800-972-2017 or 515-281-8621 800-532-3213 or 515-242-3333 (begins 7/01) 866-282-5817 
or 515-242-3333

Kansas 800-860-5260 or 316-337-7386 800-766-9012 or 785-291-4144 877-662-8362 or 785-296-3017 (begins 7/01) 785-296-1299

Kentucky 877-293-7447 or 502-564-2347 800-635-2570 or 502-564-6885 800-372-2991 or 502-564-6930

Louisiana 800-259-5301 or 225-342-5301 888-342-6207 or 225-342-5716 800-259-4990 or 225-342-7100 

Maine 800-750-5353 or 207-623-1797 800-452-1926 or 207-624-8200 800-499-0229 or 207-621-1079 888-600-2466 or 207-287-2674

Maryland 800-243-3425 or 410-767-1100 800-492-5231 or 410-767-5800 800-243-3425 or 410-767-1100 800-492-1974 or 410-767-5394

Massachusetts 800-882-2003 or 617-222-7441 800-841-2900 or 617-210-5000 800-243-4636 or 617-727-7750 800-243-4636 or 617-727-7750

Michigan 800-803-7174 or 517-886-0899 800-642-3195 or 517-335-5477 800-292-7852 or 517-886-6797 517-373-8230

Minnesota 800-333-2433 800-657-3659 or 651-296-8517 800-657-3591 or 651-296-0382 651-297-3462 or 651-296-6627
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* Note: Some 800 numbers may apply for in-state use only.
† State Pharmacy Assistance Programs are not available in all states.

STATE HEALTH INSURANCE
ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS

STATE MEDICAID

AGENCIES

LONG-TERM CARE
OMBUDSMEN

STATE PHARMACY
ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS†

Mississippi 800-948-3090 or 601-359-4929 800-421-2408 or 601-359-6050 800-948-3090 or 601-359-4927

Missouri 800-390-3330 800-392-2161 or 573-751-3221 800-309-3282 or 573-526-0727 573-751-4081

Montana 800-332-2272 or 406-444-4077 800-362-8312 or 406-444-4540 800-332-2272 or 406-444-4077

Nebraska 800-234-7119 or 402-471-2201 800-430-3244 or 402-471-9147 800-942-7830 or 402-471-2307

Nevada 800-307-4444 or 702-486-3478 800-992-0900x4776 or 775-687-4776 800-243-3638 or 702-486-3545 775-688-2964 or 702-486-3545

New Hampshire 800-852-3388 or 603-225-9000 800-852-3345 or 603-271-4238 800-442-5640 or 603-271-4375 800-351-1888

New Jersey 800-792-8820 or 609-588-3139 800-356-1561 or 609-588-2600 877-582-6995 or 609-588-3614 800-792-9745 or 609-588-7048

New Mexico 800-432-2080 or 505-827-7640 888-997-2583 or 505-476-6800 800-432-2080 or 505-827-7640

New York 800-333-4114 or 212-869-3850 800-541-2831 or 518-486-9057 800-342-9871 or 518-474-7329 800-332-3742 or 518-452-6828

North Carolina 800-443-9354 or 919-733-0111 800-662-7030 or 919-857-4019 919-733-8395 919-715-3338

North Dakota 800-247-0560 or 701-328-2440 800-755-2604 or 701-328-2321 800-451-8693 or 701-328-8934

Ohio 800-686-1578 or 614-644-3458 800-324-8680 800-282-1206 or 614-466-1221

Oklahoma 800-763-2828 or 405-521-6628 800-522-0310 or 405-522-7300 800-211-2116 or 405-521-6734

Oregon 800-722-4134 or 503-947-7263 800-273-0557 or 503-945-5772 800-522-2602 or 503-378-6533

Pennsylvania 800-783-7067 or 570-347-5616 800-692-7462 or 717-787-3119 717-783-7247 800-225-7223 or 717-652-9028

Rhode Island 800-322-2880 or 401-222-2880 401-222-7000 401-785-3340 800-322-2880 or 401-222-2858

South Carolina 800-868-9095 or 803-898-2850 803-898-2500 800-868-9095 or 803-898-2850 877-239-5277 or 803-734-1061

South Dakota 800-822-8804 or 605-773-3656 605-773-4678 605-773-3656 605-773-3656

Tennessee 800-525-2816 or 615-741-4955 800-669-1851 or 615-741-4800 615-741-2056

Texas 800-252-9240 800-252-8263 or 512-438-3280 800-252-2412

Utah 800-541-7735 or 801-538-3910 800-662-9651 or 801-538-6155 800-541-7735 or 801-538-3910

Vermont 800-642-5119 or 802-748-5182 800-250-8427 or 802-241-2880 800-747-5022 or 802-863-5620 800-529-4060 or 802-241-2156

Virginia 800-552-3402 or 804-662-9333 804-786-7933 800-552-3402 or 804-644-2804

Washington 800-397-4422 800-562-3022 800-562-6028 or 253-838-6810

West Virginia 877-987-4463 or 304-558-3317 304-558-1700 304-558-3317 877-987-4463

Wisconsin 800-242-1060 or 608-267-3298 800-362-3002 or 608-266-2522 800-815-0015 or 608-266-7159

Wyoming 800-856-4398 or 307-856-6880 307-777-7531 307-322-5553 800-442-2766 or 307-777-7531
or 307-777-6032





When talking with your parents about their health care coverage:

1. Plan ahead.

2. Find out how your parents want to manage their health care costs and

address their health care needs.

3. Understand that Medicare doesn’t offer comprehensive coverage.

4. Find out how much your parents can spend to cover additional costs.

5. Think about how best to fill gaps in coverage, including co-payments,

prescription drugs, home care, and nursing home care.

6. Determine who will care for your parents when they need help.

7. Discuss where they want to live as they grow old…

8. ...and how they want to die.

9. Don’t be afraid to raise these issues.

10. Continue the conversation as your parents age.


