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Time to Review Your Medicare Prescription Coverage!
 Betty Chaffee/  October 19, 2023/  Health insurance, Medicare, Medication Management, prescription drug costs/  0 comments
It’s the annual open enrollment season for Medicare once again! Open enrollment started October 15th and runs through December 7th. This is a perfect opportunity to think carefully about whether your prescription coverage still meets your needs.
I’ll go out on a limb here and say that searching for the best insurance policy (whether it’s home, auto, health, or prescriptions) probably isn’t your favorite pastime. I’ll confess it’s not mine. But if you found yourself perplexed about your prescription costs this year, you might want to do it anyway. Did you have deductibles you weren’t prepared for? A new medication with a crazy-high copay? Maybe you reached the “donut hole” (coverage gap) unexpectedly. Or had one of your meds changed to a higher tier. All of these are good reasons to take another look at available prescription plans to see if there’s one with a better fit.
Just to clarify, I’m talking about Medicare Part D prescription (PDP) plans only. If you have Medicare coverage through an Advantage Plan, you may or may not have separate PDP coverage. If you have prescription coverage through retirement benefits, it may not be a PDP plan, either. But if you have standard PDP coverage, you’re in the open enrollment period now.
Some basic information
If you’re new to Medicare, or to Prescription Drug coverage, you may want to learn more about how PDP plans work. What is a formulary? A tier? Then there's the deductible,  coverage gap (donut hole), and catastrophic coverage. Check out the embedded links to learn more.
Checking out other plans
(Fair warning -- the screen shots below will be clearer by Zooming in.)
The easiest way for you to look at other PDP plans is to sign into your Medicare.gov account. When you use your own account, the information you enter will be saved. If you don’t have time to finish your research, you can log out and it’ll all still be there when you come back. Registering for an account is easy, and gives you access to many online features of Medicare. I highly recommend it!
Once signed in, you’ll be able to see your current coverage including your PDP plan. From there, simply click on the “Find Health and Drug Plans” button.
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 To individualize your search, you'll be asked to enter some information. Which pharmacies do you prefer to use? What medications do you take?  Are you looking for a standard PDP plan or a different type of Medicare coverage? (Again, this blog post is referring specifically to the standard PDP plans.)
After you've entered the information, click the “Next” button at the bottom of the screen.
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Now you’ll see all the available Part D plans in your area. The list can be filtered (organized) in a number of ways. Are you certain, for example, that you only want to do business with one or two specific companies? If so, you can choose which companies you want the system to display. If the most important thing to you is the monthly premium on the other hand, you can filter that way. There’s also total drug + premium cost, as well as annual deductible. Basically you can ask it to organize the results in a way that’s most important to you.
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As an example I chose some medications that are problematic for many people, including a popular blood thinner and a couple of inhaled medications. I’ll use that sample list to show you how to get more details about the plans.
On the screen shot above, I can see that this plan carries a $5.30 monthly premium. Sounds great, right? Further, it’s telling me that the total drug + premium costs for all of 2024 is expected to be $2,845. Finally it shows a deductible of $280, which would be due at the beginning of the new year when prescriptions are filled.
But what if I want more detail than that? How much is the blood thinner each month? How much is each inhaler? To see that, click on the “plan details” button.
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You’ll get a lot of information here. This page tells you which of the pharmacies you chose are “preferred”, “in network”, or “out of network” for this plan. Keep in mind every insurance company may have different contracts, so if your favorite isn’t on one list it might be on another. You'll also find the yearly cost for each medication, as well as the total annual cost for each pharmacy.
This is important -- scroll down just a bit too see if you're expected to reach the coverage gap (donut hole). If so, when? Will you get out of the coverage gap to reach catastrophic coverage?  Just as important, what will the drug costs be by month? Some may remain the same all year long, but in the coverage gap some may go way up for several months. It’s good to be know what to expect before enrolling.
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[image: PDP review screen shot 7]Clicking on “More drug coverage” will give you information about how the plan covers drugs in the different “tiers”. Again, it just helps to know what to expect. Star ratings for the plan are also listed.


And there’s more fun!
You can select up to three plan to compare head-to-head. That makes it a little easier to see differences quickly. Just click on the "compare" button (right next to the "plan details" button) to add a plan to the list for comparison.
Take time now to review your PDP plan
Start by thinking about any problems you encountered this year. Was it a surprise deductible? A surprise dive into the coverage gap? A surprisingly high-cost medication? Something else?
Decide what’s important to you in an insurance carrier. A company you’ve done business with before? A low monthly premium? A low deductible? Your favorite pharmacy on the preferred list?
If you haven’t done it already, register for an account at https://Medicare.gov. Then gather your medications and enter the information into your account. You don’t need to go any further than that right away -- once it’s in you can come back to it.
Finally, go ahead and check out plans for 2024. Organize the information by what’s important to you. Compare your current plan to others that are available. Look at the details of coverage for those you’re interested in so you know what to expect as 2024 progresses. It’s way easier to know you’ll owe a deductible in January than to be surprised by it. Same for dropping into the coverage gap.
By doing this, you might find a plan that better meets your needs. You might also find out that your current plan, with all its frustrations, is still the best one for you. But at least you’ll know.
Time will fly, so don’t wait too long!
Open enrollment will end on December 7. Take some time now to consider your alternatives. If you’ve had experience with this process, please share your thoughts with other readers below. Other questions and comments are welcome too!. Or contact us directly at Better My Meds – we love hearing from you!
 
 
[image: Blog logo with photo]
Betty Chaffee, PharmD, is owner and sole proprietor of BetterMyMeds, a Medication Management service devoted to helping people get the maximum benefit from their medications.
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