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Annual Enrollment Period Survival Guide
A calm, practical guide to the fall Annual Enrollment Period so you can review plans and make changes 

without the stress.

The Annual Enrollment Period is the yearly fall window when you can change your Medicare Advantage 

or Part D coverage. Changes you make then usually start on January 1. You do not have to switch, but this 

is your main chance to adjust coverage for the year ahead. A little preparation makes the whole season 

calmer.

What the Annual Enrollment Period Is

The Annual Enrollment Period, sometimes called AEP, runs each fall on dates set by Medicare. It is the 

season when most members can review and change their coverage for the coming year. Marking these 

dates early helps you avoid a last minute rush.

Changes you make during this window generally take effect on the first day of the new year. That timing 

gives your new coverage a clean start. It also means the choices you make now shape your whole next 

year.

This period exists because plans and personal needs both change annually. A calm yearly review keeps 

your coverage aligned with your health and budget. Even if you keep your plan, a quick look is time well 

spent.

Think of it as an annual checkup for your coverage, not a chore. A short review each fall can catch a rising 

cost or a dropped drug early. Small adjustments now prevent bigger surprises later.

What You Are Allowed to Do

During this window you can switch from Original Medicare to a Medicare Advantage plan, or move back 

the other way. You can also change from one Advantage plan to another that fits you better.

You can join a Part D drug plan, switch drug plans, or drop drug coverage entirely. These options give you 

real room to fine tune costs and coverage. The right move depends on your medications and doctors.

You are never required to make a change. If your current plan still fits your life, you can simply keep it and 

do nothing. Doing nothing is a valid choice when your coverage still works.
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Keep in mind that moving from Medicare Advantage back to Original Medicare may involve Medigap rules. 

Depending on timing, medical underwriting could apply. Confirm those specifics before you assume the 

door is open.

Read Your Annual Notice of Change

Each fall your plan mails an Annual Notice of Change, often called the ANOC. It lists what is shifting in 

your plan for next year, from premiums to drug coverage to network. Reading it is the single most useful 

step you can take.

Look closely at changes to your drug list and your share of costs. A plan that fit you this year can look 

different next year. The ANOC tells you whether a change is worth exploring.

Keep the notice somewhere handy while you compare options. It becomes a quick reference during any 

conversation with a licensed agent. If yours did not arrive, your plan can send another copy.

Pair the ANOC with your own experience of the past year. If costs felt high or a doctor became hard to 

reach, note that too. Together, these give you an honest read on whether to look further.

Prepare Before You Compare

Before you look at plans, gather three lists: your medications, your doctors, and your pharmacies. Include 

dosages for each prescription. This small bit of prep makes every comparison faster and more accurate.

With those lists ready, you can check whether a plan covers your drugs and includes your providers. You 

can also estimate your likely yearly cost, not just the monthly premium. That fuller view protects you from 

surprises.

Preparation turns a stressful task into a manageable one. Even thirty minutes of gathering information 

pays off. Our resource tools can help you organize these details before you decide.

Store your lists somewhere you can find them again next fall. Coverage reviews come around every year. 

A little organization now saves you time each season going forward.

Compare Total Cost, Not Just Premium

A low monthly premium is easy to notice, but it never tells the whole story. Drug costs, copays, and network 

access all affect what you actually pay. A cheap premium can hide higher costs elsewhere.

Add up your expected yearly spending under each option. Include premiums, drug costs, and typical visits. 

Comparing total cost gives a truer sense of value than any single number.

All dollar figures, including the standard Part B premium set annually by CMS, can change from year to 

year. Older materials may be out of date. Confirm current numbers with a licensed agent before you enroll.
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Pay attention to the plan's yearly out of pocket maximum as well. That number caps your risk in a heavy 

health year. It can matter far more than a small difference in premium.

Avoiding Common Pitfalls

Watch for changes to your drug coverage and provider network, since these hit your real costs and access. 

A plan can quietly drop a medication or a doctor. Checking both each year prevents an unwelcome surprise 

in January.

Be cautious with unsolicited marketing calls and mailers during this season. You never have to decide on 

the spot. A trustworthy source will welcome your questions and give you time.

Do not let a deadline pressure you into a rushed choice. Take your time, ask questions, and lean on a 

licensed agent if you feel unsure. A calm decision usually ages better than a hurried one.

Keep records of any change you make, including confirmation numbers and dates. If a question comes 

up later, that paper trail helps. A few notes now can save a headache in January.

Get Help When You Need It

Dates, plan details, and cost figures change each year, so confirm the current specifics before you enroll. 

A quick verification keeps you on solid ground. This is exactly the kind of detail a licensed agent tracks for 

you.

A licensed agent can compare options with you and answer questions at no cost to you. There is no 

obligation, only guidance. That support can turn a confusing season into a clear one.

Harmony SoCal Insurance Services serves members across Orange, California and nearby communities. 

Our team is ready to help at (714) 922-0043. You can also join a Medicare webinar to prepare before the 

season begins.

Frequently Asked Questions

When does the Annual Enrollment Period happen?

It runs each fall on dates set by Medicare, and those dates are consistent from year to year. Changes you 

make generally take effect on January 1. Confirm the exact current dates with a licensed agent before 

you plan.

Do I have to change my plan every year?

No. If your current plan still fits your medications, doctors, and budget, you can keep it and do nothing. A 

quick yearly review is still wise, since plans and needs both change.

What is the Annual Notice of Change?
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It is a notice your plan mails each fall that lists what is changing for the coming year. It covers premiums, 

drug coverage, and network updates. Reading it is one of the most useful steps you can take.

Can I add or drop drug coverage during this window?

Yes. You can join a Part D drug plan, switch to another, or drop drug coverage during this period. The best 

choice depends on your current medications and pharmacies.

How do I avoid choosing the wrong plan?

Compare total yearly cost, not just the premium, and confirm your drugs and doctors are covered. Take 

your time and avoid rushed decisions from unsolicited marketing. A licensed agent can review options 

with you at no cost.

Does working with an agent cost me anything?

No, our guidance carries no charge and no obligation to you. A licensed agent can compare plans and 

answer your questions. Reach our Orange County team at (714) 922-0043.

Talk It Through, at No Cost

This guide is educational. Plan details and figures change, so confirm current specifics with a licensed 

local agent. Call (714) 922-0043 or visit hsocal.com to book a free 45-minute review.
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