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Medicare Mistakes to Avoid and Your Turning 65 
Checklist
Seven Medicare mistakes that cost people money, why each one happens, and a step by step checklist 

for anyone turning 65.

Turning 65 brings a lot of mail, a lot of ads, and a lot of advice. Most Medicare regret traces back to a 

short list of avoidable missteps. This guide walks through the ones we see most often in Orange County. 

Then it gives you a plain checklist you can work through in order. Plan availability and benefits vary by 

plan and by area, and they change, so verify your own details.

Why Careful People Still Slip

Medicare is not hard because people are careless. It is hard because the rules all arrive at once. Deadlines, 

plan types, networks, and drug lists land in the same season.

Most mistakes grow from one of three habits. The first is waiting for someone to tell you what to do. The 

second is guessing that this year looks like last year. The third is trusting one source without checking it.

Every mistake below has a simple counter step. The checklist in the second half of this guide puts those 

steps in order. Read the mistakes first, so the steps make sense when you get there.

Mistake One: Missing Your Enrollment Window

Medicare has set windows for signing up. Your first window is built around your 65th birthday month. Other 

windows open when you retire, lose group coverage, or move.

People miss these windows for ordinary reasons. They assume enrollment happens on its own. They think 

a working spouse covers them. Or they wait for a letter that never comes.

A missed window can mean a gap in coverage. It can also bring a late penalty that lasts as long as you 

keep that part of Medicare. The calendar does not bend for good intentions.

Confirm your own dates with Social Security at ssa.gov. You can also call 1-800-MEDICARE with questions 

about timing. Write the dates down where you will see them often.

Mistake Two: Not Checking Your Doctors
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Many plans use a network of doctors and hospitals. Staying in network usually costs less and makes 

referrals easier. Going out of network can cost much more.

The mistake is enrolling first and checking later. By then the plan is chosen and the year has started. A 

trusted doctor may simply not take that plan.

Check each doctor, specialist, and hospital before you enroll. Call the plan, then call the office to confirm 

what you heard. Networks change, so ask about the coming plan year.

If a provider is not included, decide how much that matters to you. Some people will switch plans to keep 

one doctor. Others are fine starting with a new face. The choice should be yours, made on purpose.

Mistake Three: Ignoring Your Prescriptions

Drug coverage is its own decision. Original Medicare does not include most prescriptions you take at 

home. You add that coverage separately, or you choose a plan that includes it.

Some people skip drug coverage because they take nothing today. That choice can bring a late penalty 

later on. Health can also change faster than a plan year.

Every plan with drug coverage uses its own list of covered drugs. That list can change. The same medicine 

can sit on a different tier from one plan to the next.

Write down each medicine, the dose, and how often you take it. Bring the list when you compare plans. 

Ask how each option treats your drugs and your pharmacy.

Mistake Four: Assuming the Plans Are Alike

Medicare Advantage plans are not all the same. They differ in networks, referral rules, extra benefits, and 

cost sharing. Two plans in the same county can feel very different in practice.

Medicare supplement plans are standardized by letter, which does help. Even so, what you pay and who 

offers each one can differ. Enrollment rules also change once your first window closes.

When people assume plans are alike, they pick by habit or by name. A neighbor's plan fits a neighbor's 

doctors and drugs. Yours may need something else entirely.

Compare the details that touch your own care. Benefits and availability vary by plan and by area, and they 

change from year to year.

Mistake Five: Skipping the Yearly Review

Plans are allowed to change from one year to the next. Networks, drug lists, and cost sharing can all shift. 

Your own health and prescriptions change too.

Many people set up coverage once and never look again. The plan that fit at 65 may not fit at 70. Nothing 

warns you except the notice your plan mails each fall.
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There is a window each fall to compare and switch. It runs October 15 to December 7. Read your plan 

notice before that window opens, not after it closes.

A yearly review takes far less time than fixing a problem later. Put it on the calendar now. A licensed agent 

can walk through it with you.

Mistake Six: Overlooking Help With Costs

Programs exist that help some people with Medicare costs. They include help with drug costs and state 

programs tied to income. Rules and limits are set by the state and by the federal government, and they 

change.

Many people never apply because they assume they will not qualify. Others never hear that the programs 

exist at all. Some start an application and stop when the paperwork looks long.

Checking costs you nothing but a little time. Social Security and your county office can tell you where to 

apply. Start at medicare.gov or ssa.gov to read the current rules.

If you do qualify, that help can change which plans make sense for you. It is worth knowing before you 

choose. Ask a licensed agent to review it with you.

Mistake Seven: Enrolling From One Ad Alone

Television ads and mailers are built to get a phone call. They show benefits that only some plans in some 

areas include. They rarely mention networks or drug lists.

A single recommendation carries the same limit. One friend, one ad, or one agent tied to one carrier sees 

a narrow slice of the market. None of them knows your medicine list.

Ask what a plan does for your doctors, your drugs, and your budget. Then ask what it does not include. A 

careful, specific answer is a good sign.

Harmony SoCal Insurance Services is an independent agency in Orange, California. We were serving 

Orange County since 1987 and work with many carriers. Our help costs you nothing.

Your Turning 65 Checklist

Step one: Confirm your timing. Find your first enrollment window and write down the start and end dates. 

Check them at ssa.gov or by calling Social Security.

Step two: List your doctors. Write down every doctor, specialist, and hospital you want to keep. Include 

the clinic and the pharmacy you use most.

Step three: List your medicines. Note each drug, the dose, and how often you take it. Ask your pharmacy 

to print the list if that is easier.
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Step four: Talk with your doctor's office. Ask which Medicare plans they take for the coming year. Ask 

whether anything changes in January.

Step five: Choose your path. Decide between Original Medicare with a supplement, or a Medicare 

Advantage plan. The two work differently on networks, referrals, and cost sharing.

Step six: Compare drug coverage. Check your medicines against the drug list for each option you like. 

Confirm that your pharmacy works with the plan.

Step seven: Check for help with costs. Ask Social Security or your county whether you might qualify for a 

program. Do this before you settle on a plan.

Step eight: Review the real details. For the options that keep your doctors, read the plan documents. Look 

at referrals, travel rules, and what is left out.

Step nine: Mark the deadline and enroll. Put your window on the calendar with a reminder a month ahead. 

Enroll before the window closes, not on the last day.

Step ten: Set a review reminder. Schedule a check for next fall, before October 15. Plans change, and so 

will you.

How the Order Prevents the Mistakes

Worked in order, the checklist closes each gap in turn. Step one answers the timing mistake. Steps two 

and four protect your doctors before anything is signed.

Steps three and six handle your prescriptions. Steps five and eight keep you from treating plans as 

interchangeable. Step seven surfaces help you may not know about.

Step ten turns the yearly review into a habit instead of a scramble. And working all ten steps yourself 

means no single ad decides for you. That is the whole point of the order.

Verify your own details at medicare.gov, at ssa.gov, or by calling 1-800-MEDICARE. Then review your 

short list with a licensed, CMS certified agent. Harmony SoCal Insurance Services holds California license 

#0718082.

Our Orange County team is glad to go through the checklist with you at an unhurried pace. Call (714) 

922-0043 when you are ready to start.

Frequently Asked Questions

When should I start getting ready for Medicare?

Many people start about three months before their 65th birthday month. Starting sooner gives you time 

to gather your doctor list and your drug list. Confirm your own dates at ssa.gov or with Social Security.

Which mistake is the hardest to fix?
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Missing an enrollment window is the hardest, because the calendar does not bend. A gap in coverage 

and a lasting penalty can both follow. Confirm your timing first, before you compare any plans.

Do I need drug coverage if I take no medicines?

Most people still look at it closely. Going without creditable drug coverage can bring a late penalty if you 

need it later. Read the current rules at medicare.gov and review your options with a licensed agent.

Can I change my plan if I pick the wrong one?

There is a window each fall, from October 15 to December 7. Other windows may open if you move or 

lose other coverage. Rules vary, so check your own situation rather than assuming.

How do I know if my doctor takes a plan?

Start with the plan directory, then call the plan and the doctor's office. Ask about the coming plan year, 

not just today. Directories can lag behind real changes, so confirming twice is safer.

Does it cost anything to work with your agency?

Our help costs you nothing. We are an independent agency, and we review your doctors, your drugs, and 

your timing with you. Call (714) 922-0043 to set up a visit.

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 review at no cost.
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