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Original Medicare vs Medicare Advantage
A plain-language comparison of Original Medicare with Medigap versus Medicare Advantage, so you can 

pick the path that fits your life.

Medicare offers two main ways to get your coverage, and most decisions come down to choosing between 

them. One path is Original Medicare, often paired with Medigap and a drug plan. The other is Medicare 

Advantage, which bundles benefits into one plan.

The Two Paths in Simple Terms

Original Medicare is the government program made up of Part A and Part B. You can add a Medigap policy 

to help with out-of-pocket costs and a separate Part D plan for prescriptions. Together these pieces form 

one common coverage path.

Medicare Advantage, also called Part C, is offered by private insurers approved by Medicare. These plans 

bundle Part A, Part B, and usually Part D into a single package. Many include extra benefits that Original 

Medicare does not.

Both paths cover the core services Medicare requires. The difference lies in how you access care, how 

costs are structured, and how much paperwork you manage. Understanding those differences is the heart 

of this decision.

It helps to picture each path as a complete package rather than a single feature. You are choosing a way 

of getting care, paying for it, and handling prescriptions all at once. Keeping that whole picture in view 

prevents a choice driven by one detail alone.

Provider Access and Networks

With Original Medicare, you can generally see any doctor or hospital in the country that accepts Medicare. 

That wide access is one of its biggest strengths. For people who travel or split time between states, it offers 

real flexibility.

Medicare Advantage plans usually work through networks of local providers. You often choose from 

doctors and hospitals contracted with the plan. Care outside the network can cost more or need approval, 

depending on the plan type.
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In Orange County, many well-known providers participate in both Original Medicare and popular Advan-

tage networks. Even so, networks change year to year. Confirm that your specific doctors are included 

before you commit to any plan.

Referral rules also differ between the two paths. Original Medicare generally lets you see specialists 

without a referral, while some Advantage plans require one. If you manage a chronic condition with several 

specialists, this difference can matter a great deal.

How Costs Are Structured

Original Medicare charges the standard Part B premium, set annually by Medicare, plus deductibles and 

coinsurance. A Medigap policy can smooth those costs into a more predictable monthly premium. This 

path often means higher fixed costs but fewer surprises at the point of care.

Medicare Advantage plans frequently advertise low or zero monthly plan premiums, though you still pay 

your Part B premium. In exchange, you often pay copays as you use services. Each plan sets a yearly 

cap on your out-of-pocket spending.

Neither structure is cheaper for everyone. A healthy year can favor Advantage, while heavy medical use 

can favor the predictability of Medigap. Because the exact figures change annually, review current numbers 

with a licensed agent before choosing.

It also helps to think beyond a single year. Your health can change, and a structure that felt affordable while 

you were well may feel different during a hard stretch. Weighing both the good years and the tough ones 

leads to a steadier decision.

Prescription Drug Coverage

On the Original Medicare path, you typically add a standalone Part D plan for your prescriptions. You 

choose that plan based on the specific medications you take. This keeps your drug coverage separate 

and easy to compare on its own.

Most Medicare Advantage plans fold drug coverage into the same plan. That can be convenient because 

everything sits under one card. It also means your drug list is tied to whatever the bundled plan offers.

Either way, the medications you take should drive the comparison. A plan that looks inexpensive can 

become costly if it covers your drugs poorly. Comparing on your actual prescriptions is the only reliable 

test.

If you choose the Original Medicare path, remember to add drug coverage on time. Skipping it when you 

first qualify can lead to a lasting penalty later. A licensed agent can make sure this piece is not overlooked.

Extra Benefits and Tradeoffs
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Many Medicare Advantage plans include extras such as routine dental, vision, hearing, or fitness 

memberships. These add-ons appeal to many shoppers and can hold real value. They are a common 

reason people choose the Advantage path.

Original Medicare does not include those extras, though you can add separate coverage for some of 

them. What it offers instead is broad access and the option of Medigap for cost stability. That combination 

appeals to people who prize flexibility.

Every extra benefit comes with tradeoffs in networks or cost sharing. A rich benefit list is only valuable if 

the plan also covers your doctors and drugs well. Weigh the whole package, not just the highlights.

Ask yourself which extras you would truly use during the year. A benefit you never touch adds little real 

value. Focusing on the extras that fit your life keeps the comparison grounded and honest.

Which Path Tends to Fit Whom

People who travel often, want any-doctor access, or dislike surprises often lean toward Original Medicare 

with Medigap. They accept steadier monthly costs in return for predictability and open choice of providers 

at the point of care.

People who stay local, feel comfortable with a network, and like bundled extras often lean toward Medicare 

Advantage. They accept some network rules in exchange for lower fixed premiums and added benefits.

There is no universal winner, and your best fit can shift as your health changes. Your doctors, prescriptions, 

budget, and travel habits all matter. A side-by-side review with a licensed agent turns these general 

tendencies into a clear personal choice.

Try not to let a single feature decide everything for you. A low premium or one appealing extra can pull 

focus from the bigger picture. The strongest choice is the one that fits your whole situation, not just its 

most eye-catching part.

Switching Between Paths Later

You are not locked in permanently, but switching has rules and timing. The Annual Enrollment Period 

each fall lets you change between plans and paths. There is also a window early each year for certain 

Advantage changes.

Moving from Advantage back to Original Medicare with Medigap can involve medical underwriting after 

your first year. That means a Medigap insurer may review your health before offering a policy. This makes 

your initial choice more important than many people realize.

Because switching rules and protections vary, plan your first decision with care. Ask about your future 

options up front. A licensed agent can explain how a change today might affect your choices tomorrow.

Frequently Asked Questions
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Is Medicare Advantage part of Medicare?

Yes. Medicare Advantage, or Part C, is offered by private insurers approved by Medicare. These plans 

must cover at least what Original Medicare covers. Many add extra benefits on top.

Can I keep my own doctors either way?

With Original Medicare, most providers that accept Medicare are available to you. With Medicare Advan-

tage, you generally use the plan network. Always confirm your specific doctors before enrolling.

Which path is cheaper?

It depends on your health, your prescriptions, and how you use care. Advantage often has lower fixed 

premiums, while Medigap offers more predictable costs. Compare current figures with a licensed agent.

Do I still pay the Part B premium with Medicare Advantage?

Yes. You continue to pay your Part B premium, set annually by Medicare, even with an Advantage plan. 

The plan premium, if any, is separate and set by the insurer.

Can I switch paths if I change my mind?

Often yes, during set enrollment windows each year. Moving back to Medigap may involve health 

underwriting after your first year. Plan your first choice carefully with a licensed agent.

How does Harmony SoCal help me choose?

As an independent Orange County agency, we compare both paths using your real doctors and medica-

tions. We are not tied to one carrier. Our side-by-side review comes at no cost to you.

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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