
Health  Insurance 
Smarts

UNDERSTAND ENROLLMENT PERIODS

In most cases, you and your family will review your 
health insurance options and sign up for health 
insurance coverage (including Medicare plans) 
through an employer, the marketplace, or the private 
market during a set period of time each year. This 
annual period is called the open enrollment period. 
The exact dates of this open enrollment period 
may vary from year to year. The dates may also vary 
depending on where you purchase health insurance 
coverage. Because you can generally only buy health 
coverage during an annual open enrollment period, it 
is essential that you are aware of the important health 
insurance dates affecting you and your family members.
If you purchase health insurance coverage through your 
employer, the open enrollment dates are determined by 
your employer. The dates will likely vary from employer 
to employer. This means that if both you and a spouse 
or partner are employed and your employers both offer 
health insurance coverage, you will likely have two 
different open enrollment periods to keep track of each 
year. If you are not sure when your next job-based open 
enrollment period is, ask your employer.
If you purchase health insurance coverage from the 
marketplace, the marketplace open enrollment period 
is typically early November through mid-December 
for coverage in the following year. Refer to healthcare.
gov for the open enrollment period in future years. 
The Medicare initial enrollment period is a seven-
month window surrounding the 65th birthday, 
or for those under 65 and disabled, the seven 
months surrounding the 25th month of 
disability. Special enrollment periods for 
Medicare vary. Specific rules and timing 

can be found at https://www.medicare.gov/Pubs/
pdf/11219-Understanding-Medicare-Part-C-D.pdf, 
or by contacting a volunteer with the Senior Health 
Insurance Counseling for Kansas (SHICK) program. 
If a beneficiary has missed the initial enrollment 
period and is not eligible for a special enrollment 
period, the Medicare general enrollment period 
runs January 1 to March 31 each year, with coverage 
beginning on July 1. Beneficiaries may be eligible for a 
special enrollment period.
Sometimes changes in your life can make you eligible 
for a special enrollment period. A special enrollment 
period allows you to enroll in health insurance outside 
the usual time frame set by your employer or the 
marketplace. The change in your status, or the event, 
that allows you to use this special enrollment period 
is called a qualifying life event. It qualifies you for the 
special enrollment period.
Changes in your family size — for example if you 
marry, divorce, or have a baby — are qualifying life 
events. Other qualifying changes include moving to a 
new state or gaining citizenship or lawful presence in 
the United States. If you lose your job-based coverage 
for any reason, you qualify for a special enrollment 
period in the marketplace, through COBRA, or 
through your spouse’s policy. 
In addition to those types of changes, if you have 
marketplace coverage, you may also qualify for a 
special enrollment period to change plans as a result 
of changes in income. Those with marketplace 
coverage are required to report income and certain 

life changes to the marketplace. After 
reporting these changes, you will get a 
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new eligibility notice. It will explain whether or not 
you qualify for a change in coverage or savings based 
on your new situation. Report changes online or by 
telephone at 1-800-318-2596; do not report changes 
by mail. Learn more at www.healthcare.gov/how-do-i-
report-life-changes-to-the-marketplace. 
Just as annual enrollment periods start and end on 
specific dates, special enrollment periods also have 
time limits. The special enrollment period for job-
based plans is 30 days following a qualifying life 
event. The special enrollment period for marketplace 
plans is 60 days after a qualifying change.
Generally, if you miss the deadline for selecting health 
coverage or making changes to your existing coverage, 
you must wait until the next open enrollment period. 
That means if you add new family members, they may 
not have health coverage for several months. It also 
means you could be paying more than you need to for 
health coverage if your financial situation changes and 
you would be eligible for savings based on your new 
situation.
Important terms
Health Coverage: Entitlement to payment or 
reimbursement for health care costs under a contract. 
That contract can be with a health insurance company, 
a group health plan offered through a job, or a 
government program such as Medicare or KanCare.

Open Enrollment: Annual period during which you 
and your family can sign up for health coverage in 
the marketplace, through an employer, or through the 
private market. Consumers may qualify for a special 
enrollment period based on their circumstances. Delays 
in enrollment and coverage, and penalties, may apply if 
the consumer does not enroll at the appropriate time.
Qualifying Life Event: A change in your life that 
can make you eligible for a special enrollment period 
to enroll in health insurance coverage; for example 
moving to a new state, certain changes in income, 
adding or losing a family member, gaining citizenship, 
and losing other health coverage.
When to enroll
Marketplace Open Enrollment: Typically early 
November through mid-December.
Job-based Open Enrollment: Dates determined by 
employer and vary.
Special Enrollment: Within 60 days of a qualifying 
event for marketplace coverage and within 30 days for 
job-based plans.
Medicare Enrollment: Initial enrollment period is 3 
months prior to, the month of, and 3 months after the 
65th birthday, or 25th month of disability.
Applications for KanCare can be made at any time.
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