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Materials

* PowerPoint presentation.
« Workbook.
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Learning outcomes

* A clear understanding of the Medicare
changes for 2026,

» Enhanced skills in using new knowledge &
relevant tools, and

* Improved communication strategies for
effectively counseling Medicare beneficiaries


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We hope that you will leave this session with a clear understanding of the Medicare changes for 2025, enhanced skills in using relevant tools, and improved communication strategies for effectively counseling Medicare beneficiaries.



Section 1: Tools & rules
Gearing up for Open Enrollment

SHIBA



=

Medicare Plan Finder 2026 updates

The Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS)
will implement the following enhancements to the
Contract Year (CY) 2026 Medicare Plan Finder (MPF)
and Medicare.gov website:

* Inclusion of Medicare Advantage (MA) provider
directory information

« An expanded display of MA supplemental benefits
« A new Medicare Al-powered drug search tool


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These updates are designed to make plan management and enrollment processes more efficient, clear, and user-friendly for both prospective and current beneficiaries. 

Medicare Advantage maximum out-of-pocket limit (for in-network services covered under Medicare Part A and Part B) will decrease slightly to $9,250 in 2026.


MA provider directory & sup benefits

 Participating providers

* Note: If a plan's provider data is not available
through the new system, the MPF will link to
the plan's own directory.

« Greater clarity on supplemental benefits coverage


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Better Informed Choice:
Users can make more informed decisions by comparing a wider range of plan information, including provider availability and the specifics of supplemental benefits. 
Improved Access to Care:
The new provider directory feature addresses a long-standing need by allowing users to confirm network participation within the Plan Finder, rather than navigating separate carrier websites. 
Greater Clarity on Benefits:
The detailed display of supplemental benefits will help beneficiaries understand the true value and limitations of these extra coverage options. 

Supplemental benefits may overshadow plan limitations in beneficiary decisions
Some of the most attractive supplemental benefits might convince people to sign up even when the rest of the plan is not the best fit for their healthcare coverage needs or without understanding other plan rules and restrictions. (Source: https://www.medicarerights.org/medicare-watch/2025/06/26/medicare-advantage-enrollees-need-better-information-on-supplemental-benefits?utm_source=Medicare+Rights+Center&utm_campaign=e14d0ab740-medicare-watch-062625&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_-b1584858c4-85553242&mc_cid=e14d0ab740&mc_eid=c67faaad9d)

Reminder: supplemental benefits offer shouldn’t be the only factor in MA plan enrollment decision



Temporary SEP

 If a beneficiary made a Medicare Advantage or
Part D plan choice based on inaccurate or
misleading information, they may qualify for this
SEP.

« The SEP is available for 3 months after the effective
date of the MA plan election.

 Individuals using this SEP will be able to make a
new MA (MA-only or MA-PD) plan election, or
disenroll from their current MA plan to return to
Original Medicare
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Special Election Period for Incorrect Medicare Plan Finder Medicare Advantage (MA) Provider Directory Information 
[FYI: Or other inaccurate PF information, or other sources like customer service or plans themselves]. If a beneficiary made a Medicare Advantage or Part D plan choice based on inaccurate or misleading information, they may qualify for this SEP. To pursue this option, they should contact 1-800-MEDICARE or their plan provider to explore options for correction. They should be prepared to state the new plan they wish to enroll in. 
It’s best to save the PF information about the selected plan at the time of selection.
To utilize this SEP, beneficiaries must call 1-800-MEDICARE so a customer service representative can confirm the enrollment occurred directly through Medicare Plan Finder and then process the enrollment change.
Individuals using this SEP will be able to make a new MA (MA-only or MA-PD) plan
election, disenroll from their current MA plan to return to Original Medicare or make a Part D plan election to return to Original Medicare with Part D coverage. Elections will be prospective, effective the first day of the month after the application date.
This SEP is temporary, for the first year of the MPF MA provider directory, and will only be
available to individuals who made MA enrollments with effective dates of 1/1/26 through
12/1/26.
https://www.medicarerights.org/medicare-watch/2025/09/25/final-rule-and-new-special-enrollment-period-will-aid-those-misled-by-provider-directories?utm_source=Medicare+Rights+Center&utm_campaign=05e8af4b9b-medicare-watch-092525&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_-b1584858c4-85553242&mc_cid=05e8af4b9b&mc_eid=c67faaad9d



Share your experience!

What factors do you prioritize when
counseling someone about their MA
plan options?

SHIBA


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Counselor Tip and mini wrap up: 
It’s crucial to understand where a beneficiary is starting with their prescription coverage (e.g. Employee group plan, or marketplace plan (MAPD or stand-alone Part D plan)) 
Ask about their income to assess extra help or low-income subsidies eligibility.



Al-powered drug search tool

Authenticated user experience improvements:
* Personalized cost comparisons

The tool will help users compare
nersonalized drug costs across different
oharmacies in their area to find the lowest
orice.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A new Medicare AI-powered ( I think it being AI-powered is the only new thing) drug search tool will be added to the Plan Finder and Medicare.gov website, providing improved drug search functionality. 
Authenticated user experience improvements
Personalized cost comparisons: Users who log into their Medicare.gov accounts will receive personalized cost information based on their data from CMS.
Find the lowest cost: The tool will help users compare personalized drug costs across different pharmacies in their area to find the lowest price.



=

D-SNP changes in 2026

« End of $0 copayments for prescriptions

* New eligibility requirements for supplemental
benefits -- qualifying chronic condition.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
CMS has ended a program called the Value-Based Insurance Design (VBID) model. Here's what this means:
�End of $0 copayments for prescriptions �With VBID no longer being offered, many Part D plans will no longer be able to offer all covered drugs at $0 copayments. Some insurers may still offer savings on prescription drugs through different programs, and members with Extra Help won’t pay more than the copayments (copays) aligned to their level of Extra Help.

New qualifications for supplemental benefits�Eligibility for non-medical supplemental benefits, such as credit for healthy food and home utilities, will be based on verification of a qualifying chronic condition. Conditions may include chronic high blood pressure, diabetes, cardiovascular disease and more.

The following maybe too advanced…
FYI: After enrolling in a plan, individuals may be surprised to learn that they are not, in fact, eligible for the supplemental benefit they were hoping to receive. For instance, an individual may think that hypertension will be considered a chronic condition by the plan, but hypertension may not be on the plan’s list of qualifying chronic conditions for the supplemental benefit. Or eligibility factors may change the scope of the benefit. (Source: https://www.healthaffairs.org/content/forefront/clearer-choices-why-medicare-advantage-enrollees-need-better-information-supplemental)



=
2026 PDP Reassignment of LIS Beneficiaries

n October, CMS will move some people who get the Part
D Low-Income Subsidy (LIS/Extra Help) into new drug
nlans for 2026.

Why?
* Their current drug plan (PDP) will no longer be at or

below the LIS premium limit in 2026; or not
participating in CMS premium stabilization program

* Their current PDP is ending (non-renewing), whether
they chose it themselves or were assigned to it; or

* They are in a Medicare Advantage plan with drug
coverage (MA-PD) that will end or reduce its service

dlréa
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes


In October, CMS will move some people who get the Part D Low-Income Subsidy (LIS/Extra Help) into new drug plans for 2026. This will only happen if they are eligible for Extra Help in both 2025 and 2026, and:
Their current drug plan (PDP) will no longer be at or below the LIS premium limit in 2026; 
or not participating in CMS premium stabilization program (NOT Waiving the De Minimis Amount: By waiving this small amount, the Part D plan chooses to pay that portion of the premium themselves, rather than making the LIS beneficiary pay it. This leads to a lower overall premium cost for the LIS beneficiary, or potentially a $0 premium.) 
Their current PDP is ending (non-renewing), whether they chose it themselves or were assigned to it; or
They are in a Medicare Advantage plan with drug coverage (MA-PD) that will end or reduce its service area in 2026. In this case, CMS will only move them into a stand-alone drug plan (PDP).
Who will NOT be reassigned:
People in a plan that participates in CMS premium stabilization program.
People living in U.S. territories.
People in employer-sponsored drug plans.
People who stay in a continuing Medicare Advantage plan, even if the premium is above the LIS limit.

Waiver of a Small Premium Amount: The law permits Medicare Part D plans to voluntarily waive a portion of the monthly premium that is above the LIS benchmark. This waived amount is the "de minimis amount," which has been set at $2.00 for recent years. If a plan's premium is no more than $2.00 above the LIS benchmark, it can choose to waive that $2.00 for LIS beneficiaries, making the plan more accessible. 
See: Reassignment of LIS-Eligibles Due to Non-Renewal section
“Choosers” -people with Extra Help who picked their own drug plan.
The Part D de minimis amount is a small, optional premium reduction offered by plans to help low-income individuals enroll in their plans. 


Plan premium:
Above 2026 LIS benchmark OR
At/under benchmark but chose not to participate 
The maximum Medicare Part D deductible will be $615 in 2026.



Who Gets Reassigned?

« Auto/facilitated enrolled or reassigned in 2025
o Still eligible for LIS in 2026
CMS * Blue Letter Mid-November (Pub. 11209)
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CMS Blue Notices to those being reassigned

Mid-November 1st blue notice:
* Tells which new plan they are being moved to.
« Shows the 2026 premium cost for their current plan.
 Explains that if they want to stay in their current plan

(if it is sti

Il offered in 2026), they must contact that

plan directly.
Late November 2" blue notice:

e Shows w
covered

 Explains

nich of their current prescriptions are
oy the 2026 plan they are being moved to.

now to request an exception, appeal, or file

a grievance if needed.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

In mid-November, CMS will send the first blue notice to people who are being reassigned to a new drug plan (PDP). This letter will:
Tell them which new plan they are being moved to with a $0 monthly premium.
Show the 2026 premium cost for their current plan.
Explain that if they want to stay in their current plan (if it is still offered in 2026), they must contact that plan directly.
In late November, CMS will send a second blue notice. This letter will:
Show which of their current prescriptions are covered by the 2026 plan they are being moved to.
Explain how to request an exception, appeal, or file a grievance if needed.
� 
Please note that PDPs may not contact these individuals to encourage them to remain in the plan. As part of this enrollment, the PDP must confirm and document that the beneficiary understands the financial liability they will incur by remaining with the plan for 2026.

Please note that PDPs may not contact these individuals to encourage them to remain in the plan. As part of this enrollment, the PDP must confirm and document that the beneficiary understands the financial liability they will incur by remaining with the plan for 2026.



Plan Communication with Beneficiaries

New (gaining) drug plans (PDPs) must send
enrollment confirmation and enrollment materials to

beneficiaries on time.
Current (losing) drug plans (PDPs) must send:
* An Annual Notice of Change (ANOC) and

A disenrollment confirmation to people who are
being reassigned.

m D-SNIPs
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NOT reassigned beneficiaries

Choosers” -people with Extra Help who picked
their own drug plan in 2025

o Still eligible for LIS in 2026
« Must choose a new plan themselves
CMS * Tan Letter (Pub. 11267)

« Tells them that their monthly premium will

Increase or they will now have to start paying
one if they do nothing.

 Lists other drug plans in their area that are
available with no monthly premium.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Choosers” -people with Extra Help who picked their own drug plan in 2025
Still eligible for LIS in 2026
Must choose a new plan themselves
CMS 📩 Tan Letter (Pub. 11267)
Enrolled in plans that participate in CMS ‘ premium stabilization program.
People living in U.S. territories.
People in employer-sponsored drug plans.
People who stay in a continuing Medicare Advantage plan, even if the premium is above the LIS limit.



Reassigned to PDP due to MAPD or PDP Non-
Renewals

Applies to LIS beneficiaries in:
« Any PDP that is non-renewing

« Any MA-PD that is non-renewing or reducing
service area

CMS * Blue Letters
e PDP non-renewals — Pub. 11208
« MA non-renewals — Pub. 11443
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
What about D-SNPs? Not clear….
This applies to people who were:
Auto- or facilitated-enrolled into their current plan, and
People who chose the plan themselves (“choosers”).
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Medicare Star Ratings: What They Mean

Measure the quality of Medicare Advantage (Part C)
and Prescription Drug Plans (Part D)

Based on a broad set of performance measures,
including:

* Clinical outcomes (e.g., managing chronic
conditions)

« Member experience surveys
« Customer service
« Drug safety and pricing accuracy

Published annually (early October) by the Centers for
Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS)
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
One factor among many
Higher star rating = better quality overall
5-star Special Enrollment Period (SEP)

Based on a broad set of performance measures, including:
Clinical outcomes (e.g., managing chronic conditions)
Member experience surveys
Customer service
Drug safety and pricing accuracy

2026: new measures added to the Star Ratings system, including "Kidney Health Evaluation for Patients with Diabetes," "Improving or Maintaining Physical Health," and "Improving or Maintaining Mental Health". 

Data is collected from plan reports, Medicare surveys, and healthcare providers
Purpose:
Help consumers compare plan quality, not just cost or benefits
Support informed decisions by showing how well plans perform in key areas
Encourage plans to improve services and outcomes

Star ratings are released by CMS around early October, just before the Medicare Annual Enrollment Period begins. CMS evaluates and scores three types of Medicare plans (MA only, MAPD, PDP) each year.





Poll

What is your experience with using the updated for
OEP Medicare Plan Finder tool?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

Poll Question: "What is your experience with using the updated Medicare Plan Finder tool?"
Options:
I haven’t tried it yet.
I’ve used it personally to compare or enroll in a Medicare Part D or MA-PD plan.
I’ve used it in my role as a volunteer to help a client compare plans.
I’ve used it to enroll a client with their consent into a Part D or MA-PD plan.
Ask those who’ve used the updated version how well it works…


Section Il: Counseling session




Counseling session

Video
Transcript

SHIBA
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Transcript link: https://stateofwa.sharepoint.com/sites/OIC-SHIBA/TrainingMaterials/Forms/AllItems.aspx?viewid=eddbbea4%2D3822%2D4772%2D9f32%2D74e161f4e981&id=%2Fsites%2FOIC%2DSHIBA%2FTrainingMaterials%2F2025%20Continuing%20Education%2FOctober%20CE%20Gearing%20up%20for%20OEP%20II%2FReady%20to%20use%2FTranscript%20Gearing%20Up%20for%20OE%20counseling%20session%2Epdf&parent=%2Fsites%2FOIC%2DSHIBA%2FTrainingMaterials%2F2025%20Continuing%20Education%2FOctober%20CE%20Gearing%20up%20for%20OEP%20II%2FReady%20to%20use


https://stateofwa.sharepoint.com/sites/OIC-SHIBA/TrainingMaterials/2025%20Continuing%20Education/October%20CE%20Gearing%20up%20for%20OEP%20II/Ready%20to%20use/Gearing%20Up%20for%20OEP%20counseling%20session.mp4

Section lll; Fraud & Abuse
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Anti-Fraud Tips for a Safe OEP

"Before we end our counseling session, let me quickly
share some ways to protect your Medicare benefits
from fraud and errors. Medicare beneficiaries are
heavily targeted by scams and fraud, but | have some
tips on how to keep yourself and your Medicare safe"
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Please share your thoughts on WB Appendix C scripts and ease of incorporating them in counselling.


Section IV: Conclusion




Share your experience!

Reflect on your counseling during September:

.& * How did you overcome them?

« What challenges did you face?

SHIBA
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Protect personal information
Recognize scam warning signs
Review statements monthly
Report errors or fraud



=

Poll 2: Learning outcome

Do you have a clear understanding of the
Medicare changes for 20267

Do you feel better prepared to effectively counsel
Medicare beneficiaries during Open Enrollment
Period?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes


 Question:
Do you have a clear understanding of the Medicare changes for 2026?

Options:
Yes
Somewhat 
No
 
 Question:

2. Do you feel better prepared to effectively counsel Medicare beneficiaries during Open Enrollment Period?

Options:
Yes
Somewhat 
No




Announcements & resources
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Announcements

SHIBA

Lunch & Learn (1%t Thursday ): 11/6 11:00 to Noon

2026 D-SNP Review w/chart

https://wa-
oic.zoom.us/meeting/reqgister/r1B8vEr6ROex4VolMBkVXQ

RTCs Office Hours for volunteer counselors:

» Every other Tuesday 2:00-3:00 (10/21, 11/4, 11/18, 12/2)
https://wa-oic.zoom.us/meeting/register/iD-
VQ4ncQzWPs1ajZHJgPQ

» Every other Wednesday 9:00-10:00 (10/15, 10/29, 11/12,
11/26, 12/10)
https://wa-
oic.zoom.us/meeting/register/EBCKExJ2TuaXHxzLIcTT3w

Medicare counseling and events calendar

for public: https://www.insurance.wa.gov/insurance-

resources/medicare/get-free-medicare-help-shiba/find-

medicare-counseling-and-events-your-area
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
https://wa-oic.zoom.us/meeting/register/0ofamxRSRbySATl87Yw68Q#/registration

Reminder for volunteers to remove the regular office hours links from their calendars
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Resources

SHIBA’s collection of resources for volunteers

Volunteer-only resource materials page: .
https://www.insurance.wa.gov/about-us/my-shiba/volunteer-
training/shiba-training-toolbox/volunteer-only-resource-materials

SHIBA publications

SHIBA publications page: https://www.insurance.wa.gov/about-
us/myshiba-volunteer-resources/publications/shiba-publications

Guide to consumer mailings from CMS, Social Security, and plans in
2024/2025 https.//www.cms.gov/medicare/prescription-drug-
coverage/limitedincomeandresources/downloads/consumer-
mailings.pdf

SHIBA


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

 Please let us know if you run into any issues with our resources or publications. We’re in the process of updating materials, and your feedback helps us make improvements.
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