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Medicare Secondary Payer: Who Pays First? 

Under federal regulations, Medicare is a secondary payer for many individuals who have an employer 
group health plan available to them, either as an employee or the dependent spouse or child of the 
employee. This flowchart summarizes when Medicare (or a different source) pays first. 
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Aged Individual 

Individual is age 65 or older 
Covered by Medicare 

Covered by group 
health plan (GHP) 

through current 
employer or 

spouse’s employer 

Self-employed 
Covered by GHP 
through current 

employer or 
spouse’s employer 

Covered by 
COBRA 

Covered by 
retiree 

health plan 

Employer has 
less than 20 
employees 

Employer has 
20 or more 
employees 

Medicare pays primary 
GHP pays secondary 

GHP pays primary 
Medicare pays secondary 

Medicare pays primary 
COBRA pays secondary 

Medicare pays primary 
Retiree coverage pays 

secondary 
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This information is general and is provided for educational purposes only. It is not intended to provide legal advice. 

You should not act on this information without consulting legal counsel or other knowledgeable advisors. 

 

Disabled Individual 

Individual is disabled and 
covered by Medicare 

Covered by group health plan 
(GHP) through current employer or 

spouse’s employer 

Employer has 100 or more 
employees 

Covered by COBRA 

GHP pays primary 
Medicare pays secondary 

Medicare pays primary 
COBRA pays secondary 

End-Stage Renal Disease 

(ESRD) 

Individual has ESRD and is in the 
first 30 months of eligibility or 

entitlement to Medicare 

Covered by COBRA 

Medicare pays secondary 
during 30-month coordination 

period for ESRD 

Covered by GHP 


