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What's at Stake

This fact sheet explains what raising the Medicare
eligibility age would mean for older adults, people
with disabilities, workers, employers, and the health

care system.

Medicare is a nearly universal program for people 65 and over, guaranteeing health care
for older adults who have paid into the system during their working lives. This ensures
that older adults do not have to continue to rely on employer health insurance and can
retire at 65 without risking coverage loss. Some policymakers want to delay access to
Medicare by raising the eligibility age from 65 to 67 or even 70." This would
disproportionately harm people who can least afford it, including people who work in
physically demanding jobs and older adults of color.

The Proposals

Raising Medicare’s eligibility age from 65 to 67 or
even later is sometimes defended by arguing that
as Americans live longer and delay retirement,
fewer will enroll in Medicare at age 65. While
many Americans plan to work until age 65,% the
ability to do so depends on an individual’s health
status, employment prospects, and job intensity,
including the physical work environment and the
job’s specific demands.’

Often, retirement happens sooner than workers
expect. Retirees in 2023 reported a median
retirement age of 61 in one survey® and 62 in
another.” Nearly half said they left the workforce
earlier than anticipated, often due to
unpredictable hardships such as health problems
or disability.* Women are especially likely to retire
earlier than planned.

One survey found that over 60% of women said
they retired early, with two in three citing reasons
outside their control.” Overall, half of those who
retire between 55 and 64 report doing so
involuntarily, and rates are higher—over 60%—

among Black and Hispanic workers.®
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Potential Impacts

Increasing the Medicare eligibility age would be
particularly punitive for those who perform manual
labor.” Machine operators, farm workers, and
others with jobs that require rigorous physical
activity are often unable to delay retirement.”® And
diverse communities would be among the hardest
hit. For older White workers, the percentage in
physically demanding jobs is 26% for women and
30% for men; the number for Black workers
increases to 41% and 48%, while the number for
Hispanic workers increases to 43% and 47%."

Cost-Shifting Effects

Hiking the Medicare age would not reduce health
care costs; it would merely shift them from the
federal government onto beneficiaries, workers,
employers, and states. Additional expenses borne
by these groups would more than offset any
savings to the federal government; by twice as
much, according to some estimates."

Raising the eligibility age would curtail access to
Medicare, forcing many older adults to either pay
more—for other insurance or for services out-of-
pocket—or go without care. This could lead to
worse health and higher costs once they join
Medicare,'* eroding program savings.

People of color also tend to be in poorer health at
earlier ages, making delays in coverage especially
worrisome. For example, Black, Hispanic, and
American Indian and Alaska Native adults are
more likely to report fair or poor health status than
their White counterparts.'” This makes access to
Medicare at the earliest possible age essential—if
not life-saving—for diverse older adults.

They may also have to pay more for that coverage,
as the absence of younger, healthier 65- and 66-
year-olds in the Medicare risk pool would leave an
older, sicker, and more expensive group for the
federal government to insure. This could raise
program costs and beneficiary premiums.™

Without Medicare, employers and workers would
pick up some of the tab to insure 65- and 66-year-
olds, at significant expense. One study projected
an increase of $3.7 billion in out-of-pocket costs
for 65- and 66-year-olds, and $4.5 billion in
employer retiree health care costs in one year
alone.™

Unsurprisingly, raising the Medicare age is unpopular, with 70% of adults over 18 opposing or

strongly opposing such a change.”
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