
Medicare
What It Is and Why It Matters to You

Medicare fixed a broken private insurance market. Medicare is a federal program that provides 

affordable health insurance to Americans ages 65 and older as well as younger adults with long-term disabilities. 

Today, more than 55 million Americans rely on Medicare. Before the enactment of Medicare in 1965, many 

seniors and people with disabilities were unable to buy coverage in the private insurance market.

Medicare gives beneficiaries choices they can trust. The program gives beneficiaries a choice between 

two plans: traditional Medicare and Medicare Advantage plans. Traditional Medicare offers more choices of 

providers, while Medicare Advantage plans typically cover fewer providers but have lower out-of-pocket costs. 

Regardless of which plan is chosen, Medicare guarantees comprehensive coverage at an affordable cost for all 

medically necessary healthcare services.

Medicare is more efficient than the private insurance system. Medicare’s big advantage is that 

it can dictate prices because it has so many enrollees. In fact, Medicare spending is growing less rapidly than 

private spending, largely because Medicare can set hard limits on how much it will pay for certain services, 

whereas private plans cannot. Medicare also has far lower administrative costs and no need to generate a profit 

to line the pockets of shareholders.1  

Americans overwhelmingly support Medicare. More than three-quarters of Americans say Medicare 

is “very important.” Among those ages 65 and older (virtually all of whom are covered by Medicare) support 

cuts across party lines, with approximately 90 percent of Republicans, Independents and Democrats saying the 

program is very important. That’s because most Americans are personally impacted by the Medicare program, 

either because they’re covered by the program themselves, have someone in their family who is covered, or will 

be covered at some point in their lives.2  

AFT members have earned their Medicare benefits. All AFT members have paid into the Medicare 

system their entire working lives and rightfully have the expectation that it will be there for them. Medicare 

is supported by payroll and income taxes deducted from working families’ paychecks, and cutting benefits is 

nothing less than a broken promise. 
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Repealing the Affordable Care Act would put Medicare at risk. The ACA took important steps to 

strengthen Medicare. Under the ACA: 

• Medicare now provides free coverage for preventive services, like screenings for cancer and cardiovascular 

disease, and makes it easier to pay for prescription drugs (by closing the coverage cap or “donut hole” in 

Medicare’s drug benefit). 

• The Medicare Trust Fund is more sustainable, with a small increase in the Medicare payroll tax and an 

investment tax on high-income earners, a fee on manufacturers and importers of branded drugs, and cuts 

to excess payments to private insurers. 

Repealing these improvements creates a tax cut for the rich and puts the sustainability of the Medicare program 

at risk.3 

Republicans want to marketize and minimize Medicare benefits. Turning Medicare into a 

“premium-support” system is a long-time goal of Republicans in Congress. These proposals would shift the risk 

and costs of healthcare onto seniors and individuals with disabilities. Initially, Medicare beneficiaries would 

face higher out-of-pocket costs for benefits currently covered. Beneficiaries’ costs would rise steadily over 

time, as Republican proposals link government support to a slowly growing index.4  Under House Speaker Paul 

Ryan’s plan, a typical senior would have to cover 68 percent of his or her healthcare expenses by 2030, up from 

25 percent under the current Medicare program.5 

Republicans also want to strip away insurance safeguards meant to protect Medicare beneficiaries—leaving it 

up to private insurers to decide whom to cover, which services to cover, and how much beneficiaries should 

pay—and send Medicare beneficiaries onto the market with a voucher to buy their own private policy. The 

result would be devastating: Seniors and people with disabilities would have to choose among a dizzying array 

of plans with few standard benefits and cost-sharing requirements.


