
By Everett A. Chasen

OPEN SEASON
WORTH A CLOSER LOOK

Type of Plan:
Regional HMO or  

National Fee-for-Service

Coverage Options:
Self or Self + One or 

Self + Family

Level of Coverage:
Basic or Standard 

or High

Evaluate:
Deductible or  

Premium or Copay

Do you need a:
Health Savings Plan or 

Flex Spending Plan

Other Things to Consider:
Coordinating FEHB and  

Medicare or Vision  
or Dental
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Why it pays for federal 
employees and retirees  
to examine their health 
care coverage every year
The annual Federal Benefits Open Season 
is an opportunity for federal employees 
and retirees to reassess the health care 
coverage that they and their families 
receive. For many, it’s an opportunity to 
save money or increase coverage—yet, 
according to the O"ce of Personnel 
Management (OPM), only 5 to 6 percent 
of FEHB employees and retirees change 
their plan each year.
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0DQ\�ZKR�VZLWFK�GR�VR�EHFDXVH�RI�VLJQL¿FDQW�
life events like marriage, divorce, retirement, 
reaching the age of eligibility for Medicare 
or becoming disabled. These life cycle events 
allow federal employees and retirees to switch 
coverage even outside of Open Season. But 
for those whose lives are not dramatically 
changing and who are eligible to participate in 
WKH�)HGHUDO�(PSOR\HHV�+HDOWK�%HQH¿WV��)(+%��
program, what should they do at Open Season 
WLPH"�,I�WKH\�DUH�VDWLV¿HG�ZLWK�WKHLU�FXUUHQW�
coverage, should they ignore the event or look 
at available alternatives?

“People should at least take some time each 
year to evaluate whether or not their current 
SODQ�LV�WKH�EHVW�RQH�WR�KDYH�QH[W�\HDU�́ �VD\V�
James Marshall, owner of Federal Retirement 
Planning LLC (www.federalretirementinfo.
com), and a consultant with NARFE’s Federal 
%HQH¿WV�,QVWLWXWH��³7KH\�VKRXOG�DW�OHDVW�GR�
a few minutes of research, and if that initial 
research indicates they need to take more time 
to dig into more details, then they should take 
the time to do so.

“People often spend more time every day 
deciding what television program they want 
to watch than the amount of time they spend 
each year thinking about which FEHB plan will 
VHUYH�WKHP�EHVW�LQ�WKH�XSFRPLQJ�\HDU�́

If nothing else, Marshall suggests, 
“employees and retirees should at least look at 
any upcoming changes by reviewing their plan 
brochures, which are updated by the carrier 
HDFK�\HDU�́

These updates are usually available on 
individual plan websites by mid-to-late 
October, even though OPM typically waits 
until Open Season begins before publishing the 
information. “If you go to the carrier’s website in 
October to review the new brochure, you don’t 

have to wait until Open Season begins (Nov. 9 in 
������WR�JHW�VWDUWHG�́ �0DUVKDOO�WHOOV�XV��

“Section Two of every brochure talks 
about the changes that are coming up for the 
SODQ�́ �KH�H[SODLQV��³/RRN�DW�QHZ�FRVWV�DQG�
EHQH¿WV��DQG�ZKHWKHU�WKH�SODQ¶V�VHUYLFH�DUHD�LV�
expanding or contracting. If you’re happy with 
the changes they’re making and don’t want to 
see what other plans might be doing, then feel 
free to stop there.

“If you want to continue, however, take a 
look at what’s on OPM’s website (www.opm.
gov) or Consumer Checkbook’s annual ‘Guide 
WR�+HDOWK�3ODQV�IRU�)HGHUDO�(PSOR\HHV�¶�́ �
A comparison display on OPM’s site and a 
comparison tool in the online version of the 
Checkbook guide make it easier than ever to 
compare plans.

³)(+%�LV�D�YHU\�YDOXDEOH�EHQH¿W��QRW�RQO\�
for federal employees and retirees, but also 
IRU�WKH�SHRSOH�ZKR�DUH�PDUULHG�WR�WKHP�́ �
says Marshall. “When you leave most private 
companies in the United States, you’re usually 
not permitted to keep your health plan any 
more—at least not at the rates you were paying 
while you were fully employed. FEHB still helps 
retirees pay for their coverage—as much as 75 
SHUFHQW�RI�WKHLU�KHDOWK�LQVXUDQFH��7KDW�EHQH¿W�
by itself can save you thousands of dollars in 
retirement income compared to everyone else. 
3OXV��\RX¶YH�JRW�VR�PDQ\�SODQV�WR�FKRRVH�IURP�´

Evaluating Health Plans 
³/RRNLQJ�FDUHIXOO\�DW�DOWHUQDWLYHV�LV�YHU\�UDUH�́ �
says Walt Francis, who prepares the Checkbook 
guide with his coauthor, Kevin Moss. “People 
VKRXOG�PDNH�VXUH�WKHLU�EHQH¿WV�KDYH�QRW�JRWWHQ�
worse, their premiums are not out of whack, 
their doctors are still in their plan, and the 
expensive drug they are taking is still on the 
SODQ¶V�IRUPXODU\�́

People often spend more time every 
day deciding what television program 
they want to watch than the amount 
of time they spend each year thinking 
about which FEHB plan will serve 
them best in the upcoming year.”

People should make sure their 
benefits have not gotten worse, their 
premiums are not out of whack, their 
doctors are still in their plan, and the 
expensive drug they are taking is still 
on the plan’s formulary.”

“

“
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“Open Season is also a time for people to 
UHFRQVLGHU�WKHLU�IDPLO\¶V�KHDOWK�VLWXDWLRQ�́ �
Francis continues. “If you’re going to have a 
baby next year, you’re going to want to check 
maternity coverage. Maybe you know you’ll 
need an operation next year. How does your 
plan cover surgical services compared to some 
RWKHU�SODQ"´

Francis understands that most people 
don’t want to read 30 or 40 brochures about 
FEHB plans available in their area. Instead, he 
suggests using Checkbook’s and OPM’s plan 
comparison guides, comparative sources people 
can use to determine which plans to check out.

Checkbook’s tool asks subscribers to 
answer a few questions about themselves, 
including age, Medicare status, family size 
and geographic location. Once they enter the 
information, the tool evaluates all available 
plans and tells them which plans are the best 
choices for their family. Both Checkbook’s and 
OPM’s tools allow users to compare costs and 
EHQH¿WV�IRU�WKUHH�RU�IRXU�SODQV�DW�D�WLPH�

³,W¶V�D�JXLGH�IRU�ZKDW�WR�ORRN�DW�́ �)UDQFLV�
explains. “It doesn’t mean you should 
automatically switch to, or keep, the plan we 
rate the highest. It just means you should 
consider whether your current plan is among 
the half-dozen or so plans we’ve come up with 
for you. We may be able to save you money 
compared with your existing plan. Most people 
will be very surprised— some families can save 
as much as $2,000 a year in premiums and out-
RI�SRFNHW�FRVWV�E\�FKDQJLQJ�SODQV�́

230�R̆HUV�DQ�LQWHUDFWLYH�PDS�RI�WKH� 
United States on its website that allows you to 
look at all plans available in the state you live 
in and includes links to the plans’ brochures, 
changes from the previous year and links to  
the directory of in-network providers each  
SODQ�PDLQWDLQV��&KHFNERRN¶V�JXLGH�R̆HUV�
similar information.

Areas to Examine
A recent OPM survey indicated that the 
most important thing people look at when 
considering a health plan is total cost. “We’ve 
been advocating for 40 years that people 
should be guided by cost—both total premium 
DQG�RXW�RI�SRFNHW�́ �VD\V�&KHFNERRN�*XLGH�
coauthor Moss. 

“For us, that’s the most important thing 
people should be considering. It should narrow 
GRZQ�WKH�¿HOG��DQG�WKHQ��ZKHQ�\RX�KDYH�
IRXU�RU�¿YH�SODQV�OHIW��ORRN�DW�RWKHU�EHQH¿WV��
2XU�WRRO�OLIWV�WKRVH�EHQH¿WV�RXW�RI�WKH�SODQ�
brochures and allows you to see what they 
really are. Then, when you need more detail, 
go to the plan brochure.

“Once you have the guide in hand, you 
have a great way to compare anything that’s 
important to you—cost, plan service, dental and 
vision coverage under FEHB plans, and those 
R̆HUHG�E\�WKH�)HGHUDO�(PSOR\HHV�'HQWDO�DQG�
Vision Insurance Program (FEDVIP). You’re 
DEOH�WR�VHH�WKRVH�EHQH¿WV�LQ�UHDO�WLPH�DFURVV�
SODQV�DQG�\RX¶UH�DEOH�WR�VRUW�WKHP�E\�¿HOGV�OLNH�
FRVW��EHQH¿WV�DQG�FRYHUDJH�́

Once you have the guide in hand, you have a 
great way to compare anything that’s important 
to you—cost, plan service, dental and vision 
coverage under FEHB plans, and those o!ered 
by the Federal Employees Dental and Vision 
Insurance Program (FEDVIP). You’re able to 
see those benefits in real time across plans 
and you’re able to sort them by fields like cost, 
benefits and coverage.”

“
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Francis says, “Once you’ve done that, you 
start diving into plans more deeply by looking 
at things like prescription plans and doctor 
QHWZRUNV�́ �+H�DOVR�VXJJHVWV�LI�\RX�KDYH�D�
physician you want to keep, call your doctor to 
verify they are participating in the plan you like 
before selecting it.

Referencing the health plans, Francis says, 
“There are a lot of good choices out there. Many 
people think they know what’s out there, but 
WKH\�GRQ¶W�́ �+H�FLWHV�QHZ�SODQV�DGGHG�MXVW�ODVW�
year that could save retirees who have signed 
XS�IRU�0HGLFDUH�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�DPRXQW�RI�PRQH\��

Francis also suggests that employees 
and retirees can save money by using high-
deductible health plans with a health savings 
account (HSA) or a health reimbursement 
arrangement. These plans provide traditional 
medical coverage and a triple-tax-advantaged 
way to help build savings for future medical 
H[SHQVHV�ZKLOH�SURYLGLQJ�JUHDWHU�ÀH[LELOLW\�DQG�
GLVFUHWLRQ�RYHU�KRZ�\RXU�KHDOWK�FDUH�EHQH¿WV�
are used. 

You may contribute funds to your HSA for 
a tax deduction, earn interest on the account 
tax-free, and withdrawals are not taxed for 
TXDOL¿HG�PHGLFDO�H[SHQVHV��³7KH\¶UH�OLNH�
5RWK�,5$V�RQ�VWHURLGV�́ �VD\V�)UDQFLV��³DQG�
most federal employees don’t even know 
DERXW�WKHP�´

Flexible Spending Accounts (FSAs) are 
SUH�WD[�EHQH¿W�DFFRXQWV�XVHG�WR�SD\�IRU�
eligible medical dental and vision care 
expenses not covered by your health care 
plan or elsewhere. With FSAs, participants 

XVH�SUH�WD[�GROODUV�WR�SD\�IRU�TXDOL¿HG�RXW�RI�
pocket health care expenses. These accounts 
are not available to retirees. 

³(YHU\RQH�VKRXOG�KDYH�RQH�́ �VD\V�)UDQFLV��
“It will give you a tax cut on all your health 
expenses. It’s like having a 20 to 30 percent 
rebate on your costs—so why not take the 
UHEDWH"´�'HVSLWH�WKLV��RQO\�DERXW����SHUFHQW�
of employees sign up for FSAs. While unused 
money can be carried over from year to year, 
new accounts must be established during 
Open Season. 

The FSAFeds website, www.fsafeds.com, 
provides more information on the program, 
including calculators to help participants 
estimate their contributions and  
potential savings.

Another issue to consider in choosing a 
SODQ�LV�WKH�VHUYLFHV�LW�R̆HUV��6RPH�SODQV�R̆HU�
chiropractic care, acupuncture, infertility 
treatment support, hearing aid coverage, 
weight loss and other wellness programs, 
while others do not. 

³:KHQ�\RX�EX\�D�KHDOWK�SODQ�́ �VD\V�)UDQFLV��
“you are buying insurance. And a big part 
of that insurance is avoiding catastrophic 
costs. How well does each plan protect you 
against that? We show you the worst that 
could happen to you in every plan, taking 
into account both the plan’s premium and its 
catastrophic guarantee. There are huge plan-
WR�SODQ�YDULDWLRQV�́ �

This year’s version of the Checkbook tool 
and book includes information on telehealth 

When you buy a health plan ... you 
are buying insurance. And a big 
part of that insurance is avoiding 
catastrophic costs. How well does 
each plan protect you against that?”

There are a lot of good choices out 
there. Many people think they know 
what’s out there, but they don’t.”

“

“
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IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH��DQ�LQFUHDVLQJO\�LPSRUWDQW�
issue given the COVID-19 pandemic. “There 
DUH�KXJH�SODQ�WR�SODQ�GL̆HUHQFHV�LQ�WHUPV�RI�
telehealth costs and which doctor you get to 
talk to—yours, the plan’s or some doctor from 
a third-party service. We’re going to help 
XVHUV�XQGHUVWDQG�ZKDW�SODQV�DUH�R̆HULQJ�́ �
explains Moss.

The FEDVIP program, which offers 
employees and retirees additional vision 
and dental coverage, is something else 
to consider during open season. “Several 
FEHB plans offer vision and dental 
coverage, but some don’t—so that’s the 
beauty of having access to the FEDVIP 
SURJUDP�´�0DUVKDOO�WHOOV�XV��³<RX�KDYH�
the option to sign up for coverage, change 

coverage plans and cancel FEDVIP coverage 
GXULQJ�2SHQ�6HDVRQ�HYHU\�\HDU�´

OPM maintains a comparison tool for dental 
and vision plans that’s available at opm.gov, 
and BENEFEDS, the enrollment webpage for 
FEDVIP, has one as well at www.benefeds.com.

When considering staying with your health 
plan or making a switch, it’s important to 
know how well each plan serves its customers. 
OPM requires all FEHB plans to survey users 
every year on how well the plan treated them, 
and that information is included in their plan 
comparisons. Checkbook adds the additional 
factor of tracking how many people complain to 
OPM about a plan’s coverage or service. 

2QFH�\RX¶YH�LGHQWL¿HG�WZR�RU�WKUHH�SODQV�
that may be right for you, Francis suggests 
reading just the information that’s important 
to you—not the entire brochure—to see if 
WKHUH¶V�D�GL̆HUHQFH�WKDW�PDWWHUV��

“Many of these plans have more similarities 
WKDQ�GL̆HUHQFHV�́ �VD\V�0DUVKDOO��³7KH\�DOO�KDYH�
family coverage, they all have no preexisting 
condition exclusions, they all have prescription 
drug coverage and catastrophic limits—and you 
can always switch plans every year for the rest 
RI�\RXU�OLIH�́ �

“If you’ve checked into everything else, if 
you’ve taken into account any surgeries you 
may be having in the next year, if you’ve looked 
into the cost of your medications, and you’ve 
made sure that your doctor will still be in the 
plan next year, and you want to stick to the 
SODQ�\RX¶YH�JRW��WKDW¶V�D�¿QH�FKRLFH�́ �)UDQFLV�
concludes. “But you want to be sure to make 
that choice after doing some homework. Keep 
\RXU�H\HV�RSHQ�´

The Checkbook Guide is available in online 
or print format at www.Guidetohealthplans.org 
or by calling 888-596-0729. The cost is $11.95 
for the online version, $16.95 for print, and 
$21.95 for both. NARFE members receive a 20 
percent discount by using the code 20NARFE. 
The 2021 version will be available November 9, 
WKH�¿UVW�GD\�RI�)(+%�2SHQ�6HDVRQ�

Whether you decide to use its comparison 
WRROV��WKH�RQHV�R̆HUHG�E\�230�DQG�%HQHIHGV��
or a hand-drawn chart with pencil and paper, 
putting in a little work every year during Open 
6HDVRQ�FRXOG�UHVXOW�LQ�D�ELJ�SD\R̆���  
—EVERETT A. (EV) CHASEN IS A WRITER AND COMMUNICATIONS 

CONSULTANT IN THE WASHINGTON, DC AREA. HE IS RETIRED FROM THE FEDERAL 

GOVERNMENT AFTER 35 YEARS OF SERVICE.

You have the option to sign up for 
coverage, change coverage plans and 
cancel FEDVIP coverage during Open 
Season every year.”“
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