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Health care and health insurance are complex subjects for most people, but for veterans even 
more so. Veterans have different and unique health care needs that make decision-making 
even more challenging. If you or a loved one has served in the military, it’s important to be 
aware of the range of health coverage options available to veterans. 

Veterans Affairs (VA) health care is the most widely known health benefit for veterans, made 
available by the Department of Veterans Affairs.  
Of the more than 19 million veterans in the United States, over nine million are enrolled in VA 
health care. 
However, the VA is only one of many options available to veterans and their families seeking 
access to health care and health insurance. 

VA Health Care 

VA health care, put simply, provides health care services exclusively for veterans. Health 
services are mostly provided in VA medical facilities, although there is a regional option through 
Patient-Centered Community Care. VA benefits may be received in conjunction with other 
health insurance or as stand-alone coverage. Enrollment in VA is optional and can be 
terminated or reinstated. It is generally available to veterans of any age who were honorably 
discharged from active military service after at least two years, and reserve members who 
completed the full period for which they were called or ordered to active duty. Costs vary 
depending on years of service, income, and the nature of the care. All service-related care 
is free within the VA system. 

TRICARE 

TRICARE is health insurance provided by the Department of Defense for active duty personnel 
and their families. TRICARE is available to active duty service members, military 
retirees (those who completed 20 years of service), and their dependents. It may be used in 
conjunction with other health insurance or as stand-alone coverage. To enroll, veterans must 
also be registered in the Defense Enrollment Eligibility Reporting System. Veterans may enroll 
in Medicare or Medicaid while also receiving VA or TRICARE, but co-operation between the 
programs varies. 

Employment-Based Insurance 

Veterans in the civilian workforce are able to access insurance offered through their employer 
the way any other employee would. Employment-based insurance is the largest source of 

https://www.va.gov/
http://www.va.gov/health/
http://www.tricare.mil/
https://www.medicare.gov/
https://www.medicaid.gov/
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coverage for veterans under age 65. Veterans are able -- but not required -- to receive both 
employment-based coverage and VA benefits. For veterans who have both private employment-
based insurance and VA, the VA can bill private insurance for the care they receive at VA 
facilities. 

State Health Care Exchanges 

Exchanges are health insurance marketplaces in each state, available through the Affordable 
Care Act. Veterans are able to purchase a health care plan through one of the health care 
exchanges. Enrollment in the VA Health Plan makes veterans ineligible for subsidies in the 
Exchange. In order to qualify for a subsidy or discount, a veteran must end enrollment in the VA 
plan and may experience a gap in coverage between terminating VA benefits and enrolling in a 
marketplace plan. Should a veteran wish to return to VA benefits in the future, eligibility may 
change. Enrollment in the VA plan does not affect the ability of a veteran’s family to receive 
Exchange subsidies if they otherwise qualify. 

Medicaid 

Medicaid is the largest source of medical and health-related services for people with low 
incomes in the United States. Eligibility varies by state. Medicaid is free or low-cost (for co-
pays), depending on income. Medicaid does not cover any health services at VA facilities, but 
for those with both Medicaid and TRICARE, Medicaid acts as the secondary payer. Unlike most 
other sources of insurance, Medicaid has no open enrollment period, which means veterans can 
enroll at any time. 

Medicare 

Medicare is health insurance provided by the federal government to individuals age 65 and 
older, as well as some adults with disabilities. All U.S. citizens and permanent residents 65 and 
older are eligible. Please refer to our Medicare guide for more information. To ensure the lowest 
monthly premiums, Veterans must enroll within three months before or after their 65th birthday. 
Medicare and TRICARE work together – there is a branch of TRICARE called “TRICARE for 
Life” that becomes available when you enroll in Medicare Parts A and B (basic Medicare). 
Medicare becomes your primary insurance, and TRICARE pays for any coinsurance and 
deductible. Medicare and VA benefits, however, do not work together. Medicare does not pay 
for any care received at VA facilities, but it will cover care at a non-VA facility. 

 

PDF prepared by nonprofit Transamerica Institute® 

Transamerica Institute® is a nonprofit, private foundation dedicated to identifying, researching, and educating the public about 
retirement security and the intersections of health and financial well-being. Transamerica Center for Retirement Studies®, an 
operating division of Transamerica Institute, conducts one of the largest and longest-running annual retirement surveys of its kind. 
Transamerica Institute is funded by contributions from Transamerica Life Insurance Company and its affiliates. The information 
provided here is for educational purposes only and should not be construed as insurance, securities, ERISA, tax, investment, legal, 
medical, or financial advice or guidance. Please consult independent professionals for answers to your specific questions. 
www.transamericainstitute.org  

Visit Transamerica Institute’s website for more on health, personal finance, and retirement security resources, including its health 
care guides, cookbook series, podcast, academic collaborations on workplace wellness and age-friendly employers, and the 21st 
Annual Transamerica Retirement Survey. Follow Transamerica Institute on Twitter @TI_insights and Facebook. 
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