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Background 

Section 501 of the Medicare Access and CHIP Reauthorization Act (MACRA) calls for the U.S. 
Department of Health & Human Services (HHS) to remove social security numbers (SSNs) from 
beneficiary cards. The law does not mandate this be an identifier.  In making these changes the 
law says, in part: 

The Secretary of Health and Human Services, in consultation with the Commissioner of 
Social Security, shall establish cost effective procedures to ensure that a Social Security 
account number (or derivative thereof) is not displayed, coded, or embedded on the 
Medicare card issued to an individual who is entitled to benefits under part A of title XVIII 
or enrolled under part B of title XVIII and that any other identifier displayed on such card 
is not identifiable as a Social Security account number (or derivative thereof).’’ 

Q. What is the timetable for replacing the SSN on the cards? 

A. Medicare is moving ahead with plans to remove the SSN from Medicare beneficiary 
cards and replacing them with a different identifier beginning in 2018. MACRA requires 
CMS complete this work by April 2019. Cards will be distributed to beneficiaries between 
April 2018 and April 2019. Since the inception of the Medicare program, CMS has used 
the SSN as the Health Insurance Claim Number (HICN). 

Q. What type of identifier will the SSN replace? 

A. CMS plans to replace the SSN with a randomly-generated identification number to be 
known as the Medicare Beneficiary Identifier or MBI.  It is CMS expectation that the MBI 
will be alphanumeric (only uppercase letters and no special characters) and will contain 
the same number of digits as the SSN (11 not to include the dashes). They also believe 
can be used in the same field on healthcare transactions as the SSN. The number will 
not contain any embedded intelligence. 

Q. How does the SSN replacement effort tie into the CHIME Patient Identification 
Challenge? 

A. HHS continues to be prohibited from pursuing a national patient identifier because of 
language continuously included in the Labor-HHS appropriations bills that fund HHS, 
since 1999.  CHIME continues its aggressive advocacy to remove this prohibition, 



 
 

however, while it remains in place HHS may not use any federal funding to develop or 
adoption a national patient identifier.  The healthcare system is accustomed to 
accommodating the use of multiple patient identifiers.  Private payers, the Department of 
Defense, and the Veterans Health Administration all have their own identifiers.  

Q. Who will get a new number? 

A. All living and deceased beneficiaries. 

Q. How many cards will be released? 

A. 150 million total including 60 million for active beneficiaries and 90 million for deceased / 
beneficiaries who had had their records archived. 

Q. Will CMS use a transition period as they swap out the cards? 

A. Yes. CMS will use a transition period during which time both the SSN and MBI will both 
be allowed to be exchanged with CMS. Presently, the transition period is scheduled for 
April 2018 and December 31, 2019. SSNs will not be accepted after that with some 
possible limited exceptions (i.e. appeals). 

Q. Who will generate the MBI? 

A. CMS. 

Q. Are there any other changes expected with the card? 

Y. Gender and signatures will be removed. 

Q. Can a MBI change for a person? 

A. Generally no unless the number has been compromised or for other yet to be 
determined reasons. 

Q. Will CMS be issuing regulations seeking public comment?  

A. To date, CMS has indicated they do not plan on seeking public comment via rulemaking. 

Q. Where can I go for more information? 

A. Below are a few CMS links: 

 CMS bulletin 

CMS email box for questions on the Initiative  

 

 


