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Long-Term Care Insurance Buyer's Guide

Long-term care is one of those risks that feels distant until it becomes

expensive and immediate. Roughly 70% of people turning 65 will need some

form of long-term care in their lifetime, and the price of that care can drain

retirement savings much faster than most families expect. This guide helps

you compare traditional and hybrid policies, estimate care costs, decide

whether to self-fund or insure, and understand when Medicaid is a backstop

rather than a plan.

The right answer depends on age, health, liquidity, family support, and

whether you want to protect income, protect assets, or protect heirs. Buying

insurance is not automatically better than self-funding, but ignoring the risk is

usually worse. The goal is to make a deliberate decision while you are still

insurable and before the premiums or health questions get harder.

1. Foundation

The need for long-term care is common, but the form it takes is variable. Some people

need help with bathing, dressing, meals, medication, or transportation at home. Others

move into assisted living. Some eventually require memory care or a skilled nursing

facility. The national averages move every year, but the pattern is consistent: home-

based help, assisted living, and nursing home care each cost enough to disrupt a

retirement plan if the household has not prepared for them. Current U.S. estimates often

land around the high tens of thousands per year for home health aides and assisted

living, and well into six figures for nursing home care, depending on location and level of

care. That is why this decision is about exposure, not just price.

Traditional long-term care insurance works like insurance: you pay premiums for a policy

that can reimburse or pay a daily or monthly benefit when you need qualified care.

Hybrid policies bundle long-term care protection with life insurance or an annuity chassis,

which can make the premium feel less like a sunk cost because unused value may pass

to heirs or be available as a death benefit. Traditional coverage can offer more pure long-
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term care leverage for the premium, while hybrid coverage can feel more acceptable to

households that dislike the possibility of paying for a benefit they never use. The tradeoff

is that hybrids are often more expensive upfront, but they may be easier to justify

emotionally and sometimes easier to keep in force.

The buying window matters. Ages 55 to 65 are often the sweet spot because you may

still be healthy enough to qualify, yet close enough to retirement that the cost of waiting

is real. Earlier than that, the coverage may be premature relative to your balance sheet.

Later than that, premiums often rise, health underwriting becomes tougher, and the risk

of being declined increases. Inflation protection also matters. A 3% compound inflation

rider can be the difference between a policy that looks adequate on day one and one

that still has meaningful purchasing power fifteen or twenty years later. Finally, Medicaid

should be treated as the last-resort safety net, not the first-line strategy. It can help when

assets are depleted, but it is not a substitute for planning around your own preferences,

your spouse, and the care setting you actually want.

2. Step-by-Step System

1

Estimate your care exposure honestly

Start by asking what kind of help you would realistically want if you could not

manage some activities of daily living. Consider family history, cognitive risk,

chronic conditions, spouse health, geography, and whether your children live close

enough to help. Then estimate whether you would prefer care at home, in assisted

living, or in a facility. The point is not to predict the future exactly; the point is to

understand the range of likely exposure so the insurance decision is based on your

actual life.
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2

Compare the cost of care with your liquid assets

Use current local or national cost estimates for home care, assisted living, and

nursing home care. Multiply by the likely duration you want to cover, then compare

the result with the liquid assets you would actually spend on care without

jeopardizing a spouse or a surviving household. This is where the self-fund versus

insure question becomes concrete. If a moderate care event would consume a

large share of your non-retirement savings or force a painful sell-off of assets,

insurance deserves a closer look. If you have ample liquid resources and a high

tolerance for self-funding, the policy may not be worth the premium drag.

3

Decide between traditional and hybrid coverage

Traditional policies are usually easier to compare on raw long-term care leverage,

while hybrid policies combine care protection with life insurance or annuity value.

Traditional coverage can be the better fit if you want maximum care leverage and

can tolerate the risk of never using the benefit. Hybrid coverage may fit better if

you want a death benefit floor, dislike the feeling of wasted premiums, or want a

simpler value story for heirs. Compare elimination periods, benefit duration, shared

benefits, inflation options, premium stability, and how the policy behaves if you

never need care.
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4

Buy in the age and health window that works

For many households, the practical buying window is somewhere between 55 and

65. In that range, underwriting is still manageable for many people, and the

premium is less punishing than it may become later. Do not wait until you already

have a diagnosis that makes the policy unavailable or unaffordable. If you are still

working, compare the premium to your broader retirement savings rate so you

know what the policy costs in opportunity terms. A good policy is still a bad

purchase if it crushes the rest of the plan.

5

Design the benefit so inflation cannot destroy it

Inflation is the hidden risk in long-term care because the care you buy twenty years

from now may cost much more than the care you could buy today. That is why a

3% compound inflation rider is often worth serious attention. Also think about

benefit length and monthly benefit size together. A small monthly benefit with no

inflation protection may be useless later, while a larger benefit with inflation can

still meaningfully offset a real care bill. Ask whether the policy covers home care,

assisted living, and facility care in the mix you would actually use.
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6

Keep Medicaid as the fallback, not the plan

Medicaid can be essential when assets are gone, but it is governed by state and

federal rules, spend-down requirements, and look-back periods that are not

designed to maximize choice. Treat it as the safety net that protects against total

disaster, not as the preferred route. A better plan is to understand the asset and

income rules in your state, know which assets are protected for a spouse, and

decide in advance how much risk you are willing to self-insure before public

benefits matter.

3. Key Worksheets & Checklists

These worksheets are meant to convert a painful, abstract decision into a set of numbers

you can compare. Use the first card to document care exposure, the second to compare

policy structures, and the third to test whether self-funding beats insurance under a few

realistic scenarios.
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1. Care Cost Assumptions

Home care Hourly rate, hours per week, and annual total if help is

needed at home.

Assisted living Monthly rate, entrance fees if any, and whether memory

care is a separate price tier.

Nursing home Private room or semi-private room cost and projected

annual total.

Duration One year, three years, or a longer scenario depending

on family history and risk tolerance.

Inflation

assumption

Update the numbers regularly so the estimate does not

go stale.

Use local prices if possible.

Separate room-and-board from care services where possible.

Write the numbers in today’s dollars and a future-dollar scenario.
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2. Policy Comparison Matrix

Policy type Traditional or hybrid.

Monthly benefit How much the policy pays per month when claims start.

Inflation rider 3% compound, simple, or none.

Elimination

period

How long you wait before benefits begin.

Benefit period How long the payments can continue.

Premium

behavior

Guaranteed, limited pay, or flexible; note any rate

stability history.

3. Self-Fund vs Insure Break-Even Sheet

Liquid assets

available

Cash, taxable investments, and other money you would

actually use for care.

Expected

premiums

Total cost over time if you buy the policy.

Potential claim

value

Approximate payout if care is needed.

Break-even

question

Would you rather pay premiums for protection or risk

self-funding a large care event?

Medicaid fallback List whether and how the household could qualify if

assets were depleted.

4. Common Mistakes
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Buying too little coverage

A policy that sounds affordable but

cannot cover a meaningful stretch of

care leaves you with premium

payments and a still-large exposure.

Ignoring inflation

If the benefit does not grow, the policy

can become obsolete by the time you

need it. A 3% compound rider

deserves real attention.

Waiting until health or age

makes underwriting expensive

The right buying window is before the

risk of decline or sticker shock

becomes much higher.

Treating Medicaid like a rich-

person substitute

Medicaid is a backstop with rules, not

a customization tool. If you want

control, you need to plan before you

are forced onto the program.

5. Next Steps

Get two or three quotes, compare traditional and hybrid designs side by side, and test

them against your own care-cost assumptions. If the numbers are close, let underwriting,

premium stability, and inflation protection help decide. If the numbers are far apart, the

break-even may already tell you whether to self-fund. Either way, decide while you are

still healthy enough to choose rather than being forced to accept whatever is left.

Back to store Need help? support@wingmanprotocol.com
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