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When to Claim and How to Optimize 
 So cial Security Benefits
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By knowing Social Security claiming rules and what claiming strategies may 
be available, retirees may greatly increase the amount of Social Security they 

can expect to receive over a lifetime.

When to Claim and How to Optimize 
 So cial Security Benefits

Social Security is 
among the largest 
assets most retired 
workers have, com-

parable in value to the aver-
age house. Yet many people 
treat this valuable asset in the 
most cavalier manner. By ex-
ercising just a little care—or 
getting good advice from a 
professional—many people 
can increase the value of their 
lifetime Social Security ben-

efits by tens or even hundreds 
of thousands of dollars.

This article first examines 
worker behavior and reviews So-

cial Security rules. After that, it ex-
plores how those rules can be used to 
maximize the expected present value 
of future benefits. Of course, the fu-
ture is uncertain. Some tiny number of 
people who make the most perfect re-
tirement plans will get killed the next 

day in an accident that could not have 
been anticipated. Still, the ever-present 
possibility of remote contingent events 
should not stop anyone from engaging 
in prudent financial planning.

On average, American workers to-
day retire from full-time employment 
around the age of 61, although defining 
retirement is becoming increasingly dif-
ficult because of part-time work, phased 
retirement, etc. Social Security’s retired-
worker benefits are available no earlier 
than aged 62, and most workers (other 
than those born on the second day of 
the month) cannot receive benefits until 
they reach the age of 62 years and one 
month. Most insured persons with a 
decision to make (not already receiving 
disability benefits, for example) claim 
retired-worker benefits then, at the ear-
liest possible eligibility date. This behav-
ior often appears to be thoughtless.

Although retired-worker ben-
efits can begin as early as aged 62, the 

monthly benefit amount is perma-
nently reduced if they begin before the 
worker’s normal retirement age (NRA). 
(The fact that these reductions are per-
manent comes as a surprise to many 
people.) Unreduced benefits can begin 
at NRA, and benefits are actually in-
creased for workers who delay receipt 
beyond their NRA, up to the age of 70. 
After attaining the age of 70, there is no 
economic reason for delaying receipt of 
Social Security benefits. In other words, 
workers can start their benefits at any 
age in the 62-70 range. It’s their choice. 
(The retirement earnings test may pre-
vent people who continue to work after 
eligibility from receiving benefits be-
fore NRA, but that issue is disregarded 
for the moment.)

Social Security benefits are the only 
inflation-adjusted source of retirement 
income for most people (other than 
some government retirees). Thus, as 
retirees get older, Social Security be-
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comes an ever-increasing percentage of retirement income 
for just about everybody. At very old ages (85+), having the 
largest possible Social Security benefit is very desirable, if not 
essential, because the oldest retirees have the fewest options 
for getting additional income (by working, for example), and 
their assets may already have been consumed when they 
were younger.

The table shows Social Security’s NRA by year of birth.
Retired-worker benefits that are claimed before NRA are 

reduced by 5/9 of 1% per month up to 36 months and 5/12 of 
1% for each additional month, if any. (The maximum number 

of additional months is 12 today but will rise gradually to 24 
as the NRA rises.) Thus, workers claiming benefits at the exact 
age of 62 today, all of whom have NRA of 66, get monthly ben-
efits equal to 75% of their unreduced benefit. (Workers who 
must wait until aged 62 years and one month get slightly more, 
of course, but using the exact age of 62 simplifies the discus-
sion.) Under present law, the aged-62 benefit will decline to 
70% of the unreduced benefit for workers with NRA of 67.

Retired-worker benefits that are claimed after NRA are in-
creased. For workers born in 1943 or later, the increase is 2/3 

of 1% per month of delay, up to the age of 70. Thus, workers 
claiming at the exact age of 70 today get monthly benefits equal 
to 132% of their NRA benefit. Under present law, the aged-70 
benefit will decline to 124% of the NRA benefit for workers 
with NRA of 67.

It’s worth noting that Social Security’s early-retirement re-
duction and delayed-retirement increase factors are approxi-
mately “actuarial”—That is, they do not currently subsidize 
or penalize retirement at any particular age to a significant 
extent. In other words, the expected present value of lifetime 
benefits is roughly the same, regardless of when benefits are 
first claimed. They are not perfectly actuarial—and cannot be, 
because the Social Security program treats men and women 
exactly the same, while they have different mortality experi-
ence, on average. Thus, the reduction and increase factors must 
slightly disadvantage one gender relative to the other. More-
over, the reduction and increase factors are about right for 
people with “average” mortality expectations. People who are 
terminally ill or expect to live to 100, for example, obviously 
would be influenced by their own situations (or expectations).

If one’s goal were simply to maximize the monthly retired-
worker benefit from Social Security, then one can easily see 
that the correct strategy would be to wait until aged 70 to claim 
benefits and live off other assets until then. And that’s exactly 
right for healthy, single people. But the presence of spouses 
(very common) and minor or disabled children (infrequent 
at retirement ages but hardly unknown) greatly complicates 
matters.

The clearest example of such a complication involves the 
presence of young children, who can get their own benefits—
for “free” from the retired or disabled worker’s perspective—
until age 18 (or 19 if still in high school, and forever if dis-
abled). The potential eligibility for these additional benefits 
can possibly justify claiming retired-worker benefits at the 
earliest possible moment, depending on the children’s ages, 
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takeaways >>
•   Claiming Social Security at aged 62 often appears to be a 

thoughtless decision, as it permanently reduces the monthly 
benefit.

•   There is no economic reason for delaying the start of benefits 
beyond the age of 70.

•   For most people, Social Security benefits are the only inflation-
adjusted source of retirement income.

•   When one member of a married couple dies, the higher Social 
Security benefit essentially continues and the lower one 
terminates.

•   The deemed-filing provision prevents married people who have 
not yet reached NRA from “gaming” the system by claiming 
one benefit first, then the other.

TABle
Social Security Normal Retirement Age (NRA)
Year of Birth NRA
1937 and earlier 65 years
1938 65 years and two months
1939 65 years and four months
1940 65 years and six months
1941 65 years and eight months
1942 65 years and ten months
1943-54 66 years
1955 66 years and two months
1956 66 years and four months
1957 66 years and six months
1958 66 years and eight months
1959 66 years and ten months
1960 and later 67 years
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because the children’s benefits would 
counterbalance (or exceed) the early-
retirement reduction in the worker’s 
own benefit—at least for a while.

Spousal benefits may be avail-
able when both spouses are alive. The 
starting point for calculating a spou-
sal benefit is half of the other person’s 
unreduced (starting at NRA) retired-
worker benefit. Spousal benefits are 
reduced if claimed before NRA but are 
not increased if claimed after NRA. 
The spouse’s own benefit (as a worker) 
reduces any spousal benefit dollar-for-
dollar. Because most baby boomers 
are two-earner couples, spousal ben-
efits generally are disappearing. each 
spouse’s benefit as a worker reduces his 
or her benefit as a spouse to zero. That’s 
not true if one spouse did not work sub-
stantially outside the home, obviously.

The fact that spousal benefits (pay-
able when both spouses are alive) are 
disappearing does not make marriage 
irrelevant with regard to Social Secu-
rity. Widow(er)s’ benefits remain criti-
cally important as a source of retire-
ment income. When one member of a 
married couple dies, the higher Social 
Security benefit essentially continues 
and the lower one terminates. If the 
higher earning spouse dies first (usually 
that’s the man), then his wife inherits 
his higher benefit as a widow, and her 
own benefit as a worker terminates. The 
monthly benefit amount is unchanged if 
she has reached her NRA and reduced 
if she claims the widow’s benefit before 
reaching her NRA. She inherits her 
spouse’s delayed-retirement increments, 
if any, but cannot earn them herself as a 
widow. In other words, if her husband 
delayed claiming benefits, then she gets 
the delayed-retirement increase that 
he earned, but she cannot increase her 

widow’s benefit by delaying claiming it 
after reaching NRA. If the lower earning 
spouse dies first, then his or her benefit 
terminates on death, and the higher 
benefit continues unchanged.

Section 202(r) of the Social Security 
Act contains the so-called deemed-fil-
ing provision:

(1) If the first month for which 
an individual is entitled to a [re-
tired-worker] benefit is a month 
before the month in which such 
individual attains [normal] retire-
ment age . . . and if such individual 
is eligible for a [spousal] benefit 
for such first month, such individ-
ual shall be deemed to have filed 
an application in such month for 
[spousal] benefits.

(2) If the first month for which 
an individual is entitled to a [spou-
sal] benefit is a month before the 
month in which such individual at-
tains [normal] retirement age, and 
if such individual is eligible . . . for 
a [retired-worker] benefit for such 
first month, such individual shall be 
deemed to have filed an application 
for [retired-worker] benefits. . . .
The deemed-filing provision pre-

vents married people who have not yet 
reached NRA from “gaming” the system 
by claiming one benefit first, then the 
other. Once they reach NRA, however, 

the deemed-filing provision ceases to 
apply, and various strategies can in-
crease the total lifetime benefits payable 
to the couple. Most unmarried individ-
uals have no such strategies available to 
them at this time (since withdrawal of 
application was restricted in 2010).

Before discussing filing strategies 
involving spouses, a few caveats should 
be noted. First, the usual filing strate-
gies work best when both spouses are 
within a few years of each other in age, in 
which case they become eligible for So-
cial Security retired-worker (or spousal) 
benefits around the same time. A large 
age difference can put the first eligible 
spouse, the older one, in the same posi-
tion as a single individual (unless young 
children are present). In that case, delay 
is usually the best approach, absent spe-
cial knowledge regarding mortality.

For ease of discussion, it is conve-
nient—and typical—to assume that 
the man is the older spouse (ignoring 
same-sex couples, obviously) and the 
higher earner. Couples-based filing 
strategies work essentially the same 
way if these assumptions are reversed, 
because the Social Security program is 
totally gender-blind.

One strategy that is simple and ef-
fective is sometimes called get some 
now, get more later. This strategy 
works best when one spouse has much 
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learn more >>
From the Bookstore
Social Security, Medicare  
& Government Pensions, 20th Edition
Joseph Matthews. Nolo. 2015.
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?9028  for more details.
Recession-Proof Your Retirement Years
Steve Vernon. Rest-of-Life Communications. 2014.
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greater earnings than the other and is older. We’ll assume 
that’s the man, for purposes of discussion. He waits until 
his NRA to claim his retired-worker benefit, living off other 
assets in the meantime (or continuing to work, as the case 
may be). After claiming his benefit at NRA, he immediate-
ly suspends that benefit. Suspension is possible at or after 
NRA but not before then. His claiming of a retired-worker 
benefit (notwithstanding the fact that it’s suspended) makes 
his wife eligible for a spousal benefit based on his earnings 
record, if she is aged 62 or older. Her own retired-worker 
benefit reduces her spousal benefit, but her own benefit is 
assumed to be small. The man will “unsuspend” his own 

benefit at the age of 70, at which point it will have been in-
creased by several years of delayed retirement increment to 
the largest possible monthly benefit amount. His wife can 
inherit that large benefit upon his death, which is presumed 
to occur before hers. If she dies first, then he continues to 
receive it, unchanged.

Another strategy, also simple, works well if the spouses 
have similar lifetime earnings and benefits. even if their ben-
efits are similar, one will almost certainly be larger than the 
other. The spouse with the lower benefit claims it first, at the 
earliest possible age (if she is retired then). The other spouse, 
with the potentially higher benefit, waits until his NRA, if he’s 
not already there, to claim a spousal benefit only, based on the 
lower earning spouse’s earnings record. Note that this would 
have been impossible before he reached NRA, due to Social 
Security’s deemed-filing provision, which would have deemed 
an application for spousal benefits to be an application for his 
own retired-worker benefit, too. And he must be very careful 
to tell SSA that his application for benefits is limited to spousal 
benefits only. At aged 70, he claims his own retired-worker 
benefit, which will have been boosted by the maximum de-
layed-retirement increment. He will receive that benefit until 
his death, and his wife can inherit it if he dies first.

A final note of caution involves people who become termi-
nally ill before claiming Social Security benefits. Such individu-
als cannot benefit personally from delaying and must be sorely 
tempted to immediately claim their benefits, rather than dy-
ing without getting back anything from Social Security. That’s 
fine for single people but a terrible strategy for many married 
people. A widow cannot, in general, receive more than the 
deceased worker was receiving. Thus, if a higher earning man 
claims benefits at the age of 62 and dies at 63, his widow can 
never receive more (as a widow, anyway) than he was receiv-
ing. But if he never claimed a benefit, then she can receive his 
unreduced benefit (that would have been payable at his NRA). 
A terminally ill man rushing to claim his benefit may receive 
payments for a few months but cost his widow tens of thou-
sands of dollars over the remaining decades of her life.

Social Security is a large asset that should be handled 
carefully! 
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