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In 1935, Congress passed the Social Security Act and President Franklin Delano Roosevelt signed it into 

law.  Since that time, Social Security retirement benefits have been a valuable source of income during 

retirement years for most Americans.  A 1.5% cost of living adjustment to Social Security benefits 

became effective at the end of December, 2013.  Including this 1.5%increase in benefits, the estimated 

average benefit of retired workers for 2014 is $1,294 per month.   Finding an investment that would pay 

$1,294 per month for the rest of your life would cost you hundreds of thousands of dollars. 

In order to qualify for Social Security benefits (if you were born after 1928) you need to have earned 40 

credits, which is 10 years of work.  The amount of monthly retirement benefit you receive depends upon 

how much you earned during your working years.  The Social Security Administration adjusts your 

earnings to account for changes in average earnings during your working years.  Then it calculates your 

adjusted monthly earnings during your 35 highest earning years to determine the amount of monthly 

payment you will receive at your full retirement age. 

Full retirement age is the age at which you may receive your full monthly payment of retirement benefits.  

Full retirement age varies depending upon your date of birth.  For persons born before 1943 the full 

retirement age is 65 years.  If you were born between the years of 1943 and 1954, your full retirement 

age is 66 years.  For persons born after 1954, the full retirement age increases by 2 months in 

successive years.  Therefore, for persons born in 1955 the full retirement age is age 66 years and 2 

months.  For persons born in 1960 and thereafter, the full retirement age is 67. 

Regardless of your full retirement age, you may opt to start receiving monthly retirement benefits at age 

62 years.  However, if you start receiving benefits before your full retirement age you will incur a 

permanent reduction in the amount of your monthly benefit.  If you start to receive benefits at age 62 you 

will have a 25% permanent reduction of your benefit amount.  For each year you delay in receiving your 

benefits, your reduction amount will be lessened until full retirement age when you will receive your full 

benefit amount. 

Alternatively, if you delay the receipt of benefits until after your full retirement age you will receive an 

increase in benefits for 2 reasons.  First, you will have additional earnings.  Higher lifetime earnings will 

result in higher lifetime benefits upon retirement.  Second, there is an automatic increase in your benefit 

amount for each year you delay retirement beyond your full retirement age up to age 70 years.  For 

those born after 1942 the annual increase in benefits for delayed retirement is 8% per year.  Therefore, if 

you were born in 1943 or thereafter, you will receive at least a 32% increase in your benefits if you wait 

until age 70 to retire.   

  



If you are married, coordinating your benefits with your spouse’s benefits can result in higher lifetime 

benefits.  Social Security will pay benefits on a worker’s own account first.  However, you can be paid an 

additional benefit on your spouse’s account which can total up to 50% of the retired spouse’s full benefit 

amount.  One option is to claim benefits on your spouse’s work record and then at age 70 switch and file 

on your own record.  This method allows you to receive payments on your spouse’s record before age 

70 but also to receive your higher monthly benefit at age 70 based upon the effect of delayed retirement 

credits on your record. 

Another option to maximize benefits is to file for benefits upon reaching full retirement age but to request 

that the benefits be suspended.  Filing allows your spouse to claim the spousal benefit of up to 50% of 

your benefit amount.  The suspension of your benefit allows you to accrue the delayed retirement credits 

on your record so that at age 70 when you claim your payments, your benefit has increased by at least 

8% per year. 

A widowed spouse is entitled to retirement benefits based the deceased spouse’s work record.  

Therefore, a widowed spouse can also claim benefits and then later switch and claim on the other 

spouse’s work record.  A widowed spouse is usually entitled to receive 100% of the deceased spouse’s 

benefit. 

If you plan to continue to work after you claim Social Security benefits it is important to note that working 

can affect the amount of your benefits.  If you claim benefits before your full retirement age and continue 

to work, Social Security will withhold $1 for every $2 you earn in excess of $15,120 in 2014.  If you wait 

and claim benefits at your full retirement age, there is no reduction in your benefit amount regardless of 

how much you earn. 

The best ways to maximize your Social Security benefit are to delay taking benefits until full retirement 

age and if you are married, to coordinate your benefits with your spouse’s benefits.  To learn more about 

Social Security retirement planning go to www.socialsecurity.gov .  At this website you can review your 

Social Security earnings statement as well as obtain personalized retirement benefit estimates to assist 

you with planning for your retirement.  
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