
7 THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT 
SOCIAL SECURITY BEFORE 
STARTING BENEFITS

Overview
For many Americans, Social Security is a primary source of income 
in retirement. But understanding how benefits work and when you 
should start your benefits can be confusing. Here, we break down 
seven basics you should know about Social Security benefits before 
you begin receiving monthly payments.

1. �You can know exactly how much you’re 
eligible to receive.

One of the most common questions we get is, “How do I know how 
much I’ll receive every month in Social Security income?” 

When you log in to www.ssa.gov/myaccount, you’ll see a summary 
including your payment amount when starting benefits early, 
waiting until full retirement age or delaying payments until age 70. 
The interactive tracker lets you see how much your benefits will be 
at different ages.

Source: www.ssa.gov/myaccount. The above image is for example 
only. Your benefits will vary based on age, work history, full 
retirement age, and past and future earnings.

Social Security is a 
significant source 

of income for many 
retirees. Your financial 
professional can help 

you explore your 
options and make 
sure you’re getting 
the most retirement 

income possible.
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Your benefits are calculated using several variables, including 
number of years in the workforce, average annual earnings and full 
retirement age. Since these variables are always changing, it’s a 
good idea to check the monthly benefits calculator annually to get 
an updated estimate of your future Social Security income.

2. �The right time to start taking benefits is 
different for everyone.

Deciding when to begin taking Social Security benefits is a big 
decision. Start them too early, and you could end up with less 
income during your later years than you need. But if you start too 
late, you run the risk of depleting your other retirement savings 
or even dying before you have the chance to take much of what 
you’ve earned.

Every American is currently eligible to begin Social Security benefits 
at age 62. But use caution: If you begin taking income earlier than 
your full retirement age, you’ll receive a discounted monthly amount. 
For every month you wait to start benefits, you’ll earn a little bit 
more, up until age 70.1

Your FRA is based on your year of birth:

Source: Social Security Administration. www.ssa.gov/benefits/
retirement/planner/agereduction.html

There’s no one-size-fits-all when it comes to starting benefits. One 
person might benefit from taking Social Security income as soon as 
they’re eligible at age 62; another might be better served to wait 
until age 70.

(Side note: Your benefits stop growing after you turn age 70. 
So make sure to start your benefits — or you could be leaving 
retirement income on the table!)

Year of Birth Full Retirement Age

1943-1954 66

1955 66 and 2 months

1956 66 and 4 months

1957 66 and 6 months

1958 66 and 8 months

1959 66 and 10 months

1960 and later 67
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3. �Your Social Security benefits could increase 
your taxable income.

Yes, you can keep working while receiving Social Security benefits. If 
you’re under full retirement age, your benefits will be subject to the 
earnings test and reduced by $1 for every $2 over the earnings limit. 
(The earnings limit is $21,240 in 2023.) Then in the year you reach 
full retirement age, your benefits are reduced by $1 for every $3 in 
income over $56,520. That continues until the month you reach full 
retirement age. But the earnings aren’t lost: Social Security will credit 
it to your record when you reach full retirement age, resulting in a 
higher benefit.2

4. You may be eligible for spousal benefits.
If you spent time out of the workforce, you may not meet the 
eligibility requirements for receiving benefits based on your lack of 
employment history. But if you’re married and your spouse worked, 
you could be eligible for spousal benefits.

Nonworking spouses can qualify for a portion of their partner’s full 
retirement benefit, as long as they meet certain criteria:
     • The working spouse must already be receiving benefits.
     • The nonworking spouse must be at least age 62.

Like traditional benefits, spousal benefits are also reduced if the 
nonworking spouse begins taking Social Security income before 
their full retirement age. The difference is that spousal benefits stop 
growing after the nonworking spouse reaches their full retirement 
age. At that time, they can receive up to 50% of their partner’s full 
benefit.3

5. �Your spouse might be able to take over your 
benefits when you die.

If you’re married at the time of your death, your widow becomes 
eligible to take your benefits once they reach age 60. (If they’re 
disabled, they can take over benefits at age 50.) The surviving 
spouse can decide whether to keep their own benefits or take over 
their spouse’s Social Security benefits, based on which is higher. The 
benefits will be reduced if the surviving spouse hasn’t reached full 
retirement age.

A couple things to keep in mind: If the surviving spouse is still 
working, the earnings test applies. (See item 3 for more about the 
earnings test.) And the surviving spouse isn’t eligible for benefits if 
they remarry prior to age 60.4
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6. �You may be entitled to spousal benefits — 
even if you’re divorced.

Divorce doesn’t necessarily disqualify you from spousal benefits. 
You have to meet a few criteria to be eligible:
     • The marriage lasted at least 10 years.
     • You haven’t gotten remarried.
     • You (and your former spouse) have reached age 62.
     • You aren’t eligible for higher benefits on your own.

If you meet the above criteria, you may be eligible for 50% of your 
former spouse’s full benefit.5

7. �You have a limited time to change your 
mind.

Whether you’re 62 or 70, once you’ve made the decision to start 
benefits, you only have one year to make changes. Social Security 
lets you withdraw your application for benefits one time in the 12 
months after you turn them on.6 That’s why it’s so important to 
understand how Social Security works and what your options are 
before turning on Social Security as an income stream.

Final Thoughts
When is the time for you to start taking benefits? It depends. Your 
financial professional can help you make a decision based on 
your personal situation, including how much income you will need 
in retirement, how much you have saved and other factors that 
could impact your future. If you’re starting to think about Social 
Security, we recommend calling your financial professional for a full 
retirement income review.
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