Social Security Benefits – The Basics
Know the basic strategies. The longer you delay collecting Social Security (up until age 70) the
bigger your monthly benefit will be. Married couples can tag-team, with one spouse claiming
"spousal" benefits (equal to half the monthly check the other spouse would get) to delay his or
her own benefit until it reaches its maximum, and then switching. Divorced couples who were
married for at least 10 years can double down; each spouse is allowed to claim the other's
benefits for a few years before switching to the bigger benefit. Single people who delay benefits
until age 70 can maximize their checks for the rest of their lives; it is a way to provide some
longevity protection without buying an insurance policy.
-- Pay for the advice. The way Social Security benefits are calculated is nuanced, so it pays to
get someone to do the math for you. Check these services to see which you like best. Not all
cover all situations, such as divorce. You may find one easier to use or clearer. You could get
reports from all four of the services mentioned here for under $100. That's a small amount to pay
if it will save you even a fraction of what they claim.
-- Life expectancy matters. The optimal strategy for a couple changes based on how long they
will live. In one example, Social Security Choices says the 59-year-old wife and 61-year-old
husband should coordinate their benefits jointly, with her starting them at 64, him claiming
spousal benefits until he turns 70 and then taking his benefit -- IF they expect average life
expectancies of 82 (him) and 86 (her). That will be worth 10 percent more, or roughly $76,000 in
today's dollars, than if they both start claiming benefits at 62.
But if that same couple expects to live longer than expected - the husband to 88 and the wife to
92, then they should wait until she is 66 to claim spousal benefits, and both partners should defer
their own benefit start date until she is 69 and he is 70. That would earn them almost 15 percent
in additional benefits, or $137,000 in today's dollars.
What should you do if you don't know how long you will live? Unless you have enough medical
conditions and family history to bet on a shorter life span, take the risk and prepare to live longer
than expected. That's the most efficient longevity protection you can get.
-- Other assets matter. It's all well and fine for some calculator to tell you to optimize Social
Security by not filing for it until you are 70. But how will you support yourself between 62 and
70 if you're no longer working? The benefits of delaying coverage are so significant that pulling
money out of your personal accounts to cover those years could be the best answer, says Miller.
-- Taxes matter too. If you have to withdraw all of your living expenses from a tax-deferred
retirement account, that throws one more wrench into your plan, because you'll have to pay
income tax on your withdrawal. It's best, if you're delaying Social Security benefits, to have a
Roth IRA, taxable accounts and a health savings account to draw from. For an extra but
undisclosed fee, Social Security Solutions will help optimize all of your withdrawals.

