
One of the biggest retirement-related decisions you’ll make together is when to start taking Social Security. 
With retirement potentially lasting 25 years or more, married couples may consider delaying benefits now 
to provide more income later in life. Increased benefits may help guard against inflation and provide 
higher income for a surviving spouse, as survivor benefits can be up to 100% of a deceased spouse’s benefit. 

Strategies to Consider
Strategy How It Works Benefits Considerations* Potential Candidates

File and 
Suspend1

•	 Once	reaching	Full	Retirement	
Age	(FRA),		the	higher	earning	
spouse	files	for	benefits	and	
immediately	suspends	
benefits.

•	 The	lower	earning	spouse		
can	claim	spousal	benefits,	
receiving	up	to	50%	of		
the	working	spouse’s	
“suspended”	benefit.		

•	 “Suspended”	benefit	
continues	to	grow	until	
“suspending”	spouse	
reinstates	benefits	at		
a	later	date.

•	 The	lower-income-earning	or	
non-working	spouse	can	
begin	receiving	a	benefit	
(based	on	spouse’s	record).	

•	 Higher	income	for	couple,	
especially	in	later	years

•	 Higher	survivor	benefit		
should	higher	income		
spouse	pass	away	

•	 Available	to	married	couples	
or	those	with	dependent	
children

•	 The	“suspending”	spouse	
must	be	at	FRA	or	older.

•	 The	other	spouse	must	be	
entitled	to	a	spousal	benefit.

•	 Must	have	flexibility		
to	provide	for	income		
needs	while	benefits	are	
suspended

•	 Couples	with	one-income	
earner	or	a	large	difference		
in	earnings	between	spouses

•	 Couples	with	at	least	one	
spouse	with	a	long	life	
expectancy

•	 Couples	where	one	spouse		
is	a	few	years	older	than	the	
other,	has	reached	FRA	and	
does	not	need	benefits	or	
continues	to	work

Claim 
Spousal 
Now, 
Claim  
Own  
Later2

•	 Once	reaching	FRA,		
one	spouse	can	claim		
a	spousal	benefit	(50%	of	
his/her	spouse’s	benefit)	and	
delay	receiving	his/her	own,	
assuming	other	spouse	also	
has	claimed	benefits.

•	 The	spouse	receiving	the	
spousal	benefit	allows	his/her	
“unclaimed”	benefit	to	grow	
and	switches	to	his/her	own	
benefit	at	a	later	date.			

•	 Can	begin	receiving	a	spousal	
benefit	based	on	spouse’s	
record	but	allow	own	benefit	
to	continue	to	grow	

•	 Higher	income	for	couple,	
especially	in	later	years

•	 Higher	survivor	benefit		
should	higher	income		
spouse	pass	away	

•	 Available	to	married	couples

•	 Both	spouses	must	have	an	
earnings	record	and	be	
eligible	for	benefits.

•	 The	spouse	must	be	at	FRA	in	
order	to	choose	between	own	
benefit	or	spousal	benefit.

•	 Couples	with	two-income	
earners	and/or	similar	
earnings	histories

•	 Couples	with	at	least	one	
spouse	with	a	long	life	
expectancy

•	 High-income-earning	couples

•	 Couples	where	one	spouse	
has	reached	FRA	and	wants	
to	delay	own	benefit,	and	
other	spouse	will	be	filing	for	
benefits

*Divorced	spouses	are	also	eligible	for	spousal	and	survivor	benefits	if	certain	conditions	are	met.	Former	spouse	does	not	have	to	have	claimed	benefits	for	divorced	
spouse	to	be	eligible	for	spousal	or	survivor	benefits.

Spousal Strategies for Making the Most of  
Your Social Security Benefits

IR
T-7

3
8
7
B

-A
 E

X
P

 3
1
 A

U
G

 2
0
1
4
  P

age 1
 of 3

  ©
 20

13 E
d

w
ard

 Jo
nes. A

ll rig
hts reserved

.

Changing Your Mind: Withdrawing Your Application
The Social Security Administration also has options if you have already claimed and then change your mind. 
At any age after claiming benefits, you have 12 months to change your mind, withdraw your claim and pay 
back the benefits you have received (without interest). You can only do this once. This will, in effect, make it 
as though you never claimed in the first place. Since delaying benefits can allow your future benefits to 
increase, this may be an option to consider, especially if you no longer need the income from Social Security 
– for example, due to an inheritance.
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File and Suspend
A married couple, Arthur and Nancy, are evaluating when to start their benefits. Arthur has just turned 66 (his FRA) 
and has been the primary provider for the household. Nancy is 64 and was a homemaker. Here’s how the “file and 
suspend” could work for Arthur and Nancy:

Arthur, the sole wage earner, is going to apply for benefits, which will allow Nancy to begin collecting spousal benefits 
based on his record.  Once his application has been processed, he will immediately suspend his payments and keep 
working for a few years (allowing his benefit to grow). When Arthur retires at age 70, he collects a higher monthly 
benefit, which will allow Arthur and Nancy to potentially enhance the value of their combined income and total 
lifetime benefits. If Nancy outlives Arthur, “file and suspend” will provide her with higher survivor benefits as well.  

Both Claim Now
Monthly Benefit

File & Suspend  
Monthly Benefit

Age	66/64 Age	70/68 Age	80/78 Age	90/88 Age	66/64 Age	70/68 Age	80/78 Age	90/88

Arthur 	$2,000	 	$2,251	 	$3,025	 	$4,066	 n/a
(Arthur	suspended	benefits) 	$2,971	 	$3,993	 	$5,367	

Nancy 	$833	 	$938	 	$1,260	 	$1,694	 	$833	 	$938	 	$1,260	 	$1,694	

Total Monthly Benefits  $2,833  $3,189  $4,285  $5,760  $833  $3,909  $5,253  $7,061 

Total Benefits Received  
(Since age 66)  $34,000  $180,511  $632,363 $1,239,615  $10,000  $88,747  $642,665 $1,387,085 

Monthly	Survivor	Benefit		
for	Nancy	(if	Arthur	passes	away) 	$1,810 	$2,251	 	$3,025	 	$4,066	 	$1,810	 	$2,971	 	$3,993	 	$5,367	

Source:	Edward	Jones.	Hypothetical	example	based	on	Arthur	FRA	benefit	of	$2,000/month.	Nancy’s	benefit	is	less	than	half	of	Arthur’s	(and	her	survivor	benefit	is	reduced	at	
age	64)	because	she	claimed	before	full	retirement	age.	All	benefits	assume	an	annual	3%	COLA.	

Claim Spousal Now, Claim Own Later
Jim and Vicki have been married for more than 40 years. Both are FRA, and have worked for most their lives.  
They are evaluating when to start receiving benefits and are considering claiming now, and claiming more later.  
This is how “claim spousal now, claim own later” could work for Jim and Vicki:

Vicki applies and starts receiving 100% of her benefits, which also allows Jim to claim spousal benefits on her 
record. Jim, the higher earning spouse, plans to continue working but can now claim on Vicki’s earnings record and 
receive 50% of her full benefit amount. This will allow Jim’s larger benefit to grow until he stops working at age 70, 
when he will retire and switch to his own benefit. Using “claim spousal now, claim own later” will allow Jim and 
Vicki to make the most of their lifetime benefits and increase survivor benefits for Vicki should she outlive Jim.  

Both Claim Now
Monthly Benefit

Claim Spousal Now, Claim Own Later 
Monthly Benefit

Age	66 Age	70 Age	80 Age	90 Age	66 Age	70 Age	80 Age	90

Jim	 $2,000	 $2,251	 $3,025	 $4,066	 $750
(Jim	claimed	Spousal	Benefits) $2,971	 $3,993	 $5,367	

Vicki $1,500	 $1,688	 $2,269	 $3,049	 $1,500 $1,688	 $2,269	 $3,049	

Total Monthly Benefits $3,500 $3,939 $5,294 $7,115 $2,250 $4,659 $6,262 $8,416 

Total Benefits Received  
(Since age 66) $42,000 $222,984 $781,154 $1,531,289  $27,000 $168,873 $829,109 $1,716,412 

Monthly	Survivor	Benefit	for	Vicki		
(if	Jim	passes	away) $2,000	 $2,251	 $3,025	 $4,066	 	$2,000	 $2,971	 $3,993	 $5,367	

Source:	Edward	Jones.	Hypothetical	example	based	on	Jim	FRA	benefit	of	$2,000/month	and	Vicki	FRA	benefit	of	$1,500/month.	All	benefits	assume	an	annual	3%	COLA.		

Case Studies
Following are examples of the strategies mentioned on the previous page. You, your financial advisor  
and a tax professional can help determine if a strategy makes sense for your individual situation. 
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Making the Most of Your Retirement
Understanding your options can help you make a more informed decision about one of your most valuable  
retirement benefits. Still, these examples are not meant to be exhaustive, so it is important to work with the  
Social Security Administration for a full discussion of your available benefits and options. These spousal strategies 
are one of several factors to consider. Ultimately, before starting Social Security, we recommend viewing your 
decision through a LENS: Life expectancy, Employment, Needs and Spousal benefits.   

Retirement should be one of the most rewarding periods of your life. Our goal is to ensure you can provide for your  
and your spouse’s income needs today as well as 25 years from now. By understanding your goals and your financial 
situation, your Edward Jones financial advisor can work with you to build a strategy to help provide for your income 
needs throughout retirement.

1Social	Security	Administration,	Edward	Jones.

2	Munnell,	Alicia,	Alex	Golub-Sass	and	Nadia	Karamcheva.	“Strange	but	True:	Claim	Social	Security	Now,	Claim	More	Later.”	Center	for	Retirement	Research,	April	2009.		
Number	9-9.		

3	Edward	Jones	estimates	based	on	CANNEX	Immediate	Annuity	Quote	System	–	10/17/12;	2013	average	benefit	level	from	Social	Security	Administration.	Example	
assumes	a	joint	life	annuity,	66	year	old	person,	3%	inflation	rate.4Milevsky,	IFID;	Society	of	Actuaries	RP-2000	Table.		

This	information	is	believed	to	be	reliable,	but	investors	should	rely	on	information	from	the	Social	Security	Administration	before	making	a	decision	on	when	to	take		
Social	Security	benefits.	It	is	general	information	and	not	meant	to	cover	all	scenarios.	Your	situation	may	be	different,	so	be	sure	to	discuss	this	with	the	Social	Security	
Administration	prior	to	taking	benefits.

These	are	hypothetical	illustrations	for	informational	purposes	only.	Each	individual’s	situation	is	different.

Edward	Jones,	its	employees	and	financial	advisors	cannot	provide	tax	or	legal	advice.	You	should	consult	your	attorney	or	qualified	tax	advisor	regarding	your	situation.

Common Social Security Mistakes

When it comes to taking benefits, there are some costly mistakes that can be avoided. Three common  
mistakes include:

1.  Undervaluing Your Social Security Benefit: Many people don’t realize the true value of their lifetime  
benefit and how it fits into their overall retirement strategy. Using the average 2013 individual benefit  
of $1,261 per month, finding a similar investment paying the same amount for as long as you live, with 
inflation adjustments and survivor benefits for your spouse, would cost nearly $400,000.3  

2.  Taking Benefits as Early as Possible: Taking benefits before FRA causes a permanent reduction in monthly 
benefits. While many may need to take their benefit early for income reasons, it’s important to review all 
your options before accepting a permanent reduction.     

3.  Misunderstanding Spousal and Survivor Benefits: For married individuals, spouses have two valuable  
benefits: spousal and survivor benefits. Each one is affected differently based on when the spouses  
claim. There is a 50% chance that at least one spouse will live past age 90,4 so it’s important to plan  
for a long retirement. Ultimately, it’s important to factor your spouse into your Social Security decision.

Ryan Hyslop, AAMS®
Financial Advisor
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