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“Social Security is one of the most effective poverty-prevention programs in history. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 
it keeps nearly 29 million Americans from sliding into poverty each year,“ Larry Fink, BlackRock CEO in his 2026 letter to 
investors.

What Is Social Security?
At its core, Social Security is one of the most important financial safety nets in the United States – designed to provide a 
steady source of income when it is needed most. It supports millions of Americans, including those who are:

•	Retired

•	Spouses or dependents of eligible workers

•	Living with a disability

•	Survivors of a deceased worker

While Social Security can serve several critical roles, our primary focus is on its central purpose: delivering reliable 
monthly income to individuals in or approaching retirement. Before diving deeper, however, it is worth recognizing the 
broader scope of this program -- one of the largest in the federal government, (accounting for roughly one out of every 
five dollars spent!)

U.S. Government Spending, FYTD 2026 – Top Spending by Category

James Landry, ChFC® - President & Director of Planning

Source:  https://fiscaldata.treasury.gov/americas-finance-guide/federal-spending/ challenging time.

When Can I Begin Receiving Social Security Retirement Benefits? 
You can claim retirement benefits as early as age 62, but your benefit will be permanently reduced.

Key ages:

•	62 is the earliest you are eligible.
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•	Full Retirement Age (FRA) is between 66 and 67 and depends on the year you were born. If you were born in 1960 
or later, FRA is 67.

•	70 provides the maximum benefit (no further increases after this).

If you were born in 1960 or later, you’ll receive

•	70% of your full benefit at age 62

•	100% of your full benefit at age 67

•	124% of your full benefit at age 70

Every month you delay between birthdays adds a prorated increase to your benefit. At age 70, you’ll have maximized out 
at 124%.

For example, based on his earnings history, Tom is entitled to $1,000 per month at age 67. If he claims early at age 62, 
his benefit would be reduced to $700 per month. By waiting until age 70, his benefit rises to $1,240 per month.  (Keep 
in mind, this does not include cost-of-living adjustments, which are required by law and will gradually increase Tom’s 
benefit over time.)

The Breakeven: Claim Now or Wait?
One of the most common questions we hear is: “If I start Social Security at age 62 and receive smaller checks for a longer 
period, when would I come out ahead compared to waiting?”

That’s where the concept of a “break-even age” comes in. This is the point in time when the total dollars received from 
delaying benefits finally surpass what you would have collected by claiming early. In other words, it’s when patience 
begins to pay off.

But the decision isn’t purely mathematical. Your personal health, longevity expectations, financial needs, and overall 
retirement strategy all play an important role. Understanding your break-even point – alongside these broader 
considerations – can help you make a more confident and informed decision about when to begin benefits.

In many cases, the numbers fall into a fairly consistent range:

•	Claiming at 62 vs. 67 typically breaks even around age 78

•	Claiming at 67 vs. 70 breaks even around age 82

•	Claiming at 62 vs. 70 breaks even around age 80
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Source: Fidelity.  This hypothetical example assumes that the person is not working in retirement.  Sample benefits do not 
reflect annual cost-of-living adjustments or taxes.  Had taxes been taken into account, the amounts would be lower.  Benefit at 
full retirement age in this above chart is assumed to be $2,000 per month. 
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When Does It Make Sense to Claim Early?
For many individuals, the decision to claim Social Security early is driven by a simple reality: you need income now. Whether 
due to retirement, an unexpected layoff, or limited savings, Social Security can provide a dependable stream of cash flow at a 
critical time.

Health considerations also play a meaningful role. If you have concerns about longevity – whether due to personal health or 
family history – starting benefits earlier may allow you to make the most of what you have earned.

Others choose to claim early for lifestyle reasons. They value having income sooner, while they’re still active and able to enjoy 
it – prioritizing flexibility and experiences today over potentially higher payments later.

That said, if you’re still working, it is important to understand that earning limits apply before reaching Full Retirement Age 
(FRA). Benefits may be temporarily withheld if your income exceeds certain thresholds – but importantly, those benefits are 
not lost forever. (We’ll cover how this works.)

When Does It Make Sense to Delay?
Delaying Social Security can be a powerful strategy – especially if you don’t need the income right away. If you have sufficient 
savings, ongoing employment income, or other retirement resources, waiting allows your benefit to grow meaningfully over 
time.

In fact, for each year you delay beyond Full Retirement Age (FRA) up to age 70, your benefit increases by roughly 8% annually. 
That growth can provide a significantly higher and more reliable income stream later in life.  Delaying can be particularly 
valuable if you expect to live a longer-than-average life or are in good health. It also serves as a form of longevity insurance – 
helping protect against the risk of outliving your assets.

Of course, delaying isn’t the right choice for everyone. It requires balancing current income needs with future benefits—but 
for those who can afford to wait, the long-term payoff can be substantial.
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Working While Receiving Social Security

Many people are surprised to learn that you can collect Social Security retirement benefits and continue working at the 
same time. But as with most things in financial planning, the details matter – and understanding the rules can make a 
meaningful difference in your overall strategy.  If you are considering claiming benefits while still working, it is important 
to know how your income may temporarily affect what you receive.

How the Earnings Test Works

If you are below Full Retirement Age (FRA) for the entire year:

•	 In 2026, you can earn up to $24,480

•	 Social Security will withhold $1 for every $2 earned above that limit

If you reach FRA during the year:

•	 A higher limit applies before your birthday month: $65,160 (2026)

•	 Benefits are reduced by $1 for every $3 earned above the limit

Once you reach FRA:

•	There are no earnings limits

•	Your benefits are no longer reduced, regardless of income

What Counts as Income?

Included income:

•	Wages, bonuses, commissions, and vacation pay

•	Counted in the year they are earned, not necessarily when paid

•	 In some cases, severance pay may also apply

Excluded income:

•	Capital gains

•	Pension or annuity income

•	Withdrawals from IRAs or 401(k)s

•	Rental income (unless it’s an active business)

•	Social Security and other government benefits

The Most Overlooked Rule: Benefits Aren’t Lost

Here’s the part many people miss—and where a lot of unnecessary concern comes in:  If your benefits are withheld due to 
excess earnings, they are not gone forever.

When you reach Full Retirement Age, Social Security recalculates your benefit to credit you for those withheld months. 
Rather than receiving a lump sum, your monthly benefit is gradually increased.  Over time – typically 12 to 15 years – 
you’ll recover the full value of what was withheld.

Bottom Line is that working while collecting Social Security can be a smart strategy—but only if you understand how the 
rules impact your benefits both now and in the future.

•	Rental income (unless it’s an active business)

•	Social Security and other government benefits

Bottom Line is that working while collecting Social Security can be a smart strategy—but only if you understand how 
the rules impact your benefits both now and in the future.

What About My Spouse? 
Social Security isn’t just an individual decision – it’s a household strategy. Coordinating benefits between spouses can 
meaningfully impact your total lifetime income.
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In general, a spouse can claim benefits based on their partner’s earnings record once they reach age 62 – but only if the 
higher-earning spouse has already started collecting retirement benefits.

However, there’s flexibility built into the system. The lower-earning spouse doesn’t have to wait – they can begin collecting 
benefits based on their own work record as early as age 62, even if the higher earner delays. This can be a powerful 
planning tool: it allows income to start flowing while the higher-earning spouse continues to delay and earn valuable 
delayed retirement credits.

Once the higher earner eventually files, the lower-earning spouse may become eligible for a larger spousal benefit – but 
only if that amount exceeds what they’re already receiving on their own record.

How Spousal Benefit Works

•	The maximum spousal benefit is up to 50% of the higher earner’s benefit at Full Retirement Age (FRA) 

•	Claiming before your own FRA results in a permanent reduction 

•	 Importantly, the spousal benefit is based on the higher earner’s FRA benefit – not what they actually receive 

This last point is critical:  Even if the higher-earning spouse delays benefits until age 70 and receives a larger monthly 
check, the spousal benefit does not increase.

Simple Example

•	Higher earner’s FRA benefit: $2,000/month 

•	Maximum spousal benefit: $1,000/month (50%).  Even if the higher earner delays and increases their own benefit, 
the spousal benefit remains capped at $1,000 (before any early-claiming reductions).

Key Takeaway:  A smart claiming strategy often involves starting one benefit early while allowing the other to grow—
maximizing flexibility today while enhancing long-term income potential.

Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI)
Often referred to simply as “Disability,” SSDI provides a financial lifeline for individuals whose health prevents them from 
working. If a serious condition limits your ability to earn an income – whether temporarily or permanently – SSDI can 
offer monthly support during an otherwise challenging time. You may qualify if your disability is expected to last at least 
one year, result in death, or if you are legally blind. In most cases, eligibility also depends on your work history – typically 
having worked at least five of the last ten years – though younger individuals may qualify with fewer years of work.

Survivor benefits
Social Security also extends protection to families after the loss of a loved one. Survivor benefits provide ongoing monthly 
income to eligible family members of individuals who paid into the system during their working years.

You may be eligible for survivor benefits if you:

•	Are age 60 or older (or age 50–59 if you have a disability),

•	Were married for at least nine months prior to your spouse’s passing, and

•	Have not remarried before age 60 (or age 50 if disabled).

Children of a deceased worker may also qualify. Benefits are generally available to those who are unmarried and under 
age 18, up to age 19 if attending school full-time (K–12), or at any age if they developed a qualifying disability at age 21 or 
younger.

Final Thoughts:
Choosing when and how to claim Social Security is one of the most important – and personal – financial decisions you’ll 
make. It’s not just about the numbers; it’s about aligning your benefits with your lifestyle, your goals, and your long-term 
security.

This overview is just the starting point. The real value comes from tailoring a strategy to your unique situation – evaluating 
trade-offs, running scenarios, and helping you feel confident in your decision.

We are here to guide you every step of the way – answering questions, simplifying the complexities, and helping you make 
the most of the benefits you’ve earned.
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