
Social Security Retirement Benefits 

What is it? 

Providing retirement benefits was a key provision of the Social Security Act of 1935. Older Americans 
were especially financially vulnerable during the Great Depression, and Social Security was enacted 
partly to provide them with some continuing income after retirement. Today, although the scope of the 
program has been widened through amendments to include survivor, disability, and medical insurance 
benefits, Social Security remains synonymous with retirement benefits. 

Meeting the eligibility criteria for retirement benefits 

Test your knowledge. Pick the two people you believe may be eligible for Social Security retirement 
benefits: 

1. A 64-year-old married secretary
2. A 62-year-old male neurosurgeon
3. A 65-year-old divorced violinist
4. A 70-year-old unemployed machinist

If you picked 1 and 4, you were right. On the other hand, if you picked 2 and 3, you were also right. All 
of these individuals could be eligible for Social Security retirement benefits. No matter what your 
occupation, gender, or income level, you are eligible for Social Security retirement benefits if you are: 

 Age 62 or older and a fully insured worker (you have earned 40 Social Security credits) or

 A qualified family member of a fully insured worker:
o A spouse of a retired worker (spouse must be age 62 or older unless caring for the

worker's dependent child) or
o The divorced spouse of a fully insured worker who is eligible for retirement (spouse must

be retirement age unless caring for dependent child) or
o A dependent or disabled child of the retired worker

Worker's retirement benefit 

According to the Social Security Administration, your Social Security retirement benefit may replace 
approximately 40 percent of your after-tax earned income if you have average earnings, more if you 
have lower than average earnings. Therefore, this benefit may be central to your retirement planning 
strategy.  

When can you start receiving retirement benefits? 

Deciding when to retire and begin receiving Social Security retirement benefits is a personal decision. It 
can be an easy one ("I'm tired of being a sales manager; I'd rather join the Senior PGA Tour.") or a 
difficult one ("My kids are in college; I want to retire, but Harvard is expensive!"). When making this  
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decision, consider the following age requirements that will affect the amount of your Social Security 
benefit check: 

Normal retirement--If you retire at normal retirement age, you will be eligible for full Social Security 
benefits based on 100 percent of your primary insurance amount (PIA), provided that you are fully 
insured. Your normal retirement age depends upon the year in which you were born: 

Birth date Normal retirement age will be 

1943-1954 66 years 

1955 66 years, 2 months 

1956 66 years, 4 months 

1957 66 years, 6 months 

1958 66 years, 8 months 

1959 66 years, 10 months 

1960 and later 67 years 

Note: If you were born on January 1st of any year, the normal retirement age for the previous year 
applies. 

Early retirement--The minimum age at which you can retire and receive Social Security retirement 
benefits is currently 62. If you retire at age 62, you will be eligible for reduced retirement benefits based 
on a percentage of your primary insurance amount (PIA) entitlement, provided that you are fully 
insured. Your retirement benefit will be reduced by 5/9ths of 1 percent (or.55556 percent) for every 
month between your retirement date and normal retirement age, up to 36 months, then by 5/12ths of 1 
percent thereafter. This reduction is permanent; when you reach normal retirement age, you will not be 
eligible for a benefit increase. 

Delayed retirement-- You will increase your retirement benefit for each month that you delay receiving 
Social Security retirement benefits past normal retirement age. Your benefit will increase by a 
predetermined percentage for each month you delay retirement up to the maximum age of 70. Because 
the normal retirement age will be increasing to age 67, eventually, you will only be able to receive a 
delayed retirement credit for three years instead of five. Thus, as the retirement age increases, so does 
the delayed retirement credit percentage. The following chart shows the relationship between the year 
you were born and the delayed retirement credit you are (or will be) eligible to receive if you decide to 
work past normal retirement age. 
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Year you were 
born 

Monthly 
percentage 

Yearly 
percentage 

1931-1932 5/12 of 1% 5% 

1933-1934 11/24 of 1% 5.5% 

1935-1936 1/2 of 1% 6% 

1937-1938 13/24 of 1% 6.5% 

1939-1940 7/12 of 1% 7% 

1941-1942 5/8 of 1% 7.5% 

1943 or later 2/3 of 1% 8% 

The delayed retirement credit does not affect your PIA. Even if you elect to delay receiving Social 
Security retirement benefits, you can still receive Medicare benefits at age 65. Remember to file an 
application for Medicare, even if you don't file one for Social Security retirement benefits until later. 

Retirement benefits for qualified family members 

Certain family members of a fully insured worker may be eligible for retirement benefits based on the 
worker's record. Retirement benefits are generally paid to family members who relied upon the worker's 
income for support. Benefits paid to family members are based upon the retired worker's PIA and paid 
in addition to the benefit paid to the worker. The following table outlines who these family members are, 
what benefits they are entitled to receive, and the basic conditions they must meet in order to be 
eligible for those benefits: 
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Beneficiary Minimum Age Insured status Conditions Amount of 
Benefit 

Spouse of 
retired 
worker 

62 or earlier if 
caring for a 
dependent child 
(under 16 or 
disabled) who is 
eligible for 
child's benefits 

Worker must be 
fully insured. 
Spouse does not 
have to be insured 

Worker must be 
receiving 
retirement 
benefits before 
spouse is eligible 

50% of the 
worker's PIA, 
subject to early 
retirement 
reduction, if 
applicable 

Divorced 
spouse of 
worker 

62 or earlier if 
caring for a 
dependent child 
(under 16 or 
disabled) who is 
eligible for 
child's benefits 

Marriage must 
have lasted at 
least 10 years 
before final divorce 
date. Remarriage 
may affect benefit 

Worker does not 
have to be 
receiving 
retirement 
benefits but must 
be age 62 or older 

Usually 50% of 
the worker's PIA, 
subject to early 
retirement 
reduction, if 
applicable 

Child of 
retired 
worker 

No minimum 
age, but must 
be under 18 or 
under 19 (in 
school). 
Disabled child 
can be over 18 
if disability 
began before 22 

Worker must be 
fully insured 

Worker must be 
receiving 
retirement 
benefits before 
child is eligible. 
Child in school 
must be a full-
time student and 
unmarried 

Each child 
receives 50% of 
worker's PIA. 
Family 
maximum, 
however, may 
limit this benefit 

Family benefits end when the retired worker dies. However, at that time, family members may be 
eligible to receive Social Security survivor's benefits. 

Spouse's benefits 

Spouse's benefits are payable to the spouse of a retired worker. To be eligible, the spouse must meet 
one of the following conditions: 

 The spouse must have been married to the worker for at least one year before applying for
benefits, or

 The spouse must be the natural parent of the worker's child, or

 The spouse must have been entitled or potentially entitled in the month before marriage to
benefits from a previous spouse, surviving spouse, or parent
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In addition, the spouse must be: 

 Age 62 or older and eligible for a greater retirement benefit based on the spouse's PIA than on
his or her own PIA, or

 Caring for a child who is under age 16 or disabled

Once your spouse begins receiving retirement benefits, you may be eligible for a spousal retirement 
benefit provided that you are of minimum retirement age (currently 62). To be eligible for spouse's 
benefits, you do not have to be insured for Social Security benefits based on your own earnings record. 
Even if you have never worked outside your home or in a job covered by Social Security, you may be 
eligible for spousal benefits. However, if you have worked and are eligible for benefits based on your 
own PIA, then you can't elect to receive the spouse's benefit unless it would be greater than the benefit 
provided by your own PIA. The amount of your spousal retirement benefit will be determined by your 
spouse's PIA and your age at retirement (not your spouse's age at retirement). If you are of normal 
retirement age you will receive full spousal benefits. This benefit amount is 50 percent of your spouse's 
PIA. If you are less than normal retirement age, you will receive a reduced spouse's benefit amount. 
Your benefit will be reduced by 25/36 of 1 percent (.69 percent) for each month that you are under 
normal retirement age. 

Example(s): Josephine retires at normal retirement age from her job as a plumber. Her 
husband, Mike, decides to retire early. Mike is not fully insured for retirement benefits, so he 
decides to apply for a spouse's retirement benefit based on Josephine's PIA. Since Mike is 36 
months away from his normal retirement age, his spouse's benefit will be 25 percent less than 
his benefit would have been had he waited until normal retirement age to receive spouse's 
benefits (36 x.69). Thus, his retirement benefit will be 37.5 percent of Josephine's PIA. 

You may be eligible for the spouse's retirement benefit if you are less than age 62 if you are caring for 
the natural child of your retired spouse and the child is under the age of 16 or disabled. Your benefit will 
equal 50 percent of the worker's PIA. However, if the child's status changes (the child becomes older 
than 16 or is no longer disabled), then you will no longer be eligible to receive the retirement benefit 
until you reach age 62. 

Divorced spouse's benefit 

If you are a divorced spouse of a fully insured worker, you are eligible to receive the same spousal 
retirement benefit as a married spouse provided that you were: 

 Married to the worker for at least 10 years before the divorce became final (unless you were
already age 62 when the divorce became final), or

 Divorced for at least two years if the worker is not yet receiving retirement benefits

You must meet the same age and eligibility requirements as a married spouse with one exception: Your 
ex-spouse does not have to be retired in order for you to receive benefits as long as you are of 
minimum retirement age and you have been divorced for at least two years. However, your ex-spouse 
must be eligible to receive benefits even if he or she has not yet elected to begin receiving them. 
Benefits for a divorced spouse are calculated independently from those of a current spouse. This 
means that if your ex-spouse has remarried, your benefits won't be affected. However, if you remarry,  
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then your benefits may be affected. Like a current spouse's benefits, your benefit will be reduced if you 
retire at less than normal retirement age. 

Child's benefit 

Children of a retired worker are entitled to Social Security retirement benefits if: 

 The parent is receiving Social Security retirement benefits.

 The child is dependent upon the parent for support.

 The child is enrolled full-time in elementary or high school and is under age 18 or between the
ages of 18 and 19. A child who is disabled is eligible past age 18 if the disability began before
age 22.

 The child is unmarried.

The amount of child's benefit payable to each eligible child is 50 percent of his or her retired parent's 
PIA. However, a child's benefit will often be subject to the family maximum. If the total amount of 
benefits paid to eligible family members based on an individual's PIA exceeds the family maximum 
benefit, each child's benefit will be reduced accordingly.  

Questions & Answers 

When should you file an application to receive Social Security retirement benefits? 

Contact the Social Security Administration two or three months before your 62nd birthday to file an 
application for benefits. If you decide not to retire until later, contact the SSA two or three months 
before your retirement date. 

Can Social Security retirement benefits be paid retroactively? 

Benefits can be paid up to six months retroactively, beginning with the first month in the retroactive 
period in which you met entitlement requirements (other than filing an application). 

Can benefit checks be deposited electronically to a bank account? 

Yes. Individuals with an account in a financial institution will have their check deposited electronically. If 
you don't have an account, the check can still be mailed to your home. 

When will Social Security retirement benefits end? 

Your retirement benefits will end when you die. However, your spouse, children, or dependent parents 
may be eligible for survivor's benefits based on your earnings record. 
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