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Currently, more than 61 million receive Social Security 
benefits, the vast majority of which are retired or at 
least old enough to be retired, even if they choose to 
continue working.  The program affects virtually all 
Americans and you would think recipients would be 
knowledgeable about their benefits, but unfortunately 
that isn’t the case.  According to recent Nationwide 
Insurance survey 63% of recipients are unsure of how 
Social Security works and 88% don’t understand how 
their benefits are calculated.1

With lifetime benefits possibly reaching $1,000,000 or 
more, and maybe even over $2,000,000 for high wage 
earning couples who enjoy long lives, understanding 
the system and how to best file for benefits is an 
important part of retirement income planning.  This 
guide is a beginning primer on Social Security benefits 
and meant to prompt you to ask questions pertinent to 
your personal situation.

1 / Your 2020 Social Security Benefit Guide
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How Are Social Security Benefits 
Calculated?
Your Social Security benefits are calculated from your 
lifetime earnings record.  The Social Security 
Administration tracks your wages for your entire 
working career and uses the 35 highest wage years to 
determine your benefit level.  You must work a 
minimum of 10 years to be eligible for benefit payments.  
If you do not work 35 years, zeros are averaged into the 
calculation.  Your earnings from the past are indexed for 
inflation in the calculation to represent today’s dollars.

Once your average monthly earnings are calculated a 
formula is applied to determine your PIA - Primary 
Insurance Amount.  This is the benefit you’ll be eligible 
to receive when you reach full retirement age (FRA) - 
which varies from age 66 to 67 depending on when you 
were born.

The amount you actually receive will depend on when 
you choose to claim benefits.  Taking benefits early 
results in a reduction and waiting until after FRA 
will increase your monthly benefit.  It is important to 
note that benefits are adjusted for inflation starting at 
age 62.

Spousal Benefits
Married individuals are eligible to 
receive benefits based on their 
spouse’s work record if their 
primary insurance amount is more 
than twice your own benefit. To 
receive this benefit your spouse 
must be at least 62 and already 
have filed for their own benefit.  
This comes into play when your 
spouse’s benefit is more than 
double your own and Social 
Security will automatically pay the 
higher of the two benefits. 

Divorcees may also receive spousal 
benefits based on your ex-spouses 
record.  To be eligible your 
marriage must have lasted at least 
10 years, more than two years 
since the divorce and you must 
still be single.  In addition, you 
must be 62 years old or older and 
not eligible for higher benefits 
based on your own earnings 
record.  It does not matter if your 
ex-spouse has filed for their own 
benefit or not.

When Can You Claim 
Social Security Benefits?

You can claim Social Security 
Benefits as early as age 62, and as 
late as age 70.  When you choose 
to claim will affect the amount of 
your monthly benefit, either 
discounted or added to your 
primary insurance amount based 
on your age when you file.
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Early Retirement
You may begin benefits as early as 
age 62, but your benefit will be 
reduced by every month you 
claim before your full retirement 
age.  In the month you turn age 62 
the reduction in benefit is 30%!  
This is a permanent reduction 
that affects your benefit amount 
over your lifetime.

Full Retirement Age
Your FRA is determined by 
the year you were born.  FRA is 
66 for those born before 1954.  It 
goes up by two months for each 
year from 1954 to 1959.  For 
those born in 1960 or later the 
FRA is 67.  Filing for benefits at 
FRA will result in receipt of 
your PIA - Primary Insurance 
Amount.

Delayed Benefits
You may choose, based on your 
personal situation, to delay filing 
for  Social Security benefits past 
your FRA.  In this case your 
benefit will be increased by 8% for 
each year (actually calculated in 
monthly increments) you delay 
filing for a maximum potential 
increase of 32%.  Waiting past age 
70 to file will not provide any 
additional delayed filing credit, so 
everyone should file for benefits at 
age 70 or before.
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What Is The Best Time To Begin 
Collecting Benefits?

For the average recipient, Social Security accounts for 
about 40% of their retirement income.  The decision of 
when to collect can make a large difference in total 
lifetime benefits. By the time you are eligible to collect, it 
is too late to change what you’ve paid into the system 
and possibly increase your benefit level.  This makes the 
claiming decision an important one for your retirement 
income plan.

Social Security Statement

The first step in deciding when to claim is to gather the 
appropriate information to make an informed decision.  
While working you will receive a statement from the 
SSA every five years, and once a year once you turn 60.  
This paper statement will arrive about three months 
prior to your birthday.  You can also access your benefit 
information any time by establishing password 
protected access at www.ssa.gov  or request a paper 
statement on-demand.

Your statement will provide estimates of your benefit 
level at age 62, your full retirement age and your 
maximum benefit at age 70.  Statements also contain 
information related to disability, survivor benefits and 
Medicare.  The amounts provided are estimates based 
on your date of birth, earnings history and future 
estimated earnings.

Also included is a detailed analysis of your earnings 
record by year.  A review of this section for accuracy is 
worth your time, especially if you spent time out of the 
workforce during your career.  Remember, your benefit 
is calculated off your 35 years of earnings.  If you have 
less than 35 years of work history, working a few 
additional years in your sixties can increase your benefit.

Deciding When To Claim 
Benefits

Like most pension plans, Social 
Security benefits are determined 
with actuarial calculations based 
on life expectancy and your 
earnings record.  Unlike many 
corporate pensions, Social 
Security payments are adjusted 
upward for inflation.

The calculation is not intended to 
encourage taking benefits early or 
later.  Based on average life 
expectancy, you would receive 
about the same amount taking the 
lower benefit at age 62, or the 
maximum benefit collected for a 
shorter time starting at age 70.  
Remember, half of Social Security 
recipients will live past their life 
expectancy and half will not.

The decision of when to claim 
should be based on how long you 
expect to live.  The break-even on 
this decision is usually around 79 
years of age.  If you expect to live 
well into your 80’s based on your 
family history and personal 
health, waiting to your full 
retirement age or even to age 70 
makes sense.  Of course, the 
opposite is true for shorter life 
expectancies and claiming early 
may make sense.  
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Maximizing Benefits As A 
Married Couple

Married individuals who are younger 
than age 66 on January 2nd, 2020 will 
receive the higher of their own benefit 
or 50% of their spouses primary 
insurance amount when they choose to 
file for benefits. Based on age 
differences between spouses and 
benefit level differences, claiming 
strategies can be developed to 
maximize total monthly and lifetime 
benefits by choosing the time to file

Generally, the lower-earning spouse 
should begin collecting benefits before 
the higher earning spouse.  This allows 
the higher benefit to grow with delayed 
filing credits and inflation adjustments.

Often, the male spouse will have the 
higher benefit due to the woman taking 
time away from work to raise children 
or care for aging parents.  Combining 
this with generally longer life 
expectancies for women makes the 
female claiming first with the male 
claiming a spousal benefit and letting 
his own benefit grow a good strategy 
for many.  The woman will likely end 
up with her husband’s higher benefit at 
some point after he passes away.

Of course, individual life expectancies 
and other personal factors play into the 
decision.  Obtaining an analysis of a 
married couple’s benefits and ages is 
easy to do and will help in the claiming 
decision.

Life expectancy is the one variable which we cannot 
know for sure when making the claiming decision.  
Other than life expectancy, another factor to consider is 
rate of return.  The Social Security Trust Fund is 
invested in Treasury Bills, which tend to keep up 
with inflation.  If you have sufficient income from 
other sources that you don’t need the Social Security 
income to live on, collecting earlier and investing the 
benefit in investments that earn more than T-Bills 
may make sense for you.  Of course, taxes on your 
benefits and the investment profits needs to be 
considered in this scenario.  The website, 
www.ssa.gov/estimator,   contains some helpful 
calculators where you can see your benefits under 
different scenarios based on your earnings record.

It is important to distinguish between “retirement” and 
collecting Social Security benefits.  You can retire from 
working and still delay claiming benefits if your level of 
assets or other income sources provides sufficient cash 
flow for your lifestyle.  Conversely, you may choose to 
claim benefits while you are still employed.  Claiming 
while working before full retirement age may result in a 
partial loss of benefits.  Never wait past age 70 to claim 
benefits even if you are still working!  Your benefit 
amount will not grow any larger by waiting past 
this point.
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Restricted Application
For those who turned age 66 before January 2nd, 
2020 and not yet claimed benefits, an option to file a 
restricted application exists.  Unlike the spousal 
benefit where you automatically receive the higher of 
your own benefit or 50% of your spouse’s primary 
insurance amount, the restricted application allows 
you to file, then suspend your own benefit and claim 
the spousal benefit.  This strategy allows your own 
benefit to grow through delayed filing credits as far 
out as age 70, while receiving immediate income.  
Spousal benefits do not affect the  payment to the 
spouse whose benefit the payment is based on.

A small segment of “sixty-somethings” will be able 
to employ this strategy, also known as “File and 
Suspend”, for the next few years.  To file and 
suspend, your spouse must already have filed for 
his or her own benefits.

How Does Work in 
Retirement Affect 
Benefits?

When you reach full retirement 
age, earned income from 
employment or business activity 
will not reduce your Social 
Security benefits.  Prior to FRA, 
earning income above certain 
thresholds will reduce your 
monthly benefit.  Note that 
passive income from investments, 
pensions or annuities will not 
impact your Social Security.

Up to the full year before you 
reach FRA you will loose $1 of 
Social Security for every $2 you 
earn over $18,240.  In the year you 
reach FRA your benefit is reduced 
by $1 for every $3 you earn over 
$48,600.  In the year after you 
reach FRA your Social security 
benefit is not affected by any level 
of earned income.
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How To Get Help
As you can see from this guide, making the correct Social 
Security claiming decision can make a large difference in 
lifetime benefits, in particular for surviving spouses who 
end up with the higher of the two benefit amounts.

Rules are not overly complex, but not intuitive either.  
Consulting with a financial advisor who is knowledgeable 
on the topic and employs Social Security planning 
software can easily answer a lot of questions and 
customize a claiming strategy for your personal situation.  
According to a Nationwide Insurance Survey, those 
seeking professional guidance on how to best claim 
benefits reported receiving more than 20% more than 
those who did not.2  You paid your fair share into 
the system and deserve to get the most out of it in 
your retirement.  If you are over age 55 and starting to 
think about your retirement income plan, the time is 
right to consider your options.

Integra Capital Advisors works primarily with clients who 
desire our personal, yet structured process for 
planning and investing that relieves them of the day-to-
day worry of the financial markets with freedom to 
pursue what they value most and allows them to 
feel confident and reassured.  We call this process the 
“Waypoint FORMula”.  

Call us today at 941-778-1900 
or email at
info@integracapitaladvisors.com 
to schedule an introductory call.
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(2) https://www.nationwide.com/personal/about-us/newsroom/press-release?title=042618-
social-security-survey
(3) https://www.ssa.gov/OP_Home/cfr20/404/404-0335.htm

Survivor's Benefits
You are able to receive your 
deceased spouses benefit if it is 
higher than your own.  To 
receive the survivor’s benefit you 
must have been married for at 
least nine months and be at least 
60 years old.3  Remarrying 
before age 60 voids this benefit 
unless that marriage 
subsequently ends.  Remarrying 
after age 60 does not impact the 
survivor’s benefit.

Filing for the survivor’s benefit 
before FRA results in a reduction 
in the benefit amount.  Filing 
after FRA does not provide any 
delayed filing credits.
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About Tom Breiter
Tom is the founder and President of Integra Capital 
Advisors, a fiduciary, fee-only, independent registered 
investment advisor.  The firm was started in 1992 and 
has offices in the Bradenton-Sarasota and Naples areas 
of Florida and works with clients around the United 
States.  Call 941-778-1900 to schedule an introductory 
call to learn more and to determine if our services are 
an appropriate “fit” for you.

Contact Us
Integra Capital Advisors

Phone: 941.778.1900

Email: info@integracapitaladvisors.com 

Website: www.integracapitaladvisors.com

Locations:

Bradenton/Sarasota Area
1001 3rd Avenue West, Suite 450 

Bradenton, FL 34205

Naples Area
28100 Bonita Grande Drive, Suite 205 

Bonita Springs, FL 34135
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