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The death of a spouse triggers a variety of reactions 
for those left behind.  While grief, loneliness and 
even anger are among a survivor’s immediate 
reactions, concern over their financial future is a 
natural response as well.  Fortunately, the Social 
Security system grants benefits to survivors than 
can help provide financial support in a time of need. 

 

While most people are familiar with the retirement benefits offered by Social Security, an equally important aspect of the 
program is the benefit available to surviving spouses.  These benefits can vary based on the age of the deceased 
spouse, the age of the survivor, and whether there are any minor children left behind.  The rules are complicated, so it’s 
important to understand your options. 

 

OVERVIEW OF SURVIVORS BENEFITS FOR SPOUSES, EX-SPOUSES 

To be eligible for a survivors benefit, a surviving spouse must have been married to the deceased spouse for at least 
nine months immediately prior to death.  In the case of a surviving divorced spouse, the rules are slightly different: 

• The marriage must have lasted at least 10 years. 

• A survivor that remarried before age 60 is not eligible for a surviving spouse benefit (unless that subsequent 
marriage also ended). 

• Remarriage after age 60 does not impact eligibility for a survivors benefit. 

• A surviving spouse is always entitled to the larger of two amounts: 

• Their own benefit, which is based on their own earnings history and can begin as early as age 62. 

• A survivors benefit, which is based on the deceased spouse’s earnings history and can begin as early as age 
60 (age 50 if the survivor is disabled). 

It’s possible for a survivor to begin with one benefit amount and then later switch to the other.  These rules are 
discussed in more detail in the Planning Strategies section. 

Because the spouse’s own benefit amount is based on their own work history, it is not impacted by the death of the 
spouse.  The survivors benefit, however, varies based on two primary factors: 

1. Whether or not the deceased spouse had been receiving a reduced benefit at the time of their death, if they 
had been taking any benefit at all. 

2. The age at which the surviving spouse begins to receive the survivors benefit. 
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This is explained in further detail below.  In general, though, if the spouse claims a survivors benefit at their own full 
retirement age, they can step into the benefit the deceased spouse was receiving at the time of death.  If the survivor 
chooses to start before their own FRA, they will receive a reduced amount. 

FULL RETIREMENT AGE FOR SURVIVORS BENEFITS 

The maximum survivors benefit is only available to spouses who start their survivors benefit at their own FRA or later.  
Spouses who begin receiving a survivors benefit before their own FRA will receive a reduced benefit amount.  Unlike 
benefits on their own work history, however, spouses do not receive a larger amount by delaying the survivors benefit 
beyond FRA.  In other words, if a spouse is going to claim a survivors benefit, they should claim it no later than by their 
own FRA.  More explanation on claiming strategies is found below. 

A surviving spouse’s FRA is based on the year they were born, although FRA for survivors benefits is different than full 
retirement age on the survivor’s own benefit.  The table below lists the full retirement ages for both types of benefits: 

 

Own Retirement Benefit Survivors Benefit 

Year of Survivor’s 
Birth 

Full Retirement 
Age 

Year of 
Survivor’s 
Birth 

Full Retirement Age 

1937 or Earlier 65 1939 or Earlier 65 

1938 65 and 2 months 1940 65 and 2 months 

1939 65 and 4 months 1941 65 and 4 months 

1940 65 and 6 months 1942 65 and 6 months 

1941 65 and 8 months 1943 65 and 8 months 

1942 65 and 10 months 1944 65 and 10 months 

1943-1954 66 1945-1956 66 

1955 66 and 2 months 1957 66 and 2 months 

1956 66 and 4 months 1958 66 and 4 months 

1957 66 and 6 months 1959 66 and 6 months 

1958 66 and 8 months 1960 66 and 8 months 

1959 66 and 10 months 1961 66 and 10 months 

1960 and Later 67 1962 and later 67 

The Social Security Administration considers someone to attain an age one day before their birthday.  That means 
those born on January 1st are determined to have been born in the year prior to the year they were actually born.  For 
example, someone born January 1, 1956 is considered to be born in 1955 for the purposes of determining their FRA. 
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CALCULATING THE BENEFIT AMOUNT 

As was stated earlier, the amount of the benefit paid to a surviving spouse varies based on two factors: 

1. Whether or not the deceased spouse had been receiving a reduced benefit at the time of their death, if they 
had been taking any benefit at all. 

2. The age at which the surviving spouse begins to receive the survivors benefit. 

For both factors, it comes down to whether either person claimed benefits either before or after their FRA.  As a result, 
there are four groups of scenarios to consider.  While broad strategies can be developed by looking at these four 
groups, each scenario is different, and therefore survivors should always contact the Social Security 
Administration to verify their options and benefit amounts before making any claiming decisions. 

Scenario 1:  The surviving spouse is at FRA or older when they claim benefits and the deceased spouse was not 
receiving a reduced retirement benefit at the time of death. 

In this case, the surviving spouse will receive 100% of the deceased spouse’s primary insurance amount (PIA) plus any 
delayed retirement credits that the deceased spouse earned up to their death. 

• Example 1:  John’s PIA is $2,000 and his wife Kathy is over FRA.  John is waiting to file for benefits until age 
70.  On his 70th birthday, before filing for his benefit, John dies.  Kathy will receive a survivors benefit of 
$2,640 (John’s PIA plus 4 years of delayed retirement credits, or a 32% increase). 

Scenario 2:  The surviving spouse is under FRA when they claim benefits and the deceased spouse was not receiving 
a reduced benefit at the time of death. 

In this scenario, the surviving spouse is claiming a survivors benefit before their own FRA, and as a result their benefit 
will be reduced.  The amount paid to the survivor is between 71.5% and 99% of the deceased spouse’s PIA, depending 
on when the survivor files for benefits (see the table below).  However, the deceased spouse’s PIA is also increased for 
any delayed retirement credits that were earned up until death.  Note that the reduction for claiming a survivors benefit 
early is calculated differently than the reduction for claiming your own benefit early. 

% of Base Benefit Received 

Survivor’s 
Claiming Age 

Survivor’s FRA = 
66 

Survivor’s FRA = 
67 

60 71.5% 71.5% 

61 76.3% 75.8% 

62 81.0% 80.1% 

63 85.8% 84.3% 

64 90.5% 88.6% 

65 95.3% 92.9% 

66 100.0% 97.2% 

67 n/a 100.0% 

• Example 2a:  Larry and Cheryl are both 64 years old, and Cheryl’s FRA is 66.  Larry’s PIA is $2,000 when he 
dies at age 64 without having claimed his Social Security benefit.  Cheryl files for her survivors benefit right 
after Larry’s death, at her age 64.  She will receive 90.5% of Larry’s PIA, or $1,810. 
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• Example 2b.  Assume Larry’s was 68 when he died, and that Cheryl was just 64 at that time.  Both of their 
FRAs were 66.  Larry would have received two years of delayed retirement credits, increasing his PIA by 16% 
to $2,320.  Cheryl would then receive 90.5% of Larry’s $2,320, or $2,100, at her age 64. 

Scenario 3:  The surviving spouse is at FRA or older when they claim benefits and the deceased spouse had been 
receiving a reduced benefit at the time of death. 

In this case, the surviving spouse will receive 100% of the deceased spouse’s benefit amount.  However, there is a rule 
that states a surviving spouse can never receive less than 82.5% of the deceased spouse’s PIA (as long as the survivor 
starts on or after their own FRA). 

• Example 3:  George’s PIA is $2,000.  He filed for benefits early at 62, and is receiving $1,500 when he dies at 
age 62.  Susan, his wife, is over FRA when she files for her survivors benefit.  She will receive the higher of 
Charlie’s benefit at the time he passed away ($1,500) or 82.5% of his PIA ($1,650).  In this case, she would 
receive $1,650. 

Scenario 4:  The surviving spouse is under FRA when they claim benefits and the deceased spouse had been 
receiving a reduced benefit at the time of death. 

In this case, the surviving spouse would first need to compare the following two amounts: 

1. The actual benefit the deceased spouse was receiving at the time of their death 

2. 82.5% of the deceased’s PIA 

After determining the greater of those two amounts, that amount is then reduced because the surviving spouse is 
beginning benefits before their own FRA.  This reduction is calculated using the same table as was used in Scenario 2 
earlier. 

The following examples help illustrate these calculations: 

• Example 4a:  David is 62 and Elaine is 60, and FRA is 66 for both.  David’s PIA is $2,000.  He claimed his 
benefit early at age 62, and so is receiving just $1,500 when he dies at 62.  Elaine files for her survivors 
benefit right away at age 60.  Her survivors benefit is calculated as follows: 

1. Determine the greater of the following: 

o David’s actual benefit = $1,500 

o 82.5% of David’s PIA = $1,650 

2. Greater of the two ($1,650) reduced due to Elaine claiming early: 

o Elaine’s reduced survivors benefit = 71.5% of $1,650 = $1,180 

• Example 4b:  Jerry is 65 and Delores is 63, and FRA is 66 for both.  Jerry’s PIA is $2,000.  He claimed his 
benefit early at age 65, and so is receiving just $1,866 when he dies at 65.  Delores files for survivors benefits 
right away at age 63.  Her survivors benefit is calculated as follows: 

1. Determine the greater of the following: 

o Jerry’s actual benefit = $1,866 

o 82.5% of Jerry’s PIA = $1,650 

2. Greater of the two ($1,866) reduced due to Delores claiming early: 

o Delores’s reduced survivors benefit = 85.8% of $1,866 = $1,601 
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PLANNING STRATEGIES 

As with claiming Social Security benefits for retirement, there are a variety of factors for a surviving spouse to consider 
when deciding when to claim a survivors benefit.  These include whether the surviving spouse has already begun 
receiving a benefit at the time of death, the survivor’s age and the benefit the deceased spouse could have received (or 
was already receiving).  In addition, a surviving spouse can often claim one benefit at first and then later switch to a 
larger benefit.  However, two broad rules of thumb can be identified (assuming the survivor was not already claiming 
benefits): 

1. If the goal is to maximize the amount of Social Security benefits over their lifetime, a surviving spouse would 
generally file for the lowest benefit amount they are entitled to as soon as possible, and then switch over to 
the larger benefit amount as late as possible.  This assumes a normal life expectancy for the survivor. 

2. If the goal is to maximize current income (regardless of life expectancy), then filing for the highest amount the 
survivor is entitled to right away is appropriate. 

Beyond deciding between lifetime benefits and current income, other factors should be considered.  For example, like 
with retirement benefits, survivors benefits are subject to an earnings test for those who begin prior to their FRA.  Their 
benefit will be reduced by $1 for every $2 earned above $18,240 (in 2020).  In the year the survivor reaches full 
retirement age, benefits are reduced by $1 for every $3 earned above $48,600 (in 2020).  Once the survivor reaches 
FRA, there is no benefit reduction for having earned income. If a surviving spouse plans to work and collect a Social 
Security benefit prior to FRA, this benefit reduction should be considered in the planning. 

Another factor to consider is the impact of the Government Pension Offset (GPO) provision.  If the survivor worked in a 
government job where they earned a pension, but were not paying into Social Security during that time, the survivors 
benefit could be reduced under this rule.  A survivor subject to the GPO will see their benefit reduced by two-thirds of 
the pension amount. 

The strategies discussed in the below scenarios provide additional guidance on some of the options a survivor should 
consider.  In all cases, it’s assumed that neither spouse was receiving any Social Security benefits at the time of the first 
death.  In addition, annual inflation adjustments have been ignored. 

Survivor is Age 70 or Older 
The most likely scenario, based on today’s life expectancies, is that the surviving spouse will be age 70 or older when 
the first spouse dies.  In this case, the surviving spouse should claim the larger of their own benefit or the survivors 
benefit, as neither amount will increase any more once the survivor reaches age 70.  This larger amount will then 
continue for the remainder of the survivor’s life. 

Survivor is Between Full Retirement Age and Age 70 
If the surviving spouse is between full retirement age (FRA) and age 70 when the first spouse dies, there are two 
potential paths that exist depending on which amount is greater at the time of death – the surviving spouse’s own 
benefit or the survivors benefit they are eligible for. 

Start with the case where the surviving spouse’s own benefit is less than the survivors benefit.  At that point, the 
survivor should claim the surviving spouse benefit right away.  A survivors benefit does not increase once the survivor 
reaches FRA (other than inflation adjustments), so there is nothing lost by claiming that benefit right away in this case. 

• Example 1: John and Jane are both age 66 and at their FRA when John dies.  Jane’s own retirement benefit 
at FRA is $2,000, and her survivors benefit based on John’s work history is $2,200. At FRA, Jane should 
claim the survivors benefit of $2,000. 

Just because Jane has started receiving a benefit at this point does not mean she is done thinking about Social Security 
options.  Remember that a surviving spouse’s own benefit will continue to grow at 8% per year from their FRA until it is 
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claimed, even if they are claiming a survivors benefit.  If the survivor’s own benefit eventually grows enough that it 
becomes larger than the surviving spouse benefit, then the survivor should switch to the larger amount at that point. 

Example 2:  Building off Example 1, Jane’s own retirement benefit grows 8% per year until she reaches age 70.  By the 
time Jane reaches age 68, her own benefit will have grown to $2,320 (8% per year for 2 years, non-compounded), while 
her survivors benefit will have stayed the same.  At that point, she could switch to her own benefit.  She could even wait 
two more years until she turns 70, at which point her own benefit will have grown 32% to $2,640. 

Example 3:  Building off Example 1, except that Jane’s own benefit at FRA is just $1,000.  Even by delaying her benefit 
4 years, it will only grow to $1,320, meaning it will never be as large as her survivors benefit.  In that case, she should 
start the survivors benefit right away and never switch to her own. 

If on the other hand, the surviving spouse’s own benefit is larger than the survivors benefit at the beginning, the survivor 
has more planning to do.  The surviving spouse could start their own benefit right away, but then they would give up the 
8% annual increases until age 70.  Instead, they might consider taking the smaller survivors benefit at first, while letting 
their own benefit grow. 

Example 4:  Andy and Alice are both age 66 and at their FRA when Andy dies.  Alice’s own retirement benefit at FRA is 
$2,200, and her survivors benefit based on Andy’s work history is $2,000.  Alice could take her own larger benefit right 
away and forego her survivors benefit.  However, if she chose to delay her own benefit for four years until she turns 70, 
it would increase 8% per year.  At that point, her benefit would have grown 32% to $2,904.  In the meantime, she could 
claim her survivors benefit of $2,000 during those four years. 

If the surviving spouse had already started collecting benefits and is within 1 year of originally filing, there is an 
opportunity to undo that claim by withdrawing the application and repaying benefits received up to that point.  Doing so 
would allow the surviving spouse to reset their benefit options to ensure that they can maximize Social Security benefits 
going forward.  If it has been more than one year since filing, this option is not available. 

Survivor is Under Full Retirement Age 

If the surviving spouse is under FRA when the first spouse passes away, the possible scenarios can be very complex.  
To begin with, there are two sets of factors to consider in these cases: 

1. Which benefit is larger, the surviving spouse’s own benefit (if any), or the survivors benefit they can receive 
based on the deceased spouse’s work history. 

2. Which goal is most important to the survivor – maximizing their annual income as soon as possible, or 
receiving the largest cumulative benefits over their lifespan.  In most cases, maximizing lifetime benefits 
requires a delay in the start of benefits,  
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The below table reflects some of the possible strategies that result from the above fact sets: 

What is the 
Survivor’s 
Priority? 

Which Benefit is Greater? 

Option A: 

Surviving Spouse’s Own Benefit 

Option B: 

Survivors Benefit from Deceased Spouse 

Maximize 
Immediate 
Income  

• Surviving spouse files for their 
own benefit as soon as possible. 

• At their FRA, switch to the 
survivors benefit. 

• Surviving spouse files for the survivors benefit 
as soon as possible 

• Survivor never files for their own benefit 

Maximize 
Lifetime 
Benefits 

• Surviving spouse files for the 
survivors benefit as soon as 
possible 

• At their age 70, switch to their 
own benefit 

• Surviving spouse files for their own benefit as 
soon as possible 

• At their FRA, switch to the survivors benefit 

Alternative 

• Surviving spouse files for the 
survivors benefit as soon as 
possible 

• After FRA but before age 70, 
switch to their own benefit 

• RESULT: Receive their own 
larger benefit sooner, but forego 
some of the 8% annual increase 

• Surviving spouse does nothing until they 
reach FRA, then files for the survivors benefit 

• RESULT: Allows for the maximum survivors 
benefit, but ignores benefits available before 
FRA 
o NEVER a recommended strategy 

SURVIVORS BENEFITS FOR OTHER INDIVIDUALS 

Survivors benefits are available to other individuals besides the surviving spouse. 

• A child of the deceased worker who is under age 18, up to 19 if still in high school, or under 22 and disabled 
is eligible for a Child’s benefit potentially equal to 75% of the deceased worker’s PIA. 

• Typically a surviving spouse can only claim benefits at age 60 (50 if disabled).  However, a surviving spouse 
caring for a deceased worker’s child who is under age 16 or under age 22 and disabled can also claim a 
Mother’s/Father’s benefit, regardless of their own age.  The amount of the benefit is potentially equal to 75% 
of the deceased worker’s primary insurance amount (PIA).  This benefit ends once the child reaches age 16 
or 22, or if the parent remarries. 

• If a deceased worker provides at least 50% of the support for their own parent, that parent can receive a 
Parent’s benefit as long as they are at least age 62. 

• Lastly, a one-time lump sum benefit of $255 can be paid to a surviving spouse or child. 

Benefits collected by a surviving spouse and dependent children are subject to the Family Maximum, which could 
reduce the amount each person receives.  The Family Maximum typically limits benefits for the surviving spouse and 
eligible children to 150-180% of the deceased worker’s benefit.  The exact family maximum amount is based on the 
deceased worker’s PIA.  If the Family Maximum causes benefits to be reduced, each person’s benefit is reduced by an 
equal amount. 

The earnings test that applies to those who claim retirement benefits before FRA also applies to survivor benefits.  If 
any of the individuals receiving survivors benefits are under full retirement age (FRA) and are working, their benefit 
would also be reduced if their employment income exceeds the earnings limit. 
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What to do When Your Spouse Passes Away – A Checklist 

1. If the funeral director has not already done so, notify the Social Security Administration 
(SSA) of the person’s death as soon as possible.  This is most easily done by calling the 
SSA at 800-772-1213.  Death notifications cannot be done online.  Doing so will also 
trigger the payment of the $255 lump-sum death benefit. 

2. Get an up-to-date estimate of your own Social Security benefits by going online at 
www.ssa.gov.  Use the My Social Security section or Retirement Estimator to obtain that 
information. 

3. Obtain an estimate of your survivors benefit amount.  This cannot be done online.  The 
easiest way to do this is to call the SSA. 

4. Evaluate current and future income needs, along with life expectancy considering current 
health and your family’s health history and longevity.  The best way to do this is to create a 
financial plan with your Financial Advisor. 

5. Request a personalized Social Security Analysis from your Financial Advisor. 

6. Based on the conclusions drawn from your analysis contact the SSA to file for benefits.  
You may file for your own benefits online, but you may not file for survivors benefits online 
at this time. 

o If you are filing for your own benefits first, you may do so at www.ssa.gov. 

o If you are filing for survivors benefits or prefer to speak to someone to file, call 
800-772-1213. 

 You may file for benefits one the phone, or 

 You may schedule an appointment at your local Social Security office 
and file for benefits during that appointment 

 

http://www.ssa.gov/
http://www.ssa.gov/

