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As you approach retirement, you’ll need to decide when 

to start drawing your Social Security Benefits. This 

decision is part science and part art. The decision will be 

different for each individual and couple, and there are 

several contributing factors to consider before you 

decide to take Social Security.  

 

The IRS rules regarding Spousal Social Security Benefit 

collection changed on April 29, 2016.  The new rules 

ended the practice of “File and Suspend” for anyone 

filing after April 29, 2016.  File and Suspend allowed the 

higher earning spouse to file his/her Social Security claim 

which triggered the ability for his/her spouse to collect 

Spousal Social Security Benefits.  Simultaneously, the 

higher earning spouse would suspend collecting his/her 

own Social Security Benefit.  By suspending, the higher 

earning spouse allowed his/her Social Security Benefit to 

further grow because he/she delayed the benefit 

collection.  This married couple collection strategy was 

deemed too lucrative (and too expensive) to continue.  If 

you took advantage of “File and Suspend” before April 

29, 2016, your filing status is unaffected.  After April 29, 

2016 when the higher earner files they must 

immediately start the benefit collection, thus preventing 

any further benefit growth.  

 

Even with the removal of the “File and Suspend” option, 

there are still a couple of lucrative filing strategies for 

married couples. 

 

SPOUSE BORN BEFORE JANUARY 1, 1954 

While the IRS eliminated the “File and Suspend” 

collection option, it is in the process of phasing out 

another lucrative collection option.  For those spouses 

born before January 1, 1954 seeking Spousal Social 

Security Benefits, there is an opportunity to significantly 

increase the lifetime Social Security Benefit.  The 

following conditions must be met: 

1. The individual seeking to collect Spousal 
Social Security must be born before 
1/1/1954 

2. The individual seeking to collect Spousal 
Social Security must currently be at least 62 
years old 

3. The higher earning spouse must have filed 
and be collecting his/her own Social Security 
Benefit.   

If the individual seeking to collect Spousal Social Security 

meets these requirements, he/she can take the 

following actions: 

1. The spouse can collect 50% of his/her spouse’s 
normal retirement Social Security Benefit as long 
as the spouse is currently collecting a Social 
Security Benefit. 

2. The spouse will collect this 50% spousal Social 
Security Benefit, while delaying the collection of 
his/her own benefit until age 70 

3. At age 70, the spouse will switch from collecting 
50% of his/her spouse’s Social Security Benefit to 
the Social Security Benefit based on his/her own 
working record (assuming this benefit is now 
higher than 50% of his/her spouse’s benefit) 
which has grown because of the delay in 
collection. 
 

 

The Benefits of Spousal Social Security 



DIVORCEES   

Divorced individuals still have a claim to collect Spousal Social 

Security on their former spouse.  The requirements and processes 

are the same as those outlined in this article. “Divorcees are often 

shocked to learn that this collection strategy is available to them 

even though they are no longer married.  This is another strategy 

that has significantly impacted the retirement future of several of 

my clients,” mentioned Phillip Wong. 

 

Deciding when to take Social Security is a complex process – both 

an art and a science. According to Phil, he considers clients’ health, 

life expectancy, married status, employment status, retirement 

assets, and retirement goals when guiding his clients on Social 

Security collection strategies.  Phil stated that “with advances in 

medicine and increasing life expectancies, in most cases it does 

make sense to maximize the Social Security Benefit.  However, that 

may not be the best option if the client has health issues.”  The 

Social Security collection strategies are nuanced and it is 

recommended that each individual and couple consult a certified 

public accountant (CPA), investment advisor and/or other qualified 

advisors before making any decisions. 
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SPOUSE BORN ON OR AFTER JANUARY 1, 1954 

For the majority of the working public, the Spousal Social Security 

collection process has become more cut and dry.  For those individuals 

born on or after January 1, 1954 who are seeking spousal Social 

Security Benefits, they have a collection strategy decision to make 

when they start collecting benefits.  These individuals need to decide 

whether they want to collect based on 50% of their spouse’s normal 

retirement Social Security Benefit or if they want to eventually collect 

a Social Security Benefit based on their own working record.  This 

group of individuals will follow this decision-making process: 

  

1. To collect spousal Social Security the individual has to be at 
least 62. 

2. The higher earning spouse has to be currently collecting a 
Social Security Benefit. 

3. The individual must evaluate whether the Social Security 
Benefit he/she can collect based on his/her own working 
record is greater or less than 50% of the normal retirement 
Social Security Benefit based on his/her spouse’s working 
record. 

4. The individual now chooses to either collect his/her own 
Social Security Benefit value or 50% of the full retirement 
Social Security Benefit value of his/her spouse 

5. Under the new law, once the collection strategy is selected 
that method is locked in for the duration.  The individual can 
no longer switch from his/her spousal benefit back to his/her 
own benefit formula. 

6. Whether the individual takes his/her own Social Security 
Benefit or the Spousal Social Security Benefit between 62 
and his/her full retirement, the benefit value will be reduced 
according to the early collection formula.   

7. The Spousal Social Security Benefit is capped at 50% of the 
higher earning spouse’s full retirement Social Security 
Benefit value.  Therefore, there is no advantage for the 
individual to start collecting past his/her normal retirement 
age.  Delaying collecting Social Security Benefits past your 
normal retirement age can only grow your own Social 
Security Benefit value (delaying passed normal retirement 
will not grow your Spousal Social Security value).  

 

The opinions expressed in this report are those of Marathon Retirement and Pension Consulting and are not 

intended to be used to purchase or sell securities or assets. 



Securities, advisory and insurance services offered through Royal Alliance Associates Inc., Member FINRA/SIPC and a registered 

investment advisor. Additional insurance services offered through Boston Wealth Management, LLC which is not affiliated with 

Royal Alliance Associates Inc. or registered as a broker dealer or investment advisor. 

Boston Wealth Management, LLC   286 Boston Post Road, Wayland, MA 01778 Phone 508-276-1098 
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