How Social Security Spousal Benefits Work and
What They Mean for Your Retirement

Social Security provides a foundation of income for many retirees, but the rules governing
spousal benefits are often misunderstood. If you are married or have been married, the benefit
you or your spouse receives can be significantly different from what you might expect based
on your own work record. Understanding how these benefits are calculated, when they can be
claimed, and how they interact with other retirement income is essential for making informed
decisions.

This article explains the mechanics of spousal benefits, the eligibility requirements, and the
strategic considerations that can affect your household's total retirement income. It does not
replace personalized advice from a financial planner, but it gives you a clear framework to
discuss your options with a professional.

What Are Spousal Benefits?

Spousal benefits allow a married person to receive a Social Security payment based on their
spouse's work record, even if they have little or no work history of their own. The benefit is
designed to provide a measure of financial security for non-working or lower-earning spouses.
The amount you can receive as a spouse is generally up to half of your partner's full retirement
benefit, but the exact figure depends on your age when you claim and your spouse's claiming
age.

If you qualify for a benefit based on your own work record, Social Security will pay your own
benefit first. If the spousal benefit is higher, you receive a combination that equals the higher
amount. You do not get both benefits added together.

Eligibility Requirements

To qualify for spousal benefits, you must meet several conditions. You must be at least 62
years old, and your spouse must have already filed for their own retirement benefit. You also
need to have been married for at least one continuous year before you apply. If you are
divorced, you may still qualify for benefits on your ex-spouse's record if the marriage lasted at
least 10 years, you are currently unmarried, and your ex-spouse is at least 62 years old (they do
not need to have filed if you have been divorced for at least two years).

If you are caring for a child who is under 16 or who became disabled before age 22, you can
receive spousal benefits at any age, regardless of your own work history. This rule applies even
if you have not yet turned 62.



How the Benefit Amount Is Calculated

The spousal benefit is based on your spouse's primary insurance amount, which is the monthly
benefit they would receive if they claimed at their full retirement age. If you claim spousal
benefits at your full retirement age (between 66 and 67, depending on your birth year), you
receive 50 percent of that amount. If you claim earlier, the benefit is permanently reduced. For
example, claiming at 62 results in roughly 32.5 to 35 percent of your spouse's full benefit,
depending on your exact birth year.

If you are divorced, the same calculation applies. Your ex-spouse's benefit is not reduced by the
fact that you claim on their record, and your claim does not affect their benefit or that of their
current spouse.

Strategic Considerations for Couples

Deciding when each spouse should claim benefits can have a large impact on the total income
the household receives over a lifetime. One common strategy is for the higher-earning spouse
to delay claiming until age 70, which increases their own benefit by about 8 percent per year
after full retirement age. Meanwhile, the lower-earning spouse can claim a spousal benefit as
early as 62, providing some income while the higher earner's benefit grows.

Another approach is for the lower-earning spouse to claim their own reduced benefit early and
then switch to a spousal benefit later, if that yields a higher amount. This used to be more
common before a 2015 law change that restricted the ability to file a restricted application for
spousal benefits only. For most people born after 1954, when you file for your own benefit, you
are deemed to have filed for any spousal benefit you are eligible for as well. This means you
cannot simply collect spousal benefits and let your own benefit grow.

If both spouses have similar earnings records, the decision becomes more about balancing
longevity risk and cash flow needs. Working with a financial planner can help model different
scenarios based on your health, life expectancy, and other retirement income sources.

How Social Security Spousal Benefits Interact with Other Benefits

If you receive a pension from a job that did not pay Social Security taxes, such as some
government or foreign employment, your spousal benefit may be reduced under the
Government Pension Offset. This rule can reduce your spousal benefit by two-thirds of your
non-covered pension amount. It is important to understand whether this applies to you, as it
can dramatically change the benefit you expect.

Similarly, if you are eligible for both a spousal benefit and a survivor benefit, the rules differ.
Survivor benefits allow a widow or widower to receive up to 100 percent of the deceased



spouse's benefit, and they can be claimed as early as age 60. The claiming strategies for
survivor benefits are separate and more flexible than those for spousal benefits.

Common Misunderstandings

One frequent error is assuming that spousal benefits are automatically paid when your spouse
files. You must apply for them separately. Social Security does not automatically enroll you for
spousal benefits. Another mistake is thinking that you can collect both your own benefit and a
full spousal benefit at the same time. As noted above, you receive the higher of the two, not
both.

Some people also believe that if they claim spousal benefits early, their own benefit will
continue to grow until they switch. Under current law, if you claim your own benefit before full
retirement age, it is permanently reduced. The deemed filing rule usually prevents you from
delaying your own benefit while collecting a spousal benefit. There are narrow exceptions for
those born before 1954, but for most retirees today, the choice is between claiming your own
benefit or a spousal benefit, not both in sequence.

A clear understanding of Social Security spousal benefits can help you avoid these pitfalls.
The key is to know exactly what you are entitled to and how the rules apply to your specific
situation. Relying on assumptions or second-hand advice can lead to lower lifetime benefits.

Putting It All Together

Social Security spousal benefits are a valuable source of retirement income, but they come

with a set of rules that require careful planning. Start by checking your Social Security
statement online to see your own benefit estimate and your spouse's benefit estimate. Then,
think about your household's overall retirement picture, including pensions, savings, and other
income. Consider how long you expect to live and what cash flow you need in the early years of
retirement.

Because the rules are complex and the decisions are irreversible, it is wise to consult a fee-only
financial planner who does not sell products. They can run projections and help you choose a
claiming strategy that maximizes your total benefits. The Social Security Administration's
website provides basic calculators, but they do not account for taxes, other income, or the
interaction with spousal benefits in a comprehensive way.

Remember that the timing of your claim can affect your spouse's future survivor benefit. If you
are the higher earner, delaying your own benefit not only increases your monthly check but also
increases the amount your spouse would receive if you die first. This survivor benefit can be
critical for a surviving spouse's financial security.
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In summary, Social Security spousal benefits are not something to set and forget. They require
active decision-making based on your specific circumstances. By understanding the basic
rules and seeking professional guidance, you can make choices that support a more secure
retirement.



