
Depending on what year you were born, retirement benefits may begin as 

early as age 62 for partial benefits and as late as age 67. 

 If you were born before 1938, your age for full eligibility is 65. 

 If you were born after 1960, your age for full eligibility is 67. 

 People born between 1938 and 1942 reach full eligibility age on 

graduating scale two months per year. 

 People born between 1943 and 1954 become eligible for full benefits 

at age 66. 

 Those born between 1955 and 1960 become eligible based on a 

graduating scale increasing two months per year, finishing with an 

eligibility age of 67 for those born in 1960 or later.1 

Social Security eligibility is based on “credits” that you earn from working. 

You usually need to have earned 40 credits in order to qualify. As of 2011 

you earn one credit for every $1,120 in earned income per year, up to a 

maximum of four credits.2

Your Social Security benefit is calculated by averaging the earnings from 

your 35 highest income years. The average monthly payment is $1,082. 

As of January 2012, the average monthly benefit was increased by 3.6%, 

which works out to an additional $467 per year or an average benefit 

payment of $1,549 per month. It depends on your unique situation.3 

You can calculate your Social Security benefit at www.ssa.gov.

You can continue to work without negatively impacting your Social 

Security benefits once you reach your full retirement age. Prior to full 

retirement age you are permitted to earn up to $14,160. $1 is withheld 

from your benefits for every $2 in earnings over the limit. You may earn 

up to $37,680 in the year you reach your full retirement age, then $1 is 

withheld for every $3 in earnings over the limit until the month you reach 

your full retirement age.4  
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1 Social Security Administration, Retirement Planner: Bene"ts By Year of Birth, http://www.socialsecurity.gov/retire2/agereduction.htm
2 Social Security Administration, Quarter of Coverage, http://www.ssa.gov/oact/cola/QC.html
3 Social Security Administration, Fact Sheet, http://www.ssa.gov/presso#ce/factsheets/colafacts2012.pdf
4 AARP, Ready for Retirement? Social Security and Work, http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/money/budgeting_savings/2011-12/ 
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5. How Does Social Security Work For Married Couples?

If you both have worked long enough to qualify for Social Security, you 

both qualify for full benefits. If your spouse’s earnings record qualifies them 

for a benefit from Social Security that is less than half of your benefit, their 

benefit will be increased to a rate equal to half of your amount.5

6. What If My Spouse Dies?

Provided the surviving spouse has reached their full retirement age, they 

are entitled to 100% of the deceased’s basic benefit amount. Prorated 

survivor benefits are paid to surviving spouses who have not yet reached 

full retirement age. The survivor will receive the higher benefit amount 

if the surviving spouse was receiving Social Security benefits and the 

deceased’s benefits were greater.6 

7. Is Social Security In Trouble?

Social Security is a “pay-as-you-go” system, so money paid in by current 

taxpaying workers is spent to pay benefits to current retirees. As the ratio 

of current workers to current retirees drops, fewer people will be paying 

into the system while more will be receiving benefits. People are also living 

much longer than when Social Security began in the 1930s, stretching out 

the payments which millions of Americans will be receiving. 

While some fear the end of Social Security, it is generally agreed that the 

U.S. government will not allow the Social Security program fail. That, 

however, does not mean that the program will be able to continue in its 

current state. Legislators have increased the eligibility age for receipt of 

full benefits from 65 to 67 for people born in 1960 or later.  Reductions 

in benefits, additional increases in the age of eligibility, or both, will likely 

to be needed in order to get the program back on solid ground.  Another 

possible, although unpopular, course of action is raising taxes to fund the 

system.7 
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5 Social Security Bene"ts Handbook, What You Want to Know - What You Need to Know, http://socialsecuritybene"tshandbook.com/page7.html
6 Congressional Research Service, Social Security Retirement Earnings Test: How Earnings A#ect Bene"ts, http://aging.senate.gov/crs/ss25.pdf
7 Social Security Administration, Widows and Social Security, http://www.socialsecurity.gov/policy/docs/ssb/v70n3/v70n3p89.html
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