
Spousal Benefit Strategies 
E. Abken, J. Welch  27 Feb 2014 

1 
 

Introduction: 
This paper discusses some of the details of Social Security Administration’s (SSA) spousal benefit options 
for married couples and describes an algorithm that models those options.    

There are two cases: 

1. Spousal Benefits:  One spouse has little or no retirement benefits but can claim a benefit of ½ of the 
amount of their spouse’s benefits. 

2. Claim and Suspend:   When both spouses have Social Security benefits one spouse may claim and 
suspend her benefits, from Full Retirement Age (FRA)[5](See Appendix A) to age 70.  The other 
spouse receives spousal benefits instead of her own benefits.  This delays starting Social Security 
benefits for both spouses until age 70, when benefits are the greatest, while at the same time 
providing some income for the couple between FRA and age 70.  

SSA rules penalize beginning benefits before FRA and reward delaying benefits until after FRA.  When 
SSA reports a person’s estimated benefits they are reporting the value for FRA[6].  This value is called 
the Primary Insurance Amount (PIA).  Depending on when the person is born the amount received when 
claiming benefits at age 62 will range from70% to 75% of the PIA.  On the other hand waiting to claim 
benefits earns the retiree Delayed Retirement Credit (DRC).   At age 70 DRC will yield benefits ranging 
from 124% to 132% of the PIA.  These incentives are important factors in evaluating Social Security 
benefit options.  

The next section gives relevant details on how the spousal benefit option works.  Section 3 discusses the 
spousal benefit algorithm.  The paper concludes with some computational results.  Most notable are: 

1. Starting benefits at age 62 is penalized even when IRA withdrawals and income taxes are 
factored in. 

2. There is very little difference between starting benefits at FRA and age 70 when withdrawals 
from the IRA and income taxes are included. 

3. Claim and Suspend maximizes the Social Security contribution to retirement spending. 

Appendix A contains a glossary. 

Background: 

The Social Security Administration advantages married couples by providing a spousal benefit equal to ½ 
the partner’s PIA.  A retiree will receive the larger of their own earned benefit or their spousal benefit. 
Married spouses may choose which partner will collect the spousal benefit, but the spousal benefit only 
exists to be claimed once the spouse on whose record it is claimed has claimed her retirement benefit.  
Social Security’s Claim and Suspend (CS) option allows a couple to draw a spousal benefit, while still 
earning DRC on their retirement benefits. CS is only available to those who have reached FRA.  However, 
anyone due a retirement benefit may claim and suspend. This means that if someone claims early 
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(before FRA), he may suspend his benefit at FRA in order to earn DRC. For couples, CS allows a spouse to 
claim his benefit, thus making the spousal benefit on his record available, while still allowing his 
retirement benefit to accrue DRC. 

Assuming longevity lifetime benefits are usually maximized if spousal benefits are claimed at FRA.  The 
spouse may take spousal benefits any time after turning 62. However, claiming spousal benefits before 
attaining FRA deems one to be claiming retirement benefits as well and DRC does not apply.  When 
spousal benefits are claimed concurrently with retirement benefits (Case 1, above), the received benefit 
is equal to the excess spousal benefit plus the retirement benefit. The excess spousal benefit is the 
difference between the spousal benefit and the recipient’s monthly benefit, but it is only paid if that 
difference is positive. If the recipient’s retirement benefit exceeds the amount of the spousal benefit, 
she receives only the retirement benefit; if the spousal benefit exceeds the retirement benefit, she 
receives an amount equal to the spousal benefit, composed of her retirement benefit plus her excess 
spousal benefit. The only time during which the recipient may collect her full, unreduced spousal benefit 
is between her FRA and 70. (70 is age at which DRC stops accumulating.)  Waiting until FRA allows the 
recipient to collect her full spousal benefit and allows her retirement benefit to accrue DRC (technically, 
the spouse still receives the excess spousal benefit after FRA, but because she hasn’t claimed—or been 
deemed to have claimed—the retirement benefit is not subtracted from the spousal benefit.). CS allows 
each spouse to earn DRC, while still providing income from the spousal benefit between FRA and 70.  

Waiting until ages FRA+1, 2, or 3 to claim a spousal benefit carries no additional benefit. Spousal 
benefits do not earn DRC. A spouse with no Social Security on her own record may file at any time after 
62 and receive a spousal benefit from her partner’s record. The greatest this benefit will ever be is ½ of 
her partner’s Primary Insurance Amount (PIA).  If the spouse claims at 62, she receives a fraction of ½ of 
her partner’s PIA. Filing after FRA would gain her the spousal benefit, but it would only be equal to ½ of 
her partner’s PIA.  There is no advantage to claiming a spousal benefit past FRA.  

Apart from CS, http://www.ssa.gov/retire2/yourspouse.htm states that the Social Security 
Administration automatically checks for a spousal benefit and gives it to the spouse when she files. If a 
spouse has Social Security benefits on her own record and is also qualified for a spousal benefit from her 
partner, then, if she applies at FRA, she may elect to receive only the spousal benefit and allow her own 
retirement benefit to grow 8% a year until age 70. If she doesn’t have her own retirement benefit, then 
she files at FRA and receives the spousal benefit from her partner. If she has her own retirement benefit, 
then filing before FRA (for either her spousal benefit or her own benefit) causes SSA to check for both 
and give her an amount equal to the higher of the two due benefits.  If a spouse has her own social 
security record and claims before her partner claims, then she receives only her own retirement benefit 
(not the spousal) because her spousal benefit doesn’t exist until her partner claims his benefit.  When 
her partner claims, he has two choices. He may either take his retirement benefit and let her have the 
spousal benefit, OR he may claim and then suspend his benefit to earn delayed retirement credits.  

  

http://www.ssa.gov/retire2/yourspouse.htm
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The Spousal Benefits Algorithm 

The algorithm implements both kinds of spousal benefits.  The issue for the algorithm is “which spouse 
claims and suspends benefits and which spouse takes spousal benefits?” 

The mechanics of the process are: 

1. Both spouses wait until FRA to file for Social Security benefits;  i.e. there is no early claim 
penalty. 

2. Both spouses claim benefits at the later of their current age or FRA. 
3. One spouse suspends her claim and waits until age 70 to receive Social Security benefits. 
4. The other spouse claims spousal benefits until age 70 and then her own enhanced benefits 

thereafter. 
5. Throughout this discussion the roles of Husband and Wife may be reversed, depending on the 

numbers. 

Spousal Benefit: 
If Wife has little or no normal benefits then after Husband has claimed benefits and both she and her 
husband have reached their FRAs then she may claim spousal benefits of ½ of Husband’s benefits. 

Assuming that $H < ½*$W or $W < ½$H, i.e. one spouse has little or no earning during her working life, 
and the other is eligible for normal Social Security benefits, then Function 1 will compute total 
retirement benefits for the couple, where one spouse receives normal benefits and the other receives a 
spousal benefit for the full term of the plan. 

D = H – W, the difference in spousal ages which may be positive or negative. 
 
If ($W < ½$H) then $WB = ½ $H [for age from max (W, FRAW) + D through T ] 

 + $HE [from max (H, 70) through T] 
else if( $H < ½$W) then $HB = ½ $W [ for age from max(H, FRAH) through T ] 

+ $WE [from max (W, 70) + D through T] 
else see Function 2 below. 

Function 1: 

For the case where one partner (e.g. H) receives normal benefits and the other spouse (e.g. W) receives 
spousal benefits Function 1 computes the total annual Social Security benefit due the couple from their 
current ages through the end of the plan.  The spousal benefit is one half H’s benefit at his full 
retirement age even though he waits until age 70 to start collecting.  This is a form of CS in that the 
spousal benefit begins for W at H’s full retirement age even though H waits until age 70 to start 
collecting his benefits.  

In English, Function 1 says first determine which partner gets the spousal benefit based on who has the 
benefit (e.g. H) and who has no benefit (e.g. W).   Apply that benefit from the older of W’s current age or 
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62, and then the older of that and H’s  FRAH to the end of the plan.  At the same time H files a claim at 
FRAH and suspends it until the age of 70 taking enhanced benefits to the end of the plan.   

Claim and Suspend: 
From FPA to age 70 the Social Security Claim and Suspend option allows for either partner of a married 
couple, who do not otherwise qualify for spousal benefits, to claim normal benefits at FRA and then 
suspend their claim until they reach the age of 70.  One partner, upon reaching FRA, may claim their 
spousal benefit providing the spouse has filed for benefits, presumably after also reaching FRA.  The 
issue is which spouse claims and suspends and which spouse files for spousal benefits. 

Assuming that $H > ½$W and $W > ½$H, i.e. normal spousal benefits do not apply and both spouses 
have significant benefits, then Function 2 computes total family benefits until the end of the plan using 
CS: 

If (max (70 - max(H, FRAW),0)* ½$W < max(70 - max(W, FRAW),0)* ½$H) 
then $WB = ½$H [for ages from max(W, min(FRAH, FRAW))) to 70] 

+ $WE [for ages 70 + D through T] + $HE [for ages 70 through T] 
else $HB =  ½$W [for ages from max (H, min(FRAH, FRAW))) to 70] 

+ $WE [for ages 70+D through T] + $HE [for ages 70 through T]. 

Function 2: 

Function 2 computes the total annual Social Security benefits for the CS couple from their current ages 
through the end of the plan for the situation when CS is applied up to age 70 and both partners collect 
enhanced benefits from age 70 on. 

In English Function 2 translates into:  If the extra years of Wife’s benefits yield less money than the years 
of Husband’s benefits, then up to the age of 70, Husband claims and suspends benefits and Wife claims 
spousal benefits; otherwise Husband claims spousal benefits and Wife claims normal benefits and 
suspends. 

When the total spousal benefits eligible to be  received by Husband  is less than the total spousal 
benefits eligible to be receive by Wife during the period before age 70  then Wife  receives one half of 
Husband’s eligible PIA.  Or vice versa.  The left side of the function shows that Husband can start taking 
spousal benefits at the later of Husband’s current age or the earliest FRA.  Subtract this value from 70 to 
get the number of years that Husband will receive spousal benefits and which Wife will have suspended 
her claim.  This is the number of years times ½ Wife’s PIA gives Husband’s total spousal benefit.  Wife’s 
total spousal benefit is computed in a like manner.  Comparing the two totals determines who takes 
spousal benefits and who claims and suspends. 

When the partner receiving spousal benefits reaches 70 she drops the spousal benefit and begins her 
normal benefits providing normal benefits are greater than spousal benefits.  After the spouse not 
receiving spousal benefits reaches the age of 70 the suspended claim is revoked he begins receiving 
normal benefits at the enhanced rate due a 70 year old.   
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The goal is to maximize the total spousal benefits paid to the couple before each spouse turns 70.  So if 
both are over their FRAs then determine whose spousal benefit would gain the couple the most income 
in the years left before that spouse turns 70. 

Conclusion 
Does it matter when Social Security benefits are started?   Yes, but not by a significant amount when 
viewed in the full picture of retirement. 

The basis for this conclusion comes from the implementation of Spousal Benefits in the Optimal 
Retirement Planner (ORP).  ORP computes a schedule of retirement savings withdrawals, supplemented 
by Social Security income that minimizes taxes and maximizes funds available for annual spending.  

A small study of the impact of delaying Social Security benefits, based on a sequence of ORP runs, is 
shown in Table 2.  Table 1 shows the assumptions for these runs. 

Parameter Retiree Spouse 
Age 60 60 
FRA 66 66 
Retirement Age 60 60 
IRA Balance $1,000,000 $200,000 
Retiree PIA $20,000 $16,000 
Age to end plan 90 90 
Estate 0  

Table 1:  Model Parameters 

All other parameters are ORP’s default values, usually zero.  Neither spouse, being age 60, is eligible for 
Social Security Benefits for two more years.  All retirement spending from age 60 to when Social Security 
benefits begin is funded from their IRA. 

ORP assumes that spending is at a constant level over time with annual inflation increases.  Table 2 
shows ORP’s results for four different starting ages when there are only two sources of income:  Social 
Security benefits and IRA withdrawals.   Both are subjected to Federal income taxes.   

Row Results Claim at 62 Claim at FRA Claim at 70 CS 
1 Annual Spending $83,000 $84,000 $84,000 $86,000 
2 Total Spending 3,835,000 3,869,000 3,872,000 4,397,000 
3 Total Soc Sec Benefits 1,186,000 1,427,000 1,655,000 1,703,000 
4 Benefits at Age 69 34,000 45,000 0 12,000 
5 Withdrawal at Age 69 90,000 80,000 119,000 108,000 
6 Benefits, Ages 62-69 248,000 174,000 0 48,000 
7 Withdrawals, Ages 62-69 609,000 690,000 866,000   832,000 
8 Benefits at Age 70 35,000 46,000 61,000 61,000 
9 IRA Balance at Age 70 999,000 905,000 742,000 773,000 

Table 2:  $1.2M IRA Balance 
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Annual Spending, Row 1 of Table 2, is the amount of money available for spending after Federal income 
taxes have been paid as measured in today’s dollars.  ORP optimizes the withdrawals from retirement 
savings accounts to maximize Annual Spending by balancing the minimizing of income taxes against 
compounding of returns on assets. 

Row 2 of Table 2 is the total amount of after-tax money available for spending for retirement from age 
60 through the end of the plan at age 90; a span of 30 years.  ORP maximizes this value to obtain the 
optimal schedule of IRA withdrawals. 

Rows 1 and 2 together show that: 

1. The penalty for claiming benefits at age 62 is significant.     
2.  There is very little difference between starting benefits at FRA (age 66, in this case) and age 70. 
3. The Claim and Suspend (CS) option yields the largest annual spending and is worth the extra 

bureaucratic effort. 

Row 3 is the total social security benefit income.  Delaying the claiming of benefits definitely increases 
total benefits although the effect is tempered by other activity in the retirement plan as shown in Rows 
1 and 2. 

Row 4 is the Social Security benefit paid at age 69.  The early claim penalty is significant.  The value in 
the CS column reflects suspension of claims and the payment of the spousal benefit before age 70. 

Row 5 shows the IRA withdrawal at age 69, the age before enhanced benefits begin.  The first two 
columns show reduced withdrawals because spending is being partially supported by benefit payments.  
Delaying to age 70 has the highest withdrawal because there is no benefit income.  CS has some benefit 
income but not to the extent of a full benefit. Rows 4 and 5, taken together, show that taking early 
benefits reduces IRA withdrawals.   Delaying claims results in larger, early IRA withdrawals and a 
reduction in IRA compounding over retirement.     

Row 6 shows the total Social Security income for the retirement years before age 70, the age at which 
enhanced benefits come to those who wait. 

Row 7 shows the total IRA withdrawals through age 69.  Matching Row 7 to Row 6 shows that higher 
benefit income reduces withdrawals. 

Row 8 shows the benefits paid to the couple at age 70, which recur every year for the next 20 years to 
the end of retirement.  Row 8 provides a measure of SSA’s incentives to delay claiming benefits. 

Row 9 shows the IRA account balance at age 70.  Row 9 also provides insight into effect of SSA’s 
incentives for delaying the claiming of benefits on retirement savings. 

The risk and reward of delaying benefits is shown by Rows 8 and 9.  As benefits are delayed the annual 
payment at age 70 increases but the IRA account balance falls.  The risk is that when benefits are 
delayed the early demise of either spouse leaves behind a smaller estate. 
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Assuming longevity, Claim and Suspend (CS) (column 4) is the most economical option.  The CS 
advantage of delaying benefits to age 70 lies in that the spousal benefit paid between ages FRA and 70 
reduces IRA withdrawals and thus increases IRA compounding. 

Table 3 is a reprise of Table 2 with a beginning IRA balance of $600,000, one half of the beginning Table 
2 IRA balance.   

Row Results Claim at 62 Claim at FRA Claim at 70 CS 
1 Annual Spending $54,000 $55,000 $55,000 $57,000 
2 Total Spending 2,495,000 2,531,000 2,535,000 2,601,000 
3 Total Soc Sec Benefits 1,186,000 1,427,000 1,655,000 1,703,000 
4 Benefits at Age 69 34,000 45,000 0 0 
5 Withdrawal at Age 69 39,000 28,000 75,000 64,000 
6 Benefits, Ages 62-69 248,000 174,000 0 0 
7 Withdrawals, Ages 62-69 290,000 375,000 551,000 520,000 
8 Benefits at Age 70 35,000 46,000 61,000 61,000 
9 IRA Balance at Age 70 354,000 223,000 51,000 59,000 

Table 3:  $600K IRA Balance 

The observations about Table 2 apply to Table 3 as well.  The beginning IRA balance does not affect the 
choice of when to start Social Security benefits.  Both tables show that there is not that much difference 
between beginning benefits at FRA or waiting until age 70.  

The low IRA balance (row 9) when benefits are delayed to 70 (two right most columns) reflects ORP 
doing partial IRA to Roth IRA rollovers during the first three years of the plan when the tax vs return on 
assets situation was favorable.  

Table 4 presents the same set of experiments as shown for Table 3 except for a less optimistic life 
expectancy of age 80. 

Row Results Claim at 62 Claim at FRA Claim at 70 CS 
1 Annual Spending $61,000 $60,000 $57,000 $59,000 
2 Total Spending 1,646,000 1,621,000 1,559,000 1,607,000 
3 Total Soc Sec Benefits 678,000 749,000 760,000 808,000 
4 Benefits at Age 69 34,000 45,000 0 0 
5 Withdrawal at Age 69 48,000 35,000 78,000 68,000 
6 Benefits, Ages 62-69 248,000 174,000 0 0 
7 Withdrawals, Ages 62-69 555,000 421,000 574,000 544,000 
8 Benefits at Age 70 35,000 46,000 61,000 61,000 
9 IRA Balance at Age 70 274,000 184,000 49,000 96,000 

Table 4:  $600K IRA Balance, Life expectancy age 80 

The low IRA balance (row 9) when benefits are delayed to 70 (two right most columns) reflects ORP 
doing partial IRA to Roth IRA rollovers during the first three years of the plan when the tax vs return on 
assets situation was favorable. 
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Table 4 says that beginning Social Security benefits at age 62 is the desirable economic option.  The 
conclusion to be drawn from Tables 2, 3, and 4 is that there is not that much difference between any of 
the options, with a preference for exercising the CS option.  CS is the clear winner in Tables 2 and 3 and 
competitive in Table 4.  Pessimistic, risk adverse retirees should consider beginning benefits at age 62 
while budgeting their spending according to the age 90 life expectancy plan. 

These observations are for the assumptions shown in Table 1.  Different assumptions will give different 
results. 
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Appendix A: Glossary 
CS:  Claim and suspend option for married couples. 

D: is the difference in partners’ ages, H – W.  D may be negative when Wife is older. 

DRC : Delayed retirement credits are accumulated for each year of delay after FRA and before age 70 for 
claiming benefits.  DRCs increase annual benefits.  Claiming benefits between 62 and FRA results in a 
reduction in benefits. 

FRA: Full Retirement Age – age at which full benefits are received.  FRA is defined by year of birth as 
shown in Table 3.  Husband’s FRAH may be different than Wife’s FRAW. 

Born in FRA 
1942 or earlier 65 
1943-1959 66 
1960 or later 67 

Table 3: FRA Determination 

H: Husband’s age. 

$H: Husband’s  PIAH 

http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/quickcalc/spouse.html
http://www.socialsecuritychoices.com/info/freespousal.php
http://www.ssa.gov/retire2/retirechart.htm
http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/quickcalc/index.html
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$HE: Husband’s enhanced benefits at age 70, rounded to. 

PIA :  Primary Insurance Amount – Benefits received for a claim filed at FRA.   

T: the age at which the plan ends, 92 for most practical purposes. 

W: Wife’s age.  H and W are arbitrary designations since either may be older or have can claim more 
benefits.  The algorithm is symmetric and selects the most advantageous option. 

$W: Wife’s PIAW 

$WE: Wife’s enhanced benefits at age 70. 
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