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INTRODUCTION 

Welcome to the 2026 Social Security 
Filing Guide!

Social Security benefits are an essential 
source of income for many Americans in their 
retirement years. However, navigating the 
Social Security system can be confusing and 
overwhelming, particularly when it comes to 
determining the best time to file for benefits. 
With so many rules, regulations and options to 
consider, it’s no wonder that many people find 
this process challenging. The timing of when 
you file for benefits affects the monthly amount 
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you receive, and the appropriate approach 
depends on individual circumstances such as 
health, income needs, and  
longevity expectations. 

This guide aims to simplify the process 
and provide you with the information you 
need to make an informed decision about 
when to file for Social Security benefits. 
We’ll walk you through the various factors 
to consider, including your age, income and 
retirement goals, and help you understand 
how these factors can impact your Social 
Security benefits.

By the end of this guide, you should have a 
better understanding of the Social Security 
system and feel more confident in your ability 
to make an informed decision about when to 
file for benefits.

Let’s get started!
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IDA MAY 
FULLER STORY1

Born in 1874 in Ludlow, Vermont, Ida May Fuller 
led a simple and modest life. Her occupations 
as a legal secretary and schoolteacher kept her 
busy until she retired in 1939. Witnessing the 
introduction of Social Security in 1935, Ida May 
recognized it as an opportunity to secure her 
financial well-being. Eager to take advantage of 
this new program, she promptly enrolled as one 
of its earliest participants, contributing a mere 
$24.75 in payroll taxes before bidding farewell 
to the workforce.
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On that historic day, January 31, 1940, Ida May 
Fuller received the inaugural monthly Social 
Security check, totaling $22.54. This modest 
amount would continue to arrive in her mailbox 
every month until her remarkable lifespan 
ended in 1975 at the impressive age of 100. 
In total, the sum of $22,888.92 flowed into Ida 
May’s hands over the course of her lifetime, 
all thanks to the Social Security benefits she 
had diligently accumulated. Her humble initial 
investment had grown into a substantial sum, 
offering her a comfortable retirement and 
underscoring the effectiveness of the Social 
Security system.

Ida May Fuller’s narrative stands as a 
powerful testament to the significance of 
Social Security, particularly in providing a 
safety net during one’s golden years. Through 
her meager contribution to the program, 
she enjoyed a comfortable existence in her 
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later stages of life. Her enduring legacy 
inspires future generations, emphasizing the 
value of proactive planning and investing 
in social welfare initiatives to secure a 
prosperous future.
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THE BASICS 

When Can I Start Collecting 
Social Security?

The minimum age to claim benefits is 62. 
If you are turning 62 and need the income 
from Social Security to support yourself, you 
can start claiming benefits now. Claiming 
Social Security benefits before reaching full 
retirement age can be an enticing choice 
for individuals desiring early retirement or 
requiring immediate income.
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Nevertheless, assessing the implications 
of such a decision on the benefit amount 
is crucial. Claiming retirement benefits 
before full retirement age generally results 
in a reduced monthly amount. The reduction 
percentage varies by birth year based on SSA 
rules. Conversely, delaying the claiming of 
benefits beyond full retirement age can yield 
an increase of up to 8% per year, capping at 
a maximum of 32% for those who exercise 
patience and wait until age 70 to claim their 
well-deserved benefits.2

What Is Full Retirement Age (FRA)?

Full Retirement Age (FRA) is when individuals 
become eligible for full Social Security 
retirement benefits. It is determined by their 
birth year and ranges from 66 to 67 for those 
born in 1943 or later. FRA is a crucial factor in 
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retirement planning, as it directly affects the 
amount of Social Security benefits received.

What is Delayed Retirement?

If an individual chooses to delay retirement 
benefit payments once they reach FRA, it 
results in higher monthly benefit payments in 
the future. Please note that the Social Security 
Administration ceases applying credits that 
increase future payments once the retiree 
reaches 70. The longer you can afford to wait 
after age 62 (up to 70), the larger your monthly 
benefit will be.

Delaying benefits doesn’t necessarily mean 
you will come out ahead on lifetime benefits. 
Other factors like life expectancy and spousal 
benefits should be considered. You should also 
consider taxes, investment opportunities and 
health coverage when determining the right 
filing strategy for you.
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Life Expectancy and your Social 
Security Benefit

Much of the strategy for maximizing Social 
Security benefits depends on how long you 
live. Longevity plays a significant role in 
determining the right filing strategy for you, 
but it’s also very difficult to determine. Putting 
aside unpredictable possibilities, how long do 
you think you will live?

What does your family history look like? How 
long did your parents, grandparents, siblings 
live? Do you have any underlying conditions 
like high blood pressure, weight issues, high 
cholesterol, etc.? If you have a family history of 
heart disease or other ailments, it might make 
sense to file for your benefit early.

On the other hand, if you foresee an above-
average life expectancy, it might be appropriate 
to delay filing for benefits for as long as you 
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can. Perform a break-even analysis to get a 
general idea of the ideal time to file  
for benefits.

The analysis shows when your total benefits 
received by waiting will equal the total benefits 
you would have received by taking it earlier. 
For example, you will have received the same 
number of benefits by age 77 by filing at age 
62 and receiving a $1,500 monthly benefit 
or by filing at age 66 and receiving a $2,000 
monthly benefit. At that point, age 77, the 
higher monthly benefit you would receive due 
to waiting would begin to pay off.

Did you know?

Under certain conditions, divorced spouses can 
collect Social Security benefits based on their 
ex-spouse’s work record.
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SPOUSAL BENEFITS

Someone married to a worker who qualifies 
for a Social Security retirement benefit may be 
eligible for a benefit off that working spouse’s 
earnings history. The base spousal benefit 
is equal to 50% of the FRA benefit of the 
working spouse.3 Benefits are paid to a non-
working spouse as a percentage of the working 
spouse’s FRA benefit.

Some Spouses Don’t Qualify for Their Own 
Social Security Benefit

Spouses who didn’t work a paid job or didn’t 
earn enough credits to qualify for Social 
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Security are eligible to receive benefits starting 
at age 62 based on their spouse’s record. As 
with claiming benefits on your record, your 
spousal benefit will be reduced if you take it 
before reaching your FRA. The highest spousal 
benefit you can receive is half of the benefit 
your spouse is entitled to at their FRA. While 
spouses get a lower benefit if they claim 
before reaching their own FRA, they will not 
get a larger spousal benefit by waiting to 
claim after their FRA. However, a non-working 
or lower-earning spouse may get a larger 
spousal benefit if the working spouse has 
some late-career, high-earning years that boost 
their benefits.

When a Spouse Passes Away

When one spouse dies, the surviving spouse 
is entitled to receive their deceased spouse’s 
benefit or keep their own benefit if it is higher. 
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That’s why financial planners often advise 
the higher-earning spouse to delay claiming. 
If the higher-earning spouse dies first, the 
surviving, lower-earning spouse will receive a 
larger Social Security check for life. When the 
surviving spouse hasn’t reached their FRA, they 
will be entitled to prorated amounts starting 
at age 60.4 Once at their FRA, the surviving 
spouse is entitled to 100% of the deceased 
spouse’s benefit or their own benefit, whichever 
is higher.5
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BI-PARTISAN BUDGET 
ACT OF 2015

The Bipartisan Budget Act of 2015, signed into 
law by President Obama in November 2015, 
was significant legislation that addressed 
spending caps, national debt and various 
policy issues. Notably, it eliminated two 
popular Social Security filing strategies: file and 
suspend and filing a restricted application.

Before the Act, retirees could use the file and 
suspend strategy. It involved filing for benefits 
at full retirement age and suspending them, 
allowing their spouse to claim spousal benefits 
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while accruing delayed retirement credits. 
The Act abolished this strategy for individuals 
reaching full retirement age after April 
30, 2016.

Similarly, the Act also eliminated the filing of 
a restricted application. Workers could file for 
spousal benefits only and defer their retirement 
benefits for a higher payout later. This strategy 
was also eliminated for individuals reaching 
full retirement age after April 30, 2016.

Consequently, the timing of when to file for 
Social Security benefits has become crucial for 
retirees. Filing before full retirement age leads 
to reduced benefits while delaying filing results 
in higher benefits. Factors like health, finances, 
retirement goals, other income sources and tax 
implications must be considered to determine 
the optimal filing time.
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The elimination of these strategies 
underscores the importance of carefully 
considering personal circumstances and 
financial goals to maximize social security 
benefits and overall retirement income.
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TAXATION OF 
YOUR BENEFITS

Your Social Security benefits may be partially 
taxable if your combined income exceeds 
certain thresholds. Under IRS rules, up to 85% 
of Social Security benefits may be taxable 
depending on combined income thresholds.6

The SSA defines combined income using 
this formula: Your adjusted gross income + 
nontaxable interest (for example, municipal 
bond interest) + half of your Social Security 
benefits = your combined income.7
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If you file your federal tax return as an 
individual and your combined income is 
$25,001 to $34,000, you may have to pay 
income tax on up to 50% of your benefits. If 
your combined income is more than $34,000, 
you may have to pay tax on up to 85% of your 
benefits. If you’re married, filing a joint return, 
and your combined income is $32,001 to 
$44,000, you may have to pay income tax on 
up to 50% of your benefits. If your combined 
income is more than $44,000, you may have to 
pay tax on up to 85% of your benefits.

Example: Let’s say you receive the maximum 
Social Security benefit for a worker retiring at 
FRA in 2024: $4,960 per month. Your spouse 
receives half as much, $2,480 a month. 
Together, you receive $7,440 a month, or 
$89,280 per year. Half of that, $44,640, counts 
toward your combined income for determining 



19

whether you have to pay tax on part of your 
Social Security benefits.8

Let’s further assume that you don’t have any 
nontaxable interest, wages or other income 
except for the required minimum distribution 
(RMD) of your traditional individual retirement 
account (IRA) of $10,000 for the year. Your 
combined income would be $54,640—half of 
your Social Security income, plus your IRA 
distribution—which would make up to 85% of 
your Social Security benefits taxable because 
you’ve exceeded the $44,000 threshold.

Now, you may be thinking, 85% of $89,280 is 
$75,888, and I’m in the 22% tax bracket, so 
the tax on my Social Security benefits will 
be $16,695.36.

Fortunately, the calculation considers other 
factors, and your tax would be a mere $225. 
You can read all about the taxation of Social 
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Security benefits in Internal Revenue Service 
(IRS) Publication 915.
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ADJUSTMENTS 
TO BENEFITS

Retirees who (1) worked for an employer 
that did not withhold Social Security taxes 
from their income and (2) earned a pension 
benefit from that same employer (known as 
a “non-covered pension”) may be subject to a 
reduction in the Social Security benefits they 
might otherwise be eligible for.

The Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) can 
reduce, but not eliminate, the benefit paid 
to a worker with an uncovered pension.9 The 
maximum reduction is the lesser of 50% of 
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the uncovered pension OR a fixed amount 
based on the number of years they worked in a 
position covered by Social Security withholding 
(covered earnings). Someone with 30+ years 
of covered earnings is not subject to any 
reduction under the WEP.

The Government Pension Offset (GPO) applies 
to anyone who receives a non-covered pension 
while also receiving Social Security benefits 
based on someone else’s work history (such as 
spousal or survivor benefits).10 Under GPO rules, 
Social Security spousal or survivor benefits 
may be reduced based on the amount of a 
non-covered pension, and in some cases the 
reduction may offset the entire benefit.
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OUTLOOK FOR 
SOCIAL SECURITY

Social Security is a vital source of income for 
millions of Americans, particularly for retirees 
and those with disabilities. However, there has 
been a lot of debate and concern over the long-
term financial stability of the program, with 
some predicting a looming crisis.

The Social Security Board of Trustees oversees 
the program’s finances and provides an annual 
report on its financial status. The latest report, 
released in 2024, found that Social Security’s 
finances are still on track to be depleted by 
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2033, which is unchanged from last year’s 
report. This means that without any changes 
to the program, beneficiaries could face a 
reduction in benefits of up to 24% starting 
in 2033.

One of the main factors contributing to Social 
Security’s financial instability is the aging 
population. As more Baby Boomers retire and 
live longer, fewer workers are paying into the 
program to support them.

The COVID-19 pandemic has further strained 
the program’s finances, with many workers 
losing their jobs and contributing less to 
Social Security. According to the most recent 
SSA Trustees Report, projected long-term 
funding levels depend on economic and 
demographic assumptions and are subject to 
annual revision.
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Despite these challenges, there are reasons 
to be cautiously optimistic about the future 
of Social Security. For one, the program has 
weathered financial challenges and has always 
been able to pay out benefits. Additionally, 
several proposals are being discussed to 
shore up the program’s finances and ensure 
its sustainability.

One such proposal is to increase the payroll 
tax rate, which is the primary source of funding 
for Social Security.11 Currently, workers and 
employers each pay 6.2% of workers’ wages 
into the program up to a certain income 
threshold. Increasing this rate by a percentage 
point or two could help close the program’s 
funding gap.

Another proposal is to raise the taxable wage 
base for Social Security payroll taxes. The 
taxable wage base is adjusted annually by the 
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Social Security Administration, and earnings 
above that threshold are not subject to Social 
Security payroll taxes. Any change to the wage 
base would require legislative action and could 
affect program funding.

There are also proposals to adjust the benefit 
formula, such as reducing cost-of-living 
adjustments for higher earners or changing 
how benefits are calculated based on earnings 
history. These changes could reduce the 
number of benefits paid out while ensuring 
that those needing the most assistance are 
still supported.

The outlook for Social Security benefits 
remains uncertain, but there are reasons 
to be cautiously optimistic. The program 
faces significant financial challenges, but 
proposals are being discussed to address 
these challenges and ensure its sustainability 
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for future generations. Policymakers must act 
soon to implement changes to the program to 
avoid a potential crisis and ensure that Social 
Security continues to provide a vital safety net 
for Americans in the future.
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to change at any time without notice. The information contained herein does not constitute an 
offer to sell any securities or represent an express or implied opinion or endorsement of any 
specific investment opportunity, offering or issuer. Any discussion of performance or returns 
is not indicative of future results. Any discussions of specific strategies are for informational 
purposes only and have been provided to help determine whether they may be appropriate for 
your specific situation. Each individual investor’s situation is different, and any ideas provided 

may not be appropriate for your particular circumstances. Foundations only transacts business in 
states where it is properly registered or is excluded or exempted from registration requirements. 
Registration as an investment adviser is not an endorsement of the firm by securities regulators 

and does not mean the adviser has achieved a specific level of skill or ability. Nothing herein 
constitutes a recommendation that any security, portfolio of securities, or investment strategy 

is suitable for any specific person. No legal or tax advice is provided. Please review your 
retirement, tax, and legacy planning strategies with a legal/tax professional before transacting 

or implementing any strategy discussed herein. This is not endorsed or affiliated with the Social 
Security Administration or any U.S. government agency.
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