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You have to qualify for Social Security  
benefits, but it’s not hard to do. If you 
work for a total of ten years—even if you 
do it a few months at a time, and never 
earn more than the minimum amount—
you’ll be entitled to Social Security 
benefits when you retire. You qualify for 
Medicare the same way.

People who’ve worked early in their 
lives and then left the  

work force, like women raising families, 
can return to work after a long break and 
still accumulate enough credits to qualify 
for the various programs. Though the  
dollar amount of a late qualifier’s benefit 
is usually smaller than someone’s who has 
worked all along, the security of knowing 
you have coverage is the same.
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Your Social Security 
Statement reports: 

The maximum earn- 
ings that were subject to 
Social Security tax each year. 

Your earnings that  
were taxed for Social 
Security each year since  
you started working.

The monthly 
benefit you’d 
receive if you 
started collecting 
at 62, at your full 
retirement age,  
or if you waited 
until you were  
70 to collect.

Putting in your time
Social Security is based on  
a system of credits you earn  
while you’re working. To receive  
retirement benefits, you need  
to accumulate 40 credits. In  
2015, you earn one credit for  
each $1,220 you make. But you  
earn only four credits a year,  
no matter how much you make.  
For example, a college student  
who earned $4,880 painting houses during 
the summer accumulated four credits. So 

Checking  
the Details

 2015 credits
 income earned

 $ 0  0

 $ 1,220  1

 $ 4,880  4

The tax you paid each year shows the amount for retirement, survivor, 
and disability insurance. The amount for Medicare is recorded separately. 

If you started working for the federal government before 1984, and 
aren’t covered by Social Security, the form will show you the tax you paid  
for Medicare coverage.

The amount 
your survivors 
would be paid 
if you died during 
the year the esti-
mate was made.

The disabil- 
ity benefit you 
and your fami- 
ly would get 

every month if 
you were not 
able to work 
and qualified 
for benefits.

tracking your record
Each year the Social Security 
Administration (SSA) compiles a  
personal Social Security Statement for 
each worker 25 and older. It reports what 
you’ve contributed over your working  
life and estimates the monthly benefit 
amounts that you’ll qualify for at retire-
ment or if you’re disabled. The Statement  
is mailed to you once every five years.  

But you can access it online 
anytime by creating a secure, 
password-protected account 
at my Social Security (www.
socialsecurity.gov/myaccount/).

The SSA 
encourages 
you to check 
the form 
against your 
own work 
records 
to be sure 
the details 
are right. 
If they’re wrong—and they sometimes 
are—you can submit copies of your W-2  
withholding statements and your tax 
returns to get them corrected. The more 
quickly you realize there’s a problem, the 
easier it will be to resolve.

Got You Covered
It pays to be one of the Social Security crowd. 

did a bond trader who earned 100 times 
that amount.

The minimum dollar amount per credit 
is increased every year to reflect changes 
in the cost of living, just as the maximum 
income on which you pay Social Security 
taxes is. But once you hit 40 credits, you’re 
set. Working longer may mean your benefit 
is larger, but you don’t need more credits.

raPid increases
The amount of your salary that is taxed has 
increased in recent years. In its first 35 
years, the SSA raised the ceiling only five 
times, from $3,000 in 1937 to $9,000  

in 1972. Since then, when the amount 
that’s taxable was indexed to inflation,  
it has gone up nearly every  
year, in increments ranging  
from as little as $600 to  
almost $5,000. There  
was no increase in  
2010 to 2011.

98

s o c i a L  s e c u r i t ys o c i a L  s e c u r i t y check it out
You can request extra security 
for your online account. You’ll 
need to provide additional 
verification of your identity, 
such as tax information, the 
amount of your Social Security 
deposit, or a credit card 
number. While you must still 
be careful to protect yourself 
from identity theft or other 
fraud, this extra protection 
can help.
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aPPLying for benefits

The SSA suggests that you discuss applying 
for Social Security benefits in the year  
before you actually plan to retire. Since 
there are several options for timing  
retirement and the start of your benefits, 
the SSA can help you figure out the choice 
that will work best for you. You have these 
three choices:

•  Retiring early, any time after 
age 62

•  Retiring at full retirement 
age, which is 66 for people 
born between 1943-1954

•  Postponing retirement  
past full retirement age

receiving the money
When you’re ready to begin receiving your 
benefit, you must choose from among three 
electronic payment alternatives. The money is 
transferred to your account automatically on a 
set monthly schedule.

You can have the benefit deposited directly 
into an existing checking or savings account or 
new account you set up. 

You can sign up for the DirectExpress® debit 
card program. Deposits are made directly to 
the card, and you can use it to make purchases, 

pay bills, or withdraw cash. Most but not all 
transactions are free.

You might consider a low-cost Electronic 
Transfer Account (ETA) with a federally insured 
bank or credit union. Most ETA providers allow 
ATM withdrawals and point of sale purchases, 
but there may be fees for using ATMs the ETA 
provider doesn’t own or for more than a limited 
number of withdrawals.

For more information on these options,  
visit www.ssa.gov/deposit/index.htm or call 
800-772-1213.

were 66. That reduction is permanent. If 
you were born between 1955 and 1960, 
that percentage drops gradually to 70%  
as full retirement age increases to 67. 

If you’re working when you start taking 
benefits and your earnings for the year  
are more than the limit Congress sets, 
some of your benefit will be deferred 
until after you reach full retirement age. 
Specifically $1 for every $2 you earn over 
the limit is withheld if you’re 62 through 
65, and $1 for every $3 over the limit the 
year you reach full retirement age.

The SSA can help you decide on the 
timing of your first payment to maximize 
your benefit, so it’s smart to ask for advice.

your Social Security benefit. That happens  
when your total income for the year, 
including half of your Social Security  
benefit, is more than the level set by 
Congress for your filing status. Those 
levels are fairly low and nearly all of your 
income is counted, including tax-exempt 
bond interest.

People who have moved into retirement 
or nursing homes, or who aren’t managing 
their own finances, can have their money 
deposited in a custodial account. That way, 
the benefit can be used for their care.

sPousaL benefits
Your spouse is eligible for Social Security 
benefits based on your earnings record, 
whether or not he or she qualifies indi-
vidually. If you are collecting benefits, 
or if you have applied for but postponed 
collecting until a later date to accumulate 
delayed credits, your spouse is entitled 
to up to half your PIA. This amount does 
not reduce future benefits based on your 
spouse’s own earnings record.

Patience has its rewards
If you wait until 70 to begin collecting you 
get a bonus. If you were born in 1943 or 
after, and have to be 66 to get full benefits, 
you’ll get an extra 8% a year more than 
your primary insurance amount (PIA), 
or full benefit. There’s no point, though,  
in waiting past 70, because the base 
amount you’re eligible for won’t increase 
any more.

If Social Security will be a primary 
source of income for your surviving spouse, 
waiting until you’re 70 to take your benefit 
could make a big difference in providing a 
comfortable retirement for him or her. 

the other issues
Chances are there are several factors  
behind choosing the age at which you 
apply for retirement benefits. Your health, 
your plans for the future, or an incentive 
your employer offers for leaving your job 
early can make a difference. So can the 
type of job you have and whether or not 
you plan to go on working.

Another factor to weigh in deciding 
when to begin taking income is that you 
may have to pay income tax on part of  

Your Social Security benefit won’t auto- 
matically appear in your bank account the 
day you’re eligible. You’ll have to ask the 
Social Security Administration (SSA) to 
start paying and provide evidence that you 
qualify. To receive your full benefit, you 
must have reached your full retirement 
age (FRA) though you may begin collect-
ing anytime after you turn 62. 

Applying online is easy, and Social 
Security estimates it should take less  
than 30 minutes. In addition to your  
name and Social Security number, you’ll 
need to provide information about where 
you worked and what you’ve earned in  
the last two years, and a copy of your 
Social Security Statement.

sPreading the weaLth
You can start collecting Social Security 
as early as 62 or as late as 70. The earlier 
you begin, the smaller the annual amount 
you get. And the later you start, the larger 
your payments. The underlying principle 
the SSA has adopted in providing these 
options is trying to equalize the lifetime 
value of the benefits.

If you’re not working when you turn 62, 
and Social Security income would help 
cover your living expenses, you may decide 
to apply. If you were born between 1950 
and 1954, you’ll be eligible for 75% of the 
amount you would have received if you 

for information caLL

1-800-772-1213

When to Apply
When you’re ready to collect, you have to ask for your money.
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