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Truth 
Before we dive into this book, let’s set the record straight about Social Security. There 
are plenty of myths and misconceptions floating around in the news and online, so it’s 
important to separate fact from fiction right from the start. Here’s the real story you 
need to know: 

Will Social Security Be Around? 

Social Security will continue to exist and pay benefits for the foreseeable future, but 
changes are on the horizon. The program is funded primarily through payroll taxes collected 
from current workers and their employers, which are used to pay benefits to current 
retirees and other beneficiaries. Over the years, Social Security has also built up trust fund 
reserves to help cover benefits as the population ages. 

Current projections show that the main Social Security trust fund for retirees (the Old-Age 
and Survivors Insurance, or OASI, Trust Fund) will be able to pay full benefits until 2033. 
After that, the trust fund reserves are expected to be depleted. This does not mean Social 
Security will stop paying benefits. Instead, the program will rely solely on incoming payroll 
taxes, which are projected to cover about 79% to 83% of scheduled benefits at that time. 
This would result in an automatic reduction in monthly payments unless Congress acts to 
address the shortfall. 

The Disability Insurance (DI) Trust Fund, which pays benefits to disabled workers and their 
families, is in a stronger position and is projected to pay full benefits through at least 2098. 

The financial challenge facing Social Security is largely due to demographic changes: 
people are living longer, the large baby boomer generation is retiring, and there are fewer 
workers for each beneficiary than in the past. As a result, the gap between what Social 
Security takes in and what it pays out is widening. 

Lawmakers have a range of options to address the projected shortfall, including raising 
payroll taxes, increasing or eliminating the cap on taxable earnings, gradually raising the 
retirement age, or adjusting the formula for calculating benefits. Historically, Congress has 
always acted to shore up Social Security’s finances before a crisis point was reached. 

In summary, Social Security is not going away. Even if trust fund reserves are depleted, the 
program will continue to pay substantial benefits. However, without changes, those 
benefits could be reduced by about 17% to 23% in the mid-2030s. The sooner reforms are 
made, the less drastic those changes will need to be, and the more secure the program will 
remain for current and future generations. 



Key Myths and Facts 

Myth 1: Social Security is going bankrupt or will disappear. 
Fact: Social Security cannot "run out of money" in the traditional sense. Even if the trust 
funds are depleted, payroll taxes will continue to flow in, allowing the program to pay most 
(but not all) scheduled benefits. 

Myth 2: Social Security is only for retirees or low-income individuals. 
Fact: Social Security provides benefits to retirees, people with disabilities, survivors of 
deceased workers, and dependents. Benefits are based on your work history and earnings, 
not your income level. 

Myth 3: The money you pay is saved for you personally. 
Fact: Social Security is a pay-as-you-go system. Today’s workers fund today’s beneficiaries: 
your payroll taxes are not held in a personal account for your future use. 

Myth 4: Social Security benefits won’t be there when you retire. 
Fact: Even if no reforms are made and the trust funds are depleted, the program will still 
pay a substantial portion of benefits. The exact amount will depend on future policy 
decisions. 

Myth 5: Social Security covers all your retirement needs. 
Fact: Social Security was designed to supplement, not replace, retirement income. Most 
people will need additional savings to maintain their desired lifestyle. 

Myth 6: The retirement age is 65 for everyone. 
Fact: The full retirement age is gradually increasing and is now up to 67 for those born in 
1960 or later. You can claim benefits as early as 62, but with reduced monthly payments. 

Myth 7: Social Security benefits don’t keep up with inflation. 
Fact: Social Security benefits are adjusted annually for inflation through the Cost-of-Living 
Adjustment (COLA), though the increases may not always match actual living costs. 

Myth 8: Social Security is responsible for the federal deficit. 
Fact: Social Security is funded by dedicated payroll taxes and its own trust funds, separate 
from general federal revenues. 

Myth 9: You can outlive Social Security. 
Fact: Social Security pays benefits for life, so you cannot outlive your payments. 

Myth 10: The trust fund money has been spent or is just "IOUs." 
Fact: By law, Social Security trust fund assets are invested in U.S. Treasury securities, 



which are backed by the full faith and credit of the U.S. government. These are real 
obligations that have always been honored. 

Understanding these facts can help you plan more effectively for retirement and avoid 
unnecessary worry about the future of Social Security. The program will remain a vital part 
of Americans’ financial security, though its exact structure and benefit levels may change 
as lawmakers address its long-term funding challenges. 

What’s Next for Social Security? 

Social Security is entering a period of significant change, both in terms of immediate 
adjustments for 2025 and broader, long-term reforms being debated to ensure its financial 
health for future generations. 

Immediate Changes in 2025: 

• The annual cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) for 2025 is 2.5%, which will increase 
the average monthly benefit for retirees and their families. This is a smaller increase 
than in recent years, reflecting lower inflation, but it still provides some relief to 
beneficiaries. 

• The maximum amount of earnings subject to Social Security tax will rise to 
$176,100, meaning higher earners will pay Social Security taxes on more of their 
income. 

• Earnings limits for those below full retirement age are increasing, allowing people to 
earn more before their benefits are reduced. 

• The Social Security Administration is also implementing operational changes, 
including more stringent identity checks and possible office consolidations, to 
improve efficiency and security. 

Long-Term Reform Proposals: 
To address the projected shortfall in the 2030s, bipartisan proposals and policy blueprints 
suggest a combination of measures: 

• Revenue Increases: 

• Raising the cap on taxable earnings so that a higher percentage of total 
wages are subject to Social Security taxes. 

• Increasing the payroll tax rate slightly for both employers and employees. 

• Closing loopholes that allow certain business owners to avoid payroll taxes. 



• Benefit Adjustments: 

• Gradually increasing the retirement age for higher earners to reflect longer 
life expectancies. 

• Using a greater number of working years (from 35 to 40) to calculate benefits, 
which would better align payouts with actual career lengths. 

• Taxing all Social Security benefits for high-income individuals. 

• Phasing out certain spousal and child benefits for new retirees, while 
expanding benefits for survivors, disabled workers, and students whose 
parents are deceased or disabled. 

• Coverage and Workforce Expansion: 

• Bringing all workers, including those in some public sector jobs currently 
outside the system, into Social Security coverage. 

• Expanding legal immigration to increase the number of workers paying into 
the system, which helps balance the ratio of workers to beneficiaries. 

• Trust Fund and Policy Adjustments: 

• Redirecting all taxes collected on Social Security benefits back into the 
Social Security trust funds. 

• Streamlining administrative processes and improving program integrity. 

Political Landscape: 
There are partisan differences on how to approach reform. Some proposals focus more on 
benefit reductions and raising the retirement age, while others emphasize increasing 
revenue and protecting or expanding benefits for vulnerable groups. The debate is ongoing, 
but most experts agree that acting sooner rather than later will make the necessary 
changes less severe and more manageable. 

In Summary: 
Social Security will undergo both incremental changes and, likely, larger reforms in the 
coming years. The immediate adjustments for 2025 will affect taxes, benefits, and 
administrative procedures, while long-term proposals aim to ensure the program’s 
solvency through a balanced mix of tax increases, benefit adjustments, expanded 
coverage, and workforce growth. The exact path forward will depend on legislative action, 
but the program’s core promise is expected to endure. 

 



Taking Social Security Early (as early as age 62): 

• Your monthly benefit is permanently reduced. For example, if your full retirement 
age is 67 and you claim at 62, your benefit will be about 30% less than if you waited 
until full retirement age. 

• Provides immediate income, which can help if you need funds for daily expenses, 
health issues, or to pay down debt. 

• May make sense if you have health concerns or a shorter life expectancy. 

• If you continue working before full retirement age, your benefits may be reduced 
further if your earnings exceed certain limits. 

Waiting Until Full Retirement Age (66–67, depending on birth year): 

• You receive your full, unreduced monthly benefit. 

• Waiting allows your benefit to grow, and if you delay even beyond full retirement age 
(up to age 70), you can receive even higher monthly payments due to delayed 
retirement credits. 

• No earnings limit applies once you reach full retirement age, so you can work and 
collect benefits without reduction. 

• Your spouse’s survivor benefit will also be higher if you wait to claim. 

Claim Age Monthly 
Benefit 

Pros Cons 

62 (Early) ~70% of full 
Immediate income, flexibility, may 
suit poor health 

Permanently reduced benefit, 
possible further reduction if working 

Full 
Retirement 100% of full 

Max benefit without delay, no 
earnings limit, higher survivor 
benefit Must wait longer for payments 

 

 



Claiming early gives you money sooner but at a lower monthly amount for life. Waiting 
increases your monthly benefit and long-term financial security, especially if you expect to 
live longer. 

Bottom Line 

Social Security remains the backbone of retirement security for millions of Americans, as 
well as a vital source of support for people with disabilities, survivors of workers, and 
families who have lost a breadwinner. Despite widespread fears and persistent myths, 
Social Security is not on the verge of collapse. The program will continue to pay benefits for 
the foreseeable future, even if the trust fund reserves are depleted in the next decade. 
However, without legislative changes, beneficiaries could face a reduction in monthly 
payments starting in the mid-2030s. 

The reality is that Social Security’s challenges are largely the result of demographic 
changes: people are living longer, birth rates are lower, and the large baby boomer 
generation is retiring. This means there are fewer workers paying into the system for each 
person receiving benefits. The good news is that the problems are well understood, and 
there are a variety of policy solutions available. These include raising or eliminating the cap 
on taxable earnings, modestly increasing payroll tax rates, adjusting the full retirement age, 
or recalibrating benefit formulas-often in combination. 

For individuals, it’s important to remember that Social Security was never intended to be 
your sole source of income in retirement. It is a foundation, designed to prevent poverty 
and provide basic security. Most people will need to supplement Social Security with 
personal savings, employer pensions, or other investments to maintain their desired 
lifestyle in retirement. Planning ahead, staying informed about program changes, and 
understanding how your benefits are calculated can help you make the most of what Social 
Security offers. 

For policymakers, the sooner reforms are enacted, the less drastic the changes will need to 
be. Incremental adjustments made today can secure the program for future generations 
without imposing sudden or severe cuts on current or near-term retirees. Social Security is 
a reflection of America’s commitment to economic security for its citizens, and with 
prudent stewardship, it will remain a cornerstone of that promise for decades to come. 

In summary, Social Security is not going away. It is facing a funding challenge that requires 
action, but it is a challenge that can be met. The program’s future depends on responsible, 
timely decisions from lawmakers-and on Americans’ continued engagement and advocacy 
to ensure its strength and reliability for all. 
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Chapter one 
Introduction to Social Security 

Social Security stands as one of the most significant and enduring public programs in the 
United States, touching the lives of nearly every American at some point. Its primary 
mission is to provide financial protection against the economic risks of old age, disability, 
and the loss of a family breadwinner. Over the decades, Social Security has grown from a 
modest retirement program into a comprehensive system of social insurance, offering a 
safety net that millions rely on for basic income security. 

The Origins and Purpose of Social Security 

The Social Security Act was signed into law in 1935 by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, at a 
time when the country was grappling with the devastating effects of the Great Depression. 
The act was a response to widespread poverty among the elderly and a recognition that 
private savings and family support alone were not enough to guarantee economic security 
in old age. The program’s foundational principle is simple: workers’ pay into the system 
during their working years, and in return, they receive benefits when they retire, become 
disabled, or die, leaving dependents behind. 

How Social Security Works 

Social Security is a pay-as-you-go system, meaning that today’s workers fund the benefits 
of today’s retirees and other beneficiaries. This is accomplished through payroll taxes 
collected under the Federal Insurance Contributions Act (FICA). Employees and employers 
each contribute a percentage of wages, while self-employed individuals pay both shares. 
These funds are not saved in individual accounts but are instead pooled together in the 
Social Security Trust Funds. 

To become eligible for Social Security benefits, individuals must earn a minimum number 
of work credits, which are accumulated based on annual earnings. Most people need 40 
credits-equivalent to about 10 years of work-to qualify for retirement benefits. The amount 
of the monthly benefit is determined by a formula that considers the worker’s highest 35 
years of earnings, adjusted for changes in average wages over time. 
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Types of Social Security Benefits 

Social Security provides several types of benefits, each designed to address different life 
circumstances: 

1. Retirement Benefits 

The most well-known component of Social Security is the retirement benefit, which 
provides a steady monthly income to eligible workers once they reach the minimum 
retirement age. Individuals can choose to begin receiving benefits as early as age 62, 
although waiting until full retirement age (which varies depending on birth year) results in 
higher monthly payments. Those who delay benefits beyond full retirement age can receive 
even larger payments. 

2. Disability Benefits 

For workers who become severely disabled and are unable to continue working, Social 
Security offers disability insurance. To qualify, applicants must meet strict medical criteria 
and have a sufficient work history. Disability benefits provide crucial support for individuals 
and families facing unexpected health challenges. 

3. Survivor Benefits 

When a worker dies, Social Security can provide benefits to surviving family members, 
including spouses, children, and sometimes dependent parents. These survivor benefits 
help families cope with the financial impact of losing a loved one who contributed to the 
household income. 

4. Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

Although technically a separate program, SSI is often associated with Social Security. It 
provides additional income to elderly, blind, or disabled individuals with limited income 
and resources. Unlike Social Security, SSI is funded by general tax revenues, not payroll 
taxes. 

The Role of Social Security in American Life 

For many Americans, Social Security is more than just a government program-it is a lifeline. 
It is the single largest source of income for most retirees, and for many, it represents the 
majority of their retirement income. Social Security has played a critical role in reducing 
poverty among the elderly and providing a measure of economic stability for families facing 
hardship due to disability or death. 
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Beyond its direct benefits, Social Security also has a broader impact on the economy. By 
providing a reliable source of income, it supports consumer spending and helps stabilize 
communities. The program also reinforces the values of shared responsibility and 
intergenerational solidarity, as each generation of workers supports those who have retired 
or are unable to work. 

Challenges and the Future of Social Security 

Despite its success, Social Security faces significant long-term challenges. As the 
population ages and life expectancy increases, the ratio of workers to beneficiaries is 
shrinking. This demographic shift puts pressure on the system’s finances, raising concerns 
about its future sustainability. Policymakers continue to debate potential reforms, such as 
adjusting the retirement age, changing the benefit formula, or increasing payroll taxes, to 
ensure that Social Security remains viable for future generations. 

Conclusion 

Social Security is a foundational part of the American social contract, providing essential 
protection against life’s uncertainties. Its promise of financial security in retirement, 
disability, or after the loss of a loved one is a testament to the nation’s commitment to 
caring for its citizens. Understanding how Social Security works, who it helps, and the 
challenges it faces is crucial for anyone planning for the future or interested in the well-
being of society as a whole. 

 

What Is Social Security? 

Social Security is a comprehensive federal program designed to provide a financial safety 
net for Americans facing the challenges of retirement, disability, or the loss of a family 
breadwinner. It is one of the largest and most important social insurance programs in the 
United States, touching the lives of nearly every American at some point. 

The Foundation of Social Security 

At its core, Social Security is a social insurance system. Unlike private insurance, which 
individuals purchase on their own, Social Security is funded through mandatory payroll 
taxes collected from workers and their employers. The philosophy behind the program is 
one of shared responsibility: as people work and pay into the system, they earn the right to 
receive benefits if and when they need them. 

The program was created in 1935 as part of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, in 
response to the widespread poverty and insecurity experienced during the Great 
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Depression. Its initial focus was on providing a basic income for retired workers, but over 
the years, it has expanded to include a wider range of benefits. 

How Social Security Works 

Payroll Taxes and Funding 

Social Security is primarily funded through payroll taxes under the Federal Insurance 
Contributions Act (FICA). Both employees and employers contribute 6.2% of wages, up to a 
certain annual limit. Self-employed workers pay the combined 12.4%. These taxes are 
collected by the federal government and deposited into the Social Security Trust Funds. 

Earning Credits 

To qualify for Social Security benefits, individuals must earn "credits" by working in jobs 
covered by Social Security. In 2025, for example, a worker earns one credit for every $1,730 
in earnings, up to four credits per year. Most benefits require 40 credits, which typically 
means about 10 years of work. 

Not a Personal Savings Account 

It’s important to understand that Social Security is not a personal savings plan. The money 
paid in by today’s workers is used to pay benefits to today’s retirees and other 
beneficiaries. The system is designed to be self-sustaining, with each generation of workers 
supporting the previous generation of beneficiaries. 

Types of Social Security Benefits 

Social Security offers several different types of benefits, each tailored to address specific 
life circumstances: 

1. Retirement Benefits 

This is the most common and well-known benefit. Workers can begin collecting retirement 
benefits as early as age 62, but the monthly amount increases for those who wait until their 
"full retirement age" (which varies based on birth year) or even later, up to age 70. The 
benefit amount is calculated based on the worker’s highest 35 years of earnings. 

2. Disability Benefits 

Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) provides income to individuals who are unable 
to work due to a severe, long-term disability. To qualify, applicants must have a significant 
work history and meet strict medical criteria. This benefit is a lifeline for millions of 
Americans who face unexpected health challenges. 
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3. Survivors Benefits 

When a worker covered by Social Security dies, certain family members may be eligible for 
survivors benefits. These can include a widow or widower, minor or disabled children, and 
sometimes dependent parents. Survivors benefits help families maintain financial stability 
after the loss of a loved one. 

4. Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

Though technically a separate program, SSI is often associated with Social Security. It 
provides monthly payments to people with limited income and resources who are aged, 
blind, or disabled. Unlike the other Social Security benefits, SSI is funded by general tax 
revenues, not payroll taxes. 

Who Benefits from Social Security? 

Social Security is designed to be inclusive, offering support to a wide range of people: 

• Retired Workers: The majority of beneficiaries are retirees who rely on Social 
Security for a significant portion of their income. 

• Spouses and Children: Family members of retired, disabled, or deceased workers 
may also qualify for benefits. 

• Disabled Individuals: Those who can no longer work due to a severe disability can 
receive monthly payments. 

• Survivors: Widows, widowers, and children of deceased workers receive survivors 
benefits to help them cope financially. 

Key Features and Protections 

• Guaranteed Lifetime Income: Social Security provides guaranteed monthly 
payments for as long as a beneficiary lives, offering protection against outliving 
one’s savings. 

• Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA): Benefits are adjusted annually to keep pace 
with inflation, helping beneficiaries maintain their purchasing power. 

• Progressive Benefit Formula: The program is designed to replace a higher 
percentage of earnings for lower-income workers, providing greater support to those 
who need it most. 

• Portability: Social Security follows workers from job to job, and even into 
retirement, regardless of where they live in the U.S. 
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The Role of Social Security in Society 

For many Americans, Social Security is the single most important source of retirement 
income. It has dramatically reduced poverty among older adults and provided vital support 
to families experiencing disability or loss. The program also helps stabilize the economy by 
ensuring a steady stream of income for millions of households. 

Challenges and the Future 

As the population ages and the ratio of workers to beneficiaries shrinks, Social Security 
faces long-term financial challenges. Policymakers continue to debate solutions to ensure 
the program’s sustainability for future generations. Despite these challenges, Social 
Security remains a pillar of economic security in the United States. 

Conclusion 

Social Security is more than just a government program-it is a promise of protection and 
dignity for all Americans. By providing income in retirement, in case of disability, or after the 
loss of a loved one, Social Security helps millions of people maintain their independence 
and quality of life. Understanding what Social Security is and how it works is essential for 
anyone planning their financial future. 

 

Historical Background and Evolution 

Social Security’s history is deeply intertwined with the economic, political, and social 
changes that shaped the United States in the twentieth century. Understanding its origins 
and evolution provides insight into why the program exists, how it has grown, and the 
challenges it faces today. 

Early Influences and the Need for Reform 

Before Social Security, most Americans relied on personal savings, family support, or 
charity in old age or during times of hardship. Industrialization and urbanization in the late 
1800s and early 1900s, however, eroded traditional family structures and support systems. 
As people moved to cities for work, they became more vulnerable to economic downturns, 
illness, or job loss. The United States watched as European countries, most notably 
Germany, introduced national social insurance programs to protect workers and their 
families. 
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Despite these international models, the U.S. government was slow to act. Private pension 
plans existed but were rare and often unreliable. The stock market crash of 1929 and the 
onset of the Great Depression exposed the fragility of the American safety net. By the early 
1930s, millions were unemployed, banks had failed, and poverty was rampant-especially 
among the elderly. 

The Creation of Social Security 

In response to this crisis, President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal administration sought 
to provide economic security to the nation’s most vulnerable citizens. The Committee on 
Economic Security was established in 1934 to develop a plan. After considerable debate 
and design, the Social Security Act was signed into law on August 14, 1935. 

The original Social Security Act included several components: 

• Old-Age Benefits: Monthly payments to retired workers beginning at age 65. 

• Unemployment Insurance: Temporary financial assistance for those who lost their 
jobs. 

• Aid to Dependent Children and the Blind: Support for families with children and 
individuals with disabilities. 

The program was funded by payroll taxes, with both workers and employers contributing. 
This “earned right” approach distinguished Social Security from welfare programs and 
helped build public support. 

Early Implementation and First Expansions 

Social Security began collecting payroll taxes in 1937, and the first monthly retirement 
benefits were paid in 1940. Initially, the program covered only workers in commerce and 
industry, leaving out many agricultural, domestic, and self-employed workers. 

Recognizing its limitations, Congress quickly moved to expand the program: 

• 1939 Amendments: Added benefits for spouses, minor children, and survivors of 
deceased workers, transforming Social Security from an individual retirement plan 
into a family-based program. 

• 1950s Expansions: Coverage was extended to millions more Americans, including 
farm workers, domestic workers, self-employed individuals, and employees of 
nonprofit organizations. 
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The Addition of Disability and Health Insurance 

As the nation’s needs changed, so did Social Security: 

• 1956: Disability Insurance was introduced, providing benefits to workers unable to 
continue employment due to severe, long-term disabilities. 

• 1961: Early retirement at age 62 was permitted for men (previously only available to 
women), offering greater flexibility. 

• 1965: The Social Security Amendments established Medicare and Medicaid. 
Medicare provided health insurance for Americans aged 65 and older, while 
Medicaid offered medical assistance to low-income individuals and families. These 
programs dramatically expanded Social Security’s impact on American life. 

Adjusting for Inflation and Demographic Change 

In the 1970s, inflation eroded the purchasing power of Social Security benefits. To address 
this, Congress enacted automatic cost-of-living adjustments (COLAs) in 1972, ensuring 
that benefits would keep pace with inflation. 

But the program soon faced new challenges. The baby boom generation, longer life 
expectancies, and a slowing birth rate meant more beneficiaries and fewer workers to 
support them. Economic recessions in the 1970s and early 1980s strained the system’s 
finances. 

Major Reforms and Modernization 

To preserve Social Security’s solvency, Congress passed significant reforms: 

• 1977 Amendments: Adjusted the benefit formula to correct overgenerous 
payments caused by earlier inflation. 

• 1983 Amendments: A bipartisan commission led by Alan Greenspan 
recommended raising the retirement age gradually, increasing payroll taxes, and 
taxing some benefits for higher-income recipients. These changes stabilized the 
program for the next several decades. 

The program continued to adapt: 

• 1990s and 2000s: Expanded benefits for divorced spouses and survivors, and 
improved disability determination processes. 



9 
 

• Technological Modernization: The Social Security Administration modernized its 
operations, making it easier for Americans to apply for and manage benefits online. 

Social Security in the 21st Century 

Today, Social Security is a central pillar of the American social safety net, providing benefits 
to over 65 million people, including retirees, disabled workers, survivors, and their families. 
It has helped reduce poverty among the elderly to historic lows and provides crucial 
support to millions of children and people with disabilities. 

Yet, Social Security faces ongoing challenges. The aging population means more 
beneficiaries and fewer workers paying into the system. Policymakers continue to debate 
how best to ensure the program’s long-term sustainability, considering options like 
adjusting the payroll tax rate, raising the retirement age, or modifying benefits. 

Conclusion 

From its origins in the Great Depression to its current role as the nation’s largest social 
insurance program, Social Security has evolved to meet the changing needs of American 
society. Its history is one of adaptation, expansion, and resilience. As the nation continues 
to change, Social Security will remain a subject of vital importance, reflecting America’s 
commitment to economic security and social solidarity. 

 

The Role of Social Security in Modern Society 

Social Security is a cornerstone of economic security and social stability in the United 
States, providing crucial income support to millions of Americans. Its influence extends far 
beyond retirement, shaping the well-being of families, communities, and the broader 
economy. 

Reducing Poverty and Promoting Economic Security 

Social Security has been the single most effective tool in reducing poverty among the 
elderly. Before its inception, over a third of older Americans lived in poverty. Today, the 
poverty rate among seniors has fallen dramatically, with Social Security credited for nearly 
the entire decline since the 1960s. Without Social Security, about two-thirds of the elderly 
would be considered poor; the program reduces this to less than one in six. It also 
significantly reduces deep poverty-defined as income below half the federal poverty line-by 
nearly half for recipients. 
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The impact of Social Security is not limited to older adults. It also supports people with 
disabilities and survivors of deceased workers, including children and spouses. For 
households led by a disabled recipient, Social Security reduces poverty by about a third. 
These reductions far surpass those achieved by other government programs, making Social 
Security the largest and most impactful anti-poverty initiative in the country. 

Supporting Families and Communities 

Social Security’s reach is broad: the majority of recipients are retired workers, but a 
significant share are disabled individuals or survivors of deceased workers. This family-
based approach means that Social Security acts as a safety net for entire households 
facing loss of income due to age, disability, or death. 

The program’s benefits ripple through local economies. Recipients spend their income on 
goods and services, supporting businesses and jobs in their communities. In this way, 
Social Security not only protects individuals from poverty but also helps stabilize the 
economy during downturns, as benefits continue even when other sources of income 
falter. 

Addressing Inequality and Promoting Independence 

Social Security provides a progressive benefit structure, replacing a higher share of 
earnings for lower-income workers. This helps narrow income inequality among the elderly 
and ensures that the most vulnerable receive the greatest support. The program also 
enables many older Americans to live independently rather than rely on family members or 
institutional care, enhancing dignity and quality of life. 

Adapting to Changing Needs 

As traditional pensions decline and personal savings prove inadequate for many, Social 
Security’s role as a reliable source of retirement income has grown more important. It 
remains the primary or sole source of income for many low- and middle-income retirees. 
The program’s design-guaranteed, inflation-adjusted, and lifelong benefits-offers security 
that few private plans can match. 

Facing Future Challenges 

Despite its successes, Social Security faces significant challenges. Demographic shifts-
such as an aging population and lower birth rates-are putting financial pressure on the 
system. If the trust funds are depleted, benefit reductions could push millions more into 
poverty, with the largest impact on those who rely most heavily on Social Security. 
Projections suggest that, without action, millions of additional older adults and people with 
disabilities could fall into poverty in the coming decades. 
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Conclusion 

Social Security is indispensable in modern American society. It dramatically reduces 
poverty, supports families through life’s uncertainties, and underpins the economic 
security of millions. Its continued strength and sustainability are vital to ensuring that 
future generations enjoy the same protection and dignity that Social Security has provided 
for nearly a century. 

 

Overview of Major Social Security Programs 

Social Security in the United States is a comprehensive system of social insurance and 
assistance programs designed to protect individuals and families from economic hardship 
due to retirement, disability, death of a wage earner, or low income. These programs are 
primarily administered by the Social Security Administration (SSA) and other federal and 
state agencies. Below is a detailed look at the major programs and their significance. 

Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance (OASDI) 

OASDI is the largest and most well-known Social Security program, often simply called 
"Social Security." It is based on the principle of social insurance, where workers and 
employers contribute payroll taxes to fund benefits for those who qualify. 

• Retirement Benefits: Workers who have paid into Social Security through payroll 
taxes become eligible for monthly retirement benefits, typically starting at age 62. 
The benefit amount depends on the worker’s lifetime earnings and the age at which 
they claim benefits. Spouses, divorced spouses, and dependent children may also 
qualify for benefits based on the worker’s record. 

• Survivors Benefits: When a covered worker dies, certain family members-such as 
widows, widowers, minor or disabled children, and sometimes dependent parents-
can receive monthly survivors benefits. This provides vital income protection for 
families who lose their primary wage earner. 

• Disability Benefits: Workers who become severely disabled and unable to work 
before reaching retirement age may qualify for Social Security Disability Insurance 
(SSDI). This program pays monthly benefits to disabled workers and, in some cases, 
their spouses and children. The disability must be expected to last at least one year 
or result in death. 
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OASDI coverage is nearly universal, encompassing about 96% of jobs in the U.S. Workers 
finance the program through payroll taxes, and benefits are paid from dedicated trust 
funds. The program is a primary source of income for retirees and provides critical financial 
protection for millions of families. 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

SSI is a separate, means-tested program designed to help aged, blind, or disabled 
individuals with very limited income and resources. Unlike OASDI, SSI is funded by general 
tax revenues rather than payroll taxes. 

• Eligibility: SSI is available to adults and children who are blind or disabled, as well 
as people age 65 and older who meet strict financial criteria. Applicants do not need 
a work history to qualify. 

• Benefits: Payments are intended to help recipients meet basic needs for food, 
clothing, and shelter. The federal government sets a standard monthly payment, 
which may be supplemented by some states. The benefit amount is reduced if the 
recipient has other income or support. 

SSI provides a crucial safety net for those who are most vulnerable, including many who do 
not qualify for OASDI benefits. 

Medicare 

Medicare is a federal health insurance program for people age 65 and older, as well as 
certain younger individuals with disabilities. While it is separate from Social Security, 
eligibility for Medicare is often linked to receipt of Social Security or Railroad Retirement 
benefits. 

• Coverage: Medicare consists of several parts, including hospital insurance (Part A), 
medical insurance (Part B), and prescription drug coverage (Part D). Most people 
qualify for premium-free Part A if they or their spouse have worked and paid 
Medicare taxes for a sufficient period. 

• Eligibility: In addition to seniors, people under 65 can qualify for Medicare if they 
have received Social Security Disability Insurance benefits for at least 24 months, 
have end-stage renal disease requiring dialysis or transplant, or have ALS (Lou 
Gehrig’s disease). 

Medicare helps ensure that older adults and people with disabilities have access to 
essential health care services. 
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Medicaid 

Medicaid is a joint federal-state program that provides health coverage to low-income 
individuals and families, including children, pregnant women, seniors, and people with 
disabilities. Medicaid eligibility is based on income and, in some cases, health status. 

• Coordination with SSI: Many SSI recipients automatically qualify for Medicaid, 
ensuring they receive both income support and health coverage. 

• Services: Medicaid covers a broad range of health services, including hospital and 
doctor visits, long-term care, and prescription drugs. 

Medicaid fills critical gaps in the health care system, especially for those with limited 
means. 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 

TANF provides temporary financial assistance and support services to low-income families 
with children. The program aims to help families achieve self-sufficiency through work 
requirements and time-limited benefits. 

• Services: In addition to cash assistance, TANF may offer job training, child care, 
and other services to help parents find and maintain employment. 

• Administration: TANF is administered by states with federal funding and broad 
flexibility in program design. 

State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) 

SCHIP-also known as CHIP-offers health insurance to children in families with incomes 
too high to qualify for Medicaid but too low to afford private coverage. The program is jointly 
funded by federal and state governments. 

• Coverage: SCHIP covers routine checkups, immunizations, doctor visits, 
prescriptions, dental and vision care, and emergency services. 

• Eligibility: Each state sets its own eligibility rules within federal guidelines. 

Unemployment Insurance and Workers’ Compensation 

• Unemployment Insurance: Provides temporary income support to eligible workers 
who lose their jobs through no fault of their own. Funded by employer payroll taxes, 
the program helps stabilize the economy during downturns. 
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• Workers’ Compensation: Offers benefits to workers injured on the job, including 
medical care, rehabilitation, and income replacement. 

Program Interactions and Dual Eligibility 

Many individuals may qualify for more than one program. For example, a person receiving 
Social Security retirement or disability benefits may also be eligible for SSI if their income 
and resources are low. However, rules on dual entitlement generally prevent the payment 
of two full benefits; instead, the individual receives the higher of the two or a combination 
up to the maximum allowed. 

Financing and Impact 

Social Security programs are primarily funded through payroll taxes, trust fund reserves, 
and, in some cases, general tax revenues. Together, these programs provide a vital safety 
net for millions of Americans, supporting retirees, people with disabilities, survivors, 
children, and families in need. The system is continually monitored and adjusted to ensure 
its sustainability and responsiveness to changing social and economic conditions. 

These major Social Security programs collectively form the backbone of the U.S. social 
safety net, offering essential support and protection during life’s most challenging times. 

 

Chapter One Summary  

Origins and Purpose: 
Social Security was established in 1935 in response to the widespread poverty and 
insecurity brought on by the Great Depression. The program’s foundational idea is social 
insurance: workers pay payroll taxes during their careers, and in return, they and their 
families receive benefits in retirement, in case of disability, or upon the worker’s death. This 
approach was designed to provide a reliable safety net, recognizing that private savings and 
family support were often insufficient. 

How It Works: 
Social Security is funded by payroll taxes paid by both employees and employers. Eligibility 
for benefits is based on accumulating work credits, typically requiring about 10 years of 
work. The system operates on a pay-as-you-go basis, with current workers funding current 
beneficiaries. Benefits are calculated using a formula that considers a worker’s highest 35 
years of earnings. 
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Types of Benefits: 

• Retirement Benefits: Monthly payments to eligible workers starting as early as age 
62, with higher payments for those who delay claiming. 

• Disability Benefits: Support for workers who become severely disabled and cannot 
continue employment. 

• Survivor Benefits: Payments to family members of deceased workers, including 
spouses and children. 

• Supplemental Security Income (SSI): Means-tested assistance for aged, blind, or 
disabled individuals with limited income, funded by general tax revenues. 

Historical Evolution: 
Initially, Social Security covered only certain workers, but it expanded over time to include 
more occupational groups and family members. Major milestones include the addition of 
disability insurance (1956), early retirement options (1961), and the creation of Medicare 
and Medicaid (1965). The 1970s brought automatic cost-of-living adjustments (COLAs) to 
protect benefits from inflation. Financial and demographic pressures led to reforms in the 
late 1970s and 1980s, including changes to the benefit formula, tax increases, and a 
gradual rise in the retirement age. 

Modern Role: 
Social Security is credited with dramatically reducing poverty among the elderly and 
providing vital support to disabled individuals and survivors. It is the largest source of 
income for most retirees and acts as a stabilizer for families and communities, supporting 
consumer spending and local economies. The program’s progressive structure ensures 
greater support for lower-income workers and helps reduce inequality. 

Major Related Programs: 

• Medicare: Health insurance for people 65 and older and certain younger individuals 
with disabilities. 

• Medicaid: Joint federal-state health coverage for low-income individuals and 
families. 

• TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families): Temporary financial aid and 
support services for low-income families with children. 

• SCHIP (State Children’s Health Insurance Program): Health coverage for children 
in low-income families not eligible for Medicaid. 
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• Unemployment Insurance and Workers’ Compensation: Support for workers who 
lose their jobs or are injured at work. 

Challenges and Sustainability: 
The system faces ongoing challenges due to demographic shifts-an aging population and a 
shrinking ratio of workers to beneficiaries. Policymakers debate various reforms, such as 
adjusting the retirement age, changing benefit formulas, or increasing payroll taxes, to 
ensure long-term sustainability. 

Conclusion: 
Social Security remains a central pillar of the American social safety net, providing 
essential income and health protection to millions. Its adaptability and resilience have 
allowed it to meet the changing needs of society, but continued attention to its financial 
health is necessary to maintain its promise for future generations. 
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Chapter 2 
 Structure and Administration of the Social Security System 

The Social Security system is one of the largest and most complex government operations 
in the United States, designed to efficiently deliver benefits to millions of Americans. Its 
structure and administration reflect decades of evolution, technological advancement, 
and the need for accessibility and accountability. 

Centralized Leadership and Oversight 

The Social Security Administration (SSA) is an independent federal agency established in 
1935. It is led by the Commissioner of Social Security, who is appointed by the President 
and confirmed by the Senate. The Commissioner is supported by a Deputy Commissioner 
and a team of senior executives, including chiefs of staff, chief actuary, chief operating 
officer, and various associate commissioners responsible for specific domains such as 
financial policy, program integrity, information technology, and external affairs. 

The SSA’s headquarters, known as the Central Office, is located in Woodlawn, Maryland, 
near Baltimore. This central hub manages overall policy direction, program development, 
budgeting, and national operations. The Immediate Office of the Commissioner provides 
direct oversight and coordination of agency activities, ensuring that priorities and policies 
are consistently implemented across all components. 

Decentralized Field Operations 

To ensure accessibility and efficient service delivery, the SSA maintains a vast network of 
regional and local offices: 

• 10 Regional Offices: These offices oversee operations within large geographic 
areas, providing leadership, technical guidance, and support to field offices. 

• 1,200+ Field Offices: These serve as the primary point of contact for the public, 
processing benefit applications, handling Social Security number requests, and 
providing customer service. Field offices are strategically located to maximize 
accessibility for urban, suburban, and rural populations. 

• 8 Processing Centers: These centers handle complex claims, benefit adjustments, 
and record maintenance, supporting the field offices with specialized expertise. 

• 37 Teleservice Centers: These centers handle millions of calls annually, providing 
information and assistance through the national toll-free number. 
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This decentralized structure allows the SSA to deliver services at the community level while 
maintaining consistency and efficiency nationwide. 

Program Administration and Functions 

The SSA administers several major programs: 

• Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance (OASDI): The core Social Security 
program, providing monthly benefits to retirees, disabled workers, and survivors of 
deceased workers. 

• Supplemental Security Income (SSI): A means-tested program for aged, blind, or 
disabled individuals with limited income and resources. 

• Other Functions: The SSA also manages the assignment of Social Security 
numbers, oversees certain benefits for U.S. territories, and supports related 
programs such as black lung benefits. 

The agency is responsible for ensuring accurate and timely payment of benefits, 
maintaining detailed records, and protecting the integrity of its programs through rigorous 
eligibility verification and anti-fraud measures. 

Financial Management and Trust Funds 

Social Security is primarily funded through payroll taxes collected from workers and 
employers. These revenues are deposited into two main trust funds: 

• Old-Age and Survivors Insurance (OASI) Trust Fund 

• Disability Insurance (DI) Trust Fund 

These trust funds are managed separately from the general federal budget and are invested 
in special U.S. government securities. The funds are overseen by a Board of Trustees, which 
includes top federal officials and public representatives. The Trustees report annually on 
the financial status and projections for the trust funds, ensuring transparency and public 
accountability. 

Appeals and Adjudication 

The SSA operates a comprehensive appeals process to ensure fairness and due process for 
claimants: 

• Disability Determination Services (DDS): State agencies make initial 
determinations on disability claims. 
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• Office of Hearing Operations (OHO): Handles appeals and conducts hearings 
before Administrative Law Judges (ALJs). 

• Appeals Council: Reviews decisions made by ALJs and can remand cases or issue 
final decisions. 

The SSA publishes detailed procedural manuals, such as the Hearings, Appeals, and 
Litigation Law Manual (HALLEX), to guide staff and ensure consistent application of laws 
and policies. 

Technology, Efficiency, and Public Service 

The SSA leverages advanced technology and data systems to manage vast amounts of 
information and process millions of transactions annually. The Program Operations Manual 
System (POMS) provides comprehensive guidance for staff, supporting efficient and 
uniform service delivery. 

The agency is committed to public service, offering multiple channels for assistance, 
including in-person visits, online services, and telephone support. SSA field offices and 
teleservice centers are designed to be accessible to all, including people with disabilities 
and those in remote areas. 

Accountability and Continuous Improvement 

The SSA maintains a strong focus on accountability, efficiency, and continuous 
improvement. Administrative costs are kept low relative to the scale of benefits delivered. 
The agency regularly reviews its operations, adapts to changing needs, and implements 
new technologies and policies to enhance service quality. 

In summary, the structure and administration of the Social Security system are designed to 
balance centralized leadership with decentralized service delivery, ensuring that benefits 
are provided efficiently, fairly, and consistently to millions of Americans across the country. 

 

The Social Security Administration (SSA) 

The Social Security Administration (SSA) is a cornerstone of the U.S. government’s 
commitment to economic security, responsible for administering programs that touch the 
lives of nearly every American. As the agency tasked with implementing the Social Security 
Act, the SSA manages one of the largest and most complex social insurance systems in the 
world. 
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Mission and Responsibilities 

The SSA’s mission is to “deliver Social Security services that meet the changing needs of 
the public.” This mission encompasses a wide array of responsibilities: 

• Administering Benefits: The SSA manages the payment of monthly benefits to 
retirees, disabled individuals, survivors, and low-income recipients under the Old-
Age and Survivors Insurance (OASI), Disability Insurance (DI), and Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) programs. 

• Maintaining Earnings Records: The agency keeps detailed records of each worker’s 
earnings, which are used to calculate future Social Security benefits. Accurate 
recordkeeping is essential for ensuring beneficiaries receive the correct amounts. 

• Assigning Social Security Numbers: The SSA issues Social Security numbers 
(SSNs), which serve as unique identifiers for U.S. citizens, permanent residents, and 
certain non-citizens. SSNs are crucial for employment, tax reporting, and access to 
government services. 

• Supporting Other Programs: The SSA provides administrative support for programs 
such as Medicare, Medicaid, and the State Children’s Health Insurance Program 
(SCHIP), particularly in determining eligibility and enrollment for Medicare. 

Organizational Structure 

The SSA is structured to maximize efficiency and accessibility: 

• Headquarters: Located in Woodlawn, Maryland, the central office sets policy, 
oversees program integrity, manages budgets, and coordinates nationwide 
operations. 

• Regional and Field Offices: The agency operates 10 regional offices, over 1,200 
field offices, and 8 processing centers. These offices serve as primary points of 
contact for the public, handling benefit applications, appeals, and general inquiries. 

• Teleservice Centers: With 37 call centers nationwide, the SSA provides telephone 
assistance to millions of callers each year, helping with everything from benefit 
estimates to reporting changes in circumstances. 

• Online Services: The SSA’s website allows individuals to apply for benefits, check 
the status of applications, estimate future benefits, and manage their information 
online, increasing convenience and reducing administrative burdens. 
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Program Administration and Processes 

The SSA’s administration of its core programs involves several key processes: 

• Eligibility Determination: The SSA evaluates applications for retirement, disability, 
and survivors benefits, using detailed criteria to ensure only eligible individuals 
receive payments. For disability claims, state Disability Determination Services 
(DDS) agencies make initial medical decisions. 

• Benefit Calculation: Benefits are calculated based on a worker’s lifetime earnings, 
age at retirement or disability, and other program-specific factors. The SSA uses 
complex formulas to ensure fairness and progressivity. 

• Appeals and Hearings: If a claim is denied, applicants can appeal the decision. The 
SSA has a multi-level appeals process, including reconsideration, hearings before 
Administrative Law Judges, and review by the Appeals Council. 

• Fraud Prevention and Program Integrity: The SSA employs advanced data 
analytics, regular audits, and cross-checks with other agencies to prevent fraud, 
waste, and abuse. Program integrity is a top priority, given the scale of benefits 
distributed. 

Financial Management 

The SSA manages the Social Security trust funds, which are financed primarily through 
payroll taxes collected under the Federal Insurance Contributions Act (FICA). The agency is 
responsible for ensuring the solvency of these trust funds and providing annual reports to 
Congress and the public on their financial status. 

Historical Development 

The SSA has evolved significantly since its inception: 

• 1935: Created as the Social Security Board to administer the new Social Security 
Act. 

• 1946: Became the Social Security Administration under the Federal Security 
Agency. 

• 1956: Took on the administration of Disability Insurance. 

• 1965: Began supporting the launch of Medicare. 

• 1972: Assumed responsibility for the Supplemental Security Income program. 
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• 1994: Became an independent agency, reflecting its importance and the need for 
operational autonomy. 

Throughout its history, the SSA has adapted to legislative changes, demographic shifts, and 
technological advancements, ensuring its programs remain responsive to the nation’s 
needs. 

Public Service and Outreach 

The SSA is committed to serving a diverse and growing population. Its field offices and 
service centers are strategically located to reach urban, suburban, and rural communities. 
The agency provides services in multiple languages and offers accommodations for people 
with disabilities. Outreach efforts target vulnerable populations, such as the homeless, 
veterans, and non-English speakers, to ensure they are aware of and can access the 
benefits they are entitled to. 

Technology and Modernization 

To meet the demands of a modern society, the SSA continually invests in technology. Its 
online portal allows millions of Americans to access services remotely, reducing wait times 
and improving efficiency. The agency uses sophisticated data systems to manage records, 
detect errors, and process claims quickly and accurately. 

Challenges and Continuous Improvement 

Despite its successes, the SSA faces ongoing challenges, including increasing workloads 
due to an aging population, evolving cybersecurity threats, and the need for continual 
modernization. The agency regularly reviews its processes, seeks public feedback, and 
implements reforms to enhance service delivery and program integrity. 

Conclusion 

The Social Security Administration stands as a vital institution in American life, ensuring 
economic security for retirees, people with disabilities, survivors, and those with limited 
income. Through its broad network, dedicated workforce, and commitment to public 
service, the SSA upholds the promise of Social Security, adapting and evolving to meet the 
needs of each generation. 
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Key Legislation and Amendments 

The Social Security system has evolved through a series of landmark laws and 
amendments that have expanded its coverage, increased benefits, and adapted its 
structure to meet the changing needs of American society. Below is a more detailed look at 
the major legislative milestones, their context, and their impact. 

The Social Security Act of 1935 

The Social Security Act, signed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt on August 14, 1935, laid 
the foundation for the nation’s social insurance system. The Act was a response to the 
economic devastation of the Great Depression, aiming to provide financial security for the 
elderly, unemployed, and disadvantaged families. 

Key provisions included: 

• Title I: Grants to states for old-age assistance, establishing the first federal-state 
partnership for income support to the elderly. 

• Title II: Federal old-age benefits, creating a contributory retirement program for 
workers. 

• Title III: Grants to states for unemployment compensation administration, 
supporting the development of state-run unemployment insurance programs. 

• Title IV: Grants for aid to dependent children, providing support to families with 
children in need. 

• Title V: Grants for maternal and child welfare, improving health services for mothers 
and children. 

• Title X: Grants for aid to the blind, extending support to another vulnerable group. 

• Title VII: Established the Social Security Board to administer the new programs. 

• Titles VIII and IX: Introduced payroll taxes on workers and employers to fund 
benefits. 

The Act was unique in its reliance on payroll contributions rather than direct government 
funding, reflecting a self-sustaining insurance model. 

1939 Amendments 

The 1939 amendments significantly broadened Social Security’s scope. They introduced: 
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• Survivors Benefits: Payments to widows, widowers, and dependent children of 
deceased workers. 

• Dependents Benefits: Payments to spouses and children of retired workers. 

• Family Insurance Concept: Shifted the program from individual to family-based 
protection. 

• Creation of the Old-Age and Survivors Insurance Trust Fund: For more robust 
financial management. 

This expansion recognized the need to protect entire families, not just individual workers. 

1950s–1960s Expansions 

The postwar period saw major growth in Social Security: 

• Coverage Expansion: Inclusion of millions more workers, such as self-employed, 
farm, and domestic workers. 

• 1956 Disability Insurance: Introduction of disability benefits for workers aged 50–
64, later expanded to younger workers and dependents. 

• 1961 Early Retirement: Allowed men to claim reduced benefits at age 62, a 
provision already available to women. 

• Benefit Increases: Periodic increases to keep pace with inflation and rising living 
standards. 

1965 Amendments: Medicare and Medicaid 

The 1965 amendments were transformative, creating: 

• Medicare: Health insurance for Americans aged 65 and older, and later for certain 
younger people with disabilities. 

• Medicaid: Joint federal-state health coverage for low-income individuals and 
families. 

These programs addressed the growing need for health security alongside income security. 

1972 Amendments: COLA and SSI 

• Automatic Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA): Starting in 1975, benefits were 
automatically adjusted each year to keep up with inflation, protecting recipients’ 
purchasing power. 
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• Supplemental Security Income (SSI): Established a federal program for aged, 
blind, or disabled individuals with little or no income, replacing state-run assistance 
programs and standardizing benefits nationwide. 

1983 Amendments: Solvency and Reform 

Facing financial crisis, the 1983 amendments made sweeping changes: 

• Gradual Increase in Full Retirement Age: Phased in an increase from 65 to 67. 

• Taxation of Benefits: Made some Social Security benefits taxable for higher-income 
recipients. 

• Coverage of Federal Employees: Required newly hired federal workers to 
participate in Social Security. 

• Payroll Tax Adjustments: Increased payroll tax rates and shifted certain tax 
responsibilities. 

These measures restored the program’s solvency and ensured its continued viability. 

Later Amendments and Adjustments 

• 1977: Adjusted benefit formulas to correct over-indexing and ensure fairness. 

• 2000: Eliminated the retirement earnings test for people above full retirement age, 
allowing them to work without reducing their benefits. 

• 2011–2012 Payroll Tax Holiday: Temporarily reduced the Social Security tax rate for 
workers to stimulate the economy, with lost revenue reimbursed from general 
federal funds. 

• 2015 Bipartisan Budget Act: Reallocated payroll tax contributions between the 
Disability Insurance and Old-Age and Survivors Insurance Trust Funds to address 
funding shortfalls. 

Additional Notable Changes 

• Payments to Divorced Spouses: Began in 1965 for women and in 1977 for men, 
reflecting changing family structures. 

• Improvements in Survivors and Dependents Benefits: Increased benefits for 
widows, widowers, and surviving parents in the 1961 amendments. 

• Regular Benefit Increases: Congress periodically enacted benefit increases before 
the automatic COLA was established. 
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Ongoing Legislative Adjustments 

Congress continues to refine Social Security, responding to demographic trends, economic 
pressures, and social change. Adjustments have addressed issues such as benefit 
adequacy, program integrity, and administrative efficiency. 

 

Summary 

The Social Security system has grown from a basic old-age pension program into a 
comprehensive social insurance framework, providing retirement, disability, survivors, and 
supplemental income benefits, as well as health coverage through Medicare and Medicaid. 
This evolution has been driven by a series of key legislative actions and amendments, each 
responding to the needs and challenges of its time, ensuring that Social Security remains a 
vital part of the American safety net. 

 

Local Offices and Online Services 

The Social Security Administration (SSA) delivers services through a nationwide network of 
local field offices and continually expanding online platforms. This dual approach ensures 
that all Americans-regardless of location, digital access, or special needs-can receive 
support efficiently, securely, and conveniently. 

Local Social Security Offices 

Widespread Presence and Accessibility: 
SSA operates over 1,200 local field offices across the United States, making in-person 
assistance broadly accessible. These offices are strategically located to serve urban, 
suburban, and rural communities, ensuring that nearly every American can reach an office 
within a reasonable distance. 

Services Provided: 
Local offices are the primary point of contact for a range of Social Security services, 
including: 

• Applying for retirement, disability, survivors, or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
benefits. 

• Requesting new or replacement Social Security cards. 

• Updating personal information, such as name or address changes. 
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• Applying for Medicare and extra help with prescription drug costs. 

• Verifying eligibility and resolving benefit issues. 

Appointment-Based Service Model: 
As of January 2025, SSA has shifted most local offices to an appointment-based service 
model. Customers are encouraged to schedule appointments online or by phone before 
visiting, which has significantly reduced wait times and improved the efficiency of service 
delivery. However, walk-ins are still accommodated for urgent needs, vulnerable 
populations, and those unable to make appointments. 

Enhanced In-Office Technology: 
SSA has installed private, accessible kiosks in most local offices to streamline the check-in 
process. These kiosks are designed to be user-friendly and fully accessible, featuring: 

• Audio jacks and Braille instructions for people with visual impairments. 

• Accessible keypads and touch screens with privacy filters. 

• Ticket dispensers and thermal printers for efficient queuing. 

• ADA-compliant cabinetry for wheelchair access. 

Additionally, the Mobile Check-In Express system allows visitors to use their smartphones 
to check in by scanning a QR code, receive electronic tickets, and get real-time updates on 
their place in line and appointment status. 

Commitment to In-Person Service: 
Despite rumors of widespread closures, SSA has not permanently closed any local field 
offices in 2025. Temporary closures may occur for weather or facility issues, but the agency 
remains committed to providing in-person service and reassigns staff as needed to 
maintain access. 

Online Services 

Comprehensive Digital Platform: 
SSA’s online services have become increasingly robust, especially following the COVID-19 
pandemic. Through the SSA website and the secure my Social Security portal, users can: 

• Apply for retirement, disability, and Medicare benefits. 

• Request replacement Social Security or Medicare cards. 

• Estimate future benefits and review earnings history. 

• Update direct deposit information and contact details. 
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• Print benefit verification letters and tax documents. 

• Check the status of applications and appeals. 

Digital Social Security Number (SSN) Access: 
A major update in 2025 now allows users to securely access their actual Social Security 
number online, not just their earnings history or benefit estimates. This change reduces the 
need to carry or mail physical cards, helping to prevent loss, theft, and identity fraud. 
Digital access is protected by advanced security features and is part of SSA’s broader 
modernization efforts. 

Transition to Login.gov: 
To further enhance security, SSA now requires users to access their accounts through 
Login.gov-a unified federal login system. This transition protects against identity theft and 
cyberattacks, streamlines access to multiple government services, and reduces online 
wait times. Beneficiaries who do not update their accounts to Login.gov risk losing access 
to their benefits until the transition is completed. 

Accessibility and User Experience: 
SSA’s online services are designed for accessibility, with features for people with 
disabilities and support for multiple languages. The agency continually updates its digital 
platforms to improve navigation, speed, and security, responding to user feedback and 
technological advances. 

Support for Businesses and Organizations: 
SSA’s online tools also serve employers, representatives, and organizations, offering wage 
reporting, Social Security number verification, and representative payee management. 

Integration of In-Person and Digital Services 

SSA’s service model blends local office support with comprehensive online options. 
Individuals can choose the method that best fits their needs, and those who start online 
can often complete transactions in person if additional help is needed. The agency’s 
investment in both physical and digital infrastructure ensures resilience, flexibility, and 
inclusivity. 

Conclusion 

The SSA’s network of local offices and continually evolving online services ensures that 
every American can access Social Security support-whether in person, by phone, or 
through secure digital platforms. With innovations like appointment-based service, 
accessible kiosks, and digital SSN access, the SSA is modernizing its customer experience 
while maintaining its commitment to serving the public efficiently and equitably. 
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Chapter Two Summary  

The attachment provides a comprehensive examination of how the Social Security 
Administration (SSA) delivers services to the American public through a combination of 
local field offices and advanced online platforms. This dual approach is designed to ensure 
that every individual regardless of location, technological access, or personal 
circumstance-can receive the support and information they need. 

Local Offices: 
The SSA maintains a network of over 1,200 local field offices strategically distributed 
across the United States. These offices serve as the primary, in-person point of contact for 
millions of Americans each year. Services provided include applying for retirement, 
disability, survivors, and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) benefits; requesting new or 
replacement Social Security cards; updating personal information such as name or 
address changes; and enrolling in Medicare or seeking assistance with prescription drug 
costs. Local offices also help verify eligibility, resolve benefit issues, and provide critical 
support for individuals without stable housing by serving as a mailing address. 

The attachment notes the SSA’s recent shift to an appointment-based service model in 
most local offices. This change has reduced wait times, improved efficiency, and allowed 
staff to better prepare for each visitor’s needs. Despite this shift, the SSA continues to 
accommodate walk-ins for urgent matters and for those who may have difficulty 
scheduling appointments. Enhanced in-office technology, such as private, accessible 
kiosks and mobile check-in systems, has further streamlined the experience, making it 
easier for people with disabilities and those seeking privacy to access services. 

Online Services: 
The SSA’s online presence has expanded rapidly, especially in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic and the increasing demand for digital government services. Through the SSA 
website and the secure my Social Security portal, individuals can apply for benefits, check 
the status of applications or appeals, request replacement Social Security or Medicare 
cards, estimate future benefits, print benefit verification letters and tax documents, update 
direct deposit information, and manage other personal details. The online platform is 
designed for accessibility and security, offering features such as digital Social Security 
number access-eliminating the need to carry or mail physical cards-and support for 
multiple languages. 

A significant recent development is the requirement for users to access their accounts via 
Login.gov, a unified federal login system. This transition enhances security, protects against 
identity theft, and simplifies the process of accessing multiple government services. The 
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SSA’s online services are not limited to individuals; businesses and organizations can use 
specialized tools for wage reporting, Social Security number verification, and managing 
representative payee responsibilities. 

Integration and Accessibility: 
The attachment emphasizes the SSA’s commitment to accessibility and inclusivity. Both 
local offices and online services are designed to accommodate people with disabilities, 
non-English speakers, and those with limited digital literacy. The agency continually 
updates its platforms and procedures based on user feedback, technological advances, 
and changing public needs. 

Continuous Improvement and Public Service: 
The SSA’s approach is characterized by ongoing modernization and a focus on customer 
satisfaction. By integrating in-person and digital services, the agency ensures resilience 
and flexibility, allowing individuals to choose the service channel that best fits their 
circumstances. The SSA’s efforts to improve accessibility, reduce wait times, and enhance 
security demonstrate its dedication to serving the public efficiently and equitably. 

 

 

Conclusion: 
Overall, the attachment illustrates how the SSA’s blend of local office support and 
comprehensive online services forms a robust, adaptable, and user-centered system. This 
approach ensures that Social Security resources and assistance are available to all 
Americans, regardless of their personal or technological circumstances, and reflects the 
agency’s enduring commitment to public service and continuous improvement. 
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Chapter Three 
Funding Social Security 

Social Security’s financial foundation is built on a dedicated, self-financing structure 
designed to ensure stability and predictability for beneficiaries. Understanding how Social 
Security is funded reveals both the program’s strengths and the challenges it faces in the 
21st century. 

Payroll Taxes: The Primary Source 

The vast majority of Social Security’s funding comes from payroll taxes collected under the 
Federal Insurance Contributions Act (FICA) for employees and the Self-Employment 
Contributions Act (SECA) for the self-employed. In 2025, the total payroll tax rate is 12.4% 
of earned income, split equally between employees (6.2%) and employers (6.2%). Self-
employed individuals pay the full rate themselves. 

• Wage Base Limit: Payroll taxes are only collected on earnings up to an annual cap, 
known as the wage base limit ($176,100 for 2025). Earnings above this threshold are 
not subject to Social Security payroll taxes, though they are subject to Medicare 
taxes. 

• Coverage: Nearly all workers in the U.S. participate, with a few exceptions (some 
state and local government workers, certain religious groups, and some nonresident 
aliens). 

The Trust Funds 

Collected payroll taxes are deposited into two separate trust funds managed by the U.S. 
Treasury: 

• Old-Age and Survivors Insurance (OASI) Trust Fund: Pays retirement and survivors 
benefits. 

• Disability Insurance (DI) Trust Fund: Pays disability benefits. 

These trust funds are legally required to use their resources solely for paying benefits and 
administrative costs. When payroll tax revenues exceed benefit payments, the surplus is 
invested in special-issue U.S. Treasury securities, which earn interest and help build 
reserves for future obligations. 
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Additional Revenue Sources 

While payroll taxes account for the bulk of Social Security’s income, two other sources 
contribute: 

• Taxation of Benefits: Since 1984, a portion of Social Security benefits received by 
higher-income beneficiaries has been subject to federal income tax. The revenue 
generated from these taxes is credited directly to the trust funds. 

• Interest on Trust Fund Assets: The trust funds earn interest on their holdings of 
U.S. Treasury securities, providing an additional stream of income. 

Annual Financial Operations 

Each year, the Social Security Administration (SSA) publishes a detailed report on the 
financial status of the trust funds. These reports include projections of income, outgo 
(benefit payments and administrative costs), and trust fund balances over the next 75 
years. 

• Surplus Years: In years when income exceeds expenditures, the trust funds grow, 
building a cushion for future obligations. 

• Deficit Years: When expenditures exceed income, the trust funds are drawn down 
to cover the gap. In recent years, Social Security has entered a period where annual 
costs exceed income, requiring the use of trust fund reserves. 

Demographic and Economic Pressures 

Social Security’s funding model faces growing challenges due to demographic changes: 

• Aging Population: As the baby boom generation retires and life expectancy 
increases, the number of beneficiaries rises faster than the number of workers 
paying into the system. 

• Declining Worker-to-Beneficiary Ratio: In the 1950s, there were about 16 workers 
for every beneficiary; today, there are fewer than three, and this number is projected 
to continue falling. 

• Wage Growth and Employment Trends: Slower wage growth or reduced labor force 
participation can affect payroll tax revenues. 

Projected Shortfall and Trust Fund Depletion 

Current projections indicate that, without legislative changes, the combined OASI and DI 
trust funds will be depleted by 2035. After this point, ongoing payroll tax revenue would 
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only be sufficient to cover about 80% of scheduled benefits, resulting in automatic benefit 
reductions unless Congress acts. 

Options for Ensuring Solvency 

Policymakers have a range of options to address Social Security’s long-term funding gap, 
including: 

• Raising the Payroll Tax Rate: Even a modest increase could significantly extend 
trust fund solvency. 

• Increasing or Eliminating the Wage Base Cap: Subjecting more earnings to payroll 
taxes would boost revenues. 

• Adjusting Benefits: Options include slowing benefit growth, raising the full 
retirement age, or modifying cost-of-living adjustments. 

• Diversifying Investments: Some have proposed allowing the trust funds to invest in 
assets other than Treasury securities, though this carries additional risk. 

Administrative Costs 

Social Security is highly efficient; less than 1% of total expenditures go toward 
administrative costs, with the vast majority used for benefit payments. 

Public Confidence and the Social Contract 

The dedicated funding structure-workers and employers paying in, with benefits tied to 
contributions-has helped maintain broad public support for Social Security. The system is 
widely viewed as a social contract across generations, with today’s workers supporting 
current beneficiaries and earning their own future protection. 

Conclusion 

Social Security’s funding is anchored by payroll taxes, supplemented by income taxes on 
benefits and interest on trust fund assets. While the system has proven resilient for nearly a 
century, demographic and economic changes present significant challenges. Addressing 
these issues will require thoughtful policy decisions to ensure the program’s continued 
ability to provide economic security for future generations. 
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Payroll Taxes: FICA and SECA 

Payroll taxes are the financial engine behind Social Security and Medicare, ensuring that 
these vital programs remain funded for current and future generations. The Federal 
Insurance Contributions Act (FICA) and the Self-Employment Contributions Act (SECA) are 
the two primary laws governing how these taxes are collected from different segments of 
the workforce. 

FICA: Funding Social Security and Medicare for Employees 

FICA was enacted in 1935 as part of the original Social Security Act and later expanded to 
include Medicare in 1965. It mandates that both employees and employers contribute to 
Social Security and Medicare based on the employee’s wages. 

Components of FICA: 

• Social Security (OASDI) Tax: 

• In 2025, the Social Security portion of FICA is 6.2% of wages for employees, 
matched by another 6.2% from employers, for a total of 12.4%. 

• This tax applies only to wages up to the annual wage base limit, which is 
$176,100 for 2025. Earnings above this threshold are not subject to the 
Social Security tax. 

• Medicare Tax: 

• The Medicare portion is 1.45% of all wages for both employees and 
employers, with no wage base limit. 

• High-income earners (those making more than $200,000 as individuals or 
$250,000 for married couples filing jointly) are subject to an additional 0.9% 
Medicare tax on earnings above these thresholds. This additional tax is only 
paid by the employee. 

How FICA Works: 

• Automatic Withholding: 
FICA taxes are automatically deducted from each paycheck. Employers are 
responsible for withholding the employee’s share and remitting both their share and 
the employee’s share to the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). 

• Reporting: 
Employers report these wages and taxes to the IRS and the Social Security 
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Administration, ensuring earnings are accurately recorded for future benefit 
calculations. 

• Mandatory Coverage: 
Nearly all wage earners in the United States are required to pay FICA taxes, with 
limited exceptions such as certain state and local government workers who 
participate in alternative retirement systems, some religious groups, and specific 
nonresident aliens. 

SECA: Contributions from the Self-Employed 

SECA was introduced in 1954 to ensure that self-employed individuals contribute to Social 
Security and Medicare on their net earnings, just as employees and employers do under 
FICA. 

Components of SECA: 

• Social Security (OASDI) Tax: 

• Self-employed individuals pay the full 12.4% (employee plus employer share) 
on net earnings up to the wage base limit. 

• Medicare Tax: 

• They also pay the full 2.9% for Medicare, with no wage base limit. 

• The additional 0.9% Medicare tax applies to self-employment income above 
$200,000 for individuals or $250,000 for married couples filing jointly. 

How SECA Works: 

• Calculation of Net Earnings: 
Net earnings from self-employment are generally calculated as gross income from a 
trade or business minus allowable business deductions. 

• Tax Filing: 
Self-employed workers report and pay SECA taxes annually when they file their 
federal income tax returns. 

• Deduction for Employer Portion: 
To ease the burden, self-employed individuals can deduct half of their SECA tax (the 
“employer” portion) from their taxable income when calculating their adjusted gross 
income. 
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Annual Adjustments and Wage Base Limit 

The Social Security wage base limit is adjusted each year based on changes in average 
wages nationwide. This ensures that the program’s revenue keeps pace with economic 
growth and inflation. The Medicare tax, by contrast, has no wage cap, so high earners 
continue to pay Medicare taxes on all their earnings. 

Special Cases and Exemptions 

While FICA and SECA cover the vast majority of U.S. workers, there are exceptions: 

• Certain state and local government employees with alternative retirement systems 
may be exempt from Social Security taxes. 

• Some religious groups can opt out if they meet strict criteria. 

• Nonresident aliens working in specific visa categories may be exempt. 

Impact on Social Security and Medicare 

• Direct Funding: 
All FICA and SECA tax revenues are deposited directly into the Social Security and 
Medicare trust funds. This money is used exclusively to pay current benefits and 
administrative costs. 

• Earnings Records: 
The wages and self-employment income reported through these taxes form the 
basis for calculating future Social Security and Medicare eligibility and benefit 
amounts. 

• Shared Responsibility: 
By requiring contributions from both employees and employers, and from the self-
employed, the system distributes the responsibility for funding social insurance 
broadly across the workforce. 

Conclusion 

FICA and SECA payroll taxes are the backbone of Social Security and Medicare, ensuring 
that nearly every worker contributes to and benefits from these programs. Their structure-
automatic, broad-based, and directly linked to earnings-has provided a stable and reliable 
source of funding for decades, supporting the retirement, disability, and health security of 
millions of Americans. As the workforce and economy evolve, these taxes will remain 
central to the sustainability and effectiveness of America’s social insurance system. 
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Trust Funds and Financial Operations 

The Social Security system’s financial integrity depends on two main trust funds: the Old-
Age and Survivors Insurance (OASI) Trust Fund and the Disability Insurance (DI) Trust Fund. 
These funds are central to the program’s ability to collect, manage, and disburse the vast 
sums required to provide benefits to millions of Americans. Understanding how these trust 
funds operate, how they are financed, and how they are managed is essential to grasping 
the long-term sustainability of Social Security. 

Structure and Legal Status of the Trust Funds 

The OASI and DI trust funds are legally distinct accounts within the U.S. Treasury, 
established by federal law. They are not physical bank accounts but rather accounting 
mechanisms that track all income and expenditures related to Social Security’s retirement, 
survivors, and disability programs. 

• OASI Trust Fund: Pays retirement and survivors benefits to eligible workers and 
their families. 

• DI Trust Fund: Pays disability benefits to workers who become unable to work due 
to severe medical conditions. 

By law, the assets of these trust funds can only be used to pay Social Security benefits and 
administrative expenses. The funds cannot be diverted for other government programs or 
general federal spending. 

Sources of Income 

The trust funds receive income from several sources: 

• Payroll Taxes: The largest source, collected from workers, employers, and self-
employed individuals under FICA and SECA. 

• Income Taxes on Benefits: Some Social Security beneficiaries with higher incomes 
pay federal income tax on their benefits, and a portion of these tax receipts is 
credited to the trust funds. 

• Interest Earnings: Surplus funds are invested in special-issue U.S. Treasury 
securities, which earn interest. This interest is an important source of income, 
especially as the trust funds accumulate assets. 

Investment and Asset Management 

When Social Security’s income exceeds its expenditures, the surplus is invested in special-
issue U.S. Treasury securities. These securities are non-marketable and are available only 
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to the trust funds. They represent a legal obligation of the federal government to repay the 
trust funds with interest. 

• Special-Issue Securities: These are not traded on the open market. Instead, they 
are issued specifically to the trust funds and are backed by the full faith and credit of 
the U.S. government. 

• Interest Rates: The interest paid on these securities is based on the average market 
yield on U.S. Treasury securities with at least four years to maturity. This ensures a 
stable and predictable return for the trust funds. 

The trust funds’ investment strategy is conservative, prioritizing security and reliability over 
higher but riskier returns. 

Financial Operations: Pay-As-You-Go and Use of Reserves 

Social Security operates primarily on a pay-as-you-go basis, meaning that most payroll 
taxes collected today are used to pay benefits to current recipients. When income exceeds 
outgo, the surplus is invested and builds up the trust fund reserves. 

• Drawing Down Reserves: In years when expenditures exceed income, as has been 
the case in recent years, the trust funds redeem their Treasury securities to cover 
the shortfall. This process allows Social Security to continue paying full benefits 
even when annual tax revenue is insufficient. 

• Role of Reserves: The reserves serve as a buffer, allowing the system to absorb 
demographic shifts, economic downturns, or other temporary imbalances between 
income and outgo. 

Solvency, Projections, and Challenges 

The solvency of the trust funds is a key measure of Social Security’s financial health. Each 
year, the Social Security Board of Trustees issues a detailed report projecting the funds’ 
status over the next 75 years. 

• Projected Depletion: Current projections estimate that the OASI trust fund will be 
depleted around 2033. After this point, the program could only pay about 77–80% of 
scheduled benefits using ongoing payroll tax income. 

• DI Trust Fund: The DI trust fund has faced similar challenges but has been 
stabilized in recent years through legislative adjustments and lower-than-expected 
disability claims. 
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• Unified Trust Fund Projections: Sometimes, projections are made for the 
combined OASI and DI funds, as they can be reallocated between each other by 
Congress. 

Solvency concerns highlight the need for legislative action to ensure that Social Security 
can pay full benefits in the future. 

Oversight, Transparency, and Public Reporting 

The trust funds are subject to rigorous oversight and public reporting: 

• Board of Trustees: Composed of the Secretary of the Treasury (Managing Trustee), 
Secretary of Labor, Secretary of Health and Human Services, the Commissioner of 
Social Security, and two public representatives appointed by the President. 

• Annual Reports: The Trustees’ annual report provides detailed financial data, 
projections, and analysis of the trust funds’ status, ensuring transparency and 
informing policymakers and the public. 

• Congressional Oversight: Congress has the authority to make changes to Social 
Security financing, benefit formulas, and trust fund operations as needed. 

Administrative Costs 

Social Security’s administrative costs are paid from the trust funds but are kept 
exceptionally low, typically less than 1% of total expenditures. This efficiency ensures that 
the vast majority of funds go directly to beneficiaries. 

Importance of the Trust Funds 

The existence of the trust funds provides a measure of security and confidence for current 
and future beneficiaries. They represent a legal and financial commitment by the federal 
government to honor the promises made to American workers and their families. 

Conclusion 

The OASI and DI trust funds are the financial backbone of Social Security, ensuring that 
benefits can be paid even during periods of economic or demographic stress. Their careful 
management, conservative investment strategy, and transparent oversight are critical to 
the program’s credibility and sustainability. As the population ages and financial pressures 
mount, the role of the trust funds will remain central to the ongoing national conversation 
about Social Security’s future. 
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Financial Health and Sustainability 

The financial health and sustainability of Social Security are central to its ability to provide 
reliable benefits for current and future generations. As one of the largest government 
programs, Social Security supports over 70 million Americans, but it faces ongoing 
challenges due to demographic shifts, economic trends, and policy constraints. 

Current Financial Status 

Social Security is funded primarily through payroll taxes collected from workers and 
employers, with additional revenue from income taxes on benefits and interest earned by 
the trust funds. In 2025, the taxable maximum for Social Security payroll taxes is $176,100, 
and a cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) of 2.5% will increase benefits for over 72 million 
recipients. These annual adjustments help maintain beneficiaries’ purchasing power in the 
face of inflation and rising living costs. 

Despite these adjustments, Social Security has operated at a cash-flow deficit since 2010, 
meaning annual expenses exceed income from payroll taxes and other sources. The 
program relies on its trust fund reserves to cover the gap. In 2023, the trust funds held 
about $2.7 trillion, but this reserve is projected to be depleted by 2035 if no changes are 
made. Once the trust funds are exhausted, incoming payroll taxes would only cover about 
79–80% of scheduled benefits, resulting in a potential 20–21% reduction in monthly 
payments for beneficiaries. 

Demographic and Economic Pressures 

Social Security’s financial challenges are driven largely by demographic trends. The U.S. 
population is aging, with people living longer and birth rates remaining below replacement 
levels. The ratio of working-age individuals to retirees has fallen from 5.7 in 1970 to about 
3.7 in 2020, and is expected to decline further. This means fewer workers are contributing 
to the system while more people are drawing benefits, intensifying pressure on Social 
Security’s finances. 

Sustainability Outlook 

Projections indicate that Social Security’s cost will rise from about 4.5% of GDP in 1990 to 
around 6% of GDP over the next two decades, stabilizing at that level thereafter. While this 
increase is significant, it is not projected to grow indefinitely. The key sustainability 
question is whether to maintain current benefit levels, which would require higher taxes or 
new revenue sources, or to reduce benefits to match existing revenue. 
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Reform Options and Policy Debate 

Policymakers have a range of options to address Social Security’s long-term sustainability. 
These include: 

• Raising the payroll tax rate or increasing the taxable wage base to boost revenue. 

• Adjusting the benefit formula, raising the retirement age, or modifying COLA 
calculations to slow expenditure growth. 

• Expanding the labor force, such as through immigration policy changes, to increase 
the number of workers contributing to the system. 

• Implementing targeted benefit reductions for higher earners or changes to spousal 
and dependent benefits. 

Recent reform proposals often combine revenue increases with targeted benefit 
adjustments to balance financial health and protect vulnerable beneficiaries. However, 
political differences have delayed action, and the longer reforms are postponed, the more 
dramatic the required changes may become. 

Administrative and Environmental Sustainability 

Beyond financial sustainability, the Social Security Administration has also made progress 
in environmental and operational sustainability, reducing greenhouse gas emissions, water 
usage, and energy consumption, while transitioning to renewable energy and zero-
emission vehicles. These efforts support the agency’s long-term efficiency and public 
stewardship. 

Conclusion 

Social Security’s financial health is strong in the near term but faces significant long-term 
challenges due to demographic trends and structural imbalances between revenue and 
expenditures. Ensuring sustainability will require timely policy action, thoughtful reforms, 
and a willingness to compromise. The choices made in the coming years will determine 
whether Social Security can continue to fulfill its promise of economic security for 
generations to come. 
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Chapter Three Summary  

Funding Sources and Payroll Taxes: 
Social Security is primarily financed through payroll taxes collected under FICA (for 
employees and employers) and SECA (for the self-employed). In 2025, the combined 
payroll tax rate is 12.4%, split equally between employees and employers, and applies to 
earnings up to $176,100. Self-employed individuals pay the full rate. Nearly all U.S. workers 
participate, with only a few exceptions. These payroll taxes are the backbone of Social 
Security’s revenue, directly supporting benefit payments and administrative costs. 

Trust Funds and Financial Operations: 
Collected payroll taxes are deposited into two trust funds managed by the U.S. Treasury: 
the Old-Age and Survivors Insurance (OASI) Trust Fund and the Disability Insurance (DI) 
Trust Fund. These funds are legally restricted to paying benefits and administrative 
expenses. Surpluses are invested in special-issue U.S. Treasury securities, earning interest 
and building reserves for future obligations. Additional revenue comes from income taxes 
on benefits paid by higher-income recipients and interest on trust fund assets. 

Annual Operations and Reporting: 
Each year, the Social Security Administration publishes detailed reports projecting income, 
expenditures, and trust fund balances over a 75-year horizon. In surplus years, trust fund 
assets grow, providing a cushion for future obligations. In deficit years, reserves are drawn 
down to pay full benefits. The trust funds’ assets are not physical cash, but rather legal 
claims on the U.S. Treasury, redeemed as needed to pay benefits. 

Demographic and Economic Pressures: 
The system is under increasing strain due to an aging population, rising life expectancy, and 
a declining worker-to-beneficiary ratio. In the 1950s, there were about 16 workers for every 
beneficiary; today, there are fewer than three, and this number is expected to keep falling. 
Slower wage growth and lower labor force participation can further reduce payroll tax 
revenues. 

Projected Shortfall and Depletion: 
Current projections estimate that, without legislative changes, the combined OASI and DI 
trust funds will be depleted by around 2035. After depletion, ongoing payroll tax revenue 
would cover only about 77–80% of scheduled benefits, resulting in automatic benefit 
reductions unless Congress acts. 

Options for Ensuring Solvency: 
Policymakers have several options to address the funding gap, such as raising the payroll 
tax rate, increasing or eliminating the wage base cap, adjusting benefit formulas, raising the 
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retirement age, or modifying cost-of-living adjustments. Some proposals suggest 
diversifying trust fund investments beyond Treasury securities, though this would introduce 
new risks. 

Administrative Efficiency and Oversight: 
Social Security is highly efficient, with administrative costs typically under 1% of total 
expenditures. The trust funds are overseen by a Board of Trustees-including top 
government officials and public representatives-and are subject to rigorous annual 
reporting and congressional oversight. 

Sustainability and Policy Debate: 
While Social Security’s near-term financial health is stable, long-term sustainability will 
require timely policy action. Choices made in the coming years-whether to increase 
revenue, reduce benefits, or both-will determine whether Social Security can continue to 
provide economic security for future generations. The program’s dedicated funding 
structure and broad public support reflect its role as a social contract, linking generations 
of workers and beneficiaries. 
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Chapter Four 
Eligibility and Coverage 

Eligibility and coverage are central to how Social Security protects American workers and 
their families against the risks of old age, disability, and death. The system is structured to 
provide broad coverage, but specific requirements determine who qualifies for benefits and 
under what circumstances. 

Earning Social Security Credits 

Social Security benefits are based on a worker’s history of covered employment. Workers 
earn “credits” (formerly called “quarters of coverage”) by working in jobs or self-
employment covered by Social Security and paying the required payroll taxes. 

• How Credits Are Earned: 
In 2025, one credit is earned for every $1,810 in wages or self-employment income, 
up to four credits per year. The dollar amount required for a credit is adjusted 
annually to reflect national wage trends. 

• Credits and Permanence: 
Credits remain on your record for life, even if you change jobs, have periods of 
unemployment, or switch careers. 

Who Is Covered by Social Security 

Social Security coverage is nearly universal in the United States, encompassing about 96% 
of all workers. Coverage is generally mandatory for: 

• Private Sector Employees: 
Most employees in private industry are covered, with payroll taxes automatically 
withheld. 

• Self-Employed Individuals: 
Self-employed workers pay both the employer and employee portions of Social 
Security taxes through the Self-Employment Contributions Act (SECA). 

• Federal Employees: 
Most federal employees hired after 1983 are covered. Earlier hires may participate in 
the Civil Service Retirement System (CSRS) instead. 

• State and Local Government Workers: 
Coverage depends on whether the state or local government has entered into a 
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Section 218 agreement with the Social Security Administration. Some workers are 
covered by alternative public retirement systems and may be exempt from Social 
Security. 

Exceptions and Special Cases: 

• Certain religious groups can opt out if they meet strict requirements. 

• Nonresident aliens working in the U.S. under specific visa categories may be 
exempt. 

• Some student jobs, very low-paid election work, and certain family employment 
arrangements are excluded from coverage. 

Eligibility for Different Types of Benefits 

Retirement Benefits 

• Work Credits: 
Workers born in 1929 or later need 40 credits (typically 10 years of work) to qualify 
for retirement benefits. 

• Age Requirement: 
You must be at least age 62 to begin collecting retirement benefits, though the 
monthly amount is reduced if you claim before your full retirement age (FRA), which 
ranges from 66 to 67 depending on birth year. 

• Delayed Retirement Credits: 
Waiting past FRA (up to age 70) increases your monthly benefit. 

Disability Benefits 

• Work Credits: 
The number of credits required depends on your age at the time you become 
disabled. For example, a 30-year-old generally needs 20 credits earned in the 10 
years prior to disability. 

• Medical Requirement: 
You must have a medically determinable physical or mental impairment expected to 
last at least 12 months or result in death, and be unable to engage in substantial 
gainful activity. 
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Survivors Benefits 

• Family Members: 
Eligible survivors include spouses, divorced spouses, children, and dependent 
parents. 

• Credits Needed: 
The number of credits required depends on the worker’s age at death. Younger 
workers may qualify with fewer credits, but at least six credits earned in the three 
years prior to death are generally required for survivor benefits to children and 
spouses caring for children. 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

• Eligibility: 
SSI is a separate, means-tested program for individuals who are aged (65+), blind, or 
disabled and have limited income and resources. Work credits are not required for 
SSI; eligibility is based on financial need and disability status or age. 

Family and Dependent Benefits 

Social Security provides benefits not just to workers, but also to eligible family members: 

• Spouses: 
Spouses age 62 or older, or any age if caring for a child under 16 or disabled, may 
receive benefits based on the worker’s record. 

• Divorced Spouses: 
Divorced spouses may qualify if the marriage lasted at least 10 years and the 
applicant is age 62 or older and unmarried. 

• Children: 
Unmarried children under 18 (or up to 19 if still in high school), or any age if disabled 
before age 22, may receive benefits. 

• Dependent Parents: 
Parents age 62 or older who were financially dependent on the deceased worker 
may qualify for survivor benefits. 

Medicare Eligibility 

• Work Credits and Age: 
Most people qualify for Medicare at age 65 if they or their spouse have earned at 
least 40 Social Security credits. 
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• Disability: 
Individuals receiving Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) benefits for at least 
24 months, or those with certain medical conditions (such as end-stage renal 
disease or ALS), may qualify for Medicare before age 65. 

Special Coverage Provisions 

• Military Service: 
Active-duty military service has been covered since 1957, and veterans may receive 
extra wage credits for earlier service. 

• Agricultural and Domestic Work: 
Special rules apply to farm workers and household employees, with coverage based 
on annual earnings thresholds. 

• International Agreements: 
The U.S. has “totalization agreements” with several countries to coordinate Social 
Security coverage and benefits for people who have worked in more than one 
country. 

Summary 

Social Security’s eligibility and coverage rules are designed to provide broad protection for 
American workers and their families. While work credits are the foundation for most 
benefits, the system also recognizes the importance of supporting survivors, dependents, 
and those with limited means. Special provisions ensure that nearly all types of work are 
included, and exceptions are carefully defined. This comprehensive approach helps ensure 
that Social Security remains a vital safety net throughout the stages of life. 

 

Who Is Covered by Social Security? 

Social Security is intended to be a comprehensive social insurance system, covering 
almost all workers in the United States and providing benefits to their families. Its broad 
reach is a key reason for its enduring importance as a source of economic security for 
millions of Americans. However, the rules governing who is covered are nuanced, reflecting 
the diversity of the U.S. workforce and the evolution of employment patterns over time. 

Universal Coverage: The Foundation 

Private Sector Employees: 
Nearly every worker in private industry is covered by Social Security. Employers are 
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required to withhold Social Security taxes from employees’ wages and remit them, along 
with a matching employer contribution, to the federal government. This applies to full-time, 
part-time, and seasonal workers. 

Self-Employed Individuals: 
Self-employed workers, including freelancers, contractors, and small business owners, are 
also covered. They pay Social Security taxes through the Self-Employment Contributions 
Act (SECA), contributing both the employee and employer portions. Their net earnings are 
reported annually, and they earn credits toward future benefits just like employees. 

Federal Employees: 
Most federal employees hired after 1983 are covered by Social Security. Prior to this, many 
federal workers were covered by the Civil Service Retirement System (CSRS), which did not 
include Social Security. Today, most federal employees participate in the Federal 
Employees Retirement System (FERS), which includes Social Security coverage. 

State and Local Government Employees: 
Coverage for state and local government employees depends on a combination of federal 
law and state agreements. Many are covered by Social Security, especially if their employer 
has entered into a Section 218 Agreement with the Social Security Administration. Others 
may be covered by a qualifying public retirement system instead. Since 1991, state and 
local employees not participating in a public pension plan are generally required to be 
covered by Social Security. 

Special Categories and Exceptions 

Religious Groups: 
Members of certain recognized religious groups, such as the Amish and some Mennonite 
communities, may apply for exemption from Social Security taxes and benefits if their faith 
opposes insurance benefits. This exemption is subject to strict requirements and is 
relatively rare. 

Nonresident Aliens: 
Some nonresident aliens working in the U.S. under specific visa categories are exempt from 
Social Security taxes and coverage. However, most lawful permanent residents and many 
temporary workers are included. 

Students and Family Employment: 
Wages paid to students employed by their school, college, or university may be exempt 
from Social Security taxes. Similarly, some family employment arrangements (such as a 
child under 18 working for a parent’s business) are excluded. 
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Election Workers and Other Special Cases: 
Election workers earning below a certain threshold in a calendar year may be exempt. 
Other exclusions can apply to certain part-time, temporary, or fee-based positions, 
depending on local and state regulations. 

Earning Social Security Credits 

Regardless of occupation, to qualify for Social Security benefits, individuals must earn 
“credits” by working in covered employment or self-employment. In 2025, one credit is 
earned for every $1,810 in wages or self-employment income, up to four credits per year. 
Most people need 40 credits (about 10 years of work) for retirement benefits, but younger 
workers may qualify for disability or survivor benefits with fewer credits. 

Family Members and Survivors 

Social Security’s coverage extends beyond the worker to their family, offering protection in 
the event of disability or death: 

• Spouses (including divorced spouses who were married for at least 10 years and are 
currently unmarried) may qualify for benefits based on the worker’s record. 

• Children under 18 (or up to 19 if still in high school full time) and children of any age 
who became disabled before age 22 may be eligible. 

• Dependent parents age 62 or older may receive survivor benefits if they relied on 
the worker for at least half of their support. 

International Workers and Totalization Agreements 

For workers who split their careers between the U.S. and another country, Social Security 
has “totalization agreements” with several nations. These agreements help avoid double 
taxation and allow workers to combine periods of coverage under both countries’ systems 
to qualify for benefits. 

Medicare and Social Security Coverage 

Work credits earned for Social Security also count toward Medicare eligibility. Most people 
qualify for Medicare at age 65 if they have enough credits, or earlier if they receive Social 
Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) benefits for at least 24 months or have certain 
qualifying medical conditions. 

Coverage Trends and Changes 

The scope of Social Security coverage has expanded over time. Initially, agricultural 
workers, domestic workers, and certain other groups were excluded, but most of these 
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gaps have been closed through legislative amendments. Today, only a small fraction of 
workers-mainly certain government employees, some religious group members, and 
specific temporary or family employment situations-remain outside the system. 

Summary 

Social Security covers the vast majority of American workers, providing a foundation of 
financial protection for individuals and their families in retirement, disability, or after a 
worker’s death. While a few groups are excluded or have special rules, the system’s near-
universal coverage is a defining feature, ensuring broad access to benefits and reinforcing 
Social Security’s role as a pillar of economic security in the United States. 

 

Work Credits and Insured Status 

Work credits and insured status are fundamental concepts in the Social Security system, 
determining who qualifies for benefits and under what circumstances. Understanding how 
credits are earned, the different types of insured status, and the way these rules apply to 
various benefits is essential for anyone planning their financial future. 

What Are Work Credits? 

Work credits are the basic units Social Security uses to measure a worker’s attachment to 
the workforce. They are earned by working in jobs or self-employment covered by Social 
Security and paying the required payroll taxes. 

• Earning Credits: 
In 2025, you earn one credit for every $1,810 in wages or self-employment income, 
up to a maximum of four credits per year. The dollar amount required for a credit is 
adjusted annually to reflect changes in average national wages. 

• Credit Accumulation: 
You cannot earn more than four credits in a single year, no matter how high your 
earnings. Credits accumulate over your lifetime and remain on your record, even if 
you change jobs, experience periods of unemployment, or leave the workforce 
temporarily. 

• Special Situations: 
Credits can be earned from various types of work, including part-time jobs, 
seasonal work, and self-employment. Certain jobs, like agricultural or domestic 
work, have special reporting rules but still count toward credits if earnings meet the 
threshold. 
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Types of Insured Status 

The Social Security Administration uses two main types of insured status to determine 
eligibility for benefits: fully insured and currently insured (or disability insured for SSDI). 

Fully Insured Status 

• Definition: 
You are fully insured if you have earned at least one credit for each year after you 
turned 21 and up to the year you reach age 62, become disabled, or die-whichever 
comes first. However, no one needs more than 40 credits to be fully insured. 

• Retirement Benefits: 
To qualify for retirement benefits, you generally need 40 credits, which is about 10 
years of work. 

• Survivors Benefits: 
The number of credits required for survivors benefits depends on the worker’s age at 
death. Younger workers may qualify with fewer credits, but no more than 40 are ever 
needed. 

Currently Insured Status 

• Definition: 
Currently insured status is used primarily for certain survivors benefits. You are 
currently insured if you have earned at least six credits in the 13 quarters (about 
three years) before death. 

• Application: 
This status allows for limited survivors benefits, such as a one-time death payment 
or benefits for minor children and a spouse caring for children. 

Disability Insured Status 

• General Rule: 
For Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), you must be fully insured and have a 
recent work history. Typically, adults over age 31 must have earned 20 credits in the 
10 years before becoming disabled (the “20/40 rule”). 

• Younger Workers: 
Workers under 31 may qualify with fewer credits, based on their age. For example, 
someone disabled before age 24 may qualify with as few as six credits earned in the 
three years before disability. 
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• Date Last Insured: 
This is the last quarter in which you meet the recent work requirement. If you 
become disabled after this date, you are not eligible for SSDI unless you can show 
the disability began before your insured status expired. 

How Credits Affect Family and Survivor Benefits 

• Family Eligibility: 
Your work credits not only determine your own eligibility for benefits, but also 
whether your family members-such as spouses, children, and dependent parents-
can receive auxiliary or survivor benefits based on your record. 

• Survivors Benefits for Young Families: 
If a worker dies young, special rules allow for survivor benefits with fewer credits, 
recognizing that younger workers have had less time to accumulate credits. 

Special Provisions and International Agreements 

• Military Service: 
Military service since 1957 counts toward Social Security credits, and extra credits 
may be awarded for earlier service. 

• Totalization Agreements: 
For workers who have split their careers between the U.S. and another country, 
totalization agreements allow credits earned abroad to be combined with U.S. 
credits to qualify for benefits. 

Tracking Your Credits 

• Social Security Statement: 
The SSA sends annual statements summarizing your earnings and credits, or you 
can access this information anytime through your online Social Security account. 

• Importance of Verification: 
It’s vital to review your earnings record regularly to ensure all work is properly 
credited, as errors can affect your future benefit eligibility. 

Summary 

Work credits and insured status are the building blocks of Social Security eligibility. Earning 
credits through covered employment or self-employment is essential for qualifying for 
retirement, disability, and survivors benefits-not only for yourself, but also for your family. 
Understanding how credits work, the requirements for different benefits, and how to 
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monitor your record will help you make informed decisions and secure your financial future 
under Social Security. 

 

Special Coverage Provisions 

While Social Security aims to provide broad, nearly universal coverage, the law recognizes 
that certain types of employment and specific groups require tailored rules. These special 
coverage provisions address the unique circumstances of public sector workers, religious 
communities, temporary or emergency workers, and others whose employment situations 
differ from the standard private sector model. Understanding these exceptions is essential 
for employers, employees, and anyone navigating the complexities of Social Security 
eligibility. 

State and Local Government Employees 

Section 218 Agreements: 
Since Social Security’s inception, state and local government employees have occupied a 
unique position. Initially, they were excluded from coverage due to constitutional concerns 
about federal taxation of state governments. Over time, Congress authorized states to 
enter into voluntary agreements with the Social Security Administration, known as Section 
218 Agreements. These agreements allow states and localities to extend Social Security 
coverage to specific groups of employees, including those in positions not covered by a 
public pension system. 

Mandatory Coverage Since 1991: 
A significant change occurred in July 1991: all state and local government employees who 
are not covered by a qualifying public retirement system and are not included in a Section 
218 Agreement must participate in Social Security. This ensures that most new hires have 
some form of retirement coverage, either through Social Security or a public pension. 

Exclusions and Optional Coverage: 
Section 218 Agreements can exclude certain positions, such as: 

• Elected officials 

• Temporary or part-time employees 

• Employees paid solely by fees (unless specifically included) 

• Student workers employed by their educational institution 

• Election workers earning below a federally set threshold 
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• Police officers and firefighters (in some states, if covered by a separate retirement 
system) 

Some of these exclusions are required by federal law, while others are optional and depend 
on the terms of the state’s agreement. 

Religious Exemptions 

Eligibility and Process: 
Members of certain religious sects that oppose insurance benefits, including Social 
Security and Medicare, may apply for exemption. To qualify: 

• The religious group must have existed continuously since at least 1950. 

• The group must provide for its dependent members and oppose both public and 
private insurance. 

• Both the individual and, if applicable, their employer must be members of the group. 

Implications of Exemption: 
Those who are granted an exemption waive all rights to Social Security and Medicare 
benefits, including retirement, disability, survivors, and hospital insurance. The exemption 
is irrevocable as long as the individual remains a member of the religious group. 

Emergency, Temporary, and Special Employment 

Emergency Services: 
Individuals employed temporarily to respond to emergencies-such as natural disasters, 
fires, or public health crises-are excluded from Social Security coverage if their work is 
directly related to the emergency and their employment is not ongoing. 

Work Relief and Training Programs: 
Workers participating in government-sponsored work relief or training programs, where the 
primary purpose is training or providing work experience rather than permanent 
employment, are excluded from Social Security coverage. 

Student Employment: 
Students employed by the school, college, or university they attend are often exempt from 
Social Security taxes. This provision recognizes the temporary and educational nature of 
such employment. 

Election Workers: 
Election officials and workers who earn less than a set annual threshold (adjusted 
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periodically for inflation) may be excluded from coverage unless their employer’s Section 
218 Agreement specifically includes them. 

Additional Required and Optional Exclusions 

Hospital and Institutional Workers: 
Services performed by patients or inmates as employees of a state or local government 
hospital or institution are excluded from Social Security coverage. 

Transportation Employees: 
Some transportation workers, such as those covered under the Railroad Retirement Act, 
are excluded from Social Security and instead participate in separate retirement systems. 

Family Employment: 
Certain family employment arrangements are excluded, such as: 

• Work performed by a child under 18 for a parent’s business (except for agricultural 
work) 

• Work performed by a spouse or parent in a family business under specific 
conditions 

Fee-Based and Part-Time Positions: 
Positions compensated solely by fees, such as some local government board members, 
may be excluded unless covered by a Section 218 Agreement. Part-time roles may also be 
excluded, depending on the agreement’s terms. 

International and Military Provisions 

Totalization Agreements: 
For individuals who work in both the United States and another country with which the U.S. 
has a totalization agreement, special rules coordinate Social Security coverage and 
benefits, preventing double taxation and filling coverage gaps. 

Military Service: 
Active duty military service has been covered under Social Security since 1957, and special 
wage credits may be granted for earlier service. 

Summary 

Special coverage provisions in Social Security law are designed to balance the program’s 
goal of broad protection with the need for flexibility in addressing the realities of diverse 
employment situations. These provisions ensure that most workers are covered while 
recognizing legitimate exceptions for certain government employees, religious groups, 
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emergency responders, students, family employment, and others. Understanding these 
rules is crucial for accurate benefit planning and compliance with Social Security 
requirements. 

 

International Agreements (Totalization) 

As the global workforce becomes more mobile, individuals increasingly divide their careers 
between the United States and other countries. To address the challenges that arise from 
cross-border employment, the United States has established a network of international 
Social Security agreements, known as Totalization agreements. These treaties are designed 
to coordinate the U.S. Social Security system with those of other nations, ensuring that 
workers and employers are treated fairly and that benefits are protected. 

The Need for Totalization Agreements 

Without Totalization agreements, individuals who work in both the U.S. and another 
country could face two major problems: 

1. Dual Social Security Taxation: 
Workers and their employers might be required to pay Social Security taxes to both 
countries on the same earnings, leading to double contributions for the same work 
period. 

2. Gaps in Benefit Protection: 
Because Social Security systems typically require a minimum period of coverage to 
qualify for benefits, workers who split their careers between countries might not 
meet the eligibility requirements in either country, resulting in lost benefits despite 
years of contributions. 

Totalization agreements are specifically designed to resolve these issues, making 
international work more feasible and equitable. 

Key Provisions and How They Work 

Elimination of Dual Coverage and Taxation: 
Totalization agreements contain rules that assign Social Security coverage to one country 
at a time, based on specific criteria: 

• Territoriality Principle: 
Workers are generally covered by the Social Security system of the country where 
they are physically working. 
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• Detached Worker Rule: 
Employees temporarily assigned (usually up to five years) by their employer to work 
in another country remain covered only by their home country’s Social Security 
system, avoiding dual taxation. 

To benefit from these provisions, workers must obtain a Certificate of Coverage from the 
appropriate agency in their home country and provide it to their employer and the tax 
authorities in the host country. 

Combining Periods of Coverage (“Totalization”): 
If a worker does not have enough coverage under one country’s system to qualify for 
benefits, the agreement allows both countries to combine periods of coverage. This 
totalization process helps workers meet the minimum eligibility requirements for 
retirement, disability, or survivor benefits. 

• Proportional Benefits: 
Each country pays a benefit proportional to the amount of coverage the worker 
earned under its system. For example, if a worker spent 12 years in the U.S. and 8 
years in Italy, each country would pay a partial benefit based on the worker’s time in 
that country. 

Countries with U.S. Totalization Agreements 

As of 2025, the United States has Totalization agreements with 30 countries, including: 

• Most of Western Europe (e.g., Germany, France, United Kingdom, Italy, Spain) 

• Canada and Australia 

• Japan and South Korea 

• Several Central and South American countries (e.g., Chile, Brazil) 

• Other countries with significant international labor flows 

These agreements are particularly important for multinational companies, expatriates, 
dual citizens, immigrants, and anyone who has worked in more than one country. 

Types of Workers and Employers Affected 

U.S. Citizens Working Abroad: 
Americans sent to work in a country with a Totalization agreement may remain covered only 
by U.S. Social Security for up to five years, avoiding foreign Social Security taxes and 
maintaining their U.S. benefit eligibility. 
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Foreign Nationals Working in the U.S.: 
Similarly, employees from a partner country temporarily assigned to the U.S. may continue 
to pay into their home country’s system and be exempt from U.S. Social Security taxes. 

Multinational Employers: 
Global companies benefit from simplified payroll administration and reduced costs by 
avoiding double contributions for employees on international assignments. 

Procedures and Documentation 

To take advantage of a Totalization agreement, workers and employers must: 

• Obtain a Certificate of Coverage from the Social Security agency of the country 
whose system will apply. 

• Present the certificate to the employer and, if necessary, to the tax authorities in the 
host country. 

• Keep thorough records of employment periods in each country, as these will be 
needed to claim benefits under the agreement. 

Limitations and Exclusions 

• Duration Limits: 
The detached worker rule typically applies to assignments of five years or less. 
Longer assignments may trigger coverage under the host country’s system. 

• Benefit Calculation: 
Totalization agreements do not increase the amount of benefits; they only help 
workers qualify for benefits. Each country pays only for the portion of the career 
spent under its system. 

• Not Universal: 
Not all countries have agreements with the U.S. Workers in countries without a 
Totalization agreement may still face dual taxation or gaps in benefit protection. 

Special Provisions 

Some agreements include additional provisions for self-employed individuals, government 
workers, or special categories of employment. Each agreement is unique and reflects the 
laws and practices of the partner country. 
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Summary 

Totalization agreements are a vital tool for coordinating Social Security protection in an 
increasingly global labor market. They prevent double taxation, help internationally mobile 
workers qualify for benefits, and clarify employer obligations. By ensuring that years spent 
working abroad are recognized and that contributions are not duplicated, these 
agreements support the mobility and security of workers and their families around the 
world. 

 

Chapter 4 Summary  

Social Security is a nearly universal social insurance system in the United States, designed 
to protect workers and their families from the risks of old age, disability, and death. Its 
structure ensures broad coverage, but specific requirements and exceptions shape who 
qualifies for benefits and under what circumstances. 

Earning Social Security Credits 

Social Security benefits are based on a worker’s history of covered employment. Workers 
earn credits-formerly “quarters of coverage”-by working in jobs or self-employment 
covered by Social Security and paying payroll taxes. In 2025, one credit is earned for every 
$1,810 in wages or self-employment income, up to four credits per year. Credits are 
permanent and remain on your record throughout your life, regardless of job changes or 
unemployment. 

Who Is Covered by Social Security? 

Social Security covers about 96% of U.S. workers, including: 

• Private Sector Employees: Most are automatically covered, with payroll taxes 
withheld from each paycheck. 

• Self-Employed Individuals: Covered through SECA, paying both employer and 
employee portions of Social Security taxes. 

• Federal Employees: Most hired after 1983 are covered; earlier hires may be under 
the Civil Service Retirement System (CSRS). 

• State and Local Government Workers: Coverage depends on Section 218 
agreements or whether the worker is in a qualifying public pension plan. Since 1991, 
those not in a public pension plan are generally required to participate in Social 
Security. 
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Special Categories and Exceptions: 

• Religious Groups: Some, like the Amish, may apply for exemption if their faith 
opposes insurance benefits. 

• Nonresident Aliens: Certain visa categories are exempt, though most lawful 
permanent residents and many temporary workers are included. 

• Students and Family Employment: Some student jobs and family employment 
arrangements are excluded. 

• Election Workers and Other Special Cases: Low-paid or temporary workers may 
be excluded, depending on local rules. 

Eligibility for Different Types of Benefits 

Retirement Benefits: 

• Workers born in 1929 or later need 40 credits (about 10 years of work). 

• Benefits can start at age 62 (reduced amount) or be delayed up to age 70 for higher 
payments. 

Disability Benefits: 

• The number of credits required depends on age at disability. For example, a 30-year-
old generally needs 20 credits in the 10 years prior to disability. 

• Applicants must have a severe impairment expected to last at least 12 months or 
result in death. 

Survivors Benefits: 

• Eligible survivors include spouses, divorced spouses, children, and dependent 
parents. 

• The number of credits required depends on the worker’s age at death; younger 
workers may qualify with fewer credits. 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI): 

• SSI is means-tested; eligibility is based on age (65+), blindness, or disability and 
limited income/resources. Work credits are not required. 
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Family and Dependent Benefits: 

• Spouses (including divorced spouses under certain conditions), children under 18 
(or up to 19 if in high school), children disabled before age 22, and dependent 
parents may all be eligible for benefits based on the worker’s record. 

Medicare Eligibility: 

• Most qualify at age 65 with at least 40 credits, or earlier with 24 months of SSDI or 
certain medical conditions. 

Work Credits and Insured Status 

Work credits are the building blocks of eligibility. In 2025, one credit is earned per $1,810 in 
earnings, up to four per year. 

• Fully Insured Status: Needed for retirement and most survivor benefits; generally 
requires 40 credits. 

• Currently Insured Status: For certain survivor benefits, requires six credits in the 
last 13 quarters. 

• Disability Insured Status: Typically 20 credits in the last 10 years for adults over 31; 
fewer credits are needed for younger workers. 

Credits also determine eligibility for family and survivor benefits. Special rules apply for 
military service, agricultural and domestic work, and international employment. 

Special Coverage Provisions 

State and Local Government Employees: 

• Section 218 Agreements allow coverage for specific groups. 

• Since 1991, employees not in a public pension plan must participate in Social 
Security. 

• Exclusions may apply to elected officials, temporary/part-time workers, fee-based 
positions, student workers, and some emergency or election workers. 

Religious Exemptions: 

• Members of certain religious sects may opt out if their group meets strict criteria 
and provides for its members. Exemption is irrevocable while membership 
continues. 
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Emergency, Temporary, and Special Employment: 

• Emergency responders, participants in work relief or training programs, student 
employees, and some family employment arrangements may be excluded. 

Additional Exclusions: 

• Hospital patients/inmates working for government institutions, some transportation 
workers, and certain family roles can be excluded. 

International Agreements (Totalization) 

As the workforce becomes more global, Totalization agreements have become vital. These 
agreements coordinate Social Security coverage and benefits for workers who split their 
careers between the U.S. and other countries. 

• Elimination of Dual Taxation: Assigns coverage to one country at a time, usually 
based on where the work is performed or the worker’s home country for temporary 
assignments. 

• Combining Periods of Coverage: Allows workers to “totalize” periods of coverage in 
both countries to qualify for benefits, with each country paying a proportional 
benefit. 

• Scope: As of 2025, the U.S. has agreements with 30 countries, including most of 
Western Europe, Canada, Australia, Japan, South Korea, and others. 

• Procedures: Workers must obtain a Certificate of Coverage and keep employment 
records for benefit claims. 

• Limitations: Detached worker rule generally applies for up to five years; agreements 
do not increase benefit amounts, only help with eligibility. 

• Special Provisions: Some agreements include rules for self-employed individuals 
or government workers. 

Tracking and Verifying Credits 

The Social Security Administration provides annual statements summarizing earnings and 
credits. Workers are encouraged to review their records regularly to ensure all work is 
properly credited, as errors can affect future benefit eligibility. 
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Summary 

Social Security’s eligibility and coverage rules are designed for broad inclusion, providing a 
financial safety net for nearly all American workers and their families. Work credits are the 
foundation for most benefits, but the system also supports survivors, dependents, and 
those with limited means. Special provisions and international agreements ensure 
flexibility for unique employment situations and cross-border careers. This comprehensive 
approach keeps Social Security a vital pillar of economic security throughout all stages of 
life. 
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Chapter 5 
Types of Social Security Benefits 

Retirement Benefits 

Social Security retirement benefits form the backbone of income security for millions of 
Americans in their later years. These monthly payments are designed to replace a portion 
of a worker’s pre-retirement earnings and are structured to provide a stable, inflation-
protected income stream throughout retirement. Understanding how these benefits are 
earned, calculated, and claimed is essential for effective retirement planning. 

Eligibility and Earning Benefits 

Work Credits: 
To qualify for Social Security retirement benefits, individuals must accumulate at least 40 
work credits, generally equivalent to 10 years of covered employment. Credits are earned 
based on annual earnings, with a maximum of four credits per year. Once earned, credits 
remain on your record for life. 

Minimum Age: 
The earliest age you can begin receiving retirement benefits is 62. However, claiming before 
your full retirement age (FRA) results in permanently reduced monthly payments. 

Full Retirement Age (FRA), Early, and Delayed Retirement 

Full Retirement Age: 
FRA is the age at which you are entitled to your full, unreduced benefit. For those born 
between 1943 and 1954, FRA is 66. It gradually increases for later birth years, reaching 67 
for those born in 1960 or later. 

Early Retirement: 
You may claim benefits as early as age 62, but your benefit is reduced for each month 
before FRA-about 6.7% per year, up to a 30% reduction if FRA is 67. This reduction is 
permanent. 

Delayed Retirement: 
If you delay claiming past your FRA, your benefit increases by about 8% per year up to age 
70. Delaying does not increase benefits beyond age 70. 
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Calculating Your Benefit 

Average Indexed Monthly Earnings (AIME): 
Social Security bases your benefit on your highest 35 years of earnings, adjusted for 
inflation. If you have fewer than 35 years of earnings, zeros are averaged in, lowering your 
benefit. 

Primary Insurance Amount (PIA): 
A progressive formula is applied to your AIME to determine your PIA, which is the monthly 
benefit you receive at FRA. The formula replaces a higher percentage of earnings for lower-
income workers, providing a measure of income protection. 

Benefit Estimates: 
You can review your estimated benefits at different claiming ages by accessing your Social 
Security Statement online. This tool helps you plan when to claim for maximum advantage. 

Maximum and Average Benefits 

• Maximum Benefit: In 2025, the maximum monthly benefit at FRA is $4,018. If you 
delay benefits until age 70, the maximum is higher due to delayed retirement 
credits. 

• Average Benefit: The typical retiree receives about $1,870 per month, but this 
varies widely depending on lifetime earnings and claiming age. 

Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA) 

Social Security benefits are adjusted annually based on changes in the Consumer Price 
Index. These COLAs help maintain the purchasing power of benefits as inflation increases 
the cost of living. For 2025, the COLA is 2.5%. 

Working While Receiving Benefits 

Earnings Test: 
If you claim benefits before FRA and continue to work, your benefits may be temporarily 
reduced if your earnings exceed a set annual limit ($23,400 in 2025). For every $2 earned 
above this limit, $1 is withheld from your benefits. In the year you reach FRA, a higher limit 
applies, and the reduction is less severe. Once you reach FRA, there is no limit on earnings, 
and previously withheld benefits may be recalculated and paid out overtime. 
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Spousal, Divorced Spouse, and Family Benefits 

Spousal Benefits: 
A spouse can receive up to 50% of the worker’s benefit at FRA, even if they have little or no 
work history of their own. Spousal benefits are reduced if claimed before the spouse’s FRA. 

Divorced Spouse Benefits: 
A divorced spouse may qualify for benefits if the marriage lasted at least 10 years, the 
applicant is unmarried and is at least age 62. 

Children’s Benefits: 
Unmarried children under 18 (or up to 19 if still in high school full time) and children of any 
age who became disabled before age 22 may be eligible for benefits based on a parent’s 
record. 

Family Maximum: 
There is a limit to the total benefits that can be paid to a family based on one worker’s 
record, typically 150% to 180% of the worker’s full benefit amount. 

Survivor Benefits 

If a retiree passes away, surviving spouses and dependent children may be eligible for 
survivor benefits. The amount depends on the worker’s earnings and the survivor’s age and 
relationship. 

Taxation of Benefits 

Depending on your total income, up to 85% of your Social Security benefits may be subject 
to federal income tax. This typically applies to individuals with substantial additional 
income from work, pensions, or investments. 

Claiming Strategies and Planning 

The decision of when to claim Social Security is complex and can have a significant impact 
on lifetime benefits. Factors to consider include: 

• Health and Life Expectancy: Delaying benefits increases monthly payments, which 
can be advantageous for those expecting a longer retirement. 

• Financial Need: Some may need to claim early due to lack of other income 
sources. 

• Work Plans: Continuing to work past age 62 may affect benefits due to the earnings 
test. 
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• Spousal Coordination: Couples can maximize household benefits by coordinating 
their claiming strategies. 

Application Process 

You can apply for retirement benefits online, by phone, or at a local Social Security office. It 
is recommended to apply about three months before you want benefits to begin. 

 

Summary 

Social Security retirement benefits are a crucial source of income for most Americans in 
retirement. The amount you receive depends on your work history, the age you claim, and 
your lifetime earnings. Annual cost-of-living adjustments help protect against inflation, and 
special provisions extend benefits to spouses, divorced spouses, and children. Careful 
planning and understanding of the rules can help you maximize your retirement security 
and make the most of this vital program. 

 

Eligibility and Full Retirement Age 

Social Security retirement benefits are a vital part of most Americans’ retirement plans, but 
eligibility and the age at which you claim those benefits play a major role in how much you 
receive. Here’s a detailed look at how eligibility is determined, what full retirement age 
(FRA) means, and how your claiming age affects your benefits. 

Earning Eligibility: Social Security Work Credits 

To qualify for Social Security retirement benefits, you must accumulate enough work 
credits through employment or self-employment where Social Security taxes are paid. In 
2025, you earn one credit for every $1,810 in wages or self-employment income, up to a 
maximum of four credits per year. The dollar amount needed for a credit is adjusted 
annually to reflect rising average wages. You cannot earn more than four credits in a single 
year, regardless of your earnings. 

Most people need 40 credits-typically about 10 years of work-to be eligible for retirement 
benefits. These credits stay on your Social Security record for life, even if you change jobs 
or have periods of unemployment. Once you reach 40 credits, earning additional credits 
does not increase your benefit amount; instead, your benefit is based on your highest 35 
years of earnings. 
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Work credits are also used to determine eligibility for Social Security Disability Insurance 
(SSDI), Medicare Part A, and survivor benefits for family members. 

Full Retirement Age (FRA): What It Is and Why It Matters 

Full Retirement Age is the age at which you can claim unreduced Social Security retirement 
benefits. FRA varies by birth year due to changes in the law designed to reflect increased 
life expectancy: 

• For those born in 1959, FRA is 66 years and 10 months (reached in 2025). 

• For those born in 1960 or later, FRA is 67. 

• For earlier birth years, FRA gradually increases from 65 to 67. 

If you claim benefits before reaching your FRA, your monthly benefit is permanently 
reduced. The reduction is calculated as follows: 

• For the first 36 months before FRA, your benefit is reduced by 5/9 of 1% per month. 

• For additional months beyond 36, the reduction is 5/12 of 1% per month. 

For example, if your FRA is 67 and you claim at age 62, your benefit will be reduced by 
about 30% for life. 

Claiming Age: Early, Full, and Delayed Benefits 

• Earliest Claiming Age: You can start benefits as early as age 62, but with a 
permanent reduction. 

• Full Retirement Age: Claiming at FRA means you receive 100% of your calculated 
benefit. 

• Delaying Benefits: If you delay claiming past FRA, your benefit increases by about 
8% per year up to age 70. No further increases occur after age 70. 

Delaying benefits not only increase your monthly payment but can also result in a higher 
lifetime benefit if you live longer than average. 

Trends in Claiming Age 

Historically, most people claimed Social Security at or near age 62. However, with the 
gradual increase in FRA and greater awareness of the advantages of delaying, the average 
claiming age has risen. Between 2008 and 2018, the average age for claiming benefits 
increased from about 63.6 to 64.7 for men and from 63.6 to 64.6 for women3. This trend 
reflects a growing focus on maximizing retirement income. 

https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/program-explainers/benefit-claiming-age.html
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Planning Considerations 

Choosing when to claim Social Security is a highly personal decision. Key factors include: 

• Your health and expected longevity 

• Your financial needs and other retirement income sources 

• Whether you plan to continue working (since benefits may be reduced if you claim 
before FRA and exceed annual earnings limits-$23,400 in 2025) 

• The impact on spousal or survivor benefits 

Delaying benefits can significantly increase your monthly income, but claiming early may 
make sense if you need the money or have health concerns. 

Summary 

To receive Social Security retirement benefits, you must earn at least 40 work credits, 
usually over 10 years of covered employment. Your Full Retirement Age-66 and 10 months 
for those born in 1959 (2025), and 67 for those born in 1960 or later-determines when you 
can claim unreduced benefits. Claiming before FRA results in a permanent reduction, 
while delaying increases your benefit up to age 70. Understanding these rules and 
considering your personal circumstances is essential to making the best decision for your 
retirement security. 

 

Spousal and Family Benefits 

Social Security’s spousal and family benefits provide critical financial support not just to 
retired or disabled workers, but also to their families. These benefits are designed to help 
spouses, divorced spouses, children, and sometimes other dependents maintain 
economic security in the event of retirement, disability, or death of the primary wage 
earner. Understanding the eligibility rules, benefit calculations, and special provisions can 
help families maximize their Social Security protection. 

Spousal Benefits 

Who Is Eligible? 

• Current Spouses: 
You may be eligible for spousal benefits if you are married to someone who is 
entitled to Social Security retirement or disability benefits. You must be at least 62 
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years old, or any age if caring for the worker’s child who is under 16 or disabled and 
entitled to benefits. 

• Divorced Spouses: 
If you were married to your ex-spouse for at least 10 years, are currently unmarried, 
and are age 62 or older, you may qualify for benefits on your ex-spouse’s record. You 
must have been divorced for at least two years if your ex-spouse has not yet claimed 
their benefit. 

• Remarriage: 
Remarrying generally disqualifies you from collecting benefits on a living ex-
spouse’s record, but there are exceptions for survivor benefits if you remarry after 
age 60 (or age 50 if disabled). 

Benefit Amount 

• Maximum Amount: 
The maximum spousal benefit is 50% of your spouse’s or ex-spouse’s full retirement 
benefit (Primary Insurance Amount, or PIA) if you claim at your own Full Retirement 
Age (FRA). 

• Early Claiming: 
If you claim before your FRA, your benefit is permanently reduced. For example, 
claiming at age 62 may reduce the spousal benefit to as low as 32.5% of your 
spouse’s PIA. 

• Dual Entitlement: 
If you are eligible for both your own retirement benefit and a spousal benefit, you will 
receive your own benefit first. If your spousal benefit is higher, you will receive a 
combination that equals the higher amount, not both added together. 

• Spouse Must File: 
For a current spouse to claim, the worker must have filed for their own benefit. 
Divorced spouses can claim if both are at least age 62 and have been divorced for 
two years, regardless of whether the ex-spouse has filed. 

Survivor Benefits for Spouses and Family 

Surviving Spouses 

• Eligibility: 
A widow or widower can receive survivor benefits as early as age 60 (or age 50 if 
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disabled). Benefits can be claimed at any age if caring for the deceased worker’s 
child under 16 or disabled. 

• Amount: 
Survivor benefits can be up to 100% of the deceased worker’s benefit, depending on 
the survivor’s age when claiming. Early claiming results in a reduced benefit. 

• Remarriage: 
Remarriage before age 60 (or 50 if disabled) generally ends eligibility for survivor 
benefits, but remarriage after these ages does not. 

Surviving Divorced Spouses 

• A divorced spouse can receive survivor benefits if the marriage lasted at least 10 
years and the survivor is currently unmarried (or remarried after age 60/50 if 
disabled). 

Benefits for Children 

• Eligibility: 
Children may receive benefits if a parent is retired, disabled, or deceased and has 
earned enough Social Security credits. Eligible children include biological, adopted, 
and stepchildren, as well as dependent grandchildren in certain cases. 

• Age Limits: 
Children must be unmarried and under 18, or up to 19 if a full-time high school 
student. Children disabled before age 22 may receive benefits for life. 

• Benefit Amount: 
A child can receive up to 50% of a living parent’s full benefit or up to 75% if the 
parent is deceased. 

Other Family Members 

• Dependent Parents: 
If a worker dies and leaves behind parents who were financially dependent on them, 
those parents may be eligible for survivor benefits if they are age 62 or older. 

• Grandchildren: 
In some cases, grandchildren or step-grandchildren may qualify if they were 
dependent on the worker. 
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Family Maximum Benefit 

• Limitation: 
The total benefits paid to a family based on one worker’s record are capped by the 
family maximum, which typically ranges from 150% to 188% of the worker’s PIA. 

• Reduction: 
If the total payable to all eligible family members exceeds the maximum, each 
person’s benefit is reduced proportionally (except the worker’s own benefit). 

Recent Changes: WEP and GPO 

• Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and Government Pension Offset (GPO): 
These provisions previously reduced or eliminated spousal and survivor benefits for 
some government workers with non-covered pensions. As of 2025, these provisions 
have been eliminated, allowing many affected individuals to receive higher or newly 
available benefits. 

Important Considerations 

• No Impact on Worker’s Benefit: 
Spousal and family benefits do not reduce the primary worker’s own Social Security 
payment. 

• Complex Situations: 
Rules can be complex for those with multiple marriages, blended families, or 
children with disabilities. The Social Security Administration provides calculators 
and personalized assistance to help families navigate their options. 

• Application Process: 
Family members must apply for benefits; they are not paid automatically. 
Documentation such as marriage, divorce, or birth certificates may be required. 

Summary 

Spousal and family benefits are a vital part of Social Security, extending financial 
protection to spouses, divorced spouses, children, and sometimes other dependents. 
These benefits help families weather the loss or retirement of a wage earner and provide 
ongoing support for children and survivors. Understanding the eligibility rules, benefit 
calculations, and family maximums is key to making informed decisions and maximizing 
Social Security income for your family’s needs. 
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Early and Delayed Retirement 

Social Security provides flexibility in the timing of retirement benefits, allowing individuals 
to tailor their claiming strategy to their personal financial situation, health, and retirement 
goals. The decision to claim early, at full retirement age (FRA), or to delay benefits can have 
a profound impact on both monthly income and total lifetime benefits. 

Early Retirement: Claiming Before Full Retirement Age 

Eligibility and Reductions: 
You can begin receiving Social Security retirement benefits as early as age 62. However, if 
you claim before your FRA-which is 66 to 67 depending on your birth year-your monthly 
benefit is permanently reduced. The reduction formula is: 

• 5/9 of 1% for each month (up to 36 months) before your FRA. 

• 5/12 of 1% for each additional month beyond those 36. 

For example, if your FRA is 67 and you claim at 62, your benefit is reduced by about 30%. 
This reduction is locked in for life and also affects spousal and survivor benefits based on 
your record. 

Reasons to Claim Early: 

• Immediate Income Needs: You may need the funds due to job loss, health issues, 
or lack of other retirement savings. 

• Shorter Life Expectancy: If you have health concerns or a family history of shorter 
lifespans, claiming early may help you maximize your total benefits. 

• Spousal Coordination: In some couples, the lower-earning spouse may claim early 
while the higher earner delays, optimizing household income. 

Potential Downsides: 

• Lower Lifetime Benefits: If you live well into your 80s or 90s, your total lifetime 
benefits may be lower than if you had waited. 

• Impact on Family: Reduced benefits can also mean lower survivor benefits for your 
spouse or dependents. 

Earnings Test: 
If you work while receiving benefits before FRA, your benefits may be temporarily reduced if 
your earnings exceed the annual limit ($23,400 in 2025). For every $2 earned above this 
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limit, $1 is withheld. In the year you reach FRA, a higher limit applies, and the reduction is 
less severe. Once you reach FRA, there is no earnings limit. 

Delayed Retirement: Waiting Beyond Full Retirement Age 

Delayed Retirement Credits: 
If you wait past your FRA to claim benefits, your monthly benefit increases by about 8% per 
year, up to age 70. No further increases apply after age 70. For someone with an FRA of 67, 
waiting until 70 increases their benefit by 24%; for an FRA of 66, the increase is 32%. 

Advantages of Delaying: 

• Higher Monthly Income: Larger payments provide greater financial security, 
especially if you live longer than average. 

• Inflation Protection: Higher starting benefits mean larger cost-of-living 
adjustments (COLAs) in dollar terms. 

• Maximizing Survivor Benefits: Delaying your benefit can increase the amount your 
spouse receives as a survivor. 

Considerations: 

• Forgone Payments: You will not receive benefits during the years you delay, so it 
may take several years of higher payments to “break even” compared to claiming 
earlier. 

• Health and Longevity: Delaying is more advantageous for those in good health with 
a family history of longevity. 

• Other Income Sources: If you have sufficient savings or pension income, you may 
be able to delay Social Security to maximize future benefits. 

Strategic Claiming and Household Planning 

Spousal Strategies: 
Couples can coordinate their claiming strategies to maximize household benefits. For 
example, a lower-earning spouse may claim early, while the higher earner delays to 
increase survivor benefits. 

Divorced and Survivor Benefits: 
Claiming early or late affects not only your own benefit but also the benefits available to 
spouses, ex-spouses, and survivors. Survivor benefits are based on the deceased worker’s 
benefit amount, including any reductions or increases due to early or delayed claiming. 
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Tax Implications: 
Claiming early may result in lower taxable income each year, while delaying increases your 
annual benefit and potential tax liability. Up to 85% of Social Security benefits may be 
taxable, depending on your total income. 

Break-Even Analysis 

A break-even analysis helps you compare the total benefits received if you claim early 
versus waiting. Generally, if you live beyond your late 70s or early 80s, delaying benefits will 
result in higher total lifetime payments. If you die earlier, claiming sooner may yield more 
total benefits. 

Application Process and Flexibility 

You can apply for benefits online, by phone, or at a local Social Security office. If you 
change your mind within 12 months of starting benefits, you may withdraw your 
application, repay the benefits received, and reapply later for a higher amount. 

Summary 

The choice between early and delayed retirement is highly personal and depends on your 
health, financial needs, life expectancy, and family situation. Claiming early provides 
immediate but permanently reduced benefits, while delaying increases your monthly 
income and can enhance survivor benefits. Careful planning and consideration of your 
unique circumstances will help you make the best decision for your retirement security. 

 

Survivors Benefits 

Social Security survivors benefits are a vital part of the program’s mission to protect 
families against the financial hardship that can follow the death of a wage earner. These 
benefits provide ongoing monthly income and, in some cases, a one-time payment to 
eligible family members, helping them maintain stability after a loss. Understanding who 
qualifies, how benefits are calculated, and the rules that apply can help families make 
informed decisions during a difficult time. 

Who Is Eligible for Survivors Benefits? 

Eligibility for survivors benefits is based on the deceased worker’s earnings record and the 
relationship of the survivor to the worker. The worker must have earned enough Social 
Security credits, typically 40 (about 10 years of work), but younger workers may qualify with 
fewer credits, especially if the death occurs at a young age. 



76 
 

Eligible Family Members 

• Surviving Spouse: 

• Can receive survivors benefits as early as age 60 (or 50 if disabled). 

• Can receive benefits at any age if caring for the deceased worker’s child who 
is under 16 or disabled. 

• Must have been married to the worker for at least nine months, with 
exceptions for accidental death, military service, or certain other 
circumstances. 

• Remarriage before age 60 (or 50 if disabled) generally disqualifies the 
survivor, but remarriage after these ages does not. 

• Surviving Divorced Spouse: 

• Must have been married to the deceased for at least 10 years and be 
currently unmarried (or remarried after age 60/50 if disabled). 

• Has the same benefit rights as a surviving spouse. 

• Children: 

• Unmarried children under 18 (or up to 19 if still in high school full time). 

• Children of any age who became disabled before age 22. 

• Stepchildren, adopted children, grandchildren, and step-grandchildren may 
also qualify if certain dependency requirements are met. 

• Dependent Parents: 

• Parents age 62 or older who depended on the worker for at least half of their 
support may be eligible if there are no surviving spouses or children eligible 
for benefits. 

Types of Survivors Benefits 

• Monthly Benefits: 
Paid to eligible surviving spouses, divorced spouses, children, and dependent 
parents. The amount depends on the survivor’s relationship to the worker, their age, 
and when they claim benefits. 

• Lump-Sum Death Payment: 
A one-time payment of $255 may be made to a surviving spouse or, if none, to a 
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child who meets certain criteria. Application for this payment must be made within 
two years of the worker’s death. 

Benefit Amounts and Calculations 

• Surviving Spouses and Divorced Spouses: 

• The benefit amount ranges from 71.5% of the deceased worker’s benefit (if 
claimed at the earliest eligible age) to 100% (if claimed at full retirement age 
for survivors, which ranges from 66 to 67 depending on birth year). 

• If the survivor is disabled, they may claim as early as age 50 at a reduced 
rate. 

• If caring for a child under 16 or disabled, the survivor may receive 75% of the 
worker’s benefit at any age. 

• Children: 

• Each eligible child can receive up to 75% of the deceased worker’s full 
benefit amount. 

• Dependent Parents: 

• One parent may receive 82.5% of the worker’s benefit; if both parents qualify, 
each receives 75%. 

• Family Maximum: 

• The total survivors benefits payable on a single worker’s record is capped, 
usually between 150% and 180% of the worker’s full benefit. If the total 
exceeds this maximum, each benefit is reduced proportionally. 

Special Rules and Considerations 

• Remarriage: 
Remarriage before age 60 (or 50 if disabled) generally ends eligibility for survivors 
benefits, but remarriage after these ages does not. For surviving divorced spouses, 
the same rules apply. 

• Coordination with Other Benefits: 
Survivors benefits may be affected if the survivor is eligible for their own Social 
Security benefit. In such cases, the survivor receives the higher of the two amounts, 
not both combined. 
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• Work and Earnings: 
If a survivor claims benefits before full retirement age and continues to work, their 
benefits may be reduced if their earnings exceed annual limits. Once they reach full 
retirement age, there is no earnings limit. 

• Disability: 
Disabled surviving spouses can claim benefits as early as age 50, but the benefit is 
reduced for early claiming. 

• Application Process: 
Survivors benefits are not automatic; eligible family members must apply, usually by 
contacting the Social Security Administration directly. Documentation such as 
death certificates, marriage licenses, and birth certificates may be required. 

Importance of Survivors Benefits 

Survivors benefits are a crucial safety net, helping families avoid poverty and financial 
instability after the loss of a primary wage earner. These benefits provide ongoing support 
for widows, widowers, children, and dependent parents, and are especially vital for 
families with young children or those with limited resources. 

Summary 

Social Security survivors benefits extend the program’s protection beyond the worker’s 
lifetime, supporting spouses, ex-spouses, children, and dependent parents. The amount 
and duration of benefits depend on the survivor’s relationship to the worker, their age, and 
when they claim. Understanding the rules and options for survivors benefits can help 
families make informed decisions and secure crucial income during a challenging time. 

 

Eligible Family Members 

Social Security’s family benefits are designed to extend a safety net beyond the individual 
worker, providing crucial support to a range of family members in the event of retirement, 
disability, or death. These benefits help stabilize a family’s finances during transitions and 
hardships, ensuring that dependents and survivors are not left without resources. 
Understanding who qualifies and under what circumstances is essential for families 
planning for the future. 
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Spouses 

Current Spouses 

• Eligibility: 
A spouse may qualify for benefits if the worker is entitled to Social Security 
retirement or disability benefits. The spouse must be at least 62 years old, or any 
age if caring for the worker’s child who is under 16 or disabled and entitled to 
benefits. 

• Benefit Amount: 
The spousal benefit can be up to 50% of the worker’s full retirement benefit (Primary 
Insurance Amount, or PIA) if claimed at the spouse’s full retirement age. If claimed 
earlier, the benefit is permanently reduced. 

• Dual Entitlement: 
If the spouse is eligible for a benefit on their own work record, they will receive the 
higher of their own benefit or the spousal benefit, not both combined. 

Divorced Spouses 

• Eligibility: 
A divorced spouse may receive benefits on the worker’s record if the marriage lasted 
at least 10 years, the applicant is at least 62, currently unmarried, and the worker is 
entitled to Social Security benefits. The divorced spouse can claim even if the 
worker has not yet filed for benefits, as long as both are at least 62 and have been 
divorced for at least two years. 

• No Impact on Worker: 
Benefits paid to a divorced spouse do not reduce the amount the worker or their 
current family receives. 

Surviving Spouses 

• Eligibility: 
A widow or widower can receive survivor benefits as early as age 60 (or 50 if 
disabled), or at any age if caring for the deceased worker’s child under 16 or 
disabled. 

• Remarriage: 
Remarriage before age 60 (or 50 if disabled) generally ends eligibility for survivor 
benefits, but remarriage after these ages does not. 
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Children 

Eligible Children 

• Unmarried and Under 18: 
Children under 18 are eligible for benefits if a parent is retired, disabled, or 
deceased and worked long enough under Social Security. 

• 18–19 and Full-Time Students: 
Benefits continue for children up to age 19 if they are full-time students at an 
elementary or secondary school (not college). 

• Adult Children with Disabilities: 
Children 18 or older with a disability that began before age 22 may qualify for 
benefits for as long as the disability continues. 

Types of Children Covered 

• Biological Children: 
Automatically eligible if dependency requirements are met. 

• Adopted Children: 
Treated the same as biological children. 

• Stepchildren: 
Eligible if the worker provided at least half their support. 

• Grandchildren and Step-Grandchildren: 
May qualify if the child’s parents are deceased or disabled and the worker provides 
regular support. 

Parents 

• Dependent Parents: 
If a worker dies, a parent age 62 or older who received at least half of their financial 
support from the worker may be eligible for survivor benefits. This is especially 
relevant if there is no surviving spouse or eligible child on the worker’s record. 

• Benefit Amount: 
One parent may receive 82.5% of the worker’s benefit; if both parents qualify, each 
receives 75%. 
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Grandchildren and Other Dependents 

• Grandchildren: 
In certain circumstances, such as when parents are deceased or disabled and the 
worker provides regular support, dependent grandchildren or step-grandchildren 
may qualify for benefits. 

• Other Dependents: 
Family members such as dependent siblings are generally not eligible, but rare 
exceptions exist if they meet strict dependency and support requirements. 

Family Maximum Benefit 

• Limitation: 
The total benefits paid to a family based on one worker’s record are capped, usually 
between 150% and 180% of the worker’s full benefit. If the total payable to all 
eligible family members exceeds this maximum, each person’s benefit is reduced 
proportionally. 

• Former Spouses: 
Benefits paid to former spouses do not count toward the family maximum. 

Children and Adults with Disabilities 

• Disabled Children: 
A child with a disability that began before age 22 may qualify for benefits based on a 
parent’s work record. These benefits continue as long as the disability persists. 

• SSI for Children: 
Children with disabilities from families with limited income and resources may also 
qualify for Supplemental Security Income (SSI), which is separate from Social 
Security. 

Application and Documentation 

• Application Process: 
Family members must apply for benefits; they are not paid automatically. Required 
documentation may include birth certificates, marriage or divorce records, school 
enrollment verification, and proof of dependency or disability. 

• Ongoing Eligibility: 
Benefits for children usually end at age 18 (or 19 if still in high school) but can 
continue for adult children with disabilities. Spousal and parent benefits may be 
affected by remarriage, changes in dependency, or other factors. 
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Summary 

Eligible family members for Social Security benefits include current and former spouses, 
children, dependent parents, and in some cases, grandchildren. Each category has 
specific eligibility rules regarding age, marital status, relationship, and dependency. These 
benefits are designed to provide financial stability and security for families facing 
retirement, disability, or the loss of a wage earner, ensuring that support reaches those who 
need it most during life’s transitions. 

 

Types of Survivor Payments 

Social Security survivor payments are designed to provide ongoing financial support to 
families after the death of a worker who paid into the Social Security system. These 
payments can be a lifeline for spouses, children, and dependent parents, helping to 
replace lost income and maintain stability during a period of adjustment. Survivor 
payments come in several forms, each with specific eligibility criteria, benefit formulas, 
and application requirements. 

1. Ongoing Monthly Survivor Benefits 

Monthly survivor benefits are regular payments made to eligible family members. The 
amount and duration of these benefits depend on the survivor’s relationship to the 
deceased, their age, and other factors. 

A. Surviving Spouses 

• Full Retirement Age for Survivors: 
The full retirement age (FRA) for survivor benefits ranges from 66 to 67, depending 
on the survivor’s year of birth. 

• Reduced Benefits Before FRA: 
A surviving spouse can claim reduced benefits as early as age 60 (or 50 if disabled). 
The reduction is permanent and based on how many months before FRA the benefit 
is claimed. 

• Caring for a Child: 
A surviving spouse of any age can receive benefits if caring for the deceased 
worker’s child who is under 16 or disabled. 
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• Surviving Divorced Spouses: 
A divorced spouse may qualify if the marriage lasted at least 10 years and the 
survivor is currently unmarried (or remarried after age 60, or 50 if disabled). 

B. Children 

• Eligibility: 
Unmarried children under 18 (or up to 19 if still in high school full time) may receive 
survivor benefits. 
Children of any age who became disabled before age 22 may also qualify. 

• Stepchildren, Adopted Children, Grandchildren: 
In some cases, stepchildren, adopted children, grandchildren, and step-
grandchildren may qualify if they were dependent on the worker. 

C. Dependent Parents 

• Eligibility: 
One or both parents age 62 or older may receive benefits if they were at least 50% 
financially dependent on the deceased worker. 

• Benefit Amount: 
One parent may receive 82.5% of the worker’s benefit; if both qualify, each receives 
75%. 

D. Benefit Amounts and Family Maximum 

• Surviving Spouse at FRA: 
Eligible for 100% of the deceased worker’s benefit. 

• Reduced Benefits: 
Surviving spouses who claim before FRA receive between 71.5% and 99% of the 
worker’s benefit. 

• Children and Caring Spouses: 
Each eligible child and a spouse caring for a child under 16 or disabled receives 75% 
of the worker’s benefit. 

• Family Maximum: 
The total benefits payable to all survivors on one worker’s record are capped, 
usually between 150% and 180% of the worker’s full benefit. If the total exceeds this 
limit, each survivor’s payment is reduced proportionally. 
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2. Lump-Sum Death Payment 

In addition to monthly benefits, Social Security provides a one-time lump-sum death 
payment of $255. This payment is intended to help with immediate expenses, such as 
funeral costs. 

Eligibility for Lump-Sum Payment 

• Priority: 
Paid first to the surviving spouse who was living with the worker at the time of death. 

• Other Spouses: 
If the spouse was living apart but receiving certain Social Security benefits on the 
worker’s record, they may still qualify. 

• Children: 
If there is no surviving spouse, the payment may go to a child who qualifies for 
monthly survivor benefits. 

• Exclusions: 
Former spouses and other relatives are not eligible for the lump-sum payment. 

• Time Limit: 
The payment must be claimed within two years of the worker’s death. 

3. Special Situations and Additional Provisions 

A. Survivor Benefits for Disabled Widows/Widowers 

• Disabled widows or widowers can claim survivor benefits as early as age 50, but the 
benefit is reduced for early claiming. 

B. Remarriage and Survivor Benefits 

• Remarriage before age 60 (or 50 if disabled) generally ends eligibility for survivor 
benefits. Remarriage after these ages does not affect eligibility. 

C. Coordination with Other Benefits 

• Survivors who qualify for their own Social Security benefit as well as a survivor 
benefit will receive the higher of the two amounts, not both combined. 

D. Application Process 

• Survivor benefits are not paid automatically; eligible family members must apply 
with the Social Security Administration. Required documentation may include the 
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worker’s death certificate, proof of relationship, and evidence of dependency for 
parents or grandchildren. 

4. Survivor Benefits for Minor and Disabled Children 

• Duration: 
Benefits for children generally continue until age 18 (or 19 if still in high school). For 
children who became disabled before age 22, benefits may continue for life as long 
as the disability persists. 

• SSI for Children: 
Children with disabilities and limited family income may also qualify for 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), a separate program from Social Security. 

Summary 

Social Security survivor payments include ongoing monthly benefits for surviving spouses, 
divorced spouses, children, and dependent parents, as well as a one-time lump-sum death 
payment. The amount and eligibility depend on the survivor’s relationship to the deceased, 
their age, and other factors. These payments provide crucial financial support to families 
after the loss of a loved one, helping to ensure stability and security during a challenging 
time. 

 

Disability Benefits 

Social Security’s disability programs offer a critical safety net for millions of Americans who 
are unable to work due to severe, long-term medical conditions. These benefits help 
replace lost income and provide access to essential support services, helping disabled 
individuals and their families maintain financial stability during times of hardship. The two 
primary programs-Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) and Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI)-serve distinct populations but share the goal of protecting those most 
vulnerable to economic insecurity. 

Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) 

Eligibility Requirements 

• Work Credits: 
SSDI is designed for individuals who have a sufficient work history in jobs covered by 
Social Security. Most applicants need 40 work credits (about 10 years of work), with 
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20 earned in the 10 years immediately before becoming disabled. Younger workers 
may qualify with fewer credits, based on age at disability onset. 

• Disability Definition: 
To qualify, you must have a medically determinable physical or mental impairment 
that: 

• Has lasted or is expected to last at least 12 months, or result in death. 

• Prevents you from engaging in substantial gainful activity (SGA)-meaning you 
cannot earn more than a set monthly amount ($1,550 per month in 2025 for 
non-blind individuals). 

• No Partial Disability: 
Social Security does not pay benefits for partial or short-term disability. The 
impairment must be total and long-lasting. 

Family Benefits 

Certain family members may qualify for benefits based on your work record, including: 

• Spouse (age 62 or older, or any age if caring for your child under 16 or disabled). 

• Unmarried children under 18 (or up to 19 if still in high school full time). 

• Unmarried children age 18 or older if the disability began before age 22 (sometimes 
called “disabled adult child” benefits). 

Benefit Calculation 

• Amount: 
SSDI payments are based on your average indexed monthly earnings (AIME) over 
your working years, using a progressive formula to determine your primary insurance 
amount (PIA). The higher your past earnings, the higher your benefit, up to a 
maximum. 

• No Means Test: 
SSDI is not affected by unearned income or household resources, but working and 
earning above the SGA limit can result in loss of benefits. 
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Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

Eligibility Requirements 

• Means-Tested: 
SSI is for people with limited income and resources who are aged (65+), blind, or 
disabled. There is no work history requirement. 

• Disability Standard: 
The medical definition of disability is the same as for SSDI. 

• Income and Resource Limits: 
Individuals must have countable income and resources below strict federal limits 
(in 2025, $2,000 for an individual and $3,000 for a couple in resources). 

Benefit Calculation 

• Federal Benefit Rate: 
SSI provides a basic monthly payment set by federal law ($943 per month for 
individuals and $1,415 for couples in 2025), reduced by countable income. 

• State Supplements: 
Many states add their own payments, increasing the total benefit. 

• Living Arrangements: 
Benefits may be reduced if you live with others or receive in-kind support. 

The Disability Determination Process 

• Application: 
You can apply for SSDI or SSI online, by phone, or at a local Social Security office. 
The process requires detailed information about your medical condition, work 
history, and daily activities. 

• Medical Review: 
State Disability Determination Services (DDS) review your medical records, may 
contact your doctors, and sometimes require consultative exams. 

• Decision Timeline: 
Initial decisions can take several months. If denied, you have the right to appeal 
through several levels, including reconsideration, hearing before an administrative 
law judge, and further appeals. 
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• Waiting Periods: 
SSDI has a five-month waiting period after disability onset before benefits begin. SSI 
payments may start the month after you apply if you are found eligible. 

Duration, Reviews, and Transition to Retirement 

• Continuing Disability Reviews: 
Social Security periodically reviews cases to determine if the beneficiary remains 
disabled. 

• Conversion to Retirement Benefits: 
When you reach full retirement age, SSDI benefits automatically convert to 
retirement benefits at the same amount. 

Work Incentives and Returning to Work 

• Trial Work Period: 
SSDI recipients can test their ability to work for at least nine months without losing 
benefits, regardless of earnings. 

• Extended Period of Eligibility: 
After the trial work period, you can still receive benefits for any month your earnings 
fall below the SGA limit for 36 months. 

• Expedited Reinstatement: 
If benefits stop due to work, you can request expedited reinstatement within five 
years if your disability recurs. 

• SSI Work Incentives: 
SSI recipients benefit from rules that exclude some earned income and support 
services from counting against their payment. 

Health Coverage 

• Medicare: 
SSDI recipients become eligible for Medicare after 24 months of disability benefits. 

• Medicaid: 
Most SSI recipients qualify for Medicaid, providing essential health coverage. 

Special Groups and Additional Provisions 

• Children: 
Children with disabilities from low-income families may qualify for SSI. 
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• Disabled Adult Children: 
Adults who became disabled before age 22 may receive benefits based on a 
parent’s work record if the parent is retired, disabled, or deceased. 

• Blind Individuals: 
Special rules and higher income thresholds apply to blind SSDI and SSI applicants. 

Summary 

Social Security disability benefits offer vital protection for people unable to work due to 
severe, long-term disabilities. SSDI serves those with sufficient work history, while SSI 
provides a safety net for people with limited income and resources. Both programs have 
strict medical and non-medical eligibility requirements, but also offer important work 
incentives and health coverage, helping beneficiaries maintain dignity and independence 
despite significant challenges. 

 

Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) 

Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) is a key component of the U.S. social safety net, 
providing monthly income to workers who are unable to engage in substantial employment 
due to a severe, long-term disability. SSDI is not a welfare program; it is an earned benefit 
funded by payroll taxes paid by workers and their employers. Understanding the eligibility 
criteria, application process, benefit calculations, and related family provisions is crucial 
for anyone who may need to rely on this important program. 

Eligibility Requirements 

Work History and Credits 

• Work Credits: 
SSDI eligibility is based on your work history in jobs covered by Social Security. You 
earn work credits by paying Social Security taxes on your earnings. In 2025, you earn 
one credit for every $1,810 in wages or self-employment income, up to four credits 
per year. 

• Credit Requirement: 
Most applicants need 40 credits (about 10 years of work), with 20 earned in the 10 
years immediately before becoming disabled. Younger workers may qualify with 
fewer credits, depending on their age at the time of disability. 
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• Recent Work Test: 
For those under age 24, as few as six credits earned in the three years before 
disability may be sufficient. The number of credits required increases with age. 

Medical Disability Standard 

• Definition of Disability: 
SSDI uses a strict definition: you must have a medically determinable physical or 
mental impairment that is expected to last at least 12 months or result in death, and 
which prevents you from engaging in substantial gainful activity (SGA). 

• Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA): 
In 2025, SGA is defined as earning more than $1,550 per month (higher for blind 
individuals). 

• No Partial or Short-Term Disability: 
SSDI does not pay benefits for partial or temporary disabilities; the impairment must 
be total and long-lasting. 

Disability Determination Process 

• Application: 
You can apply online, by phone, or at a local Social Security office. The application 
requires detailed information about your medical condition, treatments, work 
history, and daily activities. 

• Medical Review: 
State Disability Determination Services (DDS) review your medical records, may 
contact your healthcare providers, and sometimes require consultative exams. 

• Sequential Evaluation: 
The SSA uses a five-step process to determine disability, assessing whether you are 
working, the severity of your condition, whether it meets or equals a listed 
impairment, your ability to do past work, and your ability to do any other work. 

• Appeals: 
If your claim is denied, you have the right to appeal through several levels: 
reconsideration, a hearing before an administrative law judge, review by the Appeals 
Council, and federal court. 
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Benefit Calculation 

• Average Indexed Monthly Earnings (AIME): 
The SSA calculates your AIME based on your highest-earning years, adjusted for 
inflation. 

• Primary Insurance Amount (PIA): 
A progressive formula is applied to your AIME to determine your monthly benefit. 
The benefit is designed to replace a higher percentage of income for lower earners. 

• Offsets: 
SSDI benefits may be reduced if you receive certain other public disability benefits, 
such as workers’ compensation. 

Family Benefits 

• Eligible Family Members: 
Your spouse (age 62 or older, or any age if caring for your child under 16 or disabled), 
unmarried children under 18 (or up to 19 if still in high school), and adult children 
disabled before age 22 may receive benefits based on your record. 

• Family Maximum: 
The total benefits paid to a family are capped, usually between 150% and 180% of 
your SSDI benefit. If the total exceeds this maximum, each family member’s 
payment is reduced proportionally, but your own benefit is not reduced. 

Duration and Continuing Eligibility 

• Continuing Disability Reviews: 
The SSA conducts periodic reviews to determine if you still meet the disability 
criteria. Reviews may occur every 3, 5, or 7 years depending on the likelihood of 
improvement. 

• Conversion to Retirement Benefits: 
When you reach full retirement age, your SSDI benefits automatically convert to 
retirement benefits at the same amount. 

Work Incentives and Returning to Work 

• Trial Work Period: 
You can test your ability to work for at least nine months without losing benefits, 
regardless of earnings. 
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• Extended Period of Eligibility: 
After the trial work period, you can receive benefits for any month your earnings fall 
below the SGA limit for 36 months. 

• Expedited Reinstatement: 
If your benefits stop due to work and your disability recurs within five years, you can 
request expedited reinstatement without a new application. 

• Ticket to Work: 
This program provides vocational rehabilitation, training, and job placement 
services to help beneficiaries return to the workforce. 

Health Insurance 

• Medicare Eligibility: 
SSDI recipients become eligible for Medicare coverage after 24 months of disability 
benefits, regardless of age. 

Application Tips and Documentation 

• Documentation: 
Provide comprehensive medical records, work history, and details of how your 
condition limits your activities. 

• Persistence: 
Many initial applications are denied; persistence through the appeals process is 
often necessary for approval. 

Summary 

SSDI is a vital program for workers who become severely disabled before reaching 
retirement age. It provides monthly income based on your work history and extends 
benefits to eligible family members. The program’s strict eligibility standards, thorough 
review process, and work incentives ensure that help goes to those most in need while 
encouraging beneficiaries to explore a return to the workforce when possible. 

 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) is a federal safety net program that provides monthly 
cash assistance to people with limited income and resources who are aged, blind, or 
disabled. Unlike Social Security retirement or disability benefits, SSI is not based on work 
history or prior tax contributions. Instead, it is a means-tested program designed to help 
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the most financially vulnerable individuals and families meet basic needs for food, 
clothing, and shelter. 

Who Is Eligible for SSI? 

Basic Eligibility Criteria 

• Age: 
Individuals age 65 or older automatically meet the age requirement, regardless of 
disability status. 

• Disability or Blindness: 
Adults and children may qualify if they have a medically determinable physical or 
mental impairment that results in marked and severe functional limitations and is 
expected to last at least 12 months or result in death. For adults, the disability 
standard is similar to that used for SSDI. 

• Limited Income: 
SSI has strict income limits. Countable income includes wages, Social Security 
benefits, pensions, and in-kind support (such as free food or shelter). Some income 
is excluded, such as the first $20 of most income each month, the first $65 of 
earned income, and half of any earnings over $65. 

• Limited Resources: 
Countable resources cannot exceed $2,000 for an individual or $3,000 for a couple. 
Resources include cash, bank accounts, stocks, bonds, and some property. 
Exclusions include your home, one vehicle, household goods, and certain burial 
funds. 

• Residency and Citizenship: 
Applicants must be U.S. citizens or qualifying noncitizens and reside in the 50 
states, D.C., or the Northern Mariana Islands. Extended absences from the country 
can end eligibility. 

• Institutionalization: 
Individuals living in public institutions (such as prisons or government-funded 
hospitals) are generally not eligible, except for short stays. 

Special Groups 

• Children: 
Children under 18 may qualify if they meet the disability criteria and their family’s 
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income and resources are within SSI limits. Parental income and resources are 
“deemed” to the child in most cases. 

• Noncitizens: 
Certain categories of noncitizens, such as lawful permanent residents with 
sufficient work history or those with humanitarian status, may be eligible. 

SSI Benefit Amounts 

• Federal Benefit Rate (FBR): 
In 2025, the maximum federal SSI payment is $967 per month for individuals and 
$1,450 for couples. Actual payments are reduced by countable income. 

• State Supplements: 
Many states add a supplemental payment to the federal benefit, which can increase 
the total monthly amount. 

• Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA): 
SSI payments are adjusted annually to keep pace with inflation. For 2025, a 3.2% 
COLA applies. 

Income and Resource Exclusions 

Not all income and assets are counted when determining SSI eligibility and payment 
amounts. Common exclusions include: 

• The first $20 of most income each month 

• The first $65 of monthly earned income and half of any earnings over $65 

• SNAP (food stamp) benefits 

• Home energy assistance 

• Scholarships and grants used for educational purposes 

• Your home and one vehicle (regardless of value, if used for transportation) 

• Certain burial funds and life insurance policies 

SSI for Couples 

• Married Couples: 
Couples living together and both eligible for SSI receive a combined payment, with 
higher resource and income limits ($3,000 in resources, $1,450 monthly benefit in 
2025). 
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• Deeming Rules: 
If only one spouse is eligible, the other’s income and resources are considered in 
determining eligibility and payment amount. 

Application and Payment Process 

• How to Apply: 
Applications can be filed online (for adults), by phone, or in person at a Social 
Security office. For children and some special cases, in-person or phone 
applications are required. 

• Documentation: 
Applicants must provide proof of age, citizenship or eligible noncitizen status, 
income, resources, and living arrangements. Medical evidence is required for 
disability or blindness claims. 

• Payment Schedule: 
SSI payments are usually made on the first of each month, or the preceding 
business day if the first falls on a weekend or holiday. Payments are made 
electronically via direct deposit or a government-issued debit card. 

Reporting Responsibilities and Reviews 

• Reporting Changes: 
Recipients must promptly report changes in income, resources, living 
arrangements, marital status, or disability status. Failure to report changes can 
result in overpayments or loss of eligibility. 

• Periodic Reviews: 
SSI eligibility is reviewed regularly through redetermination and continuing disability 
reviews to ensure recipients still meet all requirements. 

Special Considerations 

• Children with Disabilities: 
SSI is a major source of support for children with severe disabilities in low-income 
families. When a child turns 18, only their own income and resources are counted, 
which may increase eligibility. 

• Institutional Care: 
SSI payments are reduced or suspended for recipients who enter a hospital, nursing 
home, or other institution for more than a calendar month. 
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• Temporary Absence: 
Recipients who leave the U.S. for 30 consecutive days or more generally lose 
eligibility until they return. 

Health Coverage 

• Medicaid Eligibility: 
In most states, SSI recipients automatically qualify for Medicaid, providing access to 
health care services with little or no out-of-pocket cost. 

Summary 

Supplemental Security Income is a vital program for people who are aged, blind, or 
disabled and have very limited income and resources. It provides monthly cash assistance 
to help pay for basic needs, with strict eligibility rules and regular reviews to ensure the 
program serves those most in need. SSI is often supplemented by state payments and is 
closely linked to Medicaid, ensuring comprehensive support for the most vulnerable 
Americans. 

 

 

Disability Determination Process 

The Social Security disability determination process is a rigorous, multi-step system 
designed to ensure that only applicants who meet the strict federal definition of disability 
receive benefits. This process applies to both Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) 
and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and involves coordinated efforts between the 
Social Security Administration (SSA), state Disability Determination Services (DDS), 
medical professionals, and, if necessary, the appeals system. 

1. Application Submission and Non-Medical Review 

How to Apply: 
Applicants can submit a disability claim online, by phone, by mail, or in person at a local 
SSA office. The application gathers detailed information about the claimant’s medical 
conditions, treatment history, medications, work history, education, daily activities, and 
financial situation. 

Initial Review: 
The SSA field office reviews the application to determine if the applicant meets basic non-
medical eligibility requirements: 
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• For SSDI: Sufficient work credits and recent work history. 

• For SSI: Income and resource limits, citizenship or eligible noncitizen status, and 
residency requirements. 

If non-medical criteria are met, the claim is forwarded to the state DDS for medical 
evaluation. 

2. Medical Evidence Development by Disability Determination Services (DDS) 

Role of DDS: 
DDS is a state agency funded by the federal government that develops medical evidence 
and makes the initial disability determination. 

Gathering Medical Evidence: 
DDS requests medical records from the applicant’s healthcare providers, hospitals, clinics, 
and therapists. The applicant is responsible for providing accurate contact information for 
all relevant providers. 

Consultative Examinations (CE): 
If the available medical evidence is insufficient, DDS may schedule a consultative 
examination with the claimant’s own doctor or an independent medical or psychological 
specialist. The SSA pays for these exams. 

Adjudicative Team: 
A disability examiner and a medical or psychological consultant review all evidence, assess 
the severity and duration of the impairment, and determine the impact on the applicant’s 
ability to work. 

3. The Sequential Evaluation Process 

For adults, DDS uses a standardized five-step process: 

1. Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA): 
Is the applicant working and earning above the SGA threshold ($1,550 per month in 
2025 for most applicants)? If yes, the claim is usually denied. 

2. Severity of Impairment: 
Does the medical condition significantly limit basic work activities and is it expected 
to last at least 12 months or result in death? 

3. Medical Listings: 
Does the impairment meet or equal one of the conditions in SSA’s Listing of 
Impairments (“Blue Book”)? If yes, the claim is approved. 
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4. Past Relevant Work: 
Can the applicant perform any work they have done in the past 15 years? If yes, the 
claim is denied. 

5. Other Work: 
Can the applicant adjust to any other work in the national economy, considering 
age, education, and work experience? If no, the claim is approved. 

For Children (SSI): 
The process assesses whether the child’s impairment results in “marked and severe 
functional limitations” and if it is expected to last at least 12 months or result in death. 

4. Decision and Notification 

Approval: 
If the claim is approved, the SSA field office finalizes non-medical eligibility, calculates the 
benefit amount, and initiates payments. The applicant receives an official award letter 
detailing the decision and benefit information. 

Denial: 
If denied, the applicant receives a letter explaining the reasons. The claim file is retained in 
case of an appeal. 

5. Appeals Process 

Applicants have the right to appeal a denial at several levels: 

• Reconsideration: 
A different DDS team reviews the case and any new evidence. 

• Hearing: 
If denied again, the applicant can request a hearing before an administrative law 
judge (ALJ), who reviews the evidence and hears testimony. 

• Appeals Council: 
Further appeals can be made to the SSA’s Appeals Council. 

• Federal Court: 
The final step is filing a lawsuit in federal district court. 

Each stage has strict deadlines, usually 60 days from the date of the decision. 
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6. Continuing Disability Reviews (CDR) 

Once benefits are awarded, the SSA conducts periodic reviews to determine if the recipient 
still meets the disability criteria. Reviews are scheduled based on the likelihood of medical 
improvement: 

• Every 3 years conditions expected to improve. 

• Every 5–7 years for conditions unlikely to improve. 

Recipients must provide updated medical and work information during these reviews. 

7. Waiting Periods and Benefit Start 

• SSDI: 
There is a five-month waiting period after the established onset date of disability 
before benefits begin (except for certain conditions like ALS). Back payments may 
be made if the claim is approved after the waiting period. 

• SSI: 
Benefits may begin the month after the application or eligibility date, with no waiting 
period. 

8. Special Considerations 

• Expedited Processing: 
Certain serious conditions (such as terminal illnesses or specific cancers) may 
qualify for expedited processing under Compassionate Allowances or Quick 
Disability Determination. 

• Work Incentives: 
Applicants may be eligible for trial work periods or other incentives to test their 
ability to work without losing benefits immediately. 

• Representative Payees: 
If the applicant cannot manage their own benefits, SSA may appoint a 
representative payee (often a family member or organization) to receive and manage 
payments. 
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Summary 

The Social Security disability determination process is comprehensive and evidence-
driven, involving initial application, detailed medical review, a structured decision process, 
and multiple levels of appeal. Regular reviews ensure that only those who continue to meet 
strict medical and non-medical criteria receive ongoing benefits, maintaining the integrity 
and sustainability of the disability programs. 

 

Other Benefit Programs 

Beyond the core Social Security retirement, disability, and survivors benefits, a wide range 
of additional federal and state programs exist to support Americans facing financial 
hardship, disability, advanced age, or specific life challenges. These programs, often 
administered by the Social Security Administration (SSA) or in partnership with other 
agencies, create a comprehensive safety net that helps millions of individuals and families 
maintain stability and access essential services. 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

Overview: 
SSI is a federal income supplement program designed for people who are aged (65+), blind, 
or disabled and have very limited income and resources. Unlike Social Security retirement 
or disability benefits, SSI eligibility does not depend on work history or payroll tax 
contributions. 

Key Features: 

• Strict income and asset limits ($2,000 for individuals, $3,000 for couples). 

• Monthly cash payments to help pay for food, clothing, and shelter. 

• Many states supplement the federal SSI payment with additional funds. 

• Most SSI recipients automatically qualify for Medicaid, providing access to health 
care. 

Special Rules: 
SSI is available to children with disabilities in low-income families, certain noncitizens, and 
people living in group homes or institutions (with reduced benefits). 
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Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) 

Overview: 
SSDI provides monthly benefits to people who are unable to work due to a severe, long-
term disability and who have a sufficient work history in jobs covered by Social Security. 

Key Features: 

• Eligibility is based on work credits earned through payroll taxes. 

• Benefits are based on average lifetime earnings, not financial need. 

• Certain family members (spouses, children, and sometimes divorced spouses) may 
also qualify for benefits based on the disabled worker’s record. 

• After 24 months of SSDI benefits, recipients become eligible for Medicare. 

Medicare 

Overview: 
Medicare is a federal health insurance program for people age 65 and older, and for 
younger individuals with certain disabilities or end-stage renal disease. 

Key Features: 

• Part A: Hospital insurance (inpatient care, skilled nursing, hospice). 

• Part B: Medical insurance (doctor visits, outpatient care, preventive services). 

• Part D: Prescription drug coverage. 

• Medicare Advantage (Part C): Private health plans that combine Parts A and B, 
often with extra benefits. 

Eligibility: 
Most people qualify for Medicare through their own or a spouse’s work record, or after 
receiving SSDI for 24 months. 

Family and Survivor Benefits 

Overview: 
Social Security provides benefits to certain family members of workers who are retired, 
disabled, or deceased, helping to replace lost income and protect dependents. 
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Key Features: 

• Spousal Benefits: For current and some former spouses, including divorced 
spouses who meet specific requirements. 

• Child Benefits: For unmarried children under 18 (or up to 19 if in high school), and 
for adult children disabled before age 22. 

• Survivor Benefits: For widows, widowers, dependent children, and sometimes 
dependent parents. 

• Family Maximum: Limits total benefits payable to a family based on one worker’s 
record. 

State and Federal Assistance Programs 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF): 

• Provides temporary cash assistance, work support, and services to low-income 
families with children. 

• Includes work requirements and time limits. 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): 

• Formerly known as food stamps, SNAP provides monthly benefits to help low-
income households buy food. 

• Eligibility is based on income, resources, and household size. 

Housing Assistance: 

• Includes public housing, Section 8 housing choice vouchers, and other programs to 
help low-income families, the elderly, and people with disabilities afford safe and 
stable housing. 

Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP): 

• Help eligible households pay for heating and cooling costs, weatherization, and 
energy-related repairs. 

Medicaid: 

• Joint federal-state health insurance program for low-income individuals and 
families. 
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• Covers a wide range of health services, including doctor visits, hospital care, long-
term care, and more. 

• Most SSI recipients are automatically eligible for Medicaid. 

Special Savings and Support Programs 

ABLE Accounts: 

• Tax-advantaged savings accounts for individuals with disabilities, allowing savings 
for disability-related expenses without losing SSI or Medicaid eligibility (up to 
$100,000 excluded from SSI resource limits). 

State Supplements to SSI: 

• Many states provide additional payments to SSI recipients to help with living 
expenses, which may be administered by the state or the SSA. 

Nutrition, Utility, and Emergency Assistance: 

• Programs such as the National School Lunch Program, Women, Infants, and 
Children (WIC), and emergency food and shelter programs offer targeted support for 
vulnerable populations. 

Coordination and Interaction Between Programs 

• Benefit Offsets and Interactions: 
Receiving benefits from one program can affect eligibility or payment amounts in 
others. For example, SSI payments are reduced by other income, and housing 
assistance may consider SSI or SSDI as part of total income. 

• Automatic Eligibility: 
Enrollment in one program (such as SSI) may automatically qualify individuals for 
others (such as Medicaid or SNAP), streamlining access to multiple forms of 
support. 

Application and Access 

• How to Apply: 
Applications for these programs can often be started online, by phone, or in person 
at local offices. Many programs require documentation of income, resources, 
disability status, and household composition. 
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• Ongoing Reporting: 
Recipients are generally required to report changes in income, resources, living 
arrangements, or household size to maintain eligibility and avoid overpayments. 

Summary 

In addition to Social Security’s core retirement, disability, and survivors benefits, a broad 
range of federal and state programs provide cash assistance, health coverage, nutrition, 
housing, and other vital support. These programs work together to form a comprehensive 
safety net, helping Americans facing economic hardship, health challenges, or disability to 
meet basic needs and maintain dignity and security. 

 

Black Lung Benefits 

The Black Lung Benefits program is a federal initiative designed to provide financial and 
medical support to coal miners who have become totally disabled due to pneumoconiosis, 
commonly known as black lung disease, as well as to their surviving dependents. This 
program was established to address the health and economic consequences of long-term 
coal dust exposure in the mining industry. 

Legislative Background 

The Black Lung Benefits Act (BLBA) originated with the Federal Coal Mine Health and Safety 
Act of 1969 and was expanded by the Black Lung Benefits Act of 1972. The legislation was 
enacted in response to the high incidence of black lung disease among coal miners and the 
inadequacy of state workers’ compensation programs to address their needs. The program 
has since undergone several amendments, with administration now under the U.S. 
Department of Labor’s Office of Workers’ Compensation Programs (OWCP). 

Who Is Eligible? 

Eligible claimants include: 

• Current or former coal miners who can demonstrate total disability due to 
pneumoconiosis resulting from coal mine employment. 

• Surviving dependents-such as spouses, children, parents, brothers, and sisters-of 
miners whose death was caused or hastened by black lung disease. 

To qualify, miners must provide medical evidence of black lung disease and show that the 
condition is linked to their work in coal mining. For survivors, proof that the miner’s death 
was related to black lung is required. 
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Claims Process 

1. Filing a Claim: 
Miners or their survivors file claims using designated forms (Form CM-911 for 
miners and Form CM-912 for survivors) with the Department of Labor. 

2. Medical Evaluation: 
The process includes chest X-rays, pulmonary function tests, and arterial blood gas 
studies to assess lung function and confirm the presence of black lung disease. 

3. Review and Decision: 
The Department of Labor reviews employment history, medical evidence, and the 
severity of impairment to determine eligibility. If the miner worked at least fifteen 
years in underground or comparable surface mining and has a disabling respiratory 
impairment, there is a presumption that the disability is due to black lung, which 
can be rebutted by the employer. 

Benefit Payments 

• Monthly Payments: 
The basic benefit rate is set by law, tied to federal employee salary scales, and 
adjusted for the number of dependents. For example, a miner or widow receives a 
base amount, which increases with each qualifying dependent. 

• Medical Benefits: 
Approved claimants receive coverage for medical treatment related to black lung 
disease, including hospital care, outpatient services, and prescription drugs. 

• Offsets: 
Black Lung benefits may be reduced if the recipient is also receiving workers’ 
compensation, unemployment, or state disability payments. 

Funding and Administration 

• Employers and Insurers: 
Coal mine operators and their insurers are primarily responsible for paying benefits. 
If the operator is out of business or uninsured, payments are made from the Black 
Lung Disability Trust Fund. 

• Program Oversight: 
The Department of Labor’s OWCP manages claims, payments, and medical 
benefits. The Social Security Administration previously administered some claims, 
but all responsibilities have now been transferred to the Department of Labor. 
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Recent Developments 

Despite a decline in coal mining employment, the incidence and severity of black lung 
disease have increased in recent years, partly due to higher exposure to coal and silica 
dust. The Affordable Care Act of 2010 reinstated certain presumptions that make it easier 
for long-term miners and their survivors to qualify for benefits. 

Summary 

The Black Lung Benefits program provides essential financial and medical support to coal 
miners disabled by black lung disease and to their families. It ensures that those who have 
sacrificed their health in the coal industry receive compensation and care, even as the 
nature of coal mining and disease patterns continue to evolve. 

 

Special Veterans Benefits 

Special Veterans Benefits (SVB) are a targeted federal program administered by the Social 
Security Administration (SSA) to provide monthly financial assistance to a select group of 
American veterans. SVB is distinct from traditional Social Security, Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI), and Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) benefits. It is specifically designed 
for certain World War II veterans who reside outside the United States and who have limited 
income and resources. 

Legislative Background and Purpose 

SVB was established under Title VIII of the Social Security Act, enacted as part of the Foster 
Care Independence Act of 1999. The program’s intent is to support elderly World War II 
veterans who choose to live in certain foreign countries-primarily the Philippines-where 
they may not qualify for other U.S. benefits due to residency requirements. SVB recognizes 
the unique service and circumstances of these veterans and ensures they have a basic 
level of financial security in their later years. 

Who Is Eligible for SVB? 

To qualify for Special Veterans Benefits, a veteran must meet all of the following criteria: 

• Service Requirement: 
Served in the active U.S. military, naval, or air service during World War II (between 
September 16, 1940, and July 24, 1947). 
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• Residency Requirement: 
Must be living outside the United States, with the largest group of recipients residing 
in the Philippines. Other eligible countries may be specified by the SSA. 

• Citizenship or Qualifying Noncitizen Status: 
Must be a U.S. citizen or a qualified noncitizen, such as a Filipino national who 
served in the U.S. military during WWII. 

• Income and Resource Limits: 
Must have countable income and resources below strict federal limits. The resource 
limit is the same as for SSI ($2,000 for an individual, $3,000 for a couple). 

• Other Criteria: 
Must not be eligible for regular Social Security benefits or SSI due to their foreign 
residency, and must file an application with the SSA. 

Benefit Amounts and Payment Rules 

• Monthly Payment: 
The SVB monthly payment is based on the federal SSI payment standard, but is 
reduced by countable income. In 2025, the maximum SVB is $1,450 for a couple 
and $967 for an individual, but actual payments are often lower due to income 
reductions. 

• Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA): 
SVB payments are adjusted annually for inflation, similar to SSI. 

• Payment Method: 
Payments are made electronically, typically through direct deposit or international 
payment arrangements. 

Application Process 

• Filing a Claim: 
Veterans must submit an application to the SSA, either while in the U.S. or after 
relocating abroad. The process requires documentation of military service, proof of 
age, citizenship or qualifying status, and evidence of income and resources. 

• Residency Verification: 
Ongoing eligibility requires proof of continued foreign residency. The SSA may 
require periodic interviews or documentation to verify that the recipient remains 
outside the U.S. 
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Relationship to Other Benefits 

• Not a Replacement for Social Security or VA Benefits: 
SVB is a separate program and does not reduce or replace Social Security 
retirement, survivors, or disability benefits, nor does it affect VA disability or pension 
benefits. 

• Interaction with SSI and Social Security: 
Veterans who move back to the U.S. may become eligible for SSI or Social Security 
benefits if they meet residency and other requirements. SVB payments stop if the 
veteran returns to the U.S. for more than one calendar month. 

• VA Benefits: 
SVB does not count as income for VA benefits, but VA benefits are counted as 
income for SVB eligibility and payment calculations. 

Additional Support and Expedited Services for Veterans 

• Social Security Credits for Military Service: 
Military service can count toward Social Security credits, and special extra earnings 
may be credited for active duty or training between 1957 and 2001. 

• Expedited Disability Claims: 
The SSA offers expedited processing of disability claims for veterans with a 100% 
permanent and total (P&T) VA disability rating or for those wounded in active duty 
after October 1, 2001. 

• Other Federal Programs: 
Veterans may also be eligible for VA disability compensation, VA pensions, health 
care, education benefits, and survivor benefits, depending on their service and 
circumstances. 

Program Oversight and Funding 

• Funding: 
SVB is funded from general federal revenues, not from Social Security Trust Funds or 
payroll taxes. 

• Administration: 
The SSA is responsible for processing applications, making payments, and 
conducting eligibility reviews. 
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Summary 

Special Veterans Benefits provide a crucial financial lifeline for a small, targeted group of 
World War II veterans living abroad who have limited income and resources. The program is 
separate from Social Security and VA benefits, with its own eligibility rules and payment 
structure. SVB reflects the nation’s commitment to honoring the service of these veterans, 
ensuring they receive support even if they choose to spend their later years outside the 
United States. Veterans may also qualify for other federal benefits, and the SSA provides 
additional support and expedited services for those with service-connected disabilities. 

 

Chapter 5 Summary  

Social Security Retirement Benefits 

Eligibility and Earning Benefits: 
To qualify, you must earn at least 40 work credits (about 10 years of covered employment). 
Credits are based on annual earnings, with a maximum of four per year, and remain on 
record for life. The earliest you can claim retirement benefits is age 62 but claiming before 
your full retirement age (FRA) results in a permanent reduction. FRA is 66 for those born 
between 1943 and 1954 and gradually increases to 67 for those born in 1960 or later. 

Early and Delayed Retirement: 
Claiming before FRA reduces your monthly benefit-by about 6.7% per year, up to a 30% 
reduction if FRA is 67. Delaying benefits past FRA increases your monthly payment by 
about 8% per year, up to age 70, but no further increases occur after that. 

Benefit Calculation: 
Benefits are based on your highest 35 years of earnings, adjusted for inflation. If you have 
fewer than 35 years, zeros are averaged in. A progressive formula replaces a higher 
percentage of earnings for lower-income workers, providing a safety net for those with 
modest lifetime earnings. 

Maximum and Average Benefits: 
In 2025, the maximum monthly benefit at FRA is $4,018. The average retiree receives about 
$1,870 per month, but this varies widely. 

Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA): 
Benefits are adjusted annually based on inflation, with a 2.5% increase for 2025. This helps 
maintain purchasing power as living costs rise. 
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Working While Receiving Benefits: 
If you claim before FRA and continue to work, benefits may be temporarily reduced if your 
earnings exceed $23,400 in 2025. For every $2 earned above this limit, $1 is withheld. The 
limit is higher in the year you reach FRA, and once you reach FRA, there is no earnings limit, 
and previously withheld benefits may be recalculated. 

Taxation of Benefits: 
Depending on your total income, up to 85% of your Social Security benefits may be taxable. 
This applies to individuals with significant additional income from work, pensions, or 
investments. 

Claiming Strategies and Planning: 
When to claim is a personal decision influenced by health, life expectancy, financial needs, 
and work plans. Couples can coordinate claiming strategies to maximize household 
benefits. Applying is possible online, by phone, or at a local office, and should be done 
about three months before you want the benefits to start. 

Eligibility and Full Retirement Age 

Work Credits: 
Work credits are earned through employment or self-employment where Social Security 
taxes are paid. In 2025, one credit is earned for every $1,810 in earnings, up to four per year. 
Most people need 40 credits, but additional credits do not increase your benefit amount. 

Full Retirement Age (FRA): 
FRA is when you can claim unreduced benefits. It is 66 years and 10 months for those born 
in 1959 and 67 for those born in 1960 or later. Claiming before FRA results in a permanent 
reduction, while delaying increases your benefit up to age 70. 

Trends and Considerations: 
The average claiming age has increased as people recognize the value of delaying benefits. 
Factors like health, longevity, financial need, and work plans all influence the best time to 
claim. 

Spousal and Family Benefits 

Spousal Benefits: 
A spouse can receive up to 50% of the worker’s benefit at FRA. Claiming before FRA 
reduces the amount. Divorced spouses may qualify if the marriage lasted at least 10 years, 
the applicant is unmarried, and at least age 62. 

Survivor Benefits: 
Widows and widowers can claim as early as age 60 (50 if disabled), or at any age if caring 
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for the deceased’s child under 16 or disabled. Survivor benefits can be up to 100% of the 
deceased’s benefit, reduced for early claiming. Divorced spouses and dependent parents 
may also qualify. 

Children’s Benefits: 
Unmarried children under 18 (or up to 19 if still in high school), and children of any age who 
became disabled before age 22, may be eligible. Grandchildren or step-grandchildren may 
qualify if they were dependent on the worker. 

Family Maximum: 
Total benefits paid to a family based on one worker’s record are capped, usually between 
150% and 188% of the worker’s benefit. 

Recent Changes: 
The elimination of the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and Government Pension 
Offset (GPO) in 2025 allows more government workers to receive spousal and survivor 
benefits. 

Early and Delayed Retirement 

Early Retirement: 
Claiming at age 62 results in a permanent reduction in benefits. Reasons to claim early 
include immediate income needs, health concerns, or spousal coordination. However, this 
can lower lifetime and survivor benefits. 

Delayed Retirement: 
Delaying past FRA increases your benefit by about 8% per year, up to age 70. This provides 
higher monthly income, better inflation protection, and larger survivor benefits. The 
decision should consider health, longevity, and other income sources. 

Strategic Claiming: 
Couples can coordinate strategies to maximize household benefits, and break-even 
analysis can help determine the most advantageous claiming age. 

Survivors Benefits 

Eligibility: 
Survivors benefits are available to spouses, divorced spouses, children, and dependent 
parents. The deceased must have earned enough credits, but younger workers may qualify 
with fewer credits. 
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Types of Payments: 

• Monthly Benefits: For surviving spouses, children, and dependent parents, with 
amounts based on age and relationship. 

• Lump-Sum Death Payment: A one-time $255 payment to a surviving spouse or 
eligible child. 

Special Considerations: 
Remarriage before age 60 (or 50 if disabled) generally ends eligibility. Survivors who qualify 
for their own benefit and a survivor benefit receive the higher amount. 

Eligible Family Members 

Spouses: 
Current and divorced spouses may qualify, with benefits up to 50% of the worker’s benefit 
at FRA. Surviving spouses can receive survivor benefits as early as age 60 (50 if disabled). 

Children: 
Unmarried children under 18 (or up to 19 if in high school), and adult children with 
disabilities that began before age 22, may qualify. Stepchildren, adopted children, and 
dependent grandchildren may also be eligible. 

Parents: 
Dependent parents aged 62 or older may qualify if they received at least half their support 
from the worker. 

Family Maximum: 
Total benefits are capped, and if exceeded, each person’s benefit is reduced proportionally. 

Types of Survivor Payments 

Ongoing Monthly Benefits: 
Paid to surviving spouses, divorced spouses, children, and dependent parents. Amounts 
vary by relationship and age, with reductions for early claiming. 

Lump-Sum Death Payment: 
A one-time $255 payment to a surviving spouse or eligible child, claimed within two years 
of the worker’s death. 

Special Situations: 
Disabled widows/widowers can claim as early as age 50. Survivor benefits for children 
generally continue until age 18 (or 19 if in high school), or for life if disabled before age 22. 
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Disability Benefits 

SSDI: 
For those with sufficient work history and a severe, long-term disability. Most need 40 
credits, with 20 in the last 10 years. Benefits are based on average indexed monthly 
earnings and are not means-tested. Family members may also qualify. 

SSI: 
A means-tested program for people with limited income and resources, regardless of work 
history. The maximum federal payment in 2025 is $943 for individuals and $1,415 for 
couples, with many states providing supplements. SSI recipients usually qualify for 
Medicaid. 

Work Incentives: 
Both programs offer trial work periods and incentives to encourage beneficiaries to return 
to work without immediately losing benefits. 

Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) 

Eligibility: 
Based on work credits and a strict definition of disability. Most need 40 credits, with 20 
earned recently. Younger workers may qualify with fewer credits. 

Benefit Calculation: 
Based on average indexed monthly earnings, with a progressive formula that favors lower 
earners. Benefits may be reduced if you receive certain other public disability benefits. 

Family Benefits: 
Spouses, children, and adult children disabled before age 22 may qualify. The family 
maximum is typically 150% to 180% of the worker’s benefit. 

Continuing Eligibility: 
Periodic reviews ensure ongoing disability. Benefits convert to retirement benefits at full 
retirement age. 

Work Incentives: 
Includes trial work periods, extended eligibility, expedited reinstatement, and the Ticket to 
Work program. 
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Medicare: 
Eligibility begins after 24 months of SSDI benefits. 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

Eligibility: 
For people aged 65+, blind, or disabled with limited income and resources. No work history 
required. Strict income and asset limits apply. 

Benefit Amounts: 
In 2025, the maximum federal payment is $967 for individuals and $1,450 for couples, 
reduced by other income. Many states provide additional payments. 

Special Rules: 
SSI is available to children with disabilities in low-income families, certain noncitizens, and 
people in group homes or institutions. SSI recipients usually qualify for Medicaid. 

Application and Reviews: 
Applications can be made online, by phone, or in person. Regular reviews and reporting of 
changes are required to maintain eligibility. 

Disability Determination Process 

Application: 
Applicants provide detailed medical, work, and personal information. The SSA field office 
checks non-medical eligibility, and the claim is then sent to state DDS for medical review. 

Medical Review: 
DDS gathers records, may order consultative exams, and uses a five-step evaluation 
process for adults (and a child-specific process for SSI). The process assesses work 
activity, severity, medical listings, past work, and ability to do other work. 

Decision and Appeals: 
If approved, benefits begin; if denied, applicants can appeal through reconsideration, a 
hearing, Appeals Council, and federal court. Continuing Disability Reviews (CDRs) are 
conducted periodically. 

Special Considerations: 
Expedited processing is available for terminal illnesses or certain conditions. 
Representative payees may be appointed for those unable to manage their own benefits. 
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Other Benefit Programs 

SSI: 
Provides cash assistance to aged, blind, or disabled individuals with limited income and 
resources. Many states supplement the federal payment, and most SSI recipients qualify 
for Medicaid. 

SSDI: 
Provides benefits to disabled workers with sufficient work history. Family members may 
also qualify, and SSDI recipients become eligible for Medicare after 24 months. 

Medicare: 
Federal health insurance for those 65+ or with certain disabilities. Covers hospital, 
medical, and prescription drug costs. 

Family and Survivor Benefits: 
Spousal, child, and survivor benefits help replace lost income for families of retired, 
disabled, or deceased workers. 

State and Federal Assistance: 
Programs like TANF, SNAP, housing assistance, LIHEAP, and Medicaid provide cash, food, 
housing, and health support to low-income individuals and families. 

Special Savings Programs: 
ABLE accounts allow individuals with disabilities to save for disability-related expenses 
without losing SSI or Medicaid eligibility. State supplements and other programs provide 
additional support. 

Coordination: 
Many programs interact, with eligibility for one often leading to automatic qualification for 
others. Reporting changes and ongoing reviews are required to maintain benefits. 

Black Lung Benefits 

Purpose: 
Provides financial and medical support to coal miners disabled by pneumoconiosis (black 
lung disease) and their survivors. 

Eligibility: 
Current or former coal miners with total disability due to black lung disease, and surviving 
dependents of miners whose death was caused or hastened by the disease. 

Claims Process: 
Involves medical evaluations (chest X-rays, lung function tests), employment history 
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review, and a presumption of eligibility for those with 15+ years in mining and disabling 
impairment. 

Benefits: 
Monthly payments, medical coverage for black lung treatment, and survivor benefits. 
Payments may be offset by other compensation. Funded by coal mine operators, insurers, 
or the Black Lung Disability Trust Fund. 

Special Veterans Benefits 

Purpose: 
Provides monthly payments to certain World War II veterans living outside the U.S. who 
have limited income and resources. 

Eligibility: 
Must have served in the U.S. military during WWII, reside abroad (mainly in the Philippines), 
meet income/resource limits, and not qualify for other Social Security or SSI due to 
residency. 

Benefits: 
Monthly payments based on the SSI standard, adjusted for income. Payments are made 
electronically and adjusted annually for inflation. 

Application and Oversight: 
Veterans apply through SSA, providing proof of service, income, and residency. Ongoing 
eligibility requires continued foreign residency. The program is funded by general federal 
revenues and is separate from Social Security and VA benefits. 

Additional Support: 
Veterans may also qualify for expedited disability claims, Social Security credits for military 
service, and a range of VA benefits depending on their service and circumstances. 

This expanded summary provides a more detailed look at each section, offering greater 
clarity on eligibility, benefit calculations, special rules, and the broader safety net 
supporting Americans through Social Security and related programs. 
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Chapter 6 
Application and Claims Process 

Applying for Social Security benefits-whether for retirement, disability, survivors, spousal, 
or family benefits-requires careful preparation, attention to detail, and an understanding of 
the steps involved. The process is designed to be accessible, but thoroughness and 
accuracy can help avoid delays or denials. 

Ways to Apply 

1. Online: 
The Social Security Administration (SSA) offers a secure online portal where you can apply 
for retirement, spousal, Medicare, and some disability benefits. The online application 
allows you to save your progress, upload documents, and check your application status at 
any time. This is the preferred method for most applicants due to its convenience and 
efficiency. 

2. By Phone: 
You can apply by calling the SSA’s national toll-free number. Representatives can answer 
questions, help complete your application, and schedule appointments. This option is 
especially helpful for those with limited internet access or who need assistance due to 
language barriers or disabilities. 

3. In Person: 
Local Social Security offices are available for in-person applications, which can be 
important for complex cases or when submitting original documents. Appointments are 
strongly recommended, as walk-in wait times can be long. 

4. By Mail: 
Certain forms and supporting documents can be submitted by mail, but the main 
application is usually completed online, by phone, or in person. 

When to Apply 

• Retirement Benefits: 
You can apply up to four months before you want your benefits to start. Most people 
apply about three months before their planned retirement date. 

• Disability Benefits: 
Apply as soon as you become disabled, as the process can take several months and 
there is a five-month waiting period for SSDI. 
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• Survivors and Family Benefits: 
Apply as soon as you are eligible, especially after the death of a family member, to 
avoid missing out on payments. 

Information and Documentation Needed 

Being prepared with the right documents and details can speed up your claim: 

• Personal Identification: 
Social Security number, proof of age (birth certificate), citizenship or lawful alien 
status. 

• Work History: 
Names and addresses of employers for the last two years, self-employment tax 
returns, military service records if applicable, and W-2 or 1099 forms. 

• Family Information: 
Names, birthdates, and Social Security numbers of current and former spouses, 
marriage and divorce dates, and information about children or other dependents. 

• Bank Information: 
Routing and account numbers for direct deposit. 

• Medical Information (for disability claims): 
Detailed medical records, doctor and hospital contact information, dates of 
treatment, medications, and test results. 

Original or certified copies of documents may be required. The SSA will return all original 
documents after review. 

The Claims Process: Step-by-Step 

1. Submit Your Application: 
Complete your application using your chosen method. Answer all questions 
thoroughly and attach or provide all required documents. 

2. SSA Initial Review: 
The SSA reviews your application for completeness and basic eligibility. For 
disability and SSI claims, non-medical eligibility (work credits, income, resources) is 
checked first. 

3. Medical Review (for Disability/SSI): 
Disability claims are forwarded to the state Disability Determination Services (DDS), 
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which collects medical evidence, contacts your healthcare providers, and may 
schedule consultative exams if more information is needed. 

4. Additional Documentation or Interviews: 
You may be contacted for more information, clarification, or to provide missing 
documents. Some claims require an interview, especially for complex cases or SSI 
applications. 

5. Decision Notification: 
You will receive a written decision by mail. If approved, the notice will include your 
benefit amount, payment start date, and information about ongoing requirements. If 
denied, the notice will explain the reasons and outline your appeal rights. 

Appeals Process 

If your claim is denied, you have the right to appeal through several levels: 

• Reconsideration: 
A different reviewer examines your claim and any new evidence. 

• Hearing: 
If still denied, you can request a hearing before an administrative law judge, where 
you may present evidence and bring witnesses. 

• Appeals Council: 
If the hearing decision is unfavorable, you can request review by the SSA Appeals 
Council. 

• Federal Court: 
As a last resort, you may file a lawsuit in federal court. 

Each step has strict deadlines (typically 60 days from the date of the decision). 

Checking Application Status 

You can track your application status online through your my Social Security account or by 
calling the SSA. Status updates include receipt of your application, requests for additional 
information, decision notifications, and payment start dates. 

Tips for a Successful Application 

• Apply Early: 
Start the process several months before you want benefits to begin, especially for 
disability or survivor claims. 
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• Be Accurate and Thorough: 
Double-check all information and provide complete documentation to avoid delays. 

• Keep Records: 
Save copies of your application, supporting documents, and all correspondence 
with the SSA. 

• Respond Promptly: 
If the SSA requests more information, respond as quickly as possible. 

• Seek Help if Needed: 
Social Security representatives, advocates, or legal aid organizations can assist with 
complex cases or appeals. 

Ongoing Responsibilities After Approval 

• Reporting Changes: 
Once you receive benefits, you must promptly report any changes in income, 
resources, marital status, address, or living arrangements. Failure to do so can 
result in overpayments or loss of eligibility. 

• Periodic Reviews: 
The SSA may conduct periodic reviews to confirm continued eligibility, especially for 
disability and SSI recipients. 

Summary 

The Social Security application and claims process is designed to be accessible and 
secure, with multiple ways to apply and clear documentation requirements. Being 
prepared, thorough, and responsive at each step will help ensure a smooth experience and 
timely access to the benefits you’ve earned. If your claim is denied, the multi-level appeals 
process provides opportunities to present new evidence and have your case reconsidered. 

 

Obtaining a Social Security Number 

A Social Security number (SSN) is the cornerstone of personal identification in the United 
States. It is required for employment, tax reporting, receiving Social Security and other 
government benefits, opening bank accounts, obtaining credit, and many other essential 
functions. The Social Security Administration (SSA) is responsible for issuing and managing 
SSNs, ensuring that each person has a unique number for life. 
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Who Needs a Social Security Number? 

• U.S. Citizens: All citizens need an SSN for employment, tax purposes, government 
services, and to access Social Security benefits in the future. 

• Noncitizens: Lawfully present noncitizens need an SSN to work legally, pay taxes, 
and access certain federal or state benefits. Some noncitizens may also need an 
SSN for other lawful reasons, such as opening a bank account or obtaining a driver’s 
license. 

• Children: Parents often need to obtain an SSN for their children soon after birth to 
claim them as dependents on tax returns, enroll them in medical coverage, or open 
savings accounts. 

When to Apply 

• Newborns: Most parents apply for their child’s SSN at the hospital when they 
complete the birth registration form. This is the easiest and fastest way to get a 
child’s SSN. 

• Later in Life: Individuals who did not receive an SSN at birth can apply at any age. 
Noncitizens typically apply after arriving in the U.S. or when their immigration status 
changes. 

How to Apply for an Original SSN 

1. Prepare Your Documents 

You must provide original documents or certified copies from the issuing agency. 
Photocopies or notarized copies are not accepted. Required documents include: 

• Proof of Age: Birth certificate (preferred), or other official record of birth. 

• Proof of Identity: U.S. driver’s license, state-issued ID card, or U.S. passport. For 
children, a school ID, adoption record, or medical record may be accepted. 

• Proof of Citizenship or Immigration Status: U.S. birth certificate or passport for 
citizens; immigration documents (such as a Permanent Resident Card, Employment 
Authorization Document, or DS-2019) for noncitizens. 

2. Complete the Application 

• Fill out Form SS-5, Application for a Social Security Card. This form is available 
online and at local SSA offices. It asks for personal information, including name, 
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date and place of birth, citizenship status, parents’ names and SSNs, and mailing 
address. 

3. Submit Your Application 

• Online: Some applicants can start the process online, but most will need to finish in 
person. 

• In Person: Visit a local Social Security office. Appointments are recommended, 
especially for first-time applicants or those needing special assistance. 

• By Mail: In rare cases, you may be able to submit your application and documents 
by mail, but originals must be sent and will be returned. 

4. In-Person Interview 

• Applicants age 12 or older applying for an original SSN must appear in person for an 
interview to ensure they have not previously been assigned a number. 

• Enhanced identity verification may be required, especially for adults or those 
without a personal my Social Security account. 

Special Procedures for Noncitizens 

• Work-Authorized Noncitizens: Must provide immigration documents showing 
authorization to work in the U.S. The SSA verifies immigration status with the 
Department of Homeland Security. 

• Non-Work Purposes: Noncitizens not authorized to work may be assigned an SSN 
only if required by law or for a valid non-work reason, such as receiving federal 
benefits. Additional documentation and explanation are required. 

Social Security Number for Children 

• At Birth: Parents can request an SSN when completing the birth registration form at 
the hospital. The SSA works with state vital records offices to issue the number and 
mail the card. 

• After Birth: Parents or legal guardians can apply at any time by providing proof of 
the child’s age, identity, and citizenship, as well as proof of their own identity and 
relationship to the child. 
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Replacement and Corrected Cards 

• Lost or Stolen Cards: You can request a replacement SSN card, up to three per year 
and ten in a lifetime (with exceptions for legal name changes and certain other 
circumstances). 

• Name Changes or Errors: If your name changes due to marriage, divorce, or court 
order, or if there is an error on your card, you can request a corrected card by 
providing legal documentation. 

Security and Privacy 

• Protecting Your SSN: The SSA advises you to keep your card in a safe place and not 
carry it routinely. Only share your SSN when absolutely necessary to protect against 
identity theft. 

• Fraud Prevention: The SSA uses strict verification and anti-fraud measures to 
ensure each person is assigned only one SSN and to prevent misuse. 

Processing Time and Receiving Your Card 

• After your application is approved, the SSA will mail your Social Security card to your 
address, usually within 14 business days. The card will display your legal name and 
unique SSN. 

• The card is free, and there is no charge for obtaining an original, replacement, or 
corrected card. 

Summary 

Obtaining a Social Security number is a foundational step for living and working in the 
United States. The process involves submitting an application, providing original 
documentation to prove identity, age, and citizenship or immigration status, and, in most 
cases, appearing in person at a Social Security office. Once issued, your SSN is used 
throughout your life for employment, taxes, benefits, and many other essential activities. 
Safeguarding your SSN is critical to protecting your identity and access to services. 

 

Applying for Benefits: Step-by-Step 

Applying for Social Security benefits-whether for retirement, disability, survivors, or family 
benefits-requires careful preparation and attention to detail. Here’s a comprehensive, 
step-by-step guide to help you navigate the process and avoid unnecessary delays. 
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1. Decide When and What to Apply For 

• Retirement Benefits: 
You can apply up to four months before you want your benefits to start. The 
minimum age is 62, but waiting longer increases your monthly payment. 

• Disability Benefits (SSDI/SSI): 
Apply as soon as you become disabled. For SSDI, there’s a five-month waiting 
period before payments begin, so early application is important. 

• Survivors Benefits: 
Apply promptly after a loved one’s death. Retroactive payments may be limited, so 
don’t delay. 

• Family/Spousal Benefits: 
Spouses and dependent children may apply when the worker becomes eligible or 
passes away. 

• Medicare: 
Apply three months before turning 65, even if you’re not ready to retire. 

2. Gather Required Information and Documents 

Before starting your application, collect the following: 

• Personal Information: 
Social Security number, date and place of birth, citizenship status, and details 
about current and former spouses (names, Social Security numbers, dates and 
places of marriage/divorce). 

• Family Information: 
Names and birth dates of eligible children or dependents. 

• Work History: 
Names and addresses of employers for the last two years, start and stop dates for 
jobs, net income from self-employment, and military service details if applicable. 

• Bank Information: 
Routing and account numbers for direct deposit. 

• Medical Information (for disability claims): 
Names and contact information for doctors, hospitals, and clinics; dates of 
treatment; medications; and relevant medical records. 
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• Other Documents: 
Birth certificates, marriage/divorce records, W-2 forms or tax returns, and proof of 
U.S. citizenship or lawful alien status. 

If you don’t have all documents, apply anyway-the SSA can help you obtain missing items. 

3. Choose How to Apply 

• Online: 
The most convenient way for most retirement, spousal, and disability applications. 
Create or log in to your my Social Security account. You’ll need a valid email, and 
you may use Login.gov or ID.me for identity verification. Online applications allow 
you to save progress and return later. 

• By Phone: 
Call 1-800-772-1213 (TTY 1-800-325-0778) to apply or schedule an appointment. 
This is especially helpful for those with limited internet access or complex cases. 

• In Person: 
Visit your local Social Security office. Appointments are recommended and may be 
required. Bring original documents or certified copies. 

• By Mail: 
Some forms and supporting documents can be mailed, but most applications 
require online, phone, or in-person completion. 

4. Complete and Submit Your Application 

• Answer all questions thoroughly and accurately. 

• Attach or provide required documents. 

• Indicate when you want your benefits to begin (for retirement/Medicare). 

• For disability, provide detailed medical and work history, and sign the required 
medical release form (SSA-827) to allow SSA to request your medical records. 

• Save your re-entry number or log in to your account so you can return to a saved 
application if needed. 

5. SSA Review and Follow-Up 

• The SSA reviews your application for completeness and eligibility. 

• For disability claims, your case is forwarded to the state Disability Determination 
Services (DDS) for a medical review. 
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• You may be contacted for additional information or clarification, or to provide 
missing documents. 

• For some cases, an interview may be required. 

6. Decision Notification 

• You will receive a written decision by mail. 

• If approved, the notice includes your benefit amount, payment start date, and any 
ongoing requirements. 

• If denied, the notice explains the reason and provides instructions for appealing the 
decision. 

7. Appeals Process (If Needed) 

If your claim is denied, you have the right to appeal within 60 days. The appeals process 
includes: 

• Reconsideration: 
A different reviewer examines your claim and any new evidence. 

• Hearing: 
If still denied, you can request a hearing before an administrative law judge. 

• Appeals Council: 
If the hearing decision is unfavorable, you can request a review by the SSA Appeals 
Council. 

• Federal Court: 
As a last resort, you may file a lawsuit in federal court. 

8. Track Your Application 

• You can check your application status online through your my Social Security 
account or by calling the SSA. 

• Status updates will include receipt of your application, requests for additional 
information, and decision notifications. 

9. After Approval: Ongoing Responsibilities 

• Reporting Changes: 
Once you receive benefits, you must promptly report any changes in income, 
resources, marital status, address, or living arrangements. 
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• Periodic Reviews: 
The SSA may conduct periodic reviews (especially for disability and SSI recipients) 
to confirm continued eligibility. 

Tips for a Smooth Application 

• Apply Early: 
Start the process several months before you want benefits to begin, especially for 
disability or survivor claims. 

• Be Accurate and Thorough: 
Double-check all information and provide complete documentation to avoid delays. 

• Keep Records: 
Save copies of your application, supporting documents, and all correspondence 
with the SSA. 

• Respond Promptly: 
If the SSA requests more information, respond quickly to avoid processing delays. 

• Seek Help if Needed: 
SSA representatives, legal aid, or advocacy organizations can assist with complex 
cases or appeals. 

By following these expanded steps and preparing carefully, you can help ensure your Social 
Security application is processed efficiently and that you receive the benefits you’re 
entitled to as quickly as possible. 

 

Required Documentation 

Providing accurate and complete documentation is a crucial step in applying for Social 
Security benefits. The Social Security Administration (SSA) requires original documents or 
certified copies to verify your identity, eligibility, work history, and if necessary-medical 
condition. The type of documentation needed depends on the benefit you’re applying for, 
your citizenship status, and your personal circumstances. Being prepared with the right 
paperwork can significantly speed up the claims process and help avoid unnecessary 
delays. 
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Core Documents for All Applicants 

1. Social Security Number/Card: 
You must provide your Social Security number. If you don’t have one, you must apply for it 
as part of your benefits application, submitting additional proof of identity and citizenship 
or immigration status. 

2. Proof of Age: 
An original or certified copy of your birth certificate is the standard document. If that’s 
unavailable, SSA may accept a religious record made before age 5, a U.S. hospital birth 
record, or another official document showing your date of birth. 

3. Proof of U.S. Citizenship or Lawful Alien Status: 

• U.S. Citizens: Birth certificate, U.S. passport, Certificate of Naturalization, or 
Certificate of Citizenship. 

• Noncitizens: Current immigration documents, such as a Permanent Resident Card 
(Form I-551), Arrival/Departure Record (Form I-94), Employment Authorization 
Document (Form I-766), or other DHS-issued paperwork. 

4. Proof of Identity: 
A U.S. driver’s license, state-issued non-driver ID, or U.S. passport is preferred. If you don’t 
have these, SSA may accept a school ID, employee ID, military ID, or health insurance card 
(not a Medicare card). 

Additional Documentation by Benefit Type 

Retirement and Spousal Benefits 

• Marriage Certificate(s): Required if you are applying as a spouse or surviving 
spouse. 

• Divorce Decree(s): Needed if you are applying as a divorced spouse or surviving 
divorced spouse. 

• Military Service Papers: Form DD-214 or other discharge papers if you served 
before 1968. 

• Recent Earnings: W-2 forms or self-employment tax returns for the previous year. 

Survivors Benefits 

• Death Certificate: Original or certified copy of the deceased worker’s death 
certificate. 
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• Marriage Certificate and Divorce Decree: To establish your relationship to the 
deceased. 

• Birth Certificates for Dependent Children: To prove eligibility for child survivor 
benefits. 

• Adoption or Guardianship Papers: If you are applying for benefits on behalf of an 
adopted child or legal ward. 

Disability Benefits (SSDI/SSI) 

• Medical Records: Detailed documentation from all treating physicians, hospitals, 
clinics, and therapists. This includes doctor’s notes, test results, imaging reports, 
treatment summaries, and mental health records. 

• SSA-827 Authorization: Consent form allowing SSA to request your medical 
records. 

• Work History Details: Names, addresses, and dates of employment for all jobs 
held in the past 15 years. 

• Daily Activity Reports: Information about how your condition affects your ability to 
perform everyday tasks. 

• Proof of Income and Resources (SSI): Bank statements, pay stubs, property 
records, and documentation of other benefits or support received. 

• Living Arrangements: Lease agreements, utility bills, or statements from landlords 
or roommates. 

Medical Evidence for Disability Claims 

Medical evidence is the foundation of a disability claim. The more comprehensive your 
records, the stronger your application. Key items include: 

• Physician’s statements detailing diagnosis, prognosis, and functional limitations. 

• Hospital and clinic records, including admission and discharge summaries. 

• Laboratory and imaging results (X-rays, MRIs, CT scans, blood tests). 

• Surgical reports and physical therapy notes. 

• Mental health evaluations, if applicable. 

• A Medical Source Statement from your doctor describing your ability to work, stand, 
sit, lift, concentrate, and interact with others. 
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• Medication lists and side effects. 

SSA may also schedule a consultative examination with an independent medical provider if 
more information is needed. 

Submitting Documents 

• Originals vs. Certified Copies: 
SSA generally requires original documents or certified copies from the issuing 
agency for birth, marriage, divorce, and death certificates, as well as citizenship or 
immigration records. Photocopies are usually accepted for W-2s, tax returns, and 
some medical records. 

• How to Submit: 
Documents can be presented in person at a local SSA office, mailed (they will be 
returned), or uploaded electronically for some online applications. 

• Labeling: 
Always include your Social Security number on a separate sheet when mailing 
documents to ensure they are matched to your claim. 

If You Don’t Have All Documents 

• Apply Anyway: 
Don’t delay your application if you are missing some documents. Submit your claim 
with what you have; SSA can help you obtain missing records or advise on 
acceptable alternatives. 

• Alternative Documentation: 
SSA may accept other official records if standard documents are unavailable, but 
this may require additional verification steps. 

Special Considerations 

• Name Changes: 
If your name has changed due to marriage, divorce, or court order, provide legal 
documentation (marriage certificate, divorce decree, or court order). 

• Adopted Children: 
Adoption decrees and updated birth certificates are required. 

• Guardianship: 
Legal guardians must provide proof of their status when applying for benefits on 
behalf of another person. 
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• Noncitizens: 
Immigration documents must be current and valid. Some noncitizens may need to 
provide additional paperwork or evidence of lawful presence. 

Keeping Documents Safe 

• Do Not Send Originals Unless Required: 
Only send original documents if SSA specifically requests them. If you mail, use 
certified mail or another trackable service. 

• Retrieve Documents Promptly: 
SSA will return original documents but keep copies for your records and follow up if 
documents are not returned in a timely manner. 

Summary 

The required documentation for Social Security benefits varies by benefit type and 
personal circumstances, but generally includes proof of identity, age, citizenship or 
immigration status, work history, marital status, and, for disability or survivors claims, 
detailed medical and relationship records. Being organized and thorough with your 
paperwork helps ensure your claim is processed efficiently and minimizes the risk of 
delays or denials. If you are missing documents, apply anyway and work with SSA to 
complete your file. 

 

Appeals and Denials 

Applying for Social Security benefits can be a lengthy and sometimes frustrating process. 
Many claims, especially for disability benefits, are initially denied. However, a denial is not 
final-Social Security provides a structured, multi-level appeals process that gives you 
several opportunities to have your case reconsidered and to submit additional evidence. 
Understanding why claims are denied, how the appeals process works, and how to 
strengthen your case can significantly increase your chances of a favorable outcome. 

Common Reasons for Denial 

Technical Denials 

These occur when you do not meet non-medical eligibility requirements, such as: 

• Insufficient Work Credits: Not having enough recent or total work credits for 
retirement or disability benefits. 
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• Excess Income or Resources: Earning too much (for SSI or disability) or having 
resources above the SSI limits. 

• Incomplete Application: Failing to provide required forms or documentation. 

• Residency or Citizenship Issues: Not meeting residency or lawful presence 
requirements. 

• Relationship Proof: Inability to prove a required relationship for spousal, child, or 
survivor benefits. 

• Missed Deadlines: Not applying within the required timeframe for certain benefits. 

Medical Denials 

These are based on the SSA’s assessment of your health and ability to work: 

• Lack of Medical Evidence: Insufficient or outdated medical records, missing test 
results, or lack of detailed doctor’s statements. 

• Condition Not Severe Enough: The impairment does not significantly limit your 
ability to work or is not expected to last at least 12 months. 

• Ability to Work: SSA determines you can perform your previous work or adjust to 
other work based on your age, education, and experience. 

• Failure to Follow Prescribed Treatment: Not following medical advice or treatment 
plans without a valid reason. 

The Appeals Process 

If your claim is denied, you have the right to appeal. The process has four main levels: 

1. Reconsideration 

• How It Works: 
You must file a written request for reconsideration within 60 days of receiving your 
denial notice. A different SSA reviewer will re-examine your case, including any new 
or updated evidence you provide. 

• What You Can Submit: 
Additional medical records, new test results, updated doctor’s opinions, or 
clarifications of your work history or living situation. 
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• SSI and Non-Medical Denials: 
For SSI, reconsideration also covers non-medical issues such as income, resources, 
or living arrangements. 

2. Hearing by an Administrative Law Judge (ALJ) 

• How It Works: 
If reconsideration is denied, you have 60 days to request a hearing before an ALJ. 
Hearings are typically held within 75 miles of your home or by video conference. 

• What to Expect: 
The hearing is less formal than a court trial. You (and your representative, if you have 
one) can present evidence, call witnesses, and answer questions from the judge. 
Medical and vocational experts may testify. 

• Preparation: 
It’s important to prepare thoroughly, organize your evidence, and be ready to explain 
your limitations and daily challenges. 

3. Appeals Council Review 

• How It Works: 
If the ALJ denies your claim, you can request a review by the Social Security Appeals 
Council within 60 days. The Council may: 

• Deny your request and let the ALJ’s decision stand, 

• Review your case and issue a decision, 

• Return your case to the ALJ for further review. 

• What to Submit: 
Additional evidence or a written statement explaining why you believe the ALJ’s 
decision was incorrect. 

4. Federal Court Review 

• How It Works: 
If the Appeals Council denies your claim or refuses to review it, you can file a lawsuit 
in federal district court. This is a formal legal process and generally requires legal 
representation. 

• Scope: 
The court reviews the administrative record and determines whether the SSA’s 
decision was supported by substantial evidence and followed proper procedures. 
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Tips for a Successful Appeal 

• Meet All Deadlines: 
You usually have 60 days from the date of each decision to file your appeal. Late 
appeals require a written explanation, and extensions are only granted for good 
cause. 

• Understand the Denial Reason: 
Carefully read your denial letter to address the specific issues in your appeal. 

• Gather Strong Evidence: 
Submit updated and detailed medical records, physician statements, and any new 
test results. For disability claims, a Residual Functional Capacity (RFC) form 
completed by your doctor can be especially helpful. 

• Keep Organized Records: 
Maintain copies of all correspondence, decisions, medical records, and appeal 
forms. 

• Consider Representation: 
An attorney or qualified representative can help you navigate the process, prepare 
for hearings, and present your case effectively. Fees are regulated and usually only 
paid if you win your appeal. 

• Prepare for Hearings: 
Practice explaining your symptoms, daily limitations, and how your condition affects 
your ability to work or function. 

What If You Miss a Deadline? 

If you miss an appeal deadline, your case may be closed. However, you can request an 
extension by submitting a written explanation of your reasons. Acceptable reasons include 
serious illness, not receiving the notice, or other circumstances beyond your control. The 
SSA will decide whether to grant extra time. 

Reapplying After Denial 

If your appeal is unsuccessful or you miss the deadline, you can file a new application. 
However, it’s usually better to pursue the appeals process, as starting over may not 
address the issues that led to your initial denial and may result in loss of back pay. 
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Summary 

Denials are common in the Social Security claims process, especially for disability 
benefits. However, the structured appeals process gives you multiple opportunities to have 
your case reconsidered and to present new evidence. Acting quickly, submitting thorough 
documentation, and seeking professional help when needed can greatly improve your 
chances of a successful outcome. Appeals can be lengthy, but persistence and 
preparation are key to obtaining the benefits you deserve. 

 

Chapter 6 Summary  

The attachment offers a detailed roadmap for individuals applying for Social Security 
benefits, whether for retirement, disability, survivors, spousal, or family benefits. It 
emphasizes careful preparation, thorough documentation, and understanding each step to 
ensure a smooth and successful experience. 

Application and Claims Process 

Applying for Social Security benefits can be done online, by phone, in person at a local 
office, or by mail for certain forms. The online portal is often the most efficient, allowing 
you to save progress, upload documents, and track your application status. Phone and in-
person options are available for those with limited internet access or complex cases. You 
should apply for retirement benefits up to four months before you want them to start, for 
disability as soon as you become disabled, and for survivors or family benefits as soon as 
you become eligible. 

Required Documentation 

Thorough documentation is crucial. The SSA requires original documents or certified 
copies to verify: 

• Identity and Age: Social Security number, birth certificate, and proof of U.S. 
citizenship or lawful status. 

• Work History: Names and addresses of employers, W-2s, self-employment tax 
returns, and military records if applicable. 

• Family Information: Marriage and divorce records, names and birthdates of 
children or dependents, and death certificates for survivor claims. 
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• Medical Evidence (for disability): Detailed medical records, physician statements, 
test results, medication lists, and daily activity reports. For SSI, proof of income, 
resources, and living arrangements is also needed. 

If you are missing some documents, you should still apply; the SSA can help you obtain 
missing records or advise on alternatives. For noncitizens, current and valid immigration 
documents are required, and additional paperwork may be needed for special 
circumstances like adoption or guardianship. 

Obtaining a Social Security Number 

A Social Security number (SSN) is essential for employment, taxes, and benefits. U.S. 
citizens typically receive an SSN at birth, while noncitizens and those who did not get one 
as a child can apply at any age. The process requires proof of age, identity, and citizenship 
or immigration status, and usually an in-person interview for first-time applicants aged 12 
or older. Replacement and corrected cards can be requested for lost cards or name 
changes, with legal documentation required. 

Step-by-Step Application 

1. Decide When and What to Apply For: Consider the type of benefit and timing, as 
early or late applications can affect payment amounts. 

2. Gather Documents: Collect all necessary identification, work, family, and medical 
records. 

3. Choose Application Method: Apply online, by phone, in person, or by mail (for 
some forms). 

4. Complete and Submit Application: Answer all questions accurately, attach 
documents, and indicate when you want benefits to begin. 

5. SSA Review: The SSA reviews your application for completeness and eligibility, 
forwarding disability claims to state Disability Determination Services for medical 
review. 

6. Additional Documentation or Interviews: You may be contacted for more 
information or required to attend an interview. 

7. Decision Notification: You’ll receive a written decision by mail, with benefit details 
if approved or reasons for denial and appeal instructions if denied. 

8. Track Application Status: Use your my Social Security account or call the SSA for 
updates. 
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9. Ongoing Responsibilities: After approval, promptly report any changes in income, 
resources, marital status, or living arrangements, and participate in periodic 
reviews. 

Appeals and Denials 

Denials are common, especially for disability claims. Reasons include insufficient work 
credits, excess income or resources, incomplete applications, lack of medical evidence, or 
a finding that your condition is not severe enough. The appeals process has four levels: 

1. Reconsideration: A different SSA reviewer re-examines your case and any new 
evidence. 

2. Hearing by an Administrative Law Judge: You can present evidence and witnesses 
in a less formal setting. 

3. Appeals Council Review: The Council may review your case, deny your request, or 
return it to the judge. 

4. Federal Court Review: File a lawsuit in federal district court if all other appeals are 
exhausted. 

You generally have 60 days at each stage to appeal. If you miss a deadline, you can request 
an extension with a written explanation. Success in appeals is more likely with timely 
action, organized records, strong evidence, and, if needed, professional representation. 

Tips for Success 

• Apply early and be thorough. 

• Double-check all information and documentation. 

• Keep copies of everything you submit. 

• Respond promptly to SSA requests. 

• Seek help from SSA representatives, legal aid, or advocates if needed. 

Final Thoughts 

The Social Security application process is accessible but requires careful preparation and 
attention to detail. Providing complete documentation, understanding the appeals 
process, and staying organized will help you access the benefits you deserve as quickly as 
possible. Persistence and preparation are key, especially if your claim is initially denied. 
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Chapter 7 
Benefit Calculations and Payments 

Social Security benefits are structured to provide a secure, predictable source of income in 
retirement, during disability, or to surviving family members. The calculation of these 
benefits is based on a combination of your earnings history, the age at which you claim, 
and specific program rules. Understanding how your benefit is determined and how 
payments are made can help you make informed decisions about when to claim and how 
to manage your finances. 

How Social Security Benefits Are Calculated 

1. Determining Your Earnings Record 

• Covered Earnings: 
Only income on which you paid Social Security payroll taxes is counted. This 
includes most wages and self-employment income, but excludes certain 
government, railroad, or foreign employment unless covered by special agreements. 

• Earnings Record Review: 
The Social Security Administration (SSA) tracks your annual earnings using your 
Social Security number. You can review your record at any time through your my 
Social Security account to ensure accuracy. 

2. Average Indexed Monthly Earnings (AIME) 

• Indexing for Inflation: 
Your annual earnings are adjusted (“indexed”) to account for changes in average 
national wages over your working life. 

• Selecting Highest Earning Years: 
SSA uses your 35 highest-earning years. If you worked fewer than 35 years, zeros are 
averaged in, which can lower your benefit. 

• Calculating AIME: 
Your indexed earnings for the highest 35 years are totaled and divided by the number 
of months in 35 years (420 months) to arrive at your AIME. 

 

 

 



139 
 

3. Primary Insurance Amount (PIA) 

• Progressive Formula: 
AIME is applied to a formula with “bend points” that change annually. The formula is 
designed to replace a higher percentage of income for lower earners. 

• Bend Points Example (2025): 

• 90% of the first $1,174 of AIME 

• 32% of the next $5,944 

• 15% of the amount above $7,118 
These numbers are adjusted each year for wage growth. 

• Result: 
The sum of these calculations is your PIA, which is the benefit you receive if you 
claim at your full retirement age (FRA). 

4. Adjustments for Claiming Age 

• Early Claiming: 
If you claim before FRA (as early as age 62), your monthly benefit is permanently 
reduced. The reduction is about 6.7% per year for up to three years early, and 5% per 
year for additional years. 

• Delayed Claiming: 
If you delay claiming past FRA, your benefit increases by about 8% per year up to 
age 70. No further increases occur after age 70. 

• Impact on Spousal and Survivor Benefits: 
Early or delayed claiming also affects the benefits available to spouses and 
survivors. 

5. Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA) 

• Annual Increases: 
Each year, Social Security benefits are adjusted for inflation based on changes in 
the Consumer Price Index. This helps maintain your purchasing power over time. 
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6. Maximum and Minimum Benefits 

• Maximum Benefit: 
The maximum monthly benefit for someone retiring at age 70 in 2025 is $5,108. The 
maximum at full retirement age is lower, and most people receive less than the 
maximum. 

• Minimum Benefit: 
There is no official minimum, but very low earners or those with few years of work 
may qualify for Supplemental Security Income (SSI) instead. 

Payment Schedules and Methods 

When Payments Are Made 

• Retirement, Survivors, and Disability Benefits: 
Paid monthly, with the payment date based on your birth date: 

• 1st–10th: Second Wednesday of the month 

• 11th–20th: Third Wednesday 

• 21st–31st: Fourth Wednesday 

• Those who started benefits before May 1997 are paid on the 3rd of the 
month. 

• SSI Payments: 
Paid on the 1st of the month, or the preceding business day if the 1st falls on a 
weekend or holiday. 

How Payments Are Made 

• Direct Deposit: 
Most beneficiaries receive payments directly into their bank or credit union account. 

• Direct Express Card: 
For those without bank accounts, payments can be made to a government-issued 
prepaid debit card. 

Working While Receiving Benefits 

• Earnings Limits Before FRA: 
If you are under full retirement age and continue to work, your benefits may be 
temporarily reduced if your earnings exceed the annual limit ($23,400 in 2025). For 
every $2 earned above this limit, $1 is withheld. 
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• Year You Reach FRA: 
The earnings limit is higher in the year you reach FRA, and only $1 is withheld for 
every $3 above the limit. 

• After FRA: 
Once you reach full retirement age, there is no earnings limit and your benefit is 
recalculated to give credit for any months benefits were withheld. 

Taxes and Deductions 

• Taxation of Benefits: 
Depending on your combined income, up to 85% of your Social Security benefits 
may be subject to federal income tax. Some states also tax Social Security. 

• Medicare Premiums: 
If you are enrolled in Medicare, your Part B (and sometimes Part D) premiums are 
typically deducted from your monthly Social Security payment. 

• Other Deductions: 
Voluntary federal tax withholding and other insurance premiums may also be 
deducted. 

Special Rules and Considerations 

• Family Maximum: 
There is a cap on the total benefits that can be paid to a family based on one 
worker’s record, usually between 150% and 188% of the worker’s PIA. If the total 
exceeds this amount, each dependent’s benefit is reduced proportionally. 

• Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and Government Pension Offset (GPO): 
As of 2025, these provisions have been eliminated, allowing more public employees 
and their families to receive full benefits. 

• Back Payments and Retroactive Benefits: 
In some cases, you may be eligible for up to six months of retroactive retirement 
benefits if you apply after reaching FRA. 

Keeping Track of Your Benefits 

• my Social Security Account: 
You can view your earnings record, estimated benefits, payment history, and update 
your information online. 



142 
 

• Annual Statements: 
SSA provides annual statements summarizing your earnings and projected benefits. 

Summary 

Social Security benefit calculations are based on your highest 35 years of indexed earnings, 
adjusted for inflation and modified by the age at which you claim. Payments are made 
monthly, with schedules determined by your birth date and benefit type. Cost-of-living 
adjustments, earnings limits, taxation, and deductions all influence your final benefit. 
Understanding these rules helps you plan effectively for retirement, disability, or survivor 
benefits, ensuring you receive the maximum support available. 

 

How Benefits Are Calculated 

Social Security benefits are based on a detailed formula that aims to provide a fair and 
predictable income stream in retirement, during disability, or to survivors. The calculation 
process is designed to reflect your lifetime earnings, adjust for changes in national wage 
levels, and provide proportionally higher benefits to lower earners. Here’s a comprehensive 
breakdown of how your Social Security benefit is determined: 

1. Reviewing Your Earnings Record 

• Covered Earnings: 
Only wages and self-employment income on which you paid Social Security taxes 
are counted. Income from certain government jobs, railroad employment, or work in 
other countries may be excluded unless covered by special provisions. 

• Earnings History: 
The Social Security Administration (SSA) maintains a record of your annual earnings, 
which you can review on your annual Social Security Statement or through your my 
Social Security account. It’s important to check for errors, as mistakes can affect 
your future benefits. 

2. Indexing Your Earnings 

• Purpose of Indexing: 
Indexing adjusts your past earnings to account for changes in average national 
wages over your career, ensuring that your benefit reflects current wage standards 
rather than outdated dollar values. 



143 
 

• How Indexing Works: 
Each year’s earnings before age 60 are multiplied by an indexing factor based on 
national average wage growth. Earnings from age 60 onward are counted at face 
value. 

3. Calculating Average Indexed Monthly Earnings (AIME) 

• Selecting Highest Earning Years: 
The SSA selects your 35 highest-earning years (after indexing). If you have fewer 
than 35 years of covered earnings, zeros are averaged in for the missing years. 

• AIME Calculation: 
The total of your highest 35 years of indexed earnings is divided by 420 (the number 
of months in 35 years) to arrive at your AIME. This figure represents your average 
monthly earnings, adjusted for wage growth. 

4. Determining Your Primary Insurance Amount (PIA) 

• Progressive Formula: 
The PIA formula is designed to replace a greater share of income for lower earners. It 
uses “bend points,” which are dollar thresholds that change each year with national 
wage growth. 

• 2025 Example: 

• 90% of the first $1,226 of your AIME 

• 32% of your AIME between $1,226 and $7,391 

• 15% of your AIME above $7,391 
The sum of these three calculations is your PIA, rounded down to the nearest 
dime. 

• Full Retirement Age (FRA): 
Your PIA is the monthly amount you receive if you claim benefits at your FRA 
(currently 66 to 67, depending on your birth year). 

5. Adjustments for Claiming Age 

• Early Claiming: 
If you claim benefits before your FRA (as early as age 62), your monthly benefit is 
permanently reduced. The reduction is about 5/9 of 1% for each month up to 36 
months before FRA, and 5/12 of 1% for each additional month. 
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• Delayed Claiming: 
If you delay claiming past FRA (up to age 70), your benefit increases by about 8% per 
year for each year delayed, due to delayed retirement credits. No additional 
increases occur after age 70. 

6. Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA) 

• Annual Increases: 
Each year, Social Security benefits are adjusted for inflation based on the Consumer 
Price Index. This helps your benefits keep pace with rising living costs. 

• COLA Application: 
The adjustment is applied to your monthly benefit each January, regardless of when 
you first claimed benefits. 

7. Maximum and Minimum Benefits 

• Maximum Benefit: 
The maximum monthly benefit for someone retiring at age 70 in 2025 is $5,108. The 
maximum at full retirement age is lower, and most people receive less, as the 
average benefit reflects individual earnings histories and claiming ages. 

• Minimum Benefits: 
There is no official minimum Social Security retirement benefit, but low earners may 
qualify for Supplemental Security Income (SSI) if their income and resources are 
limited. 

8. Special Considerations 

• Family Maximum: 
There is a cap on the total benefits that can be paid to a family based on one 
worker’s record, typically between 150% and 188% of the worker’s PIA. 

• Survivor and Spousal Benefits: 
The worker’s PIA is the basis for calculating benefits for spouses, divorced spouses, 
children, and survivors, with reductions or increases based on their age and 
circumstances. 

• Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and Government Pension Offset (GPO): 
As of 2025, these provisions have been eliminated, meaning more public employees 
and their families receive full benefits based on their earnings. 
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9. Checking and Estimating Your Benefit 

• my Social Security Account: 
You can view your earnings history, get personalized benefit estimates at different 
claiming ages, and check for errors online. 

• Annual Statement: 
The SSA sends out annual statements summarizing your earnings and estimated 
benefits, which can help you plan for retirement. 

Summary 

Social Security benefits are calculated using your 35 highest years of indexed earnings, 
averaged monthly, and run through a progressive formula that favors lower earners. The 
resulting Primary Insurance Amount is adjusted for your claiming age and for inflation each 
year. This system ensures that your benefit reflects both your work history and current 
economic conditions, providing a reliable foundation for retirement, disability, or survivor 
income. 

 

Payment Methods and Schedules 

Social Security benefits are distributed to millions of Americans every month, providing 
crucial income for retirees, disabled individuals, survivors, and those receiving 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI). The Social Security Administration (SSA) has 
modernized its payment system to prioritize security, efficiency, and convenience, offering 
several electronic payment options and a clear monthly schedule. Understanding how and 
when you’ll receive your benefits helps you plan your finances and avoid disruptions. 

Payment Methods 

1. Direct Deposit 

• Overview: 
Direct deposit is the default and preferred method for receiving Social Security 
payments. Funds are electronically transferred directly into your checking or savings 
account at a financial institution. 

• Advantages: 

• Payments arrive on time, even during emergencies or disasters. 

• Reduces the risk of lost or stolen checks. 
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• No need to visit a bank to cash or deposit a check. 

• How to Set Up: 
You can set up or change your direct deposit information online through your my 
Social Security account, by calling SSA, or by visiting your local Social Security 
office. 

2. Direct Express® Debit Card 

• Overview: 
For those without a bank account, Social Security offers the Direct Express® prepaid 
debit card. Your benefits are automatically loaded onto the card each month. 

• Features: 

• Use the card for purchases, bill payments, and ATM withdrawals. 

• No credit check or bank account required. 

• Access to customer service and online account management. 

• How to Enroll: 
You can request a Direct Express® card when applying for benefits or by contacting 
SSA. 

3. Paper Checks (Being Phased Out) 

• Overview: 
Paper checks are largely being eliminated due to security and efficiency concerns. 
Most new beneficiaries must use electronic payment methods. 

• Exceptions: 
Paper checks may still be available for those with limited access to banks or for 
certain hardship cases, but these are rare and require SSA approval. 

Payment Schedules 

Social Security Retirement, Survivors, and Disability Benefits (RSDI) 

• Monthly Payments: 
Benefits are paid once per month, not in advance but for the previous month. 

• Payment Date Based on Birth Date: 

• If your birthday is on the 1st–10th: Payment is made on the second 
Wednesday of each month. 
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• If your birthday is on the 11th–20th: Payment is made on the third 
Wednesday. 

• If your birthday is on the 21st–31st: Payment is made on the fourth 
Wednesday. 

• Special Cases: 

• If you started receiving benefits before May 1997, you are paid on the 3rd of 
each month, regardless of your birth date. 

• If you receive both Social Security and SSI, your Social Security payment is 
on the 3rd and your SSI payment is on the 1st. 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

• Payment Date: 
SSI is paid on the 1st of each month. If the 1st falls on a weekend or federal holiday, 
payment is made on the last business day of the previous month. 

• Double Payments: 
Occasionally, you may receive two SSI payments in one calendar month (the second 
is for the following month), but you will not receive a payment the next month’s first 
day. 

International Payments 

• Recipients Living Abroad: 
Most U.S. citizens and eligible noncitizens living outside the United States can 
receive their payments via direct deposit into a foreign bank account or through 
international payment services. Payment dates may vary by country. 

What If Your Payment Is Late or Missing? 

• Electronic Payments: 
Most payments arrive on the scheduled date. If your payment is late, SSA 
recommends waiting three mailing days before contacting them. 

• Paper Checks: 
If you still receive a check and it is lost or stolen, report it to SSA immediately for a 
replacement. 
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Changing Your Payment Method 

• How to Update: 
You can change your direct deposit or Direct Express® information online, by phone, 
or at a Social Security office. 

• When to Update: 
Notify SSA as soon as possible if you change banks, account numbers, or addresses 
to avoid payment delays. 

Security and Fraud Prevention 

• Electronic Payments Reduce Fraud: 
Direct deposit and prepaid cards minimize the risk of check theft and fraud. 

• Account Monitoring: 
Regularly check your bank or Direct Express® account to ensure your payment was 
received and to spot any unauthorized activity. 

Keeping Track of Your Payments 

• my Social Security Account: 
You can view your payment history, upcoming payment dates, and update your 
payment preferences online. 

• Annual Statements: 
SSA provides annual statements summarizing your benefits and payment history. 

Summary 

Social Security benefits are paid monthly, primarily through direct deposit or the Direct 
Express® debit card, ensuring timely and secure delivery. Payment dates are determined by 
your birth date and benefit type, with special rules for SSI and recipients abroad. Keeping 
your account information up to date and monitoring your payments helps ensure you 
receive your benefits on time and without interruption. Electronic payments are now the 
standard, offering greater convenience, security, and reliability for all beneficiaries. 

 

Overpayments, Underpayments, and Corrections 

Social Security’s vast and complex payment system is designed to deliver accurate 
monthly benefits to millions of Americans. However, discrepancies can occur, resulting in 
overpayments (receiving more than you are entitled to) or underpayments (receiving less). 
The Social Security Administration (SSA) has established procedures to detect, address, 
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and resolve these issues, ensuring beneficiaries receive the correct amount and that the 
integrity of the program is maintained. 

Overpayments 

What Is an Overpayment? 

An overpayment occurs when you receive more money than you should have under Social 
Security rules. This can happen for several reasons, including: 

• Unreported Changes: Failing to promptly report changes in income, resources, 
marital status, living arrangements, or work activity. 

• Delayed Processing: SSA delays in updating records after a change in your status. 

• Incorrect Earnings Records: Mistakes in the earnings history used to calculate your 
benefit. 

• Eligibility Errors: Continuing to receive benefits after no longer meeting eligibility 
requirements (e.g., returning to work, exceeding SSI resource limits, or a dependent 
child aging out). 

• Multiple Benefits: Receiving benefits on more than one record without proper 
adjustment. 

How Are Overpayments Detected? 

• Automated Cross-Checks: SSA uses computer systems to compare reported 
income, work activity, and other data against benefit records. 

• Periodic Reviews: Ongoing Continuing Disability Reviews (CDRs), redeterminations 
for SSI, and audits by the Office of the Inspector General (OIG). 

• Beneficiary Reporting: Beneficiaries are required to report changes that may affect 
their eligibility or payment amount. 

Notification and Repayment Process 

• Notice of Overpayment: 
SSA sends a written notice explaining the overpayment amount, reason, and 
repayment options. The notice includes information on how to appeal or request a 
waiver. 
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• Repayment Options: 

• Default withholding from future Social Security payments (currently 50% of 
your monthly benefit for Social Security; 10% for SSI). 

• Request a lower withholding rate if repayment would cause financial 
hardship (not less than $10/month). 

• Repay by check, credit card, or online payment. 

• Timeframe: 
SSA typically waits at least 30 days before starting recovery, giving you time to 
respond. 

Appealing or Waiving an Overpayment 

• Reconsideration: 
If you disagree with the overpayment or believe it is incorrect, you can request 
reconsideration. The SSA will review your case and any new evidence you provide. 

• Waiver: 
You may request a waiver if the overpayment was not your fault and you cannot 
afford to repay it. If approved, you will not have to repay the amount. 

• Hearing: 
If reconsideration or waiver is denied, you can request a hearing before an 
administrative law judge. 

Recovery from Others 

• If the overpaid individual cannot repay, SSA may seek recovery from other 
beneficiaries on the same record (such as a spouse or child), or from a 
representative payee. 

Underpayments 

What Is Underpayment? 

An underpayment occurs when you receive less than you are entitled to. Causes include: 

• Incorrect Earnings Record: Missing or misreported earnings can lead to a lower 
benefit calculation. 

• Delayed Processing: Slow updates to your record after a change in status, such as 
adding a dependent or correcting an error. 
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• Missed Adjustments: Failure to apply cost-of-living increases or recalculate 
benefits after a change in law or policy. 

• Eligibility Oversight: Not receiving benefits for all eligible family members or not 
being credited for all qualifying work. 

Detection and Correction 

• SSA Review: 
SSA’s automated systems and manual reviews help identify underpayments. 
Beneficiaries can also bring errors to SSA’s attention. 

• Retroactive Payments: 
Once an underpayment is identified, SSA issues a lump-sum payment for the 
amount owed, typically by direct deposit or check. 

• Deceased Beneficiaries: 
If a beneficiary dies before receiving an underpayment, the payment may go to a 
surviving spouse, child, or the estate. 

Corrections and Prevention 

How Errors Are Detected 

• Annual Statements: 
Beneficiaries are encouraged to review their annual Social Security statements for 
accuracy in earnings and benefit estimates. 

• Reporting Changes: 
Promptly reporting changes in income, work, living arrangements, or family status 
helps prevent errors. 

• SSA Audits and Reviews: 
The SSA conducts regular audits and data matches with other agencies (e.g., IRS, 
state agencies) to detect discrepancies. 

Correcting Errors 

• Contacting SSA: 
If you notice an error, contact SSA immediately. Provide supporting documentation 
(pay stubs, tax returns, marriage certificates, etc.). 

• SSA Adjustment: 
SSA will investigate and, if an error is confirmed, adjust your benefit amount and 
issue a correction or retroactive payment. 
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Ongoing Improvements 

• System Updates: 
SSA regularly updates its systems to improve accuracy and reduce manual errors. 

• Clearer Notices: 
Efforts are ongoing to make overpayment, and underpayment notices easier to 
understand, with clear instructions on how to respond. 

What to Do If You Disagree with a Payment Adjustment 

• Request an Explanation: 
If you receive a notice of overpayment or underpayment, read it carefully and 
contact SSA for clarification if needed. 

• File an Appeal or Waiver: 
You have the right to appeal any decision or request a waiver if you believe you were 
not at fault or cannot afford repayment. 

• Keep Records: 
Maintain copies of all correspondence, notices, and supporting documents related 
to your case. 

Summary 

Overpayments and underpayments can occur due to reporting errors, processing delays, or 
changes in eligibility. The SSA has established procedures for notifying beneficiaries, 
arranging repayment or issuing retroactive payments, and allowing appeals or waivers 
when appropriate. Staying proactive by reviewing your records, promptly reporting 
changes, and communicating with SSA helps ensure your benefits are accurate and that 
any discrepancies are resolved efficiently. 

 

Taxation of Social Security Benefits 

Social Security benefits, which include retirement, survivor, and disability payments, are a 
vital source of income for millions of Americans. However, many recipients are surprised to 
learn that these benefits may be subject to federal income tax, and in some cases, state 
income tax as well. Understanding how and when your benefits are taxed is essential for 
effective retirement planning and for avoiding unexpected tax bills. 
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Federal Taxation of Social Security Benefits 

1. How the IRS Determines Taxability 

The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) uses a formula called "combined income" to determine 
whether your Social Security benefits are taxable. Combined income is calculated as: 

• Your adjusted gross income (AGI) 

• Plus nontaxable interest (such as municipal bond interest) 

• Plus half of your total annual Social Security benefits 

This formula applies to all types of Social Security benefits, including retirement, spousal, 
survivors, and disability (SSDI). Supplemental Security Income (SSI) is never taxable. 

2. Income Thresholds and Taxable Amounts 

For 2025, the thresholds are: 

• Single filers: 

• If combined income is less than $25,000, none of your benefits are taxed. 

• If combined income is $25,000–$34,000, up to 50% of benefits may be 
taxable. 

• If combined income is over $34,000, up to 85% of benefits may be taxable. 

• Married filing jointly: 

• If combined income is less than $32,000, none of your benefits are taxed. 

• If combined income is $32,000–$44,000, up to 50% of benefits may be 
taxable. 

• If combined income is over $44,000, up to 85% of benefits may be taxable. 

• Married filing separately: 

• If you lived with your spouse at any point during the year, up to 85% of your 
benefits are likely taxable, regardless of income. 

3. Calculating the Taxable Portion 

The actual taxable portion is determined by IRS worksheets and is the lesser of: 

• 85% of your Social Security benefits, or 
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• 85% of the amount by which your combined income exceeds the threshold, plus the 
smaller of $4,500 (single) or $6,000 (married filing jointly), or 50% of your benefits. 

You must report the taxable portion on your federal income tax return (Form 1040 or 1040-
SR). Each January, you will receive Form SSA-1099 or SSA-1042S (for noncitizens), which 
shows the total benefits paid to you in the previous year. 

4. Tax Rates and Withholding 

The taxable portion of your Social Security benefits is added to your other income and 
taxed at your ordinary federal income tax rates. The maximum percentage of benefits that 
can be taxed is 85%. You can choose to have federal income tax withheld from your 
monthly Social Security payments by filing Form W-4V with the SSA, or you can make 
quarterly estimated tax payments to the IRS. 

5. Special Considerations 

• Married couples: 
Both spouses’ Social Security benefits and other income are combined to 
determine the taxability of benefits. 

• Other income sources: 
Pensions, wages, withdrawals from retirement accounts, and investment income 
can push your combined income above the thresholds, resulting in more of your 
benefits being taxed. 

• Required Minimum Distributions (RMDs): 
Once you reach age 73, RMDs from traditional IRAs and 401(k)s can increase your 
combined income and the taxable portion of your Social Security benefits. 

State Taxation of Social Security Benefits 

• Varies by State: 
While most states do not tax Social Security benefits, some do, either fully or 
partially, and may use different income thresholds or formulas than the federal 
government. 

• Common Approaches: 

• Some states follow the federal rules. 

• Others have their own exemption levels or exclude a portion of benefits from 
taxation. 

• A few states tax all Social Security income regardless of income level. 
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• Check State Laws: 
It’s important to check with your state tax agency or a tax professional to understand 
your state’s rules. 

Planning for Taxes on Social Security 

• Estimate Your Tax Liability: 
Use IRS worksheets or tax software to estimate how much of your benefits will be 
taxable based on your total income. 

• Withholding and Estimated Payments: 
You can request that SSA withhold federal taxes from your payments in increments 
of 7%, 10%, 12%, or 22%. Alternatively, make quarterly payments to avoid 
underpayment penalties. 

• Tax-Efficient Withdrawals: 
Consider timing withdrawals from retirement accounts and managing other income 
sources to minimize the taxable portion of your Social Security benefits. 

• Professional Advice: 
Consult a tax advisor, especially if you have multiple income sources or complex 
financial circumstances. 

Recent and Future Changes 

• Legislative Proposals: 
There have been ongoing proposals in Congress to increase or eliminate the taxation 
of Social Security benefits, or to adjust the income thresholds, but as of 2025, the 
tiered system remains in effect. 

• Annual Adjustments: 
The income thresholds for Social Security taxation have not been indexed for 
inflation and have remained unchanged for decades, resulting in more beneficiaries 
paying taxes as incomes rise. 

Summary 

Social Security benefits may be subject to federal and, in some cases, state income tax, 
depending on your total income, filing status, and where you live. Up to 85% of your 
benefits can be taxable if your combined income exceeds certain thresholds. 
Understanding these rules, planning your withdrawals and other income, and considering 
withholding or estimated payments can help you avoid surprises and manage your tax 
liability in retirement. 
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Chapter 7 Summary  

Benefit Calculations 

• Earnings Record and Covered Wages: 
Social Security benefits are based on your highest 35 years of earnings on which you 
paid Social Security payroll taxes. The SSA maintains your record and adjusts each 
year’s earnings for national wage growth. 

• Indexing and AIME: 
Past earnings are indexed to reflect changes in average national wages, ensuring 
your benefit reflects current economic conditions. The highest 35 years are 
averaged monthly (divided by 420) to calculate your Average Indexed Monthly 
Earnings (AIME). 

• Primary Insurance Amount (PIA): 
The AIME is run through a progressive formula with annual “bend points” (for 2025: 
90% of the first $1,174, 32% of the next $5,944, 15% above $7,118), producing your 
PIA-the benefit you receive at full retirement age (FRA). 

• Adjustments for Claiming Age: 
Claiming before FRA (as early as 62) results in permanent reductions (about 6.7% 
per year for up to three years early, then 5% per year for additional years). Delaying 
past FRA increases your benefit by about 8% per year up to age 70. These 
adjustments also affect spousal and survivor benefits. 

• Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA): 
Benefits are increased annually based on inflation, helping maintain purchasing 
power. 

• Maximum and Minimum Benefits: 
The maximum monthly benefit at age 70 in 2025 is $5,108. There is no official 
minimum, but very low earners may qualify for Supplemental Security Income (SSI). 

Payment Methods and Schedules 

• Direct Deposit: 
The default and most secure method, with funds sent directly to your bank or credit 
union account. 
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• Direct Express® Debit Card: 
For those without bank accounts, benefits are loaded onto a prepaid debit card 
usable for purchases, bill payments, and ATM withdrawals. 

• Paper Checks: 
Largely phased out, with rare exceptions for hardship cases. 

• Payment Schedules: 

• Retirement, Survivors, and Disability Benefits: Paid monthly, with the date 
based on your birth date: 

• 1st–10th: Second Wednesday 

• 11th–20th: Third Wednesday 

• 21st–31st: Fourth Wednesday 

• If you started benefits before May 1997, payment is on the 3rd of each 
month. 

• SSI Payments: Paid on the 1st of each month, or the last business day 
before if the 1st is a weekend or holiday. 

• International Payments: Most U.S. citizens and eligible noncitizens abroad 
can receive direct deposit to foreign accounts; payment dates may vary. 

• Changing Payment Methods: 
You can update your payment preferences online, by phone, or in person. 

Working While Receiving Benefits 

• Earnings Limits: 
If you’re under FRA and work, benefits may be reduced if your earnings exceed 
annual limits ($23,400 in 2025). For every $2 above the limit, $1 is withheld. In the 
year you reach FRA, a higher limit applies, and after FRA, there is no earnings limit 
and withheld benefits are recalculated. 

Overpayments, Underpayments, and Corrections 

• Overpayments: 
Occur when you receive more than you should, often due to unreported changes, 
delayed processing, or eligibility errors. SSA notifies you in writing, offers options for 
repayment (default withholding is 50% of your monthly benefit, 10% for SSI), and 
allows you to appeal or request a waiver if not at fault or unable to repay. 
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• Underpayments: 
Happen when you receive less than you’re owed, due to errors, missed 
adjustments, or incomplete records. SSA issues retroactive lump-sum payments 
once identified, and underpayments may be paid to a surviving spouse, child, or 
estate if the beneficiary has died. 

• Corrections and Prevention: 
Beneficiaries are encouraged to review annual statements, promptly report 
changes, and keep records. SSA uses automated systems, audits, and manual 
reviews to detect and correct errors, and is working to make notices clearer and 
systems more accurate. 

Taxation of Social Security Benefits 

• Federal Taxation: 
Social Security benefits may be taxable depending on your “combined income” 
(adjusted gross income + nontaxable interest + half of your Social Security benefits). 
For single filers, benefits are taxable above $25,000; for married couples filing 
jointly, above $32,000. Up to 85% of benefits may be taxed at ordinary income rates. 

• Calculating the Taxable Portion: 
The IRS provides worksheets to determine the taxable amount, and you’ll receive 
Form SSA-1099 each January showing your total benefits for the previous year. 

• Tax Withholding and Estimated Payments: 
You can request SSA to withhold federal taxes from your payments or make 
quarterly estimated payments to avoid underpayment penalties. 

• State Taxation: 
Some states tax Social Security benefits, with rules and thresholds varying by state. 
Many states exempt benefits or use different formulas. 

• Planning Considerations: 
Other income sources, such as pensions, wages, or required minimum 
distributions, can increase the taxable portion of your benefits. Married couples’ 
combined income is used to determine taxability. 

Special Rules and Tools 

• Family Maximum: 
There is a cap on total benefits payable to a family based on one worker’s record 
(typically 150%–188% of PIA). If the total exceeds this cap, each dependent’s benefit 
is reduced proportionally. 



159 
 

• Elimination of WEP/GPO: 
As of 2025, the Windfall Elimination Provision and Government Pension Offset have 
been eliminated, expanding access for some public employees. 

• my Social Security Account: 
Beneficiaries can check their earnings, estimate benefits, view payment history, and 
update information online. 

• Annual Statements: 
SSA provides annual statements with earnings and estimated benefits to aid in 
planning. 

Key Takeaways 

Social Security benefits are calculated using your highest 35 years of indexed earnings, 
with adjustments for inflation, claiming age, and family rules. Payments are made monthly, 
primarily via direct deposit or prepaid debit card, with clear schedules and options for 
beneficiaries. Overpayments and underpayments are managed through established 
correction and appeal processes. Benefits may be subject to federal and state taxes, 
depending on your total income. Staying informed, reviewing your records, and 
understanding these rules will help you maximize your benefits and avoid surprises. 
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Chapter 8 
Working While Receiving Social Security 

Many Americans choose to continue working after they begin receiving Social Security 
benefits, whether for financial stability, personal fulfillment, or to maintain an active 
lifestyle. The Social Security Administration (SSA) allows beneficiaries to earn income from 
work while collecting benefits, but there are important rules and limits that can affect the 
amount you receive-especially if you claim benefits before reaching your full retirement age 
(FRA). Understanding these guidelines is critical for making informed decisions about your 
financial future. 

Earnings Limits Before Full Retirement Age 

Annual Earnings Test: 
If you are under your full retirement age (FRA), Social Security applies an annual earnings 
limit to your work income. For 2025, the limit is $23,400. If you earn more than this, your 
benefits are reduced by $1 for every $2 you earn above the limit. 

• What Counts as Earnings: 
Only wages from employment or net earnings from self-employment count toward 
this limit. Income from investments, pensions, annuities, capital gains, and other 
non-work sources is not included. 

• Example: 
If you earn $28,400 in 2025 ($5,000 over the limit), Social Security will withhold 
$2,500 from your benefits for the year. 

• Monthly Test for First Year: 
In the first year you retire, a special monthly earnings test may apply, allowing you to 
receive full benefits for any month you earn below a set monthly limit, regardless of 
your total annual earnings. 

Impact on Family Benefits: 
If your spouse or children receive benefits based on your work record, their payments may 
also be reduced if your earnings exceed the limit. 

The Year You Reach Full Retirement Age 

In the calendar year you reach your FRA, a higher earnings limit applies. For 2025, you can 
earn up to $62,160 before benefits are reduced. Above this limit, $1 in benefits is withheld 
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for every $3 earned, but only for earnings before the month you reach FRA. Starting with the 
month you reach FRA, there is no longer any earnings limit or reduction. 

• Example: 
If your birthday is in August and you earn $70,000 by July, Social Security will only 
count earnings up to the month before you reach FRA. Only the amount above the 
$62,160 limit is used to calculate any withholding. 

After Full Retirement Age 

Once you reach your full retirement age (66 to 67, depending on your birth year), you can 
work and earn any amount without any reduction in Social Security benefits. There is no 
penalty or withholding, regardless of how much you earn. 

• Recalculation of Benefits: 
If any benefits were withheld because you exceeded the earnings limit before FRA, 
Social Security will automatically recalculate your benefit at FRA to give you credit 
for those months. This results in a higher monthly benefit going forward. 

Reporting Earnings and Adjustments 

• How SSA Tracks Earnings: 
The SSA uses your annual earnings reported by employers and on your tax returns to 
determine if you exceeded the limit. You should also report anticipated changes in 
your earnings directly to Social Security to avoid overpayments or interruptions. 

• Benefit Recalculation: 
If your current year’s earnings are among your 35 highest, Social Security will 
recalculate your benefit amount, potentially increasing your future monthly 
payments. 

• Overpayments: 
If you do not report excess earnings in a timely manner, you may receive an 
overpayment notice and be required to repay benefits. 

Special Rules for Disability and SSI Recipients 

• Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI): 
SSDI has different work incentives, including a trial work period allowing you to test 
your ability to work for at least nine months without losing benefits. Afterward, there 
is an extended period of eligibility where benefits may continue if your earnings 
remain below a certain level. 
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• Supplemental Security Income (SSI): 
SSI has its own income limits and exclusions. Only part of your earned income 
counts against your SSI payment, and the program encourages work through special 
rules and supports. 

Tax Implications 

• Taxation of Benefits: 
If your total income-including wages, self-employment, and half of your Social 
Security benefits-exceeds certain thresholds, up to 85% of your benefits may be 
subject to federal income tax. 

• State Taxes: 
Some states also tax Social Security benefits, so check your state’s rules. 

Planning Considerations 

• Retirement Timing: 
Deciding when to claim Social Security and when to retire from work can have 
significant financial consequences. Delaying benefits may increase your monthly 
payment, while working longer may increase your benefit calculation if you replace 
lower-earning years. 

• Coordinating with Spousal and Family Benefits: 
If your spouse or dependent children receive benefits based on your record, your 
work and earnings can affect their payments as well. 

Tips for Beneficiaries Who Work 

• Report Changes Promptly: 
Always inform Social Security about changes in your work status or earnings to 
avoid overpayments or benefit interruptions. 

• Keep Records: 
Maintain documentation of your earnings and correspondence with SSA. 

• Consult SSA or a Financial Advisor: 
If you are unsure how working will affect your benefits, contact Social Security or a 
financial professional for guidance. 
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Summary 

You can work and receive Social Security benefits at the same time, but if you are under full 
retirement age, your benefits may be temporarily reduced if your earnings exceed annual 
limits. Once you reach FRA, there is no limit to what you can earn, and your benefit will be 
adjusted to account for any months when benefits were withheld. Special rules apply for 
disability and SSI recipients. Understanding these guidelines helps you maximize both your 
earnings and your Social Security benefits as you transition through retirement. 

 

Earnings Limits and the Retirement Earnings Test 

The Social Security Retirement Earnings Test (RET) is an important set of rules that affects 
anyone who claims Social Security retirement or survivor benefits before reaching full 
retirement age (FRA) and continues to work. The RET is designed to balance the ability to 
receive benefits with the incentive to remain in the workforce, but it can temporarily reduce 
your monthly payments if your earnings exceed certain limits. Understanding how the test 
works, what counts as earnings, and how benefits are adjusted is crucial for effective 
retirement and work planning. 

How the Retirement Earnings Test Works 

1. What Counts as Earnings 

• Included Earnings: 
Only wages from employment and net earnings from self-employment count toward 
the earnings limit. This includes salary, bonuses, commissions, and self-
employment income. 

• Excluded Income: 
Investment income, pensions, annuities, capital gains, IRA withdrawals, and other 
non-work-related income do not count toward the limit. 

• Special Cases for Self-Employed: 
For self-employed individuals, both the amount earned and the number of hours 
worked are considered. Generally, working more than 45 hours per month (or 15–45 
hours in a highly skilled occupation) may be considered substantial and could 
trigger benefit reductions. 
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2. Annual and Monthly Limits for 2025 

• Under Full Retirement Age (FRA): 
If you are younger than FRA for the entire year, you can earn up to $23,400 in 2025 
($1,950 per month) without reducing your benefits. For every $2 earned above this 
limit, $1 in benefits is withheld. 

• Year You Reach FRA: 
In the year you reach FRA, a higher limit applies: $62,160 in 2025 ($5,180 per 
month). For every $3 earned above this limit, $1 in benefits is withheld, but only for 
earnings before the month you reach FRA. 

• After FRA: 
Starting with the month you reach full retirement age, there is no limit on your 
earnings. You can work and earn any amount without any reduction in your Social 
Security benefits. 

3. Monthly Earnings Test (First Year Rule) 

• How It Works: 
In the first year you retire and claim benefits, a special monthly earnings test may 
apply. This allows you to receive full benefits for any month you earn below the 
monthly limit, regardless of your total annual earnings. 

• Why It Matters: 
This is particularly helpful if you retire mid-year or have uneven earnings throughout 
the year. 

4. How Benefits Are Withheld 

• Withholding Process: 
The Social Security Administration (SSA) estimates your expected earnings for the 
year and withholds benefits accordingly. If your actual earnings differ from your 
estimate, adjustments are made the following year. 

• Partial Withholding: 
If the amount to be withheld does not equal a full year’s benefits, SSA will stop 
payments for enough months to recover the excess, then resume payments for the 
rest of the year. 

• Recalculation at FRA: 
Any benefits withheld due to the earnings test are not lost. When you reach FRA, 
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SSA recalculates your benefit, increasing your monthly payment to account for 
months when benefits were withheld. 

5. Impact on Family Benefits 

• Spouses and Children: 
If your spouse or children receive benefits based on your work record, the RET 
applies to the combined family benefits, not just your own. Excess earnings by the 
primary beneficiary can result in reductions for all auxiliary beneficiaries on the 
same record. 

6. Reporting and Adjustments 

• Reporting Requirements: 
You must report your expected earnings to SSA when you apply for benefits and 
update them if your work situation changes. 

• Overpayments and Underpayments: 
If you underestimate your earnings, you may receive an overpayment and be 
required to repay benefits. If you earn less than expected, you may receive a lump-
sum payment for benefits that were unnecessarily withheld. 

7. Planning and Strategy 

• Claiming Decisions: 
Consider your expected earnings when deciding when to claim Social Security. 
Claiming early while still working may result in temporary reductions, but delayed 
claiming can increase your monthly benefit. 

• Coordination with Retirement Plans: 
The RET can be used strategically if you plan to work part-time or transition gradually 
into retirement. 

• Online Tools: 
The SSA provides calculators and planning resources to help you estimate how your 
earnings may affect your benefits. 
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Examples 

Example 1: 
Maria, age 63, claims Social Security and earns $28,400 in 2025. The earnings limit is 
$23,400, so she is $5,000 over. SSA will withhold $2,500 ($1 for every $2 over the limit) from 
her benefits for the year. 

Example 2: 
James turns 67 (his FRA) in September 2025. By August, he earns $65,000. The higher 
annual limit is $62,160. He is $2,840 over, so SSA will withhold $947 ($1 for every $3 over 
the limit) from his benefits, but only for months before September. 

Summary 

The Retirement Earnings Test is a temporary reduction in Social Security benefits for those 
who claim before full retirement age and continue to work above set income limits. Only 
wages and self-employment income count toward the limit, and withheld benefits are 
recalculated and credited back once you reach FRA. Understanding these rules helps you 
plan your work and retirement strategy, avoid surprises, and maximize your lifetime Social 
Security benefits. 

 

Work Incentives for People with Disabilities 

Social Security recognizes that many people with disabilities want to work and be 
financially independent but may be concerned about losing their cash benefits or health 
coverage if they attempt employment. To address these concerns, both Social Security 
Disability Insurance (SSDI) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) offer a range of work 
incentives. These incentives are designed to encourage beneficiaries to explore work 
opportunities, increase their self-sufficiency, and transition gradually into the workforce, all 
while ensuring a safety net remains in place. 

Work Incentives for SSDI Recipients 

1. Trial Work Period (TWP) 

• Purpose: 
The TWP allows SSDI beneficiaries to test their ability to work for at least nine 
months within a rolling 60-month period without losing their full benefits, no matter 
how much they earn. 
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• How It Works: 
In 2025, any month in which you earn more than $1,160 (or work more than 80 hours 
in self-employment) counts as a TWP month. These months do not have to be 
consecutive. 

• Outcome: 
During the TWP, you continue to receive your full SSDI payment as long as you report 
your work activity and remain medically disabled. 

2. Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE) 

• After TWP: 
Once the nine TWP months are used, you enter a 36-month EPE. 

• How It Works: 
During the EPE, you receive your SSDI benefit in any month your earnings fall below 
the Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) level ($1,620 per month in 2025, or $2,700 for 
statutorily blind individuals). 

• If You Exceed SGA: 
If your earnings go above SGA, your benefit is suspended, not terminated. If your 
earnings drop below SGA within the EPE, your benefit can resume without a new 
application. 

3. Subsidies and Impairment-Related Work Expenses (IRWEs) 

• Subsidies: 
If your employer provides extra help or accommodations (such as job coaching, 
reduced workload, or special equipment), the value of this support can be deducted 
from your earnings when SSA determines if you are performing SGA. 

• IRWEs: 
Out-of-pocket expenses for items or services related to your disability that you need 
to work (like specialized transportation, assistive technology, or personal care 
assistance) can also be deducted from your earnings for SGA calculations. 

4. Expedited Reinstatement (EXR) 

• If You Lose Benefits Due to Work: 
If your SSDI benefits stop because your earnings exceed SGA, but you become 
unable to work again within five years, you can request expedited reinstatement. 
This allows benefits to resume quickly without a new full application process and 
may include provisional payments while your claim is reviewed. 
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5. Extended Medicare Coverage 

• Health Coverage Continuation: 
Even if your SSDI payments end due to work, you can keep Medicare Part A coverage 
premium-free for at least 93 months (over 7 years) after your TWP ends. You may 
also continue Part B and Part D coverage by paying the required premiums. 

Work Incentives for SSI Recipients 

1. Earned Income Exclusion 

• How It Works: 
The first $20 of any income and the first $65 of earned income each month are not 
counted when calculating your SSI payment. After these exclusions, only half of the 
remaining earned income reduces your SSI benefit. 

• Result: 
You can work and still receive a portion of your SSI, making it easier to transition into 
employment. 

2. Student Earned Income Exclusion 

• For Young Recipients: 
SSI recipients under age 22 and regularly attending school can exclude up to $2,290 
of earned income per month (up to $9,230 per year in 2025) from their SSI 
calculation, encouraging students with disabilities to work. 

3. Plan to Achieve Self-Support (PASS) 

• How It Works: 
PASS allows you to set aside income or resources for a specific work goal (such as 
education, starting a business, or job training) without affecting your SSI eligibility or 
payment amount. Approved expenses might include tuition, equipment, or 
transportation. 

4. Continued Medicaid Eligibility (Section 1619(b)) 

• If You Lose SSI Due to Earnings: 
Even if your earnings become too high for SSI payments, you may still qualify for 
Medicaid coverage if your income is below a state-specific threshold and you 
remain medically disabled. This ensures you do not lose essential health coverage 
when you begin working. 
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Ticket to Work Program 

• What It Is: 
The Ticket to Work program offers free employment support, vocational 
rehabilitation, job training, and placement services to SSDI and SSI recipients ages 
18 to 64. 

• Participation: 
Participation is voluntary and does not affect your benefits. You can use the program 
to explore work options, receive career counseling, and connect with employers 
while still accessing work incentives. 

• Protection from Medical Reviews: 
While using Ticket to Work and making timely progress toward your employment 
goals, you are generally protected from Continuing Disability Reviews (CDRs). 

Additional Supports and Considerations 

• Work Incentive Planning and Assistance (WIPA): 
Community-based organizations and certified benefits counselors can help you 
understand and use Social Security work incentives, plan your return to work, and 
coordinate other benefits. 

• Protection and Advocacy for Beneficiaries of Social Security (PABSS): 
Legal advocacy and support services are available to help you address workplace 
discrimination or other barriers to employment. 

Summary 

Social Security’s work incentives are designed to help people with disabilities pursue 
employment and greater independence without risking immediate loss of benefits or 
health coverage. These incentives include periods where you can test your ability to work, 
deductions for disability-related expenses, continued access to Medicaid or Medicare, and 
safety nets for quickly regaining benefits if work becomes impossible. With the right 
planning and support, work can be a realistic and rewarding option for many beneficiaries. 

 

Returning to Work and Impact on Benefits 

Returning to work after you’ve started receiving Social Security benefits is a significant 
decision that can affect your monthly payments, eligibility, and even your long-term 
financial security. The impact varies depending on your age, the type of Social Security 
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benefits you receive (retirement, survivors, SSDI, or SSI), and your level of earnings. Social 
Security has developed a range of rules and incentives to encourage beneficiaries to try 
working while protecting their access to benefits and health coverage. 

Returning to Work Before Full Retirement Age 

Earnings Limits and Benefit Reductions: 
If you are younger than your full retirement age (FRA) and return to work, your Social 
Security retirement or survivor benefits may be temporarily reduced if your earnings exceed 
the annual limit. For 2025, the earnings limit is $23,400. If your wages or self-employment 
income exceed this threshold, Social Security will withhold $1 in benefits for every $2 you 
earn above the limit. 

Special Rule in the Year You Reach FRA: 
In the calendar year you reach FRA, a higher limit applies-$62,160 in 2025. During this year, 
Social Security will withhold $1 in benefits for every $3 you earn above the limit, but only for 
earnings received before the month you reach FRA. Starting the month, you reach FRA, 
there is no longer any earnings limit or reduction in benefits. 

Temporary Withholding, not a Loss: 
Benefits withheld due to excess earnings are not lost forever. When you reach FRA, Social 
Security will recalculate your benefit, crediting you for the months when payments were 
withheld. This results in higher monthly payment going forward. 

Example: 
If you claim benefits at age 63, return to work, and have $10,000 in earnings above the 
annual limit, Social Security will withhold $5,000 of your benefits that year. Once you reach 
FRA, your benefit is adjusted upward to account for the months you did not receive 
payments. 

Working After Full Retirement Age 

Once you reach full retirement age, you can work and earn any amount without any 
reduction in your Social Security benefits. There is no longer an earnings limit, and your 
payments will not be withheld regardless of your income. 

Benefit Recalculation for High Earners: 
If you continue working and have a year of high earnings, Social Security may recalculate 
your benefit to include the new higher-earning year in your highest 35 years of earnings. 
This can result in a permanent increase in your monthly benefit. 
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Returning to Work While Receiving Disability Benefits 

SSDI Recipients: 

• Trial Work Period (TWP): 
SSDI beneficiaries can test their ability to work for at least nine months within a 
rolling 60-month period. During the TWP, you can earn any amount and still receive 
your full SSDI benefit, as long as you report your work activity and remain medically 
disabled. 

• Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE): 
After the TWP, there is a 36-month EPE during which you can receive benefits for any 
month your earnings are below the Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) level ($1,620 
per month in 2025, or $2,700 for statutorily blind individuals). If your earnings 
exceed SGA, benefits are suspended but not terminated and can resume if your 
earnings drop below SGA within the EPE. 

• Expedited Reinstatement: 
If your benefits stop due to work and you become unable to work again within five 
years, you can request expedited reinstatement without a new application. 
Provisional payments may begin quickly while your claim is reviewed. 

• Medicare Continuation: 
If your SSDI payments end due to work, you can keep Medicare Part A for at least 93 
months after your trial work period ends and continue Part B and D by paying 
premiums. 

SSI Recipients: 

• Earned Income Exclusion: 
SSI excludes the first $20 of any income and the first $65 of earned income each 
month, then reduces your SSI payment by $1 for every $2 earned. This allows you to 
keep some SSI while working. 

• Medicaid Protection (Section 1619(b)): 
If your earnings become too high for SSI payments to continue, you may still qualify 
for Medicaid if your income is below a state-specific threshold and you remain 
medically disabled. 

• Plan to Achieve Self-Support (PASS): 
Allows you to set aside income or resources for a specific work goal without 
affecting your SSI eligibility or payment amount. 
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Ticket to Work and Support Services 

The Ticket to Work program provides free employment support, job training, and vocational 
rehabilitation to SSDI and SSI recipients ages 18 to 64. Participation is voluntary and allows 
you to explore work options while maintaining access to benefits and work incentives. 
While you are actively participating and making progress, you are generally protected from 
medical Continuing Disability Reviews (CDRs). 

Work Incentive Planning and Assistance (WIPA): 
Certified benefits counselors can help you understand work incentives, plan your return to 
work, and coordinate other benefits. 

Reporting Requirements and Avoiding Overpayments 

If you return to work, you must promptly report your earnings and work activity to Social 
Security. This includes: 

• Changes in your job or work hours 

• Increases or decreases in your earnings 

• Starting or stopping work 

Accurate and timely reporting helps you avoid overpayments, underpayments, or 
interruptions in benefits. If you receive an overpayment, you may have to repay excess 
benefits, but you can request a waiver or appeal if you believe the overpayment was not 
your fault or you cannot afford to repay. 

Planning Considerations 

• Retirement Timing: 
Consider your expected earnings and the impact on your benefits when deciding 
when to claim Social Security and when to return to work. 

• Benefit Coordination: 
If your spouse or children receive benefits based on your record, your work and 
earnings can affect their payments as well. 

• Tax Implications: 
Higher earnings may increase the portion of your Social Security benefits subject to 
federal income tax. 
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Summary 

Returning to work can temporarily reduce your Social Security benefits if you are under full 
retirement age and earn above annual limits, but these reductions end at FRA and can lead 
to higher future payments. For disability beneficiaries, Social Security offers a range of 
work incentives and support programs to help you try working without immediately losing 
benefits or health insurance. Careful reporting, use of available work incentives, and 
planning can help you successfully balance work and benefits as you transition back to 
employment. 

 

Chapter 8 Summary  

Working While Receiving Social Security 

Continuing to work while receiving Social Security benefits is common and often 
beneficial, but it comes with specific rules and considerations that can affect your 
payments. The Social Security Administration (SSA) allows beneficiaries to earn income 
from work while collecting benefits, but the impact on your monthly payments depends on 
your age, your earnings, and the type of benefit you receive. Understanding these 
guidelines is essential for maximizing both your earnings and your Social Security benefits. 

Earnings Limits Before Full Retirement Age (FRA) 

If you claim Social Security before reaching your FRA (66 to 67, depending on your birth 
year), your benefits may be temporarily reduced if your earnings exceed the annual limit, 
which is $23,400 for 2025. For every $2 you earn above this threshold, $1 is withheld from 
your benefits. Only wages from employment and net self-employment income count; 
investment income, pensions, and other non-work sources do not. 

Special Monthly Test: 
In your first year of retirement, a monthly earnings test may apply. This allows you to receive 
full benefits for any month you earn below the monthly limit, even if your total annual 
earnings exceed the yearly cap. This is especially helpful if you retire or change work 
patterns mid-year. 

Impact on Family Benefits: 
If your spouse or children receive benefits based on your record, their payments may also 
be reduced if your earnings exceed the limit. 
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The Year You Reach Full Retirement Age 

In the year you reach FRA, the earnings limit increases significantly to $62,160 for 2025. For 
every $3 earned above this limit (before the month you reach FRA), $1 is withheld. Starting 
with the month you reach FRA, there is no longer any earnings limit or reduction-your 
benefits are paid in full regardless of your earnings. 

Example: 
If your birthday is in August and you earn $70,000 by July, only the amount above $62,160 is 
counted for withholding. For $7,840 over the limit, $2,613 is withheld ($1 for every $3 over). 

After Full Retirement Age 

Once you reach FRA, you can work and earn any amount without any reduction in Social 
Security benefits. If you had benefits withheld before FRA due to excess earnings, SSA will 
automatically recalculate your benefit at FRA, crediting you for those months and 
increasing your monthly payment going forward. 

Benefit Recalculation for High Earners: 
If your new earnings are among your 35 highest years, SSA will recalculate your benefit, 
potentially increasing your future payments. 

Reporting Earnings and Adjustments 

SSA uses your annual earnings reported by employers and on your tax returns to determine 
if you exceeded the limit. You should also report anticipated changes directly to SSA to 
avoid overpayments or interruptions. If you underestimate your earnings, you may receive 
an overpayment notice and be required to repay benefits. If you earn less than expected, 
you may receive a lump-sum for any benefits that were unnecessarily withheld. 

Special Rules for Disability and SSI Recipients 

SSDI Recipients: 

• Trial Work Period (TWP): Test your ability to work for at least nine months without 
losing benefits, regardless of earnings. 

• Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE): After TWP, a 36-month period allows you to 
receive benefits for any month you earn below the Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) 
level ($1,620/month in 2025, or $2,700 for statutorily blind individuals). 

• Expedited Reinstatement: If your benefits stop due to work but you become 
unable to work again within five years, you can quickly restart benefits without a new 
application. 
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• Extended Medicare Coverage: You can keep Medicare for at least 93 months after 
your TWP ends, even if your SSDI payments stop due to work. 

SSI Recipients: 

• Earned Income Exclusion: The first $20 of any income and the first $65 of earned 
income each month are excluded, and only half of the remaining earnings reduce 
your SSI payment. 

• Student Earned Income Exclusion: Young recipients regularly attending school 
can exclude up to $2,290 per month (up to $9,230 per year in 2025). 

• Plan to Achieve Self-Support (PASS): Set aside income or resources for a work 
goal without affecting SSI eligibility. 

• Continued Medicaid (Section 1619(b)): Even if SSI payments stop due to earnings, 
Medicaid can continue if income is below a state threshold and you remain 
disabled. 

Ticket to Work and Support Services 

The Ticket to Work program offers free employment support, vocational rehabilitation, job 
training, and placement services to SSDI and SSI recipients ages 18 to 64. Participation is 
voluntary and provides protection from medical reviews while making progress toward 
employment goals. Work Incentive Planning and Assistance (WIPA) projects and Protection 
and Advocacy for Beneficiaries of Social Security (PABSS) provide additional counseling 
and legal support. 

Tax Implications 

If your total income-including wages, self-employment, and half your Social Security 
benefits-exceeds certain thresholds, up to 85% of your benefits may be subject to federal 
income tax. Some states also tax Social Security benefits. 

Planning Considerations 

• Retirement Timing: Deciding when to claim Social Security and when to retire from 
work can significantly affect your benefits. 

• Coordination with Family Benefits: Your work and earnings can affect payments to 
your spouse or dependent children. 

• Reporting: Always inform SSA promptly about changes in your work status or 
earnings to avoid overpayments or benefit interruptions. 
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• Keep Records: Maintain documentation of your earnings and SSA correspondence. 

• Consultation: If you are unsure how working will affect your benefits, seek guidance 
from SSA or a financial advisor. 

Summary 

You can work and receive Social Security benefits at the same time, but if you are under full 
retirement age, your benefits may be temporarily reduced if your earnings exceed annual 
limits. These reductions end at FRA, and your benefit is adjusted to account for withheld 
months. Special work incentives and protections exist for disability and SSI recipients, 
allowing you to test employment without risking immediate loss of benefits or health 
coverage. Careful planning, prompt reporting, and use of available supports can help you 
balance work and Social Security for maximum financial security. 
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Chapter 9 
Health Insurance and Social Security 

Health insurance is a vital component of financial security for older adults, people with 
disabilities, and low-income individuals. Social Security not only provides monthly income 
but also acts as a gateway to essential health insurance programs-primarily Medicare and 
Medicaid. These programs work together to help millions of Americans manage healthcare 
costs as they age, face disabilities, or experience financial hardship. 

Medicare and Social Security 

Medicare is the federal health insurance program for: 

• People age 65 and older 

• Certain younger individuals with disabilities 

• Individuals with end-stage renal disease (ESRD) or amyotrophic lateral sclerosis 
(ALS) 

Eligibility and Enrollment 

• Automatic Enrollment: 
Most people are automatically enrolled in Medicare Part A and Part B when they turn 
65 if they are already receiving Social Security or Railroad Retirement Board 
benefits. Those not yet receiving Social Security must apply for Medicare through 
the Social Security Administration (SSA). 

• Disability and Medicare: 
Individuals under 65 who qualify for Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) 
become eligible for Medicare after 24 months of SSDI benefits. Those with ALS or 
ESRD may qualify sooner, sometimes with no waiting period. 

Parts of Medicare 

• Part A (Hospital Insurance): 
Covers inpatient hospital stays, skilled nursing facility care, hospice, and some 
home health care. Most people pay no premium for Part A if they or their spouse 
have at least 40 work credits (about 10 years of work). 

• Part B (Medical Insurance): 
Covers outpatient care, doctor visits, preventive services, durable medical 
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equipment, and some home health care. Part B requires a monthly premium, which 
is usually deducted directly from Social Security payments. 

• Part C (Medicare Advantage): 
Private insurance plans approved by Medicare that combine Parts A and B, and 
often Part D, with extra benefits like vision, dental, or wellness programs. 

• Part D (Prescription Drug Coverage): 
Helps pay for prescription medications. Plans are offered by private insurers, and 
enrollees pay a separate premium. 

Premiums and Cost Sharing 

• Premium Deductions: 
Medicare Part B and Part D premiums are typically deducted directly from monthly 
Social Security checks, simplifying payment for beneficiaries. 

• Income-Related Adjustments: 
Higher-income beneficiaries may pay higher premiums for Parts B and D. 

• Out-of-Pocket Costs: 
Medicare does not cover all health expenses. Beneficiaries are responsible for 
deductibles, coinsurance, and copayments. Many purchase supplemental 
“Medigap” insurance to help cover these costs. 

Medicaid and Social Security 

Medicaid is a joint federal-state program that provides free or low-cost health coverage to: 

• Low-income individuals and families 

• Children 

• Pregnant women 

• Seniors 

• People with disabilities 

SSI and Medicaid 

• Automatic Eligibility: 
In most states, qualifying for Supplemental Security Income (SSI) automatically 
qualifies you for Medicaid. In some states, a separate Medicaid application is 
required, or different income/resource rules apply. 



179 
 

• Coverage: 
Medicaid covers a wide range of services, including hospital and doctor visits, long-
term care, prescription drugs, preventive care, and sometimes dental and vision 
care. Medicaid is especially important for those who need nursing home care or 
home- and community-based services. 

Working and Medicaid 

• SSI Recipients Who Work: 
If you receive SSI and start working, you may keep your Medicaid coverage even if 
your earnings become too high for SSI payments, as long as your income remains 
below a state-specific threshold and you remain disabled (Section 1619(b) 
protection). 

• Medicaid Buy-In Programs: 
Some states offer Medicaid Buy-In programs, allowing people with disabilities who 
work to “buy in” to Medicaid coverage by paying a modest premium. 

Health Insurance for People with Disabilities 

• SSDI Recipients: 
After a 24-month waiting period, SSDI recipients become eligible for Medicare, 
regardless of age. During the waiting period, they may qualify for Medicaid or 
purchase private insurance through the Health Insurance Marketplace. 

• SSI Recipients: 
Generally receive Medicaid immediately, providing comprehensive health coverage 
with little or no out-of-pocket costs. 

• Work Incentives: 
Both Medicare and Medicaid offer protections for people with disabilities who try to 
return to work. For example, SSDI recipients can keep Medicare for at least 93 
months after returning to work, and SSI recipients can maintain Medicaid coverage 
under Section 1619(b). 

Dual Eligibility: Medicare and Medicaid 

Some individuals, known as “dual eligibles,” qualify for both Medicare and Medicaid. This 
group often includes people with very low income and limited resources who are elderly or 
disabled. 

• Benefits of Dual Eligibility: 

• Medicaid may pay Medicare premiums, deductibles, and coinsurance. 
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• Medicaid may cover services not included in Medicare, such as long-term 
care, dental, and vision. 

• Dual eligibles generally have lower out-of-pocket costs and more 
comprehensive coverage. 

Enrollment, Coordination, and Support 

• SSA’s Role: 
The Social Security Administration handles Medicare enrollment and premium 
collection, answers questions about eligibility, and provides information about how 
benefits coordinate with Medicaid. 

• State Agencies: 
State Medicaid offices determine Medicaid eligibility and administer benefits, 
sometimes in coordination with SSA for SSI recipients. 

Planning and Considerations 

• Transitioning from Work to Retirement: 
As you approach age 65, review your Medicare options and enroll promptly to avoid 
gaps in coverage or late enrollment penalties. 

• Reporting Changes: 
Always report changes in income, resources, or living arrangements to SSA and your 
state Medicaid office to ensure you maintain the correct health coverage. 

• Additional Help: 
Low-income Medicare beneficiaries may qualify for programs that help pay for 
premiums, deductibles, and prescription drugs (e.g., Medicare Savings Programs, 
Extra Help/Low-Income Subsidy). 

Summary 

Social Security is closely connected to health insurance in the United States. It is the 
gateway to Medicare for retirees and people with disabilities, and to Medicaid for low-
income individuals, especially those receiving SSI. These programs work together to 
provide comprehensive health coverage and financial protection, ensuring that vulnerable 
populations have access to the care they need at every stage of life. 

 

 

 



181 
 

Medicare: Eligibility and Enrollment 

Medicare is the cornerstone of health insurance for older Americans and many people with 
disabilities. Understanding the eligibility requirements, enrollment periods, and your 
options for coverage is essential for ensuring you have uninterrupted access to healthcare 
and avoid costly penalties. 

Who Is Eligible for Medicare? 

People Age 65 and Older 

• Citizenship/Residency: You must be a U.S. citizen or a lawful permanent resident 
who has lived in the U.S. for at least five continuous years. 

• Work History: Most people qualify for premium-free Medicare Part A (hospital 
insurance) by earning at least 40 work credits (about 10 years of work paying 
Medicare taxes) themselves or through a spouse. 

• Premiums for Fewer Credits: If you have fewer than 40 credits, you can still enroll 
in Part A but must pay a monthly premium, which is higher if you have fewer credits. 

People Younger Than 65 

You may qualify for Medicare before age 65 if: 

• Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI): You’ve received SSDI payments for at 
least 24 months (the waiting period is waived for ALS). 

• Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS): Medicare coverage begins the same month 
your SSDI benefits start. 

• End-Stage Renal Disease (ESRD): You need regular dialysis or a kidney transplant 
and have sufficient work history (or are the spouse or dependent child of someone 
who does). 

• Railroad Retirement Disability: Certain railroad retirement disability beneficiaries 
also qualify. 

Family Members 

• Spouses: May qualify based on the work record of a current, former, or deceased 
spouse. 

• Dependent Children: May qualify in rare cases, such as ESRD or disability. 
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Enrollment Periods 

Initial Enrollment Period (IEP) 

• Timing: A 7-month window that starts 3 months before the month you turn 65, 
includes your birth month, and ends 3 months after. 

• Importance: Enrolling during this period ensures coverage starts on time and avoids 
late penalties. 

Automatic Enrollment 

• If you are already receiving Social Security or Railroad Retirement Board benefits 
when you turn 65, you are automatically enrolled in Medicare Part A and Part B. Your 
Medicare card arrives by mail about three months before your 65th birthday. 

Manual Enrollment 

• If you are not yet receiving Social Security benefits, you must actively enroll in 
Medicare. You can do this online, by phone, or at a local Social Security office. 

Special Enrollment Period (SEP) 

• Who Qualifies: If you or your spouse are still working and covered by a group health 
plan from that employment, you can delay enrolling in Part B and/or Part D without 
penalty. 

• Timing: You have 8 months to enroll in Part B after employment or group coverage 
ends. 

General Enrollment Period (GEP) 

• Timing: January 1 to March 31 each year. 

• Coverage Start: Coverage begins the month after you enroll. 

• Penalty: You may pay a higher premium for late enrollment if you did not qualify for 
an SEP. 

What You Need to Enroll 

• Social Security number and card 

• Proof of age (birth certificate or passport) 

• Proof of U.S. citizenship or lawful residency 

• Information about current health insurance (if any) 
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• Work history and employer information if applying under a SEP 

• Military discharge papers (if applicable) 

How to Enroll 

• Online: The fastest and most convenient method is through the Social Security 
Administration’s website. 

• By Phone: Call the SSA at 1-800-772-1213. 

• In Person: Visit your local Social Security office. Appointments are recommended 
for faster service. 

Choosing Medicare Coverage 

Once enrolled, you have choices about how to receive your Medicare benefits: 

• Original Medicare: 

• Includes Part A (hospital insurance) and Part B (medical insurance). 

• You can add Part D (prescription drug coverage) and a Medigap 
(supplemental) policy to help cover out-of-pocket costs. 

• Medicare Advantage (Part C): 

• Private health plans approved by Medicare that bundle Part A, Part B, and 
usually Part D, plus extra benefits like vision, dental, and wellness programs. 

• Part D (Prescription Drug Coverage): 

• Available as a stand-alone plan with Original Medicare or included in most 
Medicare Advantage plans. 

Avoiding Penalties 

• Part B Penalty: 
If you do not enroll in Part B when first eligible and do not have other creditable 
coverage, your monthly premium may increase by 10% for each full 12-month 
period you could have had Part B but didn’t. 

• Part D Penalty: 
If you go 63 days or more without creditable prescription drug coverage after your 
IEP, you may pay a lifetime penalty added to your Part D premium. 



184 
 

• Late Enrollment: 
Missing your IEP or SEP can result in delayed coverage and higher costs. 

Coordination with Other Coverage 

• Employer or Union Health Coverage: 
If you or your spouse are actively working and covered by a group health plan, you 
may be able to delay Medicare enrollment without penalty. Always check with your 
employer’s benefits administrator for guidance. 

• COBRA, Retiree, or Marketplace Plans: 
These do not count as creditable coverage for delaying Medicare enrollment without 
penalty. 

Special Considerations 

• Dual Eligibility: 
Some people qualify for both Medicare and Medicaid (“dual eligibles”), which can 
help with premiums, deductibles, and provide extra benefits. 

• Low-Income Help: 
Programs like Medicare Savings Programs and Extra Help can assist with paying 
premiums and drug costs for those with limited income and resources. 

Summary 

Medicare eligibility is based on age, disability status, or certain medical conditions, with 
most people qualifying at age 65. Timely enrollment is crucial to avoid penalties and gaps 
in coverage. Understanding the different enrollment periods, what documentation is 
needed, and your coverage options ensures you receive the health care you need as you 
age or if you become disabled. Social Security plays a central role in determining eligibility, 
handling enrollment, and providing information to help you make informed choices about 
your Medicare coverage. 

 

Medicaid and SSI 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) is a federal program that provides monthly cash 
assistance to low-income individuals who are aged, blind, or disabled. One of the most 
important aspects of SSI is its strong link to Medicaid, the primary health insurance 
program for low-income Americans. For many, SSI not only provides vital financial support 
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but also serves as a gateway to comprehensive health coverage, ensuring access to 
medical care, prescription drugs, and long-term services. 

How Medicaid and SSI Are Connected 

Automatic Medicaid Enrollment: 
In most states, being approved for SSI automatically makes you eligible for Medicaid. This 
means that once you are awarded SSI benefits, you are enrolled in Medicaid without having 
to submit a separate application. The Social Security Administration (SSA) notifies the state 
Medicaid agency electronically, and your health coverage typically begins as soon as your 
SSI payments start. This automatic link is designed to streamline the process and ensure 
that vulnerable individuals get both income and health coverage with minimal 
administrative burden. 

State Policy Variations: 
While the majority of states use automatic enrollment, there are three main policy regimes 
for Medicaid enrollment among SSI recipients: 

• Automatic Enrollment States (“1634 states”): 
In these states (currently 34 states and the District of Columbia), SSI eligibility 
automatically confers Medicaid eligibility. The SSA notifies the state Medicaid office 
upon SSI approval, and the process is handled electronically. 

• Separate-Application/Nonrestrictive States (“SSI criteria states”): 
In seven states, SSI recipients are categorically eligible for Medicaid but must 
submit a separate Medicaid application. The state uses SSI eligibility criteria, so 
approval is usually straightforward, but the extra step can delay coverage. 

• Separate-Application/Restrictive States (“209b states”): 
In ten states, SSI recipients must file a separate Medicaid application and meet 
additional state-specific eligibility requirements that may be more restrictive than 
federal SSI rules. Some SSI recipients in these states may not qualify for Medicaid if 
they do not meet the stricter criteria. 

Impact of Automatic Enrollment 

Research shows that automatic Medicaid enrollment for SSI recipients leads to higher 
rates of insurance coverage and reduces the number of people who are uninsured, 
especially among children and those with high medical needs. States with automatic 
enrollment see a sharp increase in Medicaid coverage at the time of the first SSI payment, 
while states requiring separate applications or imposing stricter criteria have lower and 
slower rates of Medicaid enrollment among SSI recipients. Requiring a separate application 
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can create administrative barriers, delays, and uncertainty about coverage, which can be 
especially challenging for individuals with disabilities or complex health needs. 

Timing and Delays 

Automatic Medicaid enrollment only takes effect after SSI eligibility is approved. Because 
the SSI disability determination process can be lengthy-sometimes taking months or even 
years, especially if appeals are involved-there can be a gap between applying for SSI and 
gaining Medicaid coverage. In all states, individuals can apply for Medicaid separately while 
waiting for SSI approval, but many do not, leading to periods without health insurance. 
Once SSI is awarded, Medicaid coverage begins promptly in automatic enrollment states 
and after the application is processed in others. 

Continued Medicaid Eligibility: Section 1619(b) 

SSI recipients who begin working and earn enough to lose their SSI cash payment may still 
qualify for Medicaid under Section 1619(b) if: 

• They were eligible for SSI and Medicaid for at least one month, 

• They remain disabled, 

• They continue to meet all other non-disability SSI requirements, 

• They need Medicaid to work, 

• Their annual earnings are below a state-specific threshold. 

This provision allows many former SSI recipients to keep their Medicaid coverage even as 
their income rises, supporting employment and independence without risking the loss of 
essential health insurance. 

Dual Eligibility and Coordination with Other Benefits 

Many individuals receive both SSI and Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), making 
them eligible for both Medicaid (through SSI) and Medicare (after a 24-month SSDI waiting 
period). In these cases, Medicare is typically the primary insurer, and Medicaid acts as 
secondary coverage, helping with premiums, deductibles, and services not covered by 
Medicare. This dual eligibility can provide more comprehensive health coverage and lower 
out-of-pocket costs. 

Medicaid Coverage and Services 

Medicaid covers a broad range of medical services, including: 

• Doctor visits and hospital care 
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• Prescription drugs 

• Long-term care and nursing home services 

• Preventive care, mental health, dental, and vision services (coverage varies by state) 

• Home- and community-based services for people with disabilities 

The specific benefits and eligibility rules can vary significantly by state, but Medicaid is 
often the only affordable health insurance option for people who qualify for SSI. 

Summary 

SSI and Medicaid are deeply connected, providing both income and health coverage to 
low-income individuals who are aged, blind, or disabled. In most states, SSI approval leads 
to automatic Medicaid enrollment, but some states require a separate application or 
impose stricter eligibility rules. Special protections allow many SSI recipients to keep 
Medicaid even if their earnings rise above SSI limits, supporting work and independence. 
This integration of income and health support forms a crucial part of the social safety net, 
ensuring that the most vulnerable Americans have access to both financial assistance and 
essential medical care. 

 

Extra Help with Medicare Prescription Drug Costs 

Extra Help, also known as the Low-Income Subsidy (LIS), is a federal program that makes 
Medicare prescription drug coverage (Part D) more affordable for people with limited 
income and resources. This program helps pay for monthly premiums, annual deductibles, 
and prescription copayments, and protects beneficiaries from the Part D late enrollment 
penalty. Extra Help is especially valuable for those who might otherwise struggle to afford 
their medications, ensuring access to essential treatments and improved health 
outcomes. 

Who Qualifies for Extra Help? 

To be eligible for Extra Help in 2025, you must: 

• Be enrolled in or eligible for Medicare Part A and/or Part B. 

• Live in one of the 50 states or the District of Columbia. (Extra Help is not available 
in Puerto Rico or other U.S. territories, though similar assistance may be available 
through local Medicaid offices.) 
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• Meet income and resource limits: 

• Income: For individuals, annual income must be below $23,475; for married 
couples living together, below $31,725. Slightly higher limits apply in Alaska 
and Hawaii. Certain types of income, such as food stamps, housing 
assistance, and some other public benefits, are not counted when 
determining eligibility. 

• Resources: For individuals, resources (like cash, stocks, bonds, and bank 
accounts) must be below $17,600; for couples, below $35,130. Your primary 
residence, car, personal possessions, life insurance, and some burial funds 
are not counted as resources. 

Automatic Qualification: 
You automatically qualify for Extra Help if you receive full Medicaid coverage, Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI), or help from a Medicare Savings Program that pays your Part B 
premium. In these cases, you’ll be notified by Medicare or Social Security and do not need 
to apply separately. 

Special Circumstances: 
Even if your income or resources are slightly above the limits, you may still qualify if you 
support other family members, have earnings from work, or live in Alaska or Hawaii. Some 
income and resources are excluded from consideration, so it’s worth applying even if you 
are close to the limits. 

What Does Extra Help Cover? 

• Premiums: 
Extra Help pays for your Medicare Part D plan premium, up to a benchmark amount 
set for your area. If you select a plan with a higher premium, you may pay the 
difference. 

• Deductibles: 
The program covers your annual deductible for drug coverage. 

• Copayments and Coinsurance: 
In 2025, you’ll pay no more than $4.90 for each generic drug and $12.15 for each 
brand-name drug covered by your plan. If you are institutionalized or receive home 
and community-based services, you may pay $0 for covered drugs. 

• No Late Enrollment Penalty: 
While you have Extra Help, you are protected from the Medicare Part D late 
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enrollment penalty, even if you enroll in drug coverage after your initial eligibility 
period. 

• Automatic Plan Enrollment: 
If you qualify and do not already have a Part D plan, Medicare will automatically 
enroll you in a plan with a $0 premium and deductible. You can choose to switch to 
another plan if you prefer but may pay more if the new plan’s premium exceeds the 
Extra Help benchmark. 

How to Apply for Extra Help 

• Automatic Enrollment: 
If you qualify automatically, you’ll receive a letter from Medicare or Social Security 
explaining your benefits and plan enrollment. 

• Application Process: 
If you don’t qualify automatically, you can apply at any time: 

• Online at the Social Security website 

• By phone at 1-800-772-1213 

• In person at your local Social Security office 

• With free help from your State Health Insurance Assistance Program (SHIP) 

You’ll need to provide information about your income, resources, and household size. 
Social Security will review your application and notify you of your eligibility. 

What Counts as Income and Resources? 

Counted Income: 
Wages, Social Security payments, pensions, and withdrawals from retirement accounts. 

Not Counted as Income: 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits, housing assistance, home 
energy assistance, disaster aid, scholarships, and some other public benefits. 

Counted Resources: 
Money in bank accounts, stocks, bonds, mutual funds, IRAs, and real estate other than 
your primary home. 

Not Counted as Resources: 
Your primary residence, personal possessions, a vehicle, life insurance, burial expenses 
(up to $1,500 per person), and certain other assets. 
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Keeping Extra Help 

• Annual Review: 
Each year, Social Security reviews your income and resources to determine if you 
still qualify. If your circumstances change, you may need to reapply or provide 
updated information. 

• Continuous Coverage: 
If you qualify for Extra Help, you will keep it for the rest of the calendar year, even if 
your income changes mid-year. If you lose eligibility, you’ll be notified and may need 
to pay full Part D costs the following year. 

If You Think You’re Paying Too Much 

If you are charged more than the Extra Help amounts for your prescription drugs, contact 
your drug plan or Medicare to correct the issue. You may need to provide proof of your Extra 
Help status. 

Where to Get Help 

• State Health Insurance Assistance Program (SHIP): 
Every state offers free counseling to help you understand and apply for Extra Help 
and other Medicare savings programs. 

• Medicare and Social Security Offices: 
Both agencies can answer questions and assist with your application. 

Summary 

Extra Help is a critical program that makes Medicare prescription drug coverage affordable 
for people with limited income and resources. It covers premiums, deductibles, and greatly 
reduces copayments, ensuring that cost is not a barrier to essential medications. Eligibility 
is based on income and resources, with automatic qualification for certain groups, and the 
application process is straightforward. Annual reviews ensure continued eligibility, and 
support is available to help you apply and resolve any issues with your drug costs. 
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Chapter 9 

Summary  

Health insurance and Social Security are deeply interconnected, providing both income 
support and access to vital health coverage for millions of Americans. Social Security not 
only offers monthly payments to retirees, people with disabilities, and low-income 
individuals, but also acts as a gateway to comprehensive health insurance programs-
primarily Medicare and Medicaid. These programs work in tandem to help people manage 
healthcare costs as they age, live with disabilities, or face financial hardship. 

Medicare and Social Security 

Medicare is the federal health insurance program for people age 65 and older, certain 
younger individuals with disabilities, and those with end-stage renal disease (ESRD) or ALS. 
Most people are automatically enrolled in Medicare Part A and Part B when they turn 65 if 
they’re already receiving Social Security or Railroad Retirement Board benefits. Others 
must apply through the Social Security Administration (SSA). 

• People under 65 become eligible for Medicare after 24 months of SSDI benefits, or 
sooner if they have ALS or ESRD. 

• Medicare Parts: 

• Part A (Hospital Insurance): Covers inpatient hospital stays, skilled nursing, 
hospice, and some home health care. Usually premium-free with 40 work 
credits. 

• Part B (Medical Insurance): Covers outpatient care, doctor visits, preventive 
services, and durable medical equipment. Requires a monthly premium, 
often deducted from Social Security. 

• Part C (Medicare Advantage): Private plans bundling Parts A and B (and 
often Part D), with extra benefits like dental, vision, and wellness. 

• Part D (Prescription Drug Coverage): Helps pay for prescription 
medications, offered by private insurers for a separate premium. 

• Premiums and Costs: Higher-income beneficiaries may pay more for Parts B and D. 
Out-of-pocket costs (deductibles, coinsurance, copayments) are common, so many 
purchase supplemental “Medigap” insurance. 
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Medicaid and Social Security 

Medicaid is a joint federal-state program providing free or low-cost health insurance to 
low-income individuals, including children, pregnant women, seniors, and people with 
disabilities. 

• SSI and Medicaid: In most states, qualifying for Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI) automatically qualifies you for Medicaid, with no separate application. Some 
states require a separate application or have stricter eligibility rules. 

• Coverage: Medicaid covers a broad range of services, including hospital and doctor 
visits, long-term care, prescription drugs, and preventive care. It’s especially vital for 
those needing nursing home or home-based care. 

• Working and Medicaid: SSI recipients who work may keep Medicaid even if their 
earnings exceed the SSI payment threshold, as long as their income stays below a 
state-specific level and they remain disabled (Section 1619(b)). Some states offer 
Medicaid Buy-In programs for working people with disabilities. 

Health Insurance for People with Disabilities 

• SSDI Recipients: Eligible for Medicare after a 24-month waiting period, regardless 
of age. During the wait, they may qualify for Medicaid or purchase private insurance. 

• SSI Recipients: Generally receive Medicaid immediately, with little or no out-of-
pocket costs. 

• Work Incentives: Both Medicare and Medicaid provide protections for people with 
disabilities who return to work, such as extended Medicare coverage (at least 93 
months after SSDI ends due to work) and continued Medicaid under Section 
1619(b). 

Dual Eligibility: Medicare and Medicaid 

Some individuals-often those with very low income and limited resources-qualify for both 
Medicare and Medicaid (“dual eligibles”). This dual status provides: 

• Medicaid payment of Medicare premiums, deductibles, and coinsurance 

• Coverage for services not included in Medicare (long-term care, dental, vision) 

• Lower out-of-pocket costs and more comprehensive health coverage 
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Enrollment, Coordination, and Support 

• SSA’s Role: The Social Security Administration handles Medicare enrollment, 
premium collection, and provides information about how benefits coordinate with 
Medicaid. 

• State Agencies: State Medicaid offices determine eligibility and administer 
benefits, often coordinating with SSA for SSI recipients. 

• Transition Planning: As you approach age 65, review your Medicare options and 
enroll promptly to avoid coverage gaps or penalties. Always report changes in 
income, resources, or living arrangements to SSA and your state Medicaid office. 

Medicare: Eligibility and Enrollment 

• Who Qualifies: Most people become eligible at 65 if they are U.S. citizens or lawful 
permanent residents with at least 10 years of work history. People under 65 may 
qualify due to disability, ALS, ESRD, or certain railroad retirement disabilities. 
Spouses and some dependent children may also qualify. 

• Enrollment Periods: 

• Initial Enrollment Period (IEP): 7-month window around your 65th birthday. 

• Automatic Enrollment: If already receiving Social Security, you’re enrolled 
automatically. 

• Special Enrollment Period (SEP): For those with group health coverage from 
active employment. 

• General Enrollment Period (GEP): January 1–March 31 each year for late 
enrollees (may incur penalties). 

• Coverage Choices: Original Medicare (Parts A and B, with optional Part D and 
Medigap) or Medicare Advantage (Part C). 

• Penalties: Delaying enrollment without other creditable coverage can result in 
higher premiums for Part B and Part D. 

• Low-Income Help: Programs like Medicare Savings Programs and Extra Help can 
assist with premiums and drug costs. 

Medicaid and SSI 

• Automatic Enrollment: In most states, SSI approval leads to automatic Medicaid 
enrollment. In some, a separate application or stricter criteria apply. 
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• Enrollment Impact: Automatic enrollment increases insurance coverage rates and 
reduces uninsured rates among vulnerable populations. States requiring separate 
applications or stricter criteria see lower and slower Medicaid enrollment. 

• Timing: Medicaid coverage begins after SSI approval, but the SSI disability 
determination process can be lengthy, causing potential coverage gaps. Individuals 
can apply for Medicaid separately while waiting for SSI approval. 

• Section 1619(b): Allows SSI recipients who lose cash payments due to work to keep 
Medicaid if they remain disabled and meet other criteria. 

• Dual Eligibility: Many receive both SSI and SSDI, making them eligible for both 
Medicaid and Medicare, with Medicaid as secondary coverage. 

Medicaid Coverage and Services 

Medicaid covers a wide range of services, including: 

• Doctor visits and hospital care 

• Prescription drugs 

• Long-term care and nursing home services 

• Preventive, mental health, dental, and vision care (varies by state) 

• Home- and community-based services for people with disabilities 

Extra Help with Medicare Prescription Drug Costs 

Extra Help (Low-Income Subsidy): 
This federal program helps people with limited income and resources pay for Medicare Part 
D premiums, deductibles, and copayments, and protects against late enrollment 
penalties. 

• Eligibility: Based on income and resource limits. Automatic for those on Medicaid, 
SSI, or Medicare Savings Programs. 

• Benefits: Pays Part D premiums up to a benchmark, covers deductibles, caps 
copays ($4.90 for generics, $12.15 for brand-name drugs in 2025), and ensures no 
late enrollment penalty. 

• Application: Automatic for some; others can apply online, by phone, or in person. 
Annual reviews confirm continued eligibility. 
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• What Counts: Certain types of income and resources are excluded from the 
calculation, and eligibility can be retained for the rest of the year even if income 
changes mid-year. 

Where to Get Help 

• State Health Insurance Assistance Program (SHIP): Free counseling for Medicare, 
Medicaid, and Extra Help. 

• SSA and Medicare Offices: Both agencies assist with applications and questions. 

Key Takeaways 

• Social Security is the main entry point for Medicare, Medicaid, and Extra Help, 
ensuring access to health coverage for older adults, people with disabilities, and 
those with low income. 

• Automatic enrollment and program coordination help reduce gaps in coverage and 
streamline access to benefits. 

• Special protections and work incentives allow many to keep health coverage even 
as their circumstances change, supporting work and independence. 

• Understanding eligibility, enrollment periods, and available supports is crucial for 
maintaining continuous, affordable health insurance throughout life’s transitions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



196 
 

Chapter 10 
Special Provisions and Programs 

The Social Security Administration (SSA) offers a variety of special provisions and work 
incentive programs to help individuals with disabilities, older adults, and low-income 
populations maximize their independence, financial security, and access to health care. 
These provisions are designed to address the specific challenges faced by different groups 
and to provide flexibility for those who want to work, save, or transition off benefits without 
risking immediate loss of support. 

Work Incentives for People with Disabilities 

Work incentives are special rules that allow people receiving Social Security Disability 
Insurance (SSDI) or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) to work and still receive monthly 
payments and health coverage. These incentives are crucial for encouraging employment 
and self-sufficiency while protecting access to benefits. 

For SSDI Recipients 

• Trial Work Period (TWP): 
SSDI beneficiaries can test their ability to work for at least nine months within a 
rolling 60-month period. During the TWP, you receive your full SSDI benefit 
regardless of how much you earn, as long as you report your work activity and 
remain medically disabled. In 2025, a trial work month is any month you earn over 
$1,160 or work more than 80 hours in self-employment. 

• Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE): 
After the TWP, there is a 36-month EPE. During this time, you can receive SSDI 
benefits for any month your earnings are below the Substantial Gainful Activity 
(SGA) level ($1,620/month in 2025, or $2,700 for statutorily blind individuals). If your 
earnings exceed SGA, benefits are suspended, not terminated, and can resume if 
your earnings drop again within the EPE. 

• Subsidies and Impairment-Related Work Expenses (IRWEs): 
If you receive extra support from your employer (such as job coaching or a reduced 
workload) or pay for disability-related work expenses (like specialized transportation 
or equipment), these can be deducted from your earnings when SSA determines if 
your work is “substantial.” This can help you stay under the SGA limit and continue 
receiving benefits. 
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• Expedited Reinstatement: 
If your SSDI benefits stop because of work and you become unable to work again 
within five years, you can request expedited reinstatement without filing a new 
application. Provisional payments may begin quickly while your claim is reviewed. 

For SSI Recipients 

• Earned Income Exclusion: 
SSI excludes the first $20 of any income and the first $65 of earned income each 
month. After these exclusions, only half of the remaining earned income reduces 
your SSI payment, allowing you to keep some SSI while working. 

• Student Earned Income Exclusion: 
SSI recipients under age 22 and regularly attending school can exclude up to $2,290 
per month (up to $9,230 per year in 2025) from their earnings, encouraging work and 
education. 

• Plan to Achieve Self-Support (PASS): 
PASS allows you to set aside income or resources for a specific work goal, such as 
education, starting a business, or job training, without affecting SSI eligibility or 
payment amount. 

• Section 1619(b): 
If your earnings become too high for SSI payments, you may still qualify for Medicaid 
if your income is below a state-specific threshold and you remain disabled. This 
provision ensures continued health coverage for those transitioning to work. 

Ticket to Work Program 

The Ticket to Work program connects SSDI and SSI recipients ages 18 to 64 with free 
employment services, including job training, vocational rehabilitation, and job placement. 
Participation is voluntary and allows you to explore work options while maintaining access 
to benefits and health coverage. While making progress in the program, you are generally 
protected from medical continuing disability reviews. 

Ending WEP and GPO (Social Security Fairness Act) 

As of 2025, the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and Government Pension Offset (GPO) 
have been eliminated. Previously, these rules reduced Social Security benefits for people 
who received pensions from work not covered by Social Security (such as some teachers, 
police officers, and federal employees). Their elimination means higher Social Security 
benefits and retroactive payments for many affected public employees, improving equity 
and retirement security. 
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Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Medicaid 

• Automatic Medicaid Enrollment: 
In most states, SSI approval leads to automatic Medicaid enrollment, ensuring 
immediate access to health care. Some states require a separate application or 
have stricter eligibility rules. 

• Medicaid Protection for Workers: 
Section 1619(b) allows many SSI recipients to keep Medicaid even if their earnings 
rise above the SSI cash payment limit, supporting continued employment and 
independence. 

Early Medicare for People with Disabilities 

Individuals under 65 who receive SSDI become eligible for Medicare after a 24-month 
waiting period. Those with ALS or ESRD may qualify sooner, sometimes with no waiting 
period. Medicare provides hospital, medical, and prescription drug coverage, with 
premiums often deducted from Social Security payments. 

Dual Eligibility and Coordination of Benefits 

Some individuals qualify for both Medicare and Medicaid (“dual eligibles”), which provides 
more comprehensive health coverage and lower out-of-pocket costs. Medicaid can pay 
Medicare premiums, deductibles, and cover services not included in Medicare, such as 
long-term care and additional supports. 

Additional Federal and State Assistance 

• Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): 
Low-income Social Security recipients may qualify for SNAP, which helps pay for 
groceries. 

• Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP): 
Assists with heating, cooling, and energy costs. SSI and SNAP recipients may be 
automatically eligible. 

• Veterans’ Benefits: 
Disabled veterans may qualify for VA disability benefits, which can be received 
alongside Social Security. These benefits are independent and may provide 
additional support for service-connected disabilities. 
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Summary 

Special provisions and programs within Social Security are designed to address the diverse 
needs of beneficiaries, encourage work and independence, and ensure comprehensive 
support for vulnerable populations. These include work incentives for people with 
disabilities, the elimination of WEP and GPO for certain public employees, automatic 
Medicaid enrollment for SSI recipients, early Medicare for those with disabilities, and 
access to food, energy, and veterans’ benefits. Collectively, these provisions strengthen the 
social safety net and promote economic security and opportunity for millions of 
Americans. 

 

State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) 

The State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP), now commonly called the 
Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), is a vital part of the American health safety 
net. Created in 1997, CHIP is a joint federal and state initiative that provides 
comprehensive health coverage for millions of children and, in some states, pregnant 
women in working families who earn too much to qualify for Medicaid but cannot afford 
private insurance. CHIP helps ensure that children receive regular medical care, preventive 
services, and treatment for illnesses, supporting healthy development and school 
readiness. 

Who Is Eligible for CHIP? 

• Children Under Age 19: 
CHIP primarily covers children under 19, though some states extend coverage to 
pregnant women and, in rare cases, parents or guardians. 

• Income Requirements: 
Eligibility is based on family income, which must be above Medicaid limits but below 
state-specific CHIP thresholds. These thresholds typically range from 170% to 400% 
of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL), depending on the state and available funding. 

• Residency and Citizenship: 
Children must be U.S. citizens or meet specific lawful immigration requirements 
and reside in the state where they apply. 

• Insurance Status: 
Children must be uninsured, meaning they are not eligible for Medicaid or enrolled 
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in another group or private health plan. Some states have waiting periods or 
exceptions for children who recently lost other coverage. 

• Special Populations: 
Some states offer CHIP coverage to pregnant women, and a few have programs for 
children with special health care needs or disabilities. 

How States Design and Administer CHIP 

• State Flexibility: 
States have significant flexibility in designing CHIP programs. They may operate 
CHIP as an expansion of Medicaid, as a separate stand-alone program, or as a 
combination of both. 

• Benefit Packages: 
While federal law sets minimum benefit standards, states can tailor CHIP to local 
needs. Most states offer a comprehensive package that includes preventive care, 
dental and vision services, mental health care, and coverage for chronic and acute 
conditions. 

• Enrollment and Renewal: 
States use a variety of strategies to simplify enrollment, such as express lane 
eligibility (using data from other assistance programs), continuous eligibility 
(guaranteeing coverage for 12 months regardless of income changes), and 
presumptive eligibility (allowing providers to enroll children temporarily while a full 
application is processed). 

• Coordination with Medicaid: 
A single, streamlined application process is used in most states to determine 
eligibility for both Medicaid and CHIP, ensuring children are enrolled in the 
appropriate program. 

CHIP Benefits 

CHIP provides a broad range of health services, including: 

• Routine Check-ups and Well-Child Visits: 
Regular doctor visits, developmental screenings, and preventive care. 

• Immunizations: 
All recommended childhood vaccines. 

• Prescription Drugs: 
Coverage for necessary medications. 
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• Dental and Vision Care: 
Exams, cleanings, fillings, eyeglasses, and vision screenings. 

• Hospital and Emergency Services: 
Inpatient and outpatient hospital care, emergency room visits, and ambulance 
services. 

• Specialist and Mental Health Services: 
Access to specialists, behavioral health care, and substance use treatment. 

• Laboratory and X-ray Services: 
Diagnostic testing as needed. 

Some states offer additional benefits, such as physical therapy, speech therapy, or 
coverage for medical equipment. 

Cost and Funding 

• Affordability: 
CHIP is designed to be low-cost or free for families. Many states charge no 
premiums, while others have modest monthly premiums or copayments based on a 
sliding scale tied to family income. Out-of-pocket costs are capped to ensure 
affordability. 

• No Enrollment Caps: 
CHIP is open for enrollment year-round; there are no limited enrollment periods. 

• Federal-State Partnership: 
CHIP is jointly funded by the federal government and the states. Federal funding is 
capped, but states receive enhanced matching funds compared to Medicaid, 
making CHIP an attractive option for expanding children’s coverage. 

Application and Enrollment 

• How to Apply: 
Families can apply for CHIP at any time. Applications are accepted online, by 
phone, by mail, or in person at local agencies. 

• Marketplace Integration: 
The Health Insurance Marketplace screens families for Medicaid and CHIP eligibility 
and forwards applications to the appropriate state agency. 

• Renewal: 
Coverage must be renewed annually, but many states use simplified renewal 
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processes and data matching with other programs to reduce paperwork and prevent 
coverage gaps. 

Special Provisions and State Options 

• Coverage for Lawfully Present Immigrants: 
States may choose to cover lawfully residing children and pregnant women without 
a five-year waiting period. 

• Extended Postpartum Coverage: 
States can provide up to 12 months of postpartum coverage for pregnant individuals 
enrolled in CHIP or Medicaid. 

• State Employee Children: 
States may cover children of state employees if certain hardship or contribution 
requirements are met. 

• Outreach and Enrollment Efforts: 
States often partner with schools, community organizations, and healthcare 
providers to identify and enroll eligible children. 

Impact of CHIP 

CHIP has significantly reduced the number of uninsured children in the United States and 
improved access to preventive care, chronic disease management, and timely treatment 
for illnesses and injuries. Children with CHIP coverage are more likely to have regular 
doctor visits, receive vaccinations, and perform better in school due to better health. 

Summary 

The State Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) is a flexible, affordable, and 
comprehensive health coverage option for children and, in some states, pregnant women 
in working families who do not qualify for Medicaid. By bridging the gap between Medicaid 
and private insurance, CHIP ensures that millions of children receive the care they need to 
grow and thrive. States have wide latitude to design their programs, but all CHIP plans 
share the goal of supporting children’s health and well-being. 

 

Maternal and Child Health Services 

Maternal and Child Health (MCH) services are a foundational element of the U.S. public 
health system, dedicated to improving the health and well-being of mothers, infants, 
children, adolescents, and families. These services are delivered through a coordinated 
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network of federal, state, and local programs, and are supported by policies, funding, and 
leadership from agencies such as the Maternal and Child Health Bureau (MCHB) within the 
Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA), state health departments, and 
community organizations. 

Goals and Importance of MCH Services 

The overarching goals of MCH services are to: 

• Ensure healthy pregnancies and positive birth outcomes 

• Reduce maternal and infant mortality and morbidity 

• Support optimal growth, development, and health for children and adolescents 

• Address health disparities and promote equity among different populations 

• Provide early identification and intervention for health conditions, disabilities, and 
developmental delays 

• Strengthen families and communities through education, resources, and support 

MCH services are especially critical for vulnerable and underserved populations, including 
low-income families, racial and ethnic minorities, rural residents, and children with special 
health care needs. 

Comprehensive Range of Services 

1. Preventive and Primary Care 

• Prenatal and Perinatal Care: 
Early and regular prenatal visits to monitor maternal and fetal health, screen for 
complications, and provide education on healthy pregnancy practices. 

• Well-Child Visits: 
Regular check-ups for infants, children, and adolescents to monitor growth, provide 
immunizations, screen for developmental and behavioral issues, and deliver 
anticipatory guidance. 

• Newborn Screening: 
Universal screening for genetic, metabolic, hearing, and heart conditions to ensure 
early detection and treatment. 
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2. Maternal Health Support 

• Postpartum Care: 
Follow-up visits to address physical and mental health, breastfeeding support, and 
family planning. 

• Perinatal Mental Health: 
Screening and support for postpartum depression and anxiety, including hotlines, 
counseling, and referrals. 

• Home Visiting Programs: 
Trained nurses or paraprofessionals visit families at home to provide parenting 
education, monitor child development, and connect families with resources. 

3. Child Health and Development 

• Immunizations: 
Administration of all recommended childhood vaccines to prevent infectious 
diseases. 

• Nutrition Support: 
Programs such as WIC (Women, Infants, and Children) provide supplemental foods, 
nutrition education, and breastfeeding support. 

• Dental and Vision Care: 
Screenings, preventive care, and treatment for oral and visual health issues. 

4. Specialized Services for High-Risk Populations 

• Children with Special Health Care Needs: 
Care coordination, access to specialty providers, and support for families navigating 
complex medical systems. 

• High-Risk Pregnancies: 
Enhanced monitoring, specialized medical care, and referral to maternal-fetal 
medicine specialists. 

5. Public Health Education and Outreach 

• Health Promotion Campaigns: 
Initiatives on topics like safe sleep, injury prevention, lead poisoning prevention, and 
healthy pregnancy. 
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• Community Partnerships: 
Collaboration with schools, childcare centers, and community organizations to 
reach at-risk families and improve access to services. 

• Parent and Caregiver Training: 
Educational programs on child development, safety, nutrition, and parenting skills. 

6. Environmental Health and Safety 

• Lead Poisoning Prevention: 
Screening, education, and remediation for lead hazards in homes and communities. 

• Safe Housing and Water: 
Efforts to ensure families have access to safe, clean environments. 

7. Linkage to Social and Health Services 

• Assistance with Enrollment: 
Help enrolling families in Medicaid, CHIP, WIC, SNAP, and other support programs. 

• Referrals: 
Connecting families to dental, vision, behavioral health, and specialty care as 
needed. 

• Navigation Support: 
Guidance for families dealing with complex health, social, or educational systems. 

Public Health Infrastructure, Data, and Workforce 

• Workforce Training: 
Investment in training health professionals (nurses, home visitors, social workers, 
case managers) to deliver high-quality MCH services. 

• Guidelines and Best Practices: 
Development and dissemination of evidence-based clinical guidelines, toolkits, and 
protocols for maternal and child health care. 

• Data Collection and Monitoring: 
Surveillance systems to track maternal and child health indicators, identify 
emerging issues, and evaluate the effectiveness of programs. 

Special Initiatives and Populations 

• American Indian/Alaska Native Programs: 
Culturally tailored services and outreach to address disparities in maternal and 
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child health outcomes among Native populations, including rural and urban toolkits 
for pediatric and obstetric care. 

• Global Maternal and Child Health: 
U.S. agencies such as USAID and CDC support maternal and child health 
worldwide, focusing on reducing preventable deaths, improving nutrition, and 
strengthening health systems in low- and middle-income countries. 

• Children with Special Health Care Needs: 
Targeted programs ensure these children have access to necessary specialty care, 
therapies, and family support. 

Essential Public Health Services 

MCH programs are guided by a comprehensive set of public health functions, including: 

1. Assessing and monitoring health status and needs 

2. Investigating health problems and hazards 

3. Informing and educating the public 

4. Mobilizing community partnerships 

5. Developing and enforcing policies and laws 

6. Linking families to needed services 

7. Ensuring a competent workforce 

8. Evaluating service effectiveness and quality 

9. Conducting research to innovate and improve care 

Outcomes and Impact 

Maternal and Child Health Services have contributed to: 

• Significant reductions in maternal and infant mortality rates 

• Improved vaccination rates and child health outcomes 

• Early identification and intervention for developmental and health conditions 

• Better access to prenatal, pediatric, and specialty care for vulnerable populations 

• Enhanced support for families, leading to stronger, healthier communities 
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Summary 

Maternal and Child Health Services encompass a broad spectrum of preventive, primary, 
and specialized care, along with public health education, community partnerships, and 
social support. These services are essential for ensuring healthy pregnancies, safe births, 
and optimal growth and development for children and families. Through ongoing 
investment in infrastructure, workforce, and innovation, MCH programs continue to play a 
vital role in promoting the health and well-being of the nation’s mothers and children. 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) is a cornerstone of the American welfare 
system, providing temporary financial support and a range of services to help low-income 
families with children achieve stability and move toward self-sufficiency. Established in 
1996 as a replacement for the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program, 
TANF is designed to be both a safety net and a springboard to employment and 
independence. 

Program Goals and Federal Structure 

TANF is guided by four core purposes: 

1. Support for Children: Ensure that children can be cared for in their own homes or in 
the homes of relatives. 

2. Work and Self-Sufficiency: Reduce dependency on government benefits by 
promoting job preparation, work, and marriage. 

3. Family Formation: Prevent and reduce out-of-wedlock pregnancies. 

4. Two-Parent Families: Encourage the formation and maintenance of two-parent 
households. 

The program is funded through a federal block grant, which provides a fixed amount of 
money each year to states, territories, and tribes. States must also contribute their own 
funds (“maintenance of effort”) and have broad discretion to design their TANF programs to 
fit local needs. 

Who Can Get TANF? 

Eligibility for TANF varies by state, but generally includes: 

• Residency: Applicants must live in the state where they apply. 
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• Citizenship/Immigration: U.S. citizens and certain qualified non-citizens are 
eligible. 

• Income and Asset Limits: Families must have income and resources below state-
set limits, which vary widely. 

• Children: At least one dependent child under 18 (or under 19 if still in school) must 
be in the household. Some states also cover pregnant women in their third 
trimester. 

• Work Requirements: Most adult recipients must participate in approved work 
activities, such as job searching, employment, job training, or community service. 
States set the required number of hours, typically 20–30 per week, with exemptions 
for certain groups (e.g., people with disabilities, caregivers for very young children). 

Types of Assistance and Services Provided 

TANF is more than just a cash assistance program. States use TANF funds for a wide variety 
of services and supports, including: 

• Monthly Cash Assistance: 
Payments help families meet basic needs such as food, shelter, clothing, and 
utilities. The amount varies by state and family size, with a family of three typically 
receiving between $200 and $1,000 per month. 

• Employment and Job Training: 
Programs offer job search assistance, resume workshops, vocational training, 
education, and work experience placements. 

• Child Care Assistance: 
Subsidies or vouchers help parents afford safe, reliable child care so they can work 
or attend training. 

• Transportation Support: 
Help with bus passes, gas cards, or car repairs to ensure recipients can get to work 
or job interviews. 

• Housing and Utility Aid: 
Some states use TANF funds for emergency housing, rent assistance, or help with 
utility bills. 

• Parenting and Family Services: 
Programs promote responsible parenting, healthy marriages, and family stability, 
including counseling and classes. 
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• Connections to Other Benefits: 
TANF offices help families access Medicaid, SNAP (food assistance), WIC, and other 
support programs. 

Application and Approval Process 

The process for applying for TANF typically involves: 

1. Application Submission: 
Applications can usually be completed online, by mail, or in person at a local TANF 
or Department of Human Services office. 

2. Documentation: 
Applicants must provide proof of income, identity, residency, citizenship or 
immigration status, and information about household members. 

3. Interview: 
Many states require an interview, either in person or by phone, to review eligibility 
and discuss work requirements. 

4. Decision: 
States aim to process applications within 30–45 days, with expedited processing for 
emergencies. 

5. Ongoing Compliance: 
Recipients must regularly report changes in income, household composition, or 
employment and participate in required work activities to maintain eligibility. 

Time Limits and Work Participation 

• Lifetime Limit: 
Federal law sets a 60-month (5-year) lifetime limit for receiving TANF cash 
assistance, although some states have shorter limits or allow extensions for 
hardship cases. 

• Work Participation Rates: 
States must ensure a minimum percentage of TANF families are engaged in work or 
work-related activities, or risk financial penalties. States may offer supportive 
services to help recipients meet these requirements. 

Flexibility and State Innovations 

TANF’s block grant structure allows states to tailor programs to their populations. Some 
innovative uses of TANF funds include: 
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• Education and Training Initiatives: 
Funding for GED programs, community college, or short-term certifications. 

• Subsidized Employment: 
Programs that pay part of a recipient’s wages to encourage employers to hire TANF 
participants. 

• Domestic Violence Services: 
Specialized supports for survivors of domestic violence, including waivers from 
certain requirements. 

• Financial Literacy and Asset Building: 
Classes and matched savings programs to help families build long-term financial 
security. 

Challenges and Criticisms 

• Benefit Adequacy: 
In many states, TANF cash benefits are well below the poverty line and may not 
cover basic needs. 

• Access and Take-Up: 
Application hurdles, strict work requirements, and time limits mean that only a 
fraction of eligible families receive TANF assistance. 

• Variation by State: 
The flexibility given to states leads to significant differences in eligibility, benefit 
levels, and available services across the country. 

Summary 

TANF is a vital but time-limited support for low-income families with children, offering cash 
assistance, work supports, and access to other benefits. Its emphasis on employment and 
self-sufficiency, combined with state flexibility, allows for a wide range of services and 
innovations. However, the adequacy and accessibility of TANF vary greatly by state, and the 
program continues to evolve as states respond to changing economic and family needs. 
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Chapter 10 Summary  

The attachment provides a thorough overview of major U.S. social safety net programs and 
special provisions, focusing on how they support people with disabilities, children, 
families, and low-income or vulnerable populations. It details the structure, eligibility, 
benefits, and unique features of each program, emphasizing flexibility, state variation, and 
the integration of health, income, and employment supports. 

Special Provisions and Programs (Social Security) 

The Social Security Administration (SSA) administers a range of special provisions and 
work incentives aimed at helping individuals with disabilities, older adults, and low-income 
populations achieve greater independence and security. Key highlights include: 

• Work Incentives for People with Disabilities: 
SSDI recipients can use the Trial Work Period (TWP) to test employment for at least 
nine months within a rolling 60-month window without losing benefits, and then 
enter a 36-month Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE). Subsidies and impairment-
related work expenses (IRWEs) can reduce countable earnings, helping recipients 
stay under the Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) threshold. Expedited reinstatement 
allows for quick benefit resumption if work ends due to disability. 
SSI recipients benefit from earned income exclusions, special rules for students, 
and the Plan to Achieve Self-Support (PASS), which lets them set aside income for 
work goals. Section 1619(b) allows many to keep Medicaid even if their earnings 
exceed SSI limits. 

• Ticket to Work Program: 
Connects SSDI and SSI recipients ages 18–64 with free job training, vocational 
rehabilitation, and employment services, while protecting access to benefits and 
health coverage during participation. 

• Elimination of WEP and GPO: 
As of 2025, the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and Government Pension 
Offset (GPO) have been eliminated, resulting in higher Social Security benefits and 
retroactive payments for many public employees with non-covered pensions. 

• SSI and Medicaid Integration: 
In most states, SSI approval leads to automatic Medicaid enrollment, ensuring 
immediate health coverage. Section 1619(b) protects Medicaid for SSI recipients 
who return to work. 
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• Early Medicare for People with Disabilities: 
SSDI recipients under 65 become eligible for Medicare after 24 months, or sooner 
for ALS or ESRD. 

• Dual Eligibility and Additional Supports: 
Some people qualify for both Medicare and Medicaid, gaining broader coverage and 
lower out-of-pocket costs. Other supports include SNAP (food assistance), LIHEAP 
(energy aid), and VA disability benefits for veterans. 

State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP/CHIP) 

CHIP is a federal-state partnership that provides affordable, comprehensive health 
coverage to millions of children (and, in some states, pregnant women) in families with 
incomes too high for Medicaid but too low for private insurance. 

• Eligibility: 
Primarily covers children under 19, with income thresholds typically ranging from 
170% to 400% of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL). Children must be uninsured and 
meet citizenship or lawful immigration requirements. 

• Program Design: 
States have flexibility to run CHIP as a Medicaid expansion, a separate program, or 
both, and can tailor benefits to local needs. CHIP covers preventive care, dental and 
vision services, mental health, prescriptions, hospital care, and more. 

• Enrollment and Affordability: 
CHIP is low-cost or free, with capped out-of-pocket expenses. Enrollment is open 
year-round, and streamlined processes coordinate with Medicaid to reduce 
paperwork and coverage gaps. 

• Special Options and Impact: 
States may cover lawfully present immigrants, extend postpartum coverage, and 
partner with schools and community groups for outreach. CHIP has greatly reduced 
uninsured rates among children and improved access to preventive care and 
treatment. 

Maternal and Child Health Services 

Maternal and Child Health (MCH) services are a foundational part of the U.S. public health 
system, supporting healthy pregnancies, infants, children, adolescents, and families, 
especially those who are vulnerable or underserved. 
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• Goals: 
Ensure healthy pregnancies, reduce maternal and infant mortality, support child 
development, address health disparities, and provide early intervention for health 
conditions. 

• Comprehensive Services: 
Include prenatal and postpartum care, well-child visits, immunizations, newborn 
screening, nutrition support (like WIC), dental and vision care, mental health 
screening, and home visiting programs. 

• Specialized Support: 
Targeted programs for children with special health care needs, high-risk 
pregnancies, and culturally tailored services for American Indian/Alaska Native 
communities. 

• Public Health Functions: 
Workforce training, evidence-based guidelines, data collection, and community 
partnerships are central. MCH programs have contributed to lower maternal and 
infant mortality, better vaccination rates, and stronger family support systems. 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 

TANF is a time-limited program providing cash assistance and work supports to low-
income families with children, aiming to promote stability and self-sufficiency. 

• Purpose: 
Help families care for children, promote work and independence, reduce out-of-
wedlock pregnancies, and support two-parent families. 

• Eligibility: 
Varies by state, but generally for low-income families with children under 18 (or 19 if 
in school), with income and asset limits. Most adults must participate in work 
activities. 

• Benefits and Services: 
Monthly cash payments (amounts vary by state), job training, child care, 
transportation, housing, and links to other benefits like Medicaid and SNAP. 

• Requirements and Limits: 
Federal law sets a 60-month lifetime limit, with some state exceptions. Ongoing 
eligibility depends on meeting work and reporting requirements. 
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• State Flexibility and Innovation: 
States can tailor TANF to local needs, supporting a range of services from education 
to domestic violence support. This leads to significant variation in benefits and 
access across the country. 

• Challenges: 
Benefits are often below the poverty line, and only a fraction of eligible families 
receive assistance due to strict rules and administrative barriers. 

In summary, the attachment highlights how these programs and provisions 
collectively strengthen the social safety net, supporting economic security, health, 
and opportunity for millions of Americans-especially children, families, and people 
with disabilities. The system’s flexibility allows states to innovate and address local 
needs, but also results in significant variation in access and adequacy of support. 
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Chapter 11 
Administrative and Legal Aspects 

The administrative and legal framework governing Social Security and related public benefit 
programs in the United States is designed to ensure fairness, transparency, and 
accountability. These systems are built on a foundation of federal law, detailed regulations, 
internal policies, and robust mechanisms for oversight and appeal. This chapter explores 
the key administrative and legal components that guide the operation, governance, and 
protection of rights within Social Security programs. 

Statutory and Regulatory Foundations 

Social Security Act and Federal Authority: 
The Social Security Administration (SSA) operates under the authority of the Social Security 
Act; a comprehensive federal law enacted in 1935 and amended many times since. This 
law sets out the basic structure, eligibility rules, benefit formulas, and administrative 
powers for retirement, disability, survivors, and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
programs. 

Regulations and Rulemaking: 
SSA issues regulations that interpret and implement the Social Security Act. These 
regulations, published in the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR), cover everything from 
application procedures to benefit calculations, overpayment recovery, and appeals. 
Rulemaking follows federal administrative law procedures, including public notice, 
comment periods, and legal review to ensure transparency and public participation. 

Internal Governance and Good Practice 

Good Governance Principles: 
SSA and similar agencies follow principles of good governance, which include: 

• Transparency: Clear communication of program rules, benefit rights, and decision-
making processes. Public access to regulations, policy manuals, and informational 
materials is a priority. 

• Accountability: Internal and external audits, inspector general reviews, and 
reporting requirements help ensure the agency operates lawfully and efficiently. 

• Accessibility and Non-Discrimination: Programs must be accessible to all eligible 
individuals, regardless of race, gender, disability, language, or other status. 
Reasonable accommodation and language assistance are provided as needed. 
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• Adequacy and Equity: Benefit levels and eligibility rules are designed to meet basic 
needs and promote fairness, with periodic reviews to adjust for inflation or changing 
social conditions. 

• Continuous Improvement: The agency invests in staff training, process 
modernization, and the use of data and performance indicators to improve service 
quality. 

Application and Determination Procedures 

Application Process: 
Applicants can file for Social Security benefits online, by phone, or in person at local 
offices. The SSA provides detailed instructions and checklists to guide applicants through 
the process. Applications are reviewed for completeness and eligibility, and claimants are 
notified of decisions in writing. 

Verification and Documentation: 
SSA requires documentation to verify identity, work history, medical conditions (for 
disability claims), and other eligibility factors. The agency may request additional 
information or schedule interviews to clarify claims. 

Program Integrity: 
To prevent fraud and improper payments, SSA conducts periodic reviews, data matches 
with other agencies, and continuing disability reviews for beneficiaries. 

Appeals and Legal Protections 

Multi-Level Appeals Process: 
When a claim is denied or a beneficiary disagrees with a decision, the SSA provides a 
structured appeals process: 

1. Reconsideration: An independent review of the initial decision, often with the 
opportunity to submit new evidence. 

2. Administrative Law Judge (ALJ) Hearing: A formal hearing before an impartial 
judge, where claimants can present evidence, bring witnesses, and be represented 
by an attorney or advocate. 

3. Appeals Council Review: The Appeals Council reviews the ALJ’s decision for legal 
or procedural errors. 

4. Federal Court Review: If all administrative remedies are exhausted, claimants may 
file a lawsuit in federal district court. 
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Due Process and Notice Requirements: 
SSA must provide timely and clear notice of decisions, reasons for denials or changes, and 
information about appeal rights. Claimants have the right to representation and to review 
their case files. 

Litigation, Legal Recourse, and Sovereign Immunity 

Litigation Rights: 
While the SSA, as a federal agency, is generally protected by sovereign immunity, 
individuals can bring lawsuits in federal court after exhausting administrative remedies. 
Common grounds include wrongful denial or termination of benefits, unreasonable delays, 
and failure to follow proper procedures. 

Class Actions and Systemic Reform: 
In some cases, class action lawsuits have led to system-wide changes, such as improved 
notice procedures, better access for people with disabilities, or changes in benefit 
calculations. 

Oversight, Audits, and Accountability 

Inspector General and Audits: 
The SSA Office of the Inspector General (OIG) conducts audits, investigations, and reviews 
to detect fraud, waste, and abuse, and to recommend improvements. 

Congressional Oversight: 
Congress monitors SSA operations through hearings, reports, and legislation, ensuring the 
agency fulfills its mission and uses funds appropriately. 

Public Reporting and Transparency: 
SSA publishes annual reports, performance data, and program statistics to inform the 
public and policymakers. 

Public Access and Customer Service 

Service Channels: 
SSA offers multiple service channels, including online portals (my Social Security), toll-free 
hotlines, and a nationwide network of local offices. These channels provide information, 
accept applications, and resolve issues. 

Language and Accessibility: 
SSA provides materials and assistance in multiple languages and formats for people with 
disabilities, ensuring equitable access for all. 
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Feedback and Complaints: 
Beneficiaries and applicants can submit feedback, file complaints, or request reviews of 
service problems, with established procedures for resolution. 

Continuous Improvement and Modernization 

Technology and Innovation: 
SSA invests in modernizing IT systems, expanding online services, and using data analytics 
to improve efficiency and detect errors. 

Staff Training and Development: 
Ongoing training ensures staff are knowledgeable about changing laws, regulations, and 
best practices. 

Benchmarking and Performance Measurement: 
SSA uses benchmarks, performance indicators, and customer satisfaction surveys to 
measure progress and identify areas for improvement. 

Summary 

The administrative and legal aspects of Social Security are anchored in federal law, 
detailed regulations, and principles of good governance. The system is designed to be 
transparent, accessible, and accountable, with robust procedures for application, 
verification, appeals, and oversight. Legal protections and recourse ensure beneficiaries’ 
rights are upheld, while continuous improvement efforts keep the system responsive to 
changing needs and challenges. This framework helps maintain public trust and the 
effective delivery of essential benefits to millions of Americans. 

 

Determinations and Reviews 

Determinations and reviews are foundational to the administration of Social Security 
programs, particularly disability benefits. These processes ensure that eligibility is 
established accurately at the outset and maintained appropriately over time. They involve a 
combination of medical and non-medical evaluations, periodic updates, and structured 
safeguards to protect both program integrity and beneficiary rights. 

Initial Determinations 

Application and Non-Medical Screening 

• Application Submission: 
The process begins when an individual submits an application for Social Security 
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Disability Insurance (SSDI) or Supplemental Security Income (SSI). Applications can 
be filed online, by phone, or in person at a local Social Security office. 

• Non-Medical Review: 
SSA field office staff first determine if the applicant meets non-medical criteria, 
such as age, citizenship or lawful residency, work history (for SSDI), and 
income/resources (for SSI). Applications that do not meet these criteria are denied 
at this stage. 

Medical Determination and Disability Evaluation 

• Disability Determination Services (DDS): 
If non-medical criteria are met, the case is forwarded to the state DDS agency, 
which specializes in evaluating medical eligibility. 

• Evidence Collection: 
DDS gathers medical records from the applicant’s healthcare providers. If records 
are insufficient, DDS may schedule consultative examinations with independent 
doctors. 

• Sequential Evaluation Process (Adults): 

1. Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA): Is the applicant working above a set 
earnings level? If so, the claim is denied. 

2. Severity: Does the applicant have a severe impairment that significantly 
limits basic work activities? 

3. Listings: Does the impairment meet or equal a listed condition that is 
considered disabling? 

4. Past Work: Can the applicant do work they have done in the past? 

5. Other Work: Can the applicant adjust to other work, considering age, 
education, and experience? 

• Children’s Claims: 
The process for children focuses on whether the child’s condition results in marked 
and severe functional limitations for their age. 

Decision and Notification 

• Decision Issuance: 
DDS makes the medical determination and returns the case to SSA for a final 
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decision. Applicants are notified in writing, with explanations for approvals or 
denials and information about appeal rights. 

Continuing Disability Reviews (CDRs) 

Purpose and Frequency 

• Ensuring Ongoing Eligibility: 
CDRs are conducted to determine if beneficiaries still meet the medical criteria for 
disability. 

• Review Schedule: 

• Medical Improvement Expected: Review every 6–18 months. 

• Medical Improvement Possible: Review every 3 years. 

• Medical Improvement Not Expected: Review every 5–7 years. 

• Children: At least every 3 years, or more often for certain conditions (e.g., 
low birth weight). 

CDR Process 

• Contact and Forms: 
SSA sends forms (SSA-454 or SSA-455) to update information about the 
beneficiary’s health, treatment, and daily activities. These forms can be completed 
online or by mail. 

• Medical Evidence: 
SSA reviews new medical records and may request additional exams. 

• Decision: 
If medical improvement is found and the beneficiary is deemed able to work, 
benefits may be terminated. If not, benefits continue. 

Special Reviews 

• Age 18 Redetermination: 
When a child receiving SSI turns 18, SSA reviews the case using adult disability 
criteria to determine if benefits should continue. 

• Representative Payee Reviews: 
For children, SSA may require evidence from the payee that the child receives 
necessary medical treatment. Failure to provide this can result in a new payee 
assignment or direct payment to the child. 



221 
 

Non-Medical Redeterminations 

• SSI Redeterminations: 
Periodic reviews are conducted to verify continued non-medical eligibility for SSI 
recipients. SSA examines income, resources, living arrangements, and marital 
status. These reviews may be scheduled or triggered by reported changes. 

Appeals and Safeguards 

• Right to Appeal: 
If a claim is denied or benefits are terminated, claimants have the right to appeal. 
The process includes: 

1. Reconsideration: Review by a different examiner. 

2. Administrative Law Judge (ALJ) Hearing: Formal hearing with opportunity to 
present evidence. 

3. Appeals Council Review: Further review if requested. 

4. Federal Court: Judicial review if administrative remedies are exhausted. 

• Due Process Protections: 
Beneficiaries must receive timely notice, clear explanations, and the opportunity to 
submit new evidence at each stage. 

Program Integrity and Quality Assurance 

• Fraud Prevention: 
SSA uses data matching, audits, and periodic reviews to prevent and detect fraud or 
improper payments. 

• Quality Reviews: 
Random samples of decisions are reviewed for accuracy and consistency. This 
helps ensure fair and uniform application of rules nationwide. 

Summary 

Determinations and reviews are critical to the integrity and fairness of Social Security 
disability and income support programs. The process begins with thorough non-medical 
and medical evaluations and continues with periodic reviews to confirm ongoing eligibility. 
Structured appeals and quality assurance systems protect beneficiaries’ rights and ensure 
that only those who meet strict criteria receive and retain benefits. This ongoing vigilance 
helps maintain public trust and the effective use of program resources. 
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Appeals Process and Hearings 

The Social Security appeals process is a multi-step system designed to protect the rights of 
applicants and beneficiaries by allowing them to challenge unfavorable decisions. Whether 
your claim is for retirement, disability, survivors, or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
benefits, you have the right to appeal if you believe a mistake was made or new evidence is 
available. This process is structured to ensure fairness, transparency, and thorough review 
at each stage. 

When Can You Appeal? 

You can appeal most decisions made by the Social Security Administration (SSA), 
including: 

• Denial of initial benefit applications 

• Reduction, suspension, or termination of benefits 

• Overpayment notices and repayment demands 

• Disagreements about the amount or type of benefit awarded 

SSA will send you a written notice explaining its decision and your right to appeal. You 
generally have 60 days from the date you receive the notice to file your appeal. 

Four Levels of Appeal 

1. Reconsideration 

• What It Is: 
A complete review of your claim by a different SSA staff member who was not 
involved in the original decision. 

• What Happens: 
All evidence from your initial application, plus any new information you provide, is 
reviewed. You can submit updated medical records, work history, or other relevant 
documents. 

• Special Note: 
For medical disability claims, reconsideration may include a face-to-face or phone 
conference with a disability examiner. 
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2. Hearing by an Administrative Law Judge (ALJ) 

• Requesting a Hearing: 
If reconsideration is denied, you can request a hearing before an ALJ. This is the 
most detailed and interactive stage of the appeals process. 

• How Hearings Work: 

• Hearings can be conducted in person, by telephone, or by video conference. 

• The setting is informal and private; you are not in a courtroom and there is no 
opposing attorney. 

• Attendees may include the ALJ, you (the claimant), your attorney or 
representative (if you have one), a hearing assistant, and sometimes 
vocational or medical experts. 

• You can present new evidence, testify about your situation, and bring 
witnesses (such as family members, caregivers, or former employers). 

• The ALJ may ask questions about your medical condition, daily activities, 
work history, and limitations. You or your representative can also question 
expert witnesses. 

• The ALJ’s job is to gather facts and make an impartial decision based on the 
evidence. 

• After the Hearing: 
The ALJ will issue a written decision, which is mailed to you. Sometimes the record 
is kept open for additional evidence before a final decision is made. 

3. Appeals Council Review 

• What It Is: 
If you disagree with the ALJ’s decision, you can request a review by the Social 
Security Appeals Council in writing. 

• What the Council Does: 

• The Council may deny your request (letting the ALJ’s decision stand), review 
your case and issue a new decision, or send your case back to the ALJ for 
further review. 

• You will receive a written notice explaining the Council’s action and the 
reasons for its decision. 
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4. Federal Court Review 

• Filing a Lawsuit: 
If the Appeals Council denies your request or upholds the ALJ’s decision, you can 
file a lawsuit in federal district court. 

• What Happens: 

• This is a formal legal proceeding. The court reviews the administrative record 
(not new evidence) to determine if the SSA’s decision was supported by 
substantial evidence and followed proper procedures. 

• You may wish to have an attorney represent you at this stage. 

Representation and Assistance 

• Right to Representation: 
You may represent yourself or appoint an attorney or qualified non-attorney 
representative at any stage. Representatives can help gather evidence, prepare your 
case, and speak for you at hearings. 

• Fees: 
Most representatives work on a contingency basis, meaning they are paid only if you 
win your appeal. SSA must approve all fee arrangements. 

Preparing for a Hearing 

• Gather Evidence: 
Collect and submit all relevant medical records, work history, and any new 
information that supports your claim. 

• Prepare Testimony: 
Be ready to describe your daily life, limitations, and how your condition affects your 
ability to work or function. 

• Bring Witnesses: 
Consider bringing people who can provide firsthand accounts of your situation. 

• Practice: 
Review possible questions and rehearse your answers with your representative. 

Special Protections and Continued Benefits 

• Continued Payments: 
In some cases, if you appeal a decision to stop or reduce benefits within 10 days, 



225 
 

your payments may continue while the appeal is pending. If you lose the appeal, you 
may have to repay these benefits. 

• Expedited Hearings: 
If you are facing dire need (such as homelessness or lack of access to medicine), 
you may request an expedited hearing. 

Timeline and Communication 

• Timeliness: 
File each appeal within 60 days of receiving your decision notice. Extensions may be 
granted for good cause. 

• Communication: 
SSA will send written notices at each stage and provide updates on your case 
status. You can track your appeal online through your my Social Security account. 

Common Reasons for Appeal Success 

• New or previously unavailable medical evidence 

• Clarification of work history or functional limitations 

• Correction of errors in the application or decision process 

• Effective testimony at the hearing 

Summary 

The Social Security appeals process is a multi-level system that protects your right to 
challenge unfavorable decisions. It offers opportunities to present new evidence, testify in 
person, and have your case reviewed by independent decision-makers. With proper 
preparation and, if desired, professional representation, you can ensure your claim 
receives a thorough and fair review at every stage. 

 

Preventing and Addressing Fraud 

Fraud prevention and detection are vital to the sustainability and credibility of Social 
Security programs. The Social Security Administration (SSA) is entrusted with safeguarding 
billions of taxpayer dollars and ensuring that benefits are paid only to those who are truly 
eligible. To achieve this, the SSA has developed a robust, multi-faceted strategy that 
combines technology, policy, education, and law enforcement partnerships. This chapter 
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explores how fraud is defined, how it is prevented and detected, and what happens when 
fraud is discovered. 

What Is Social Security Fraud? 

Social Security fraud is any intentional act to obtain benefits, payments, or services under 
false pretenses. This includes, but is not limited to: 

• False Statements: Lying on an application or review form about work activity, 
income, living arrangements, or medical condition. 

• Identity Theft: Using another person’s Social Security number to claim benefits, or 
filing under a false identity. 

• Concealing Information: Failing to report the death of a beneficiary, unreported 
work or income, or changes in marital status or living situation. 

• Misuse by Representative Payees: Using a beneficiary’s funds for personal gain 
rather than for the beneficiary’s needs. 

• Scams and Impersonation: Pretending to be an SSA employee to obtain personal 
information or money from beneficiaries. 

• Bribery or Collusion: Attempting to influence SSA employees or medical 
professionals to approve fraudulent claims. 

Fraud Prevention Strategies 

1. Data Analytics and Predictive Modeling 

• The SSA uses advanced data analytics to monitor millions of transactions and 
identify unusual patterns that may indicate fraud. 

• Predictive modeling helps flag high-risk claims for further review, such as multiple 
claims from the same address, rapid changes in reported income, or suspicious 
medical evidence. 

2. Rigorous Identity Verification 

• All applicants must provide proof of identity, citizenship or lawful status, and, when 
necessary, in-person verification. 

• For telephone and online claims, SSA uses anti-fraud tools that analyze voice 
patterns, device fingerprints, and account activity to detect suspicious behavior. 
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3. Regular Audits, Reviews, and Redeterminations 

• Ongoing audits and periodic reviews of beneficiaries’ circumstances help catch 
discrepancies or unreported changes. 

• Continuing Disability Reviews (CDRs) and SSI redeterminations are essential for 
verifying ongoing eligibility and preventing improper payments. 

4. Employee Training and Internal Controls 

• SSA and state Disability Determination Services staff receive mandatory training on 
fraud detection, reporting protocols, and ethical standards. 

• Internal controls, such as separation of duties and audit trails, reduce opportunities 
for internal fraud or collusion. 

5. Cooperative Disability Investigations (CDI) Program 

• The CDI program is a partnership between SSA, the Office of the Inspector General 
(OIG), state agencies, and law enforcement. 

• CDI units investigate suspicious disability claims, conduct surveillance, interview 
witnesses, and gather evidence to support or refute claims. 

• The program has expanded nationwide, resulting in significant savings and improved 
payment accuracy. 

6. Collaboration with Law Enforcement and Prosecutors 

• SSA’s OIG works with federal, state, and local law enforcement to investigate and 
prosecute fraud cases. 

• Successful prosecutions can result in restitution, fines, imprisonment, and 
permanent disqualification from benefits. 

7. Public Education and Outreach 

• SSA conducts public awareness campaigns to educate beneficiaries about 
common scams, phishing attempts, and how to protect their Social Security 
numbers. 

• The agency encourages the public to report suspicious activity and provides clear 
channels for doing so. 
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Addressing and Responding to Fraud 

Administrative Sanctions 

• Individuals found to have committed fraud face administrative penalties, including 
suspension of benefits for six months (first offense), twelve months (second 
offense), and twenty-four months (subsequent offenses). 

• Representative payees who misuse funds may be removed and required to repay 
misused amounts. 

Criminal Prosecution 

• Fraudulent activity can lead to criminal charges, including theft of government 
funds, wire fraud, mail fraud, and identity theft. 

• Convictions may result in restitution, fines, and imprisonment. 

Reporting Fraud 

• Anyone can report suspected fraud to SSA or the OIG through hotlines, online 
forms, or local offices. 

• Reports can be made anonymously, and all credible tips are investigated. 

Distinguishing Fraud from Mistakes 

• Not all improper payments are fraud. Many result from honest mistakes, 
misunderstandings, or administrative errors. 

• SSA distinguishes between intentional deception (fraud) and unintentional errors, 
focusing criminal investigations on cases with evidence of willful wrongdoing. 

Continuous Improvement and Modernization 

• Technology Investments: SSA continually updates its fraud detection systems, 
incorporating artificial intelligence and machine learning to stay ahead of evolving 
schemes. 

• Process Modernization: The agency invests in secure online services, improved 
verification processes, and real-time data sharing with other agencies. 

• Surge Capacity: During periods of increased fraud risk (such as after natural 
disasters or major policy changes), SSA can rapidly deploy additional resources and 
staff. 
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Protecting Beneficiaries 

• Safeguarding Personal Information: SSA takes steps to protect beneficiaries’ data, 
including encryption, restricted access, and regular security audits. 

• Victim Support: If a beneficiary is a victim of Social Security fraud or identity theft, 
SSA provides guidance on correcting records, restoring benefits, and preventing 
further harm. 

Summary 

Preventing and addressing fraud is a top priority for the Social Security Administration. 
Through advanced analytics, rigorous verification, employee training, interagency 
collaboration, and public education, SSA works to protect program integrity and ensure 
benefits reach only those who are eligible. Continuous improvement and vigilance are 
essential, as fraud schemes evolve and new threats emerge. Beneficiaries, employees, and 
the public all play a role in safeguarding Social Security for current and future generations. 

 

Chapter 11 Summary  

The attachment offers a detailed look at the administrative, legal, procedural, and integrity 
measures underpinning Social Security and related benefit programs in the United States. 
It explains how these programs are structured, how eligibility and ongoing participation are 
determined, how appeals are handled, and how fraud is prevented and addressed. 

Administrative and Legal Foundations 

• Statutory and Regulatory Authority: 
The Social Security Administration (SSA) operates under the Social Security Act, 
with detailed regulations published in the Code of Federal Regulations. Rulemaking 
is transparent and includes public participation. 

• Good Governance: 
SSA emphasizes transparency, accountability, accessibility, equity, and continuous 
improvement. Oversight comes from internal audits, the Office of the Inspector 
General, and Congressional review. Public reporting and customer service channels 
ensure ongoing accountability. 

Application, Determination, and Review Procedures 

• Application Process: 
Applicants can file for benefits online, by phone, or in person. SSA verifies identity, 
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work history, and, for disability claims, medical conditions. Detailed documentation 
is required. 

• Initial Determinations: 
Claims are first screened for non-medical eligibility (age, citizenship, work history, 
income/resources) and then, if necessary, for medical eligibility by state Disability 
Determination Services (DDS) using a structured five-step evaluation process for 
adults or age-appropriate criteria for children. 

• Continuing Disability Reviews (CDRs): 
SSA periodically reviews ongoing cases to confirm continued medical eligibility, with 
review frequency based on the likelihood of improvement. Special reviews are 
conducted for children and when a child turns 18. 

• Non-Medical Redeterminations: 
SSI recipients are periodically reviewed for income, resources, and living 
arrangements to ensure ongoing eligibility. 

Appeals Process and Hearings 

• Multi-Level Appeals: 
The appeals process has four levels: reconsideration, hearing by an Administrative 
Law Judge (ALJ), Appeals Council review, and federal court review. Each stage 
allows for submission of new evidence, testimony, and representation by an 
attorney or advocate. 

• Due Process: 
SSA must provide clear, timely notices of decisions and appeal rights. Hearings are 
informal and claimant-focused, with opportunities to present witnesses and 
evidence. 

• Continued Benefits and Expedited Hearings: 
In certain cases, benefits may continue during the appeal process, and expedited 
hearings are available for urgent needs. 

Program Integrity, Oversight, and Fraud Prevention 

• Quality Assurance: 
SSA conducts random quality reviews to ensure decisions are accurate and 
consistent nationwide. 

• Fraud Prevention: 
Fraud is defined as intentional deception to obtain benefits. SSA uses advanced 
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analytics, predictive modeling, and rigorous identity verification to detect and 
prevent fraud. Regular audits, employee training, and internal controls further 
strengthen program integrity. 

• Cooperative Disability Investigations (CDI): 
The CDI program brings together SSA, the Office of the Inspector General, state 
agencies, and law enforcement to investigate suspicious claims and prevent 
improper payments. 

• Reporting and Responding to Fraud: 
Anyone can report suspected fraud. SSA investigates all credible tips, imposes 
administrative sanctions, and works with prosecutors to pursue criminal charges 
when warranted. 

• Distinguishing Fraud from Mistakes: 
Not all improper payments are fraud; many are honest errors. SSA focuses criminal 
investigations on willful deception, not unintentional mistakes. 

• Continuous Improvement: 
SSA invests in technology, process modernization, and surge capacity to adapt to 
emerging threats and maintain high standards of service and security. 

Customer Service and Public Access 

• Multiple Service Channels: 
SSA provides online portals, hotlines, and local offices to facilitate access, 
information, and problem resolution. 

• Language and Accessibility: 
Materials and assistance are available in multiple languages and accessible 
formats for people with disabilities. 

• Feedback and Complaints: 
Beneficiaries can submit feedback or complaints, which SSA addresses through 
established procedures. 

Summary 

The attachment underscores the complexity and rigor of Social Security’s administrative 
and legal framework. Through detailed regulations, robust application and review 
processes, multi-level appeals, and strong fraud prevention measures, SSA strives to 
deliver benefits fairly, efficiently, and securely. Oversight, transparency, and continuous 
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improvement are central to maintaining public trust and ensuring that benefits reach those 
who are truly eligible. 
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Chapter 12 
Beneficiary Responsibilities 

Receiving Social Security benefits-whether retirement, survivors, disability, or 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI)-is not only a right but also a responsibility. 
Beneficiaries are expected to comply with program rules, keep their information current, 
and promptly report any changes that could affect their eligibility or payment amount. 
These responsibilities are essential to ensure benefits are paid correctly, prevent 
overpayments, and maintain the integrity of the Social Security system. 

Reporting Changes: What and When to Report 

Beneficiaries must promptly report a wide range of changes to the Social Security 
Administration (SSA). Timely reporting is generally required within 10 days after the end of 
the month in which the change occurs. Failure to do so can result in overpayments, 
penalties, or even suspension of benefits. 

Key Changes to Report 

• Address or Living Arrangement: 
Moving to a new address, changing who you live with, or entering/leaving a nursing 
home, hospital, or other institution. 

• Income: 
Any changes in earned income (wages, self-employment) or unearned income 
(pensions, unemployment, other benefits, gifts). 

• Resources: 
Changes in bank accounts, cash, property, or other assets that could affect SSI 
eligibility. 

• Marital Status: 
Marriage, divorce, separation, or the death of a spouse. 

• Household Composition: 
People moving in or out of your household, or changes in who pays household 
expenses. 

• Citizenship or Immigration Status: 
Changes in legal status or documentation. 
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• Leaving the U.S.: 
If you leave the country for 30 days or more, or plan to move abroad. 

• Medical Condition or Work Status (for Disability): 
Improvement in your disabling condition, return to work, or changes in work activity. 

• School Attendance (for Young Beneficiaries): 
For those under age 22, changes in school attendance or status. 

• Eligibility for Other Benefits: 
Approval for workers’ compensation, veterans’ benefits, or other public or private 
payments. 

How to Report 

• Online: Through your “my Social Security” account. 

• By Phone: By calling SSA’s toll-free number or your local office. 

• In Person: At your local SSA office. 

• By Mail: Sending written notice with your Social Security number and details of the 
change. 

Always keep records of what you reported and when, in case of future questions. 

Responsibilities of Representative Payees 

A representative payee is a person or organization appointed by SSA to manage benefits for 
someone who cannot do so themselves due to age, disability, or incapacity. The payee’s 
responsibilities are significant and closely monitored. 

Key Duties of a Representative Payee 

• Use Benefits for the Beneficiary: 
Ensure funds are spent on current needs-food, housing, medical care, clothing, and 
personal items. 

• Save for the Future: 
Set aside any leftover funds in an interest-bearing account for the beneficiary’s 
future needs. 

• Keep Funds Separate: 
Do not mix the beneficiary’s money with your own or anyone else’s. 
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• Maintain Records: 
Keep detailed records of how benefits are spent and saved. SSA may require an 
annual accounting report. 

• Monitor Well-being: 
Stay in regular contact with the beneficiary to assess needs and living conditions. 

• Report Changes: 
Notify SSA of any changes affecting the beneficiary’s eligibility, such as moving, 
changes in income, or changes in health. 

• Notify SSA if You Can’t Serve: 
If you can no longer act as payee, promptly inform SSA so a new payee can be 
appointed. 

Prohibited Actions for Payees 

• Using benefits for personal gain or expenses 

• Borrowing or lending the beneficiary’s money 

• Failing to use funds for the beneficiary’s best interests 

Payees who misuse benefits may be removed, required to repay funds, and face legal 
consequences. 

Consequences of Failing to Meet Responsibilities 

• Overpayments: 
If you fail to report a change that reduces your benefit, SSA may recover the overpaid 
amount by withholding future payments or requiring direct repayment. 

• Penalties: 
Late or inaccurate reporting can result in monetary penalties ($25 to $100 per 
violation) and, for repeated or intentional failures, suspension of benefits for up to 
two years. 

• Loss of Benefits: 
Continued non-compliance can lead to suspension or termination of benefits. 

• Legal Action: 
Knowingly providing false information is a federal offense and may result in 
prosecution, fines, or imprisonment. 
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Protecting Your Benefits 

• Keep Information Current: 
Update your address, contact, and banking information with SSA. 

• Respond Promptly: 
Reply quickly to any SSA requests for information or documentation. 

• Seek Guidance: 
If you are unsure about your responsibilities or how to report a change, contact SSA 
or consult a qualified advisor. 

• Keep Records: 
Maintain copies of all correspondence and records of reported changes. 

Tips for Beneficiaries 

• Review your benefit statements regularly to ensure payments are correct. 

• Use secure channels to report changes and protect your personal information. 

• If you receive an overpayment notice, act quickly to resolve the issue or request a 
waiver if repayment would cause hardship. 

• If you suspect your payee is misusing funds, report it to SSA immediately. 

Summary 

Social Security beneficiaries and their representative payees play a vital role in maintaining 
the accuracy and fairness of the program. By promptly reporting changes, managing funds 
responsibly, and complying with all program rules, you help ensure that benefits are paid 
correctly and continue without interruption. These responsibilities protect not only your 
own benefits but also the integrity of Social Security for everyone who relies on it. 

 

Reporting Changes 

Reporting changes is one of the most important responsibilities for Social Security 
beneficiaries, particularly those receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Social 
Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), or retirement and survivor benefits. Keeping the Social 
Security Administration (SSA) informed of changes in your circumstances ensures that you 
receive the correct benefit amount and helps prevent overpayments, underpayments, and 
possible penalties. This chapter explains what changes must be reported, how and when to 
report them, and why timely reporting is crucial. 
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What Changes Must Be Reported? 

Beneficiaries must report any changes that could affect their eligibility or payment amount. 
These include, but are not limited to: 

1. Living Arrangements and Address 

• Moving to a new address or changing your mailing address 

• Someone moving in or out of your household 

• Entering or leaving an institution (hospital, nursing home, jail, or other facility) 

• Change in who pays household expenses 

2. Income 

• Changes in earned income (wages, self-employment, tips, bonuses) 

• Changes in unearned income (Social Security, pensions, unemployment, workers’ 
compensation, gifts, or other benefits) 

• Changes in income of a spouse, parent, or sponsor if they are part of your 
household 

3. Resources and Assets 

• Changes in bank accounts, cash on hand, stocks, bonds, vehicles, or other property 

• Receiving an inheritance, settlement, or large gift 

• Selling or transferring property 

4. Marital and Household Status 

• Marriage, divorce, separation, or death of a spouse 

• Changes in household composition, such as a child being born or moving out 

5. Citizenship or Immigration Status 

• Changes in legal status, such as becoming a U.S. citizen or lawful permanent 
resident, or changes in documentation 

6. School Attendance 

• For beneficiaries under age 22, changes in school enrollment, graduation, or 
dropping out 
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7. Medical Condition and Work Activity (for Disability Beneficiaries) 

• Improvement in your disabling condition 

• Starting, stopping, or changing jobs 

• Changes in pay, hours, or work-related expenses 

• Participation in vocational rehabilitation or work incentive programs 

8. Leaving the United States 

• Leaving the U.S. for a full calendar month or 30 consecutive days or more 

• Planning to move abroad 

9. Legal Issues 

• Outstanding felony or arrest warrants 

• Violations of probation or parole 

10. Eligibility for Other Benefits 

• Approval for workers’ compensation, veterans’ benefits, or other public or private 
payments 

When to Report Changes 

Beneficiaries are required to report changes as soon as possible, but no later than 10 days 
after the end of the month in which the change occurred. Prompt reporting is critical to 
ensure your benefit amount is correct and to avoid overpayments or penalties. 

Example: 
If you start a new job on March 15, you must report this change by April 10. 

How to Report Changes 

There are multiple ways to report changes to SSA: 

• Online: 
Use your “my Social Security” account to update certain information, such as 
address changes. 

• By Phone: 
Call SSA’s national toll-free number or your local Social Security office. 
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• In Person: 
Visit your local SSA office for assistance. 

• By Mail or Fax: 
Send written documentation or forms to your local office. 

• For SSI Wage Reporting: 
Use the SSI Telephone Wage Reporting System, SSI Mobile Wage Reporting App, or 
wage reporting by text message (where available). 

Documentation: 
Be prepared to provide supporting documents, such as pay stubs, letters, legal 
documents, or receipts, depending on the change being reported. 

Why Timely Reporting Is Essential 

Failing to report changes can have serious consequences: 

• Overpayments: 
If you receive more than you are eligible for, SSA will seek repayment, often by 
reducing future benefits or requiring lump-sum repayment. 

• Penalties: 
SSA may impose monetary penalties ($25 to $100 per occurrence) for late or missed 
reports. 

• Sanctions: 
Knowingly failing to report or intentionally providing false information can result in 
suspension of benefits for 6 to 24 months, depending on the number of violations. 

• Underpayments: 
If you do not report changes that would increase your benefit, you may miss out on 
money you are entitled to. 

• Loss of Medicaid or Other Linked Benefits: 
For SSI recipients, unreported changes can also affect Medicaid eligibility and other 
state or local assistance. 

Tips for Accurate and Timely Reporting 

• Keep Records: 
Document what you reported, when, and how (keep copies of forms, confirmation 
numbers, or notes from phone calls). 
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• Report All Changes: 
When in doubt, report the change. SSA will determine if it affects your benefits. 

• Respond Promptly: 
If SSA contacts you for more information or clarification, respond quickly to avoid 
delays or interruptions in your benefits. 

• Seek Help: 
If you’re unsure how to report a change or what needs to be reported, contact SSA or 
a qualified advisor for assistance. 

Special Considerations for Representative Payees 

If you are a representative payee, you must report changes affecting the beneficiary you 
represent, including changes in their living situation, health, work activity, or financial 
resources. 

Summary 

Reporting changes is a core responsibility for Social Security beneficiaries. Timely and 
accurate reporting ensures that you receive the correct benefit amount, protects you from 
overpayments and penalties, and helps maintain the integrity of Social Security programs. 
Always err on the side of caution and keep detailed records of your communications with 
SSA. 

 

Representative Payees 

A representative payee is a person, agency, or organization appointed by the Social Security 
Administration (SSA) to manage Social Security or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
benefits for individuals who are unable to manage their own finances. This system is 
designed to protect some of the most vulnerable beneficiaries-children, adults with 
cognitive or psychiatric impairments, and others who cannot safely or effectively handle 
their own money-by ensuring their benefits are used for their well-being. 

Who Needs a Representative Payee? 

SSA requires a representative payee for: 

• Children under age 18: 
Most minors receiving Social Security or SSI benefits must have a payee, usually a 
parent or guardian. 
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• Adults declared legally incompetent: 
If a court has found an adult legally incompetent, a payee is required. 

• Adults unable to manage their benefits: 
If SSA determines-based on medical evidence, reports from family or professionals, 
or direct observation-that an adult cannot manage or direct the management of 
their benefits, a payee is appointed. 

SSA may also require a payee if there is evidence of financial exploitation, substance 
abuse, or other circumstances that put the beneficiary’s funds at risk. 

Who Can Serve as a Representative Payee? 

SSA gives preference to individuals or organizations that know the beneficiary and are best 
able to act in their interest. The selection process involves: 

• Application and Interview: 
Prospective payees must complete an application and undergo an in-person 
interview with SSA, including background checks and an assessment of suitability. 

• Priority Order: 
SSA generally prefers to appoint, in order: a spouse, parent, adult child, sibling, 
other close relative or friend, or a legal guardian. If no suitable individual is 
available, SSA may appoint an institution (like a nursing home) or a qualified 
organizational payee (such as a social service agency or nonprofit). 

• Organizational Payees: 
Agencies and organizations serving as payees must meet strict standards and are 
subject to enhanced oversight and auditing. 

Only one representative payee can be appointed for a beneficiary at a time, though a payee 
can serve more than one beneficiary. 

Duties and Responsibilities of a Representative Payee 

The representative payee’s primary legal and ethical duty is to use the beneficiary’s funds 
for their current and future needs. Key responsibilities include: 

1. Meeting Current Needs 

• Use benefits to pay for food, shelter, utilities, clothing, medical care, personal 
items, and recreation. 

• Ensure the beneficiary’s living conditions and care are safe and appropriate. 
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2. Saving for the Future 

• If there is money left after meeting current needs, save it in an interest-bearing 
account or savings bond for the beneficiary. 

• Funds must be titled in a way that shows they belong to the beneficiary, not the 
payee. 

3. Recordkeeping and Reporting 

• Keep detailed records of all money received and how it is spent or saved. 

• Provide annual reports to SSA (unless exempt), showing how funds were used. 

• Be prepared for random audits or reviews by SSA. 

4. Reporting Changes 

• Promptly inform SSA of any changes that could affect the beneficiary’s eligibility or 
payment amount, such as: 

• Changes in income, resources, or living arrangements 

• Hospitalization, incarceration, or institutionalization 

• Improvement in medical condition (for disability beneficiaries) 

• Death of the beneficiary 

5. Returning Unused Funds 

• If the beneficiary dies or becomes ineligible, promptly return any unspent benefits 
to SSA. 

6. Advocacy 

• Ensure the beneficiary’s needs are met and advocate for their best interests in 
interactions with medical providers, schools, or social services. 

Limitations and Legal Obligations 

• Fiduciary Duty: 
The payee must act solely in the beneficiary’s best interest and never use benefits 
for their own needs or profit. 

• No Commingling: 
The beneficiary’s funds must be kept separate from the payee’s own money, except 
in certain family situations with joint accounts clearly titled for the beneficiary. 
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• Prohibited Actions: 
Payees may not borrow, lend, or invest the beneficiary’s money for others, or use it 
as collateral. 

• Misuse Consequences: 
Misuse of benefits can result in removal as payee, required repayment, and possible 
criminal prosecution. 

Changing or Ending a Payee Arrangement 

• Beneficiary’s Rights: 
Beneficiaries who become capable of managing their own benefits can request 
direct payment. SSA will review the request and may require evidence of capability. 

• Payee’s Request: 
If a payee can no longer serve, they must notify SSA immediately so a new payee 
can be appointed. 

• SSA Review: 
SSA regularly reviews payee arrangements and may change or end them if the 
beneficiary’s needs change or if there are concerns about the payee’s performance. 

Advance Designation 

Beneficiaries who are mentally and legally capable can use “Advance Designation” to 
name up to three individuals they would prefer as future representative payees. SSA will 
consider these preferences if a payee is ever needed, but retains final authority to appoint 
the most suitable person. 

Organizational and Institutional Payees 

• Role: 
When no suitable individual is available, SSA may appoint a qualified organization, 
such as a social service agency, nursing home, or public guardian. 

• Oversight: 
Organizational payees are subject to stricter reporting, auditing, and sometimes 
special fee arrangements (with SSA approval). 

Support and Oversight 

SSA provides training and resources for payees, including handbooks, online guides, and 
local office support. Payees are encouraged to seek help if they have questions or face 
challenges in fulfilling their duties. 
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Summary 

Representative payees play a crucial role in protecting the financial well-being of Social 
Security and SSI beneficiaries who cannot manage their own funds. The responsibilities are 
significant, requiring careful management, recordkeeping, and advocacy. SSA’s oversight, 
combined with clear legal and ethical standards, helps ensure that benefits are used 
appropriately and in the best interests of those who need them most. 

 

Returning Incorrect Payments 

Receiving an incorrect payment from Social Security or Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI)-known as an overpayment- can happen for many reasons, including changes in your 
circumstances, reporting errors, or administrative mistakes. If you are overpaid, you are 
legally required to return the excess funds. Understanding how overpayments occur, how 
the Social Security Administration (SSA) handles them, and what your rights and options 
are will help you resolve these situations with minimal stress and financial disruption. 

How Overpayments Happen 

Overpayments can occur due to: 

• Unreported or Late-Reported Changes: Not promptly informing SSA of changes in 
income, resources, living arrangements, marital status, or work activity. 

• Administrative Errors: Mistakes in benefit calculation, data entry, or delayed 
processing by SSA. 

• Eligibility Issues: Continuing to receive benefits after you are no longer eligible, 
such as after returning to work, moving out of the country, or the death of a 
beneficiary. 

• Third-Party Mistakes: Errors by employers, financial institutions, or representative 
payees in reporting information to SSA. 

How You Are Notified 

If SSA determines you have been overpaid, you will receive a written notice explaining: 

• The reason for the overpayment 

• The amount you owe 

• How and when SSA plans to recover the funds 
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• Your rights to appeal or request a waiver 

• Instructions for repayment or disputing the overpayment 

SSA will wait at least 30 days (plus mailing time) after sending the notice before beginning 
recovery actions. This gives you time to review the notice, seek advice, and respond. 

Repayment and Recovery Procedures 

For Social Security Benefits: 

• As of March 27, 2025: SSA will withhold 100% of your monthly benefit to recover 
new overpayments, meaning you may not receive any monthly payment until the 
debt is repaid. 

• For overpayments prior to this date: The withholding rate remains at 10% of your 
monthly benefit. 

• If you are no longer receiving benefits: SSA will ask you to repay the overpayment 
directly, either in a lump sum or through a payment plan. 

For SSI Recipients: 

• The standard recovery rate is 10% of the maximum federal SSI benefit rate, 
deducted from your monthly payment. 

• If you are no longer eligible for SSI, SSA will seek repayment directly. 

What to Do If You Receive an Overpayment Notice 

1. Review the Notice Carefully 

• Check the details for accuracy. 

• Compare the reported facts with your records. 

• Determine whether the overpayment is correct and whether you agree with SSA’s 
explanation. 

2. Repayment Options 

• Full Repayment: You can repay the entire amount at once by check, money order, 
or online payment. 

• Payment Plan: If you cannot afford full repayment, contact SSA to arrange a 
monthly payment plan. You may request a lower withholding rate if the default rate 
creates hardship. 



246 
 

3. Appeal the Overpayment 

• If you believe you were not overpaid or the amount is incorrect, you can file a 
Request for Reconsideration (appeal) within 60 days of the notice. 

• Recovery is paused while your appeal is under review. 

• You may submit evidence or documentation to support your case. 

4. Request a Waiver 

• If the overpayment was not your fault and you cannot afford to repay it, you may 
request a waiver. 

• If SSA grants a waiver, you do not have to repay the overpayment. 

• Recovery is paused while your waiver request is pending. 

• Waivers are often granted if repaying would cause financial hardship or if you could 
not reasonably have known you were overpaid. 

5. Combination of Appeal and Waiver 

• You may both appeal the overpayment and request a waiver if appropriate. 

How to Respond 

• Contact SSA: Call SSA’s toll-free number or visit your local office to discuss your 
options. 

• Submit Forms: Use the appropriate forms for appeals (SSA-561), waiver requests 
(SSA-632), or to change the recovery rate (SSA-634). 

• Keep Documentation: Maintain copies of all correspondence, notices, forms, and 
payment receipts. 

Consequences of Not Addressing Overpayments 

If you do not respond or make arrangements to repay, SSA may: 

• Withhold all or part of your monthly benefits until the debt is repaid 

• Recover from future benefits if you become eligible again 

• Refer the debt to the U.S. Treasury for collection, which may include garnishing tax 
refunds or wages 

• Report the debt to credit agencies (in rare cases) 
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Preventing Overpayments 

• Report Changes Promptly: Notify SSA immediately of any changes in income, 
resources, living arrangements, marital status, or work activity. 

• Review Benefit Statements: Check your monthly benefit statements for accuracy 
and unexpected changes. 

• Maintain Records: Keep documentation of all reports and communications with 
SSA. 

• Ask Questions: If you are unsure whether a change affects your benefits, contact 
SSA or consult a qualified advisor. 

Special Considerations for Representative Payees 

If you are a representative payee, you are responsible for returning any overpayments made 
to the beneficiary you represent. Misuse of funds or failure to return overpayments can 
result in removal as payee and legal action. 

Summary 

Returning incorrect payments is a legal and ethical responsibility for Social Security and 
SSI beneficiaries. If you receive an overpayment notice, act quickly: review the notice, 
consider your options to repay, appeal, or request a waiver, and communicate promptly 
with SSA. Timely reporting of changes and careful recordkeeping can help prevent 
overpayments and protect your financial security. 

 

Chapter 12 Summary  

The attached document provides an in-depth guide to the essential responsibilities of 
Social Security and SSI beneficiaries, the critical importance of reporting changes, the role 
and obligations of representative payees, and the procedures for handling and returning 
incorrect payments (overpayments). Below is an expanded summary and synthesis of 
these key areas. 

Beneficiary Responsibilities 

Receiving Social Security or SSI benefits is both a right and a responsibility. Beneficiaries 
must comply with program rules, keep their information up to date, and promptly report 
any changes that could affect their eligibility or payment amount. These responsibilities 
help ensure benefits are paid correctly, prevent overpayments, and maintain the integrity of 
the Social Security system. 
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Key responsibilities include: 

• Promptly reporting changes in circumstances (address, income, resources, marital 
status, household composition, citizenship, living arrangements, medical condition, 
school attendance, and eligibility for other benefits). 

• Responding quickly to SSA requests for information or documentation. 

• Keeping accurate records of all communications and reports made to SSA. 

• Reviewing benefit statements regularly for accuracy. 

• Using secure channels to protect personal information. 

• Acting quickly to resolve overpayment notices or suspected misuse of funds. 

Reporting Changes 

Reporting changes is a core obligation for all Social Security beneficiaries. Timely and 
accurate reporting ensures benefits are calculated correctly, prevents overpayments or 
underpayments, and avoids penalties. 

What must be reported? 

• Living arrangements and address: Moves, changes in who you live with, entering or 
leaving institutions, and changes in who pays household expenses. 

• Income: Changes in earned or unearned income, including that of household 
members. 

• Resources: Changes in bank accounts, cash, property, inheritance, or other assets. 

• Marital and household status: Marriage, divorce, separation, death of a spouse, or 
changes in household composition. 

• Citizenship/immigration status: Any changes in legal status or documentation. 

• School attendance: For those under 22, changes in enrollment or graduation. 

• Medical/work status: Improvement in disabling condition, starting/stopping work, 
changes in pay or hours, or participation in work incentive programs. 

• Leaving the U.S.: Absence for a full calendar month or 30 consecutive days or 
more. 

• Legal issues: Outstanding warrants, probation/parole violations. 
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• Eligibility for other benefits: Approval for workers’ compensation, veterans’ 
benefits, or other payments. 

How and when to report: 

• Report as soon as possible, but no later than 10 days after the end of the month in 
which the change occurred. 

• Reporting can be done online, by phone, in person, or by mail/fax. 

• Always keep records of what was reported and when. 

Why timely reporting matters: 

• Prevents overpayments and underpayments. 

• Avoids monetary penalties ($25–$100 per violation) and sanctions (suspension of 
benefits for repeated or intentional failures). 

• Ensures continued eligibility for Medicaid and other linked benefits. 

Representative Payees 

A representative payee is appointed by SSA to manage benefits for individuals unable to do 
so themselves, such as children, adults with cognitive or psychiatric impairments, or those 
at risk of financial exploitation. 

Who can serve: 

• Individuals (spouse, parent, adult child, sibling, close relative or friend, legal 
guardian) or organizations (social service agencies, nursing homes, public 
guardians). 

• Selection involves an application, interview, background check, and assessment of 
suitability. 

Duties and responsibilities: 

• Use benefits for the beneficiary’s current needs (food, shelter, medical care, 
clothing, personal items). 

• Save any excess funds for the beneficiary’s future needs in a properly titled account. 

• Keep funds separate from personal money and maintain detailed records. 

• Report any changes affecting eligibility or payment amount. 

• Return unused funds if the beneficiary dies or becomes ineligible. 
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• Advocate for the beneficiary’s well-being and cooperate with SSA requests for 
information. 

• Never use funds for personal gain, borrow/lend the beneficiary’s money, or misuse 
funds. 

Oversight: 

• SSA may require annual accounting and conducts random audits or reviews. 

• Misuse of funds can result in removal, required repayment, and possible 
prosecution. 

Advance Designation: 

• Beneficiaries can name up to three preferred future payees, but SSA retains final 
appointment authority. 

Returning Incorrect Payments (Overpayments) 

Overpayments can occur due to unreported changes, administrative errors, eligibility 
issues, or third-party mistakes. If you are overpaid, you are legally required to return the 
excess funds. 

How you are notified: 

• SSA sends a written notice explaining the reason, amount owed, recovery plan, and 
your appeal/waiver rights. 

• Recovery usually starts 30 days after the notice. 

Repayment and recovery: 

• As of March 27, 2025: SSA will withhold 100% of monthly benefits for new 
overpayments until repaid; prior overpayments are recovered at a 10% rate. 

• SSI overpayments are recovered at 10% of the maximum federal benefit. 

• If not receiving benefits, repayment can be arranged via lump sum or payment plan. 

Options if you receive a notice: 

1. Review and verify the notice for accuracy. 

2. Repay in full or request a payment plan. 

3. Appeal if you believe the overpayment is incorrect. 



251 
 

4. Request a waiver if the overpayment was not your fault and repayment would 
cause hardship. 

5. Combination: You may both appeal and request a waiver. 

Consequences of not addressing overpayments: 

• Withholding of future benefits, referral to Treasury for collection, garnishing tax 
refunds/wages, and possible reporting to credit agencies. 

Prevention: 

• Promptly report all changes, review benefit statements, and keep detailed records. 

Special Considerations for Representative Payees 

Payees are responsible for returning overpayments made to the beneficiary they represent. 
Misuse or failure to return funds can result in removal and legal action. 

Summary 

Social Security and SSI beneficiaries, along with their representative payees, have 
significant responsibilities to report changes, manage funds appropriately, and address 
overpayments. Timely communication, accurate recordkeeping, and compliance with SSA 
rules are essential for protecting benefits, avoiding penalties, and ensuring the integrity of 
the Social Security system for all who depend on it. 
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Chapter 13 
Recent Developments and Future Challenges 

Social Security is at a pivotal moment, facing both significant policy changes and long-term 
structural challenges. The program continues to evolve in response to demographic shifts, 
economic pressures, technological advancements, and policy debates. This chapter 
explores recent developments in 2025, new administrative practices, and the complex 
issues that will shape Social Security’s future. 

Recent Developments in 2025 

Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA) 

In 2025, Social Security and SSI beneficiaries received a 2.5% COLA, the smallest increase 
since 2020. While this adjustment modestly boosts monthly payments, many recipients 
still struggle with the rising costs of essentials such as food, rent, and healthcare. The 
COLA is based on inflation data from the previous year, and its adequacy is a recurring 
topic of debate, especially as inflation and living costs fluctuate. 

Higher Earning Thresholds and Tax Limits 

Several key thresholds have increased for 2025: 

• Earnings required for one Social Security credit: $1,810 (up from $1,730 in 2024) 

• Maximum taxable earnings: $176,100 (the amount of income subject to Social 
Security payroll tax) 

• Earnings limit for beneficiaries under full retirement age: $23,400 

• Earnings limit for those reaching full retirement age in 2025: $62,160 

These adjustments reflect wage growth and inflation, and they affect both workers’ future 
benefit calculations and current beneficiaries who continue to work. 

Elimination of WEP and GPO 

A landmark legislative change in 2025 is the repeal of the Windfall Elimination Provision 
(WEP) and Government Pension Offset (GPO) through the Social Security Fairness Act. This 
reform benefits public employees-such as teachers, firefighters, and police officers-whose 
Social Security benefits were previously reduced due to non-covered government 
pensions. The repeal provides retroactive payments to those affected and increases 
monthly benefits for millions, addressing a long-standing source of inequity. 
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Overpayment Recovery Policy 

SSA has revised its overpayment recovery process. As of March 2025, the agency is 
required to withhold 100% of monthly Social Security benefits to recover new 
overpayments, a significant increase from the previous 10% withholding rate. This change 
aims to improve program integrity but has raised concerns about financial hardship for 
beneficiaries facing repayment. 

Service Delivery and Identity Verification 

SSA is strengthening its identity verification requirements to combat fraud and protect 
beneficiary records. While a proposal to eliminate phone applications for retirement and 
survivor benefits was partially reversed, the agency is encouraging more use of online and 
in-person services. These changes are intended to enhance security but may present 
access challenges for some beneficiaries. 

Future Challenges 

Financial Sustainability 

Social Security faces a looming funding shortfall. The combined trust funds are projected 
to be depleted by 2035, at which point payroll tax income will only cover about 75–83% of 
scheduled benefits. The primary drivers are: 

• An aging population and longer life expectancies 

• A shrinking ratio of workers to beneficiaries (from 2.9:1 in 2010 to 2.7:1 in 2024, and 
expected to decline further) 

• Slower wage growth and lower birth rates 

Without legislative action, future beneficiaries could see automatic benefit reductions. 

Policy and Political Uncertainty 

Despite widespread recognition of the funding gap, Congress has not reached consensus 
on how to restore long-term solvency. Proposals include: 

• Raising or eliminating the taxable wage cap 

• Increasing payroll tax rates 

• Gradually raising the full retirement age 

• Adjusting benefit formulas or COLA calculations 

• Introducing means testing for high-income beneficiaries 
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Political divisions and public resistance to benefit cuts or tax increases make 
comprehensive reform challenging. The longer action is delayed, the more drastic future 
solutions may need to be. 

Demographic and Economic Shifts 

The number of Americans over 65 is expected to rise from 43 million in 2010 to 75 million 
by 2031, increasing program costs. At the same time, fewer workers are entering the labor 
force, and economic volatility (such as recessions or pandemics) can further strain the 
system. 

Service Delivery and Accessibility 

SSA is modernizing its operations, investing in technology, and expanding online services. 
However, stricter identity verification and reduced phone access may create barriers for 
rural residents, those with disabilities, or individuals lacking internet access. Ensuring 
equitable and timely access to benefits remains a challenge. 

Fraud, Overpayments, and Program Integrity 

Efforts to reduce fraud and improper payments are ongoing. The new policy of withholding 
100% of monthly benefits for overpayment recovery has sparked debate about balancing 
program integrity with compassion for vulnerable beneficiaries. SSA faces the challenge of 
protecting the system while providing fair treatment and flexibility for those in need. 

Public Confidence and Communication 

Maintaining public trust in Social Security is essential. Clear communication about 
program changes, benefit calculations, and future projections is vital to help beneficiaries 
plan and to foster support for necessary reforms. 

Looking to the Future 

Social Security remains the backbone of retirement security and economic stability for 
millions of Americans. Recent reforms-such as the repeal of WEP and GPO, and updated 
overpayment policies-reflect ongoing efforts to address inequities and improve 
administration. However, the program’s long-term sustainability is at risk due to 
demographic changes, funding challenges, and political gridlock. 

Addressing these issues will require: 

• Bipartisan cooperation and public engagement 

• Willingness to consider a mix of tax, benefit, and eligibility reforms 
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• Continued investment in technology and service delivery 

• Policies that balance program integrity with fairness and compassion 

The choices made in the coming years will determine whether Social Security can continue 
to fulfill its promise for future generations. 

 

Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA) 

Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA) are a vital feature of Social Security and Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) programs, designed to help beneficiaries maintain their purchasing 
power as the cost of living rises. COLA ensures that benefits keep pace with inflation, 
protecting retirees, people with disabilities, and other vulnerable Americans from the 
eroding effects of rising prices. 

The Purpose and Importance of COLA 

Social Security and SSI provide a financial lifeline for millions of Americans, many of whom 
have little or no other income. Without regular adjustments, inflation would gradually 
reduce the real value of these benefits, making it harder for recipients to afford essentials 
like food, housing, utilities, and medical care. COLA is the mechanism that helps preserve 
the value of benefits over time, supporting economic stability and dignity for older adults 
and people with disabilities. 

How COLA Is Calculated 

The Social Security Administration (SSA) determines COLA each year by tracking changes 
in the Consumer Price Index for Urban Wage Earners and Clerical Workers (CPI-W), as 
calculated by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

The process works as follows: 

• SSA compares the average CPI-W for the third quarter (July, August, September) of 
the current year to the average for the same period in the last year a COLA was 
granted. 

• If the index has increased by more than 0.1%, a COLA is triggered and benefits are 
increased by the same percentage. 

• If there is no increase in the index, benefits remain unchanged for the following year. 

This approach ties benefit increases directly to the actual cost of goods and services, 
ensuring that adjustments reflect real-world economic conditions. 
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COLA for 2025 

For 2025, the COLA is set at 2.5%. This increase is based on the measured rise in the CPI-W 
from the third quarter of 2023 to the third quarter of 2024. 

What this means for beneficiaries: 

• Retired workers: The average monthly benefit will increase by about $49, from 
$1,927 to $1,976. 

• Married couples (both receiving benefits): The average benefit will rise by $75, 
from $3,014 to $3,089 per month. 

• SSI recipients: The federal maximum monthly payment will also increase by 2.5%. 

The adjustment will be reflected in Social Security payments issued in January 2025 and in 
SSI payments starting December 31, 2024. 

Broader Impact and Limitations 

While COLA is essential for protecting beneficiaries’ purchasing power, it may not always 
fully offset the impact of inflation, especially for those facing higher-than-average 
increases in costs such as rent, prescription drugs, or long-term care. Some years, COLA 
may be relatively low if inflation is modest, while in other years, high inflation can lead to 
larger increases. 

Other related changes for 2025: 

• Maximum taxable earnings: The cap on earnings subject to Social Security payroll 
tax rises to $176,100. 

• Earnings limits for working beneficiaries: The annual earnings limit for those 
under full retirement age increases to $23,400, and for those reaching full 
retirement age in 2025, the limit is $62,160. 

• These thresholds are also adjusted annually based on the same inflation data that 
determines COLA. 

The COLA Notification Process 

SSA notifies beneficiaries of the upcoming COLA each fall, usually by mail or through their 
“my Social Security” online account. The notice specifies the new benefit amount, 
effective date, and any changes to deductions for Medicare premiums or other 
adjustments. 
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Planning and Financial Management 

Understanding COLA helps beneficiaries plan their budgets for the coming year. While the 
adjustment provides some relief from rising costs, recipients should review their benefit 
notices and consider other sources of income or assistance if needed. COLA also affects 
eligibility and payment amounts for certain state and federal programs tied to Social 
Security and SSI benefits. 

Summary 

Cost-of-Living Adjustments are a cornerstone of Social Security and SSI, ensuring that 
benefits remain responsive to changes in the economy. The 2.5% COLA for 2025, while 
modest, provides crucial support for millions of Americans facing ongoing increases in the 
cost of living. By linking benefits to inflation, COLA helps protect the financial security and 
well-being of retirees, people with disabilities, and their families. 

 

Demographic and Economic Pressures 

Social Security, the nation’s foundational retirement and disability insurance program, is 
under mounting strain from profound demographic and economic changes. These 
pressures are reshaping the landscape of public benefits and raising urgent questions 
about the program’s long-term sustainability, adequacy, and fairness. 

The Aging of America 

The U.S. population is aging at an unprecedented rate. By 2030, all members of the Baby 
Boomer generation will be at least 65 years old, and one in five Americans will be of 
retirement age. This shift is driven by declining fertility rates and increased longevity. The 
number of people over 65 is projected to rise from 56 million in 2020 to about 75 million by 
2035. 

Implications: 

• A larger share of the population will be collecting Social Security and Medicare 
benefits. 

• The demand for health and long-term care services will increase. 

• The “senior gap”-the difference between what older adults need to live and what 
they receive from Social Security-may widen, raising the risk of poverty among 
seniors and people with disabilities. 
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Fewer Workers Supporting More Beneficiaries 

Social Security was designed during an era when there were many more workers for each 
retiree. In 1960, the worker-to-beneficiary ratio was 5.1:1. Today, it is about 2.8:1 and is 
expected to drop to 2.3:1 by 2044. This trend is the result of: 

• Lower Birth Rates: 
The U.S. fertility rate has fallen from 3.6 children per woman in 1960 to 1.6 in 2020-
well below the replacement level. 

• Slowing Immigration: 
Immigration, which has historically helped replenish the workforce, has slowed in 
recent years. 

• Longer Life Expectancy: 
People are living longer, collecting benefits for more years. 

Consequences: 

• Fewer workers are paying payroll taxes to support each beneficiary. 

• The financial burden on the working-age population increases. 

• The system’s revenue growth cannot keep pace with rising costs. 

Increased Longevity and Rising Costs 

Americans are living longer than ever before. Since Social Security began in 1935, life 
expectancy at birth has increased by nearly 16 years, while the full retirement age has only 
increased by two years (from 65 to 67 for those born in 1960 or later). 

Impacts: 

• Beneficiaries collect payments for more years, increasing total program costs. 

• Healthcare costs rise sharply with age, especially for those 85 and older, putting 
additional strain on Medicare. 

• The gap between the length of retirement and the resources available to fund it is 
widening. 
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Declining Birth Rates and Immigration 

A shrinking workforce is a direct result of both lower birth rates and reduced immigration. 
With fewer young people entering the labor force, the base of workers paying into Social 
Security is not growing fast enough to offset the rising number of retirees. 

Effects: 

• Payroll tax revenues stagnate or decline. 

• The ratio of contributors to beneficiaries continues to fall, threatening the system’s 
solvency. 

Economic Pressures and System Design 

Social Security is a pay-as-you-go system, meaning today’s workers fund today’s retirees. 
As the ratio of workers to beneficiaries shrinks, the system’s finances become increasingly 
fragile. 

Financial Realities: 

• In 2023, Social Security ran a $133 billion deficit, drawing down its trust fund 
reserves. 

• Deficits are projected to grow rapidly, reaching an estimated $665 billion annually by 
2033. 

• Without legislative action, the trust funds are expected to be depleted between 
2032 and 2035, at which point incoming payroll taxes would only cover about 75–
83% of scheduled benefits. 

Evolving Work Patterns and Labor Market Shifts 

The nature of work in the U.S. is changing. More people are employed in part-time, 
temporary, or gig economy jobs, which often provide inconsistent or lower contributions to 
Social Security. 

Challenges: 

• Workers in nontraditional jobs may have gaps in their earnings records, reducing 
their future benefits. 

• The rise of self-employment and contract work complicates payroll tax collection 
and benefit calculations. 
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• Economic volatility, such as recessions or pandemics, can further disrupt 
contributions and increase claims for disability or survivor benefits. 

Policy Implications and the Need for Reform 

Addressing these demographic and economic pressures will require bold, comprehensive 
policy solutions. Potential options include: 

• Raising or eliminating the payroll tax cap on high earners 

• Gradually increasing the retirement age to reflect longer life expectancy 

• Adjusting benefit formulas to target resources to those most in need 

• Encouraging higher workforce participation among older adults 

• Modernizing the system to accommodate new forms of work and income 

Failure to act risks automatic benefit cuts, increased poverty among seniors and people 
with disabilities, and reduced confidence in the program’s future. 

Summary 

Demographic and economic pressures-including an aging population, fewer workers per 
beneficiary, increased longevity, lower birth rates, reduced immigration, rising costs, and 
evolving labor markets-are straining Social Security’s finances. These challenges demand 
thoughtful, forward-looking reforms to ensure the program’s continued ability to provide 
economic security for generations to come. Without action, the system faces growing 
deficits, potential benefit reductions, and a diminished safety net for millions of 
Americans. 

 

Reform Proposals and Debates 

The future of Social Security is a central concern in U.S. public policy, as the program faces 
a projected funding shortfall within the next decade. Policymakers, advocacy groups, and 
experts have put forward a wide array of reform proposals. These proposals reflect differing 
philosophies about the role of Social Security, the balance between revenue and benefit 
changes, and the need to protect vulnerable populations while ensuring the program’s 
long-term solvency. 

Why Reform Is Needed 

Social Security’s financial challenges stem from demographic and economic trends: 
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• Aging Population: More Americans are retiring and living longer, increasing benefit 
outlays. 

• Fewer Workers per Beneficiary: Declining birth rates and slower workforce growth 
mean fewer payroll taxpayers supporting each retiree. 

• Rising Costs: Healthcare and living expenses continue to grow, increasing pressure 
on fixed incomes. 

• Projected Trust Fund Depletion: Without changes, the combined trust funds are 
expected to be depleted by 2033–2035, after which payroll taxes will only cover 
about 75–83% of scheduled benefits. 

Without timely reform, all beneficiaries could face across-the-board benefit cuts. 

Major Reform Proposals 

1. Increasing Revenue 

Raising or Eliminating the Payroll Tax Cap: 
Currently, workers and employers each pay Social Security taxes on earnings up to a set 
cap ($176,100 in 2025). Proposals include raising this cap or eliminating it entirely for high 
earners, so more income is taxed. This would significantly increase revenue and reduce the 
funding gap. 

Increasing the Payroll Tax Rate: 
The current combined rate is 12.4%. Some proposals suggest gradually raising this rate for 
all workers and employers, or adding a surtax on very high incomes. 

Expanding Taxation to More Income Types: 
Ideas include closing loopholes that allow certain business owners to avoid payroll taxes 
on “pass-through” income, or extending Social Security coverage to all newly hired state 
and local government workers. 

Increasing Legal Immigration: 
Allowing more employment-based immigration could add younger workers to the labor 
force, boosting payroll tax revenue and improving the worker-to-beneficiary ratio. 

2. Adjusting Benefits 

Raising the Full Retirement Age: 
Gradually increasing the age for full benefits (currently 67 for those born in 1960 or later) to 
reflect longer life expectancy. This would reduce lifetime benefits for future retirees. 
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Changing the Benefit Formula: 
Altering the progressive formula to slow benefit growth for higher earners while maintaining 
or increasing benefits for lower-income workers. For example, reducing the percentage of 
average earnings replaced for the top half of earners. 

Extending the Earnings Calculation Period: 
Currently, benefits are based on a worker’s highest 35 years of earnings. Raising this to 38 
or 40 years would generally lower benefits for those with intermittent work histories. 

Reducing or Eliminating Certain Family Benefits: 
Proposals include ending spousal or dependent benefits for retirees (except for survivors or 
the disabled) or limiting benefits for children of retirees. 

3. Targeted Benefit Improvements 

Enhancing Survivor and Disability Benefits: 
Raising the minimum benefit for long-term, low-wage workers, increasing survivor benefits 
for widows and widowers, or creating new benefits for older workers with disabilities who 
don’t qualify under current rules. 

Restoring Student Benefits: 
Extending benefits for students whose parents are deceased or disabled, up to age 25 and 
for a broader range of educational programs. 

Caregiver Credits: 
Providing Social Security credits for time spent out of the workforce caring for children, 
elderly parents, or disabled family members to reduce benefit penalties for caregivers. 

4. Other Proposals 

Redirecting Tax Revenue: 
Some suggest dedicating all taxes on Social Security benefits to the program itself, rather 
than dividing them between Social Security and Medicare. 

Means Testing: 
Reducing or phasing out benefits for high-income retirees, focusing resources on those 
with lower lifetime earnings. 

The Political and Public Debate 

The debate over Social Security reform is highly polarized: 

• Progressive and Democratic Proposals: 
Emphasize increasing revenues, protecting or expanding benefits for lower- and 
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middle-income workers, and raising or eliminating the payroll tax cap. Some also 
support caregiver credits and enhanced survivor benefits. 

• Conservative and Republican Proposals: 
Focus on controlling costs by gradually raising the retirement age, slowing benefit 
growth for higher earners, and encouraging personal savings or private retirement 
accounts. There is less support for tax increases. 

• Bipartisan and Centrist Approaches: 
Many experts and commissions recommend a balanced mix of revenue increases 
and moderate benefit adjustments, aiming to spread the impact across income 
groups and generations. 

• Public Opinion: 
Most Americans support preserving and strengthening Social Security but are wary 
of both benefit cuts and tax increases. The political risk of reform has led to 
legislative gridlock, with no major changes enacted in recent years. 

Challenges to Reform 

• Timing: 
The longer the action is delayed, the more severe the required changes will be. 

• Equity: 
Ensuring that reforms do not disproportionately harm low-income workers, people 
of color, women, or those with disabilities. 

• Transition: 
Designing reforms that protect current retirees and those near retirement, while 
gradually phasing in changes for younger workers. 

• Economic Uncertainty: 
Reforms must be resilient to economic downturns, demographic surprises, and 
shifts in the labor market. 

Conclusion 

Social Security reform is inevitable, given the program’s projected funding shortfall. A broad 
range of proposals exists, from raising taxes and expanding the revenue base to adjusting 
benefits and eligibility rules. The ultimate solution will likely require a combination of these 
approaches, tailored to preserve Social Security’s promise of economic security for future 
generations while maintaining fairness and adequacy for today’s beneficiaries. The debate 
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is ongoing, and the urgency for bipartisan action grows as the trust fund depletion date 
approaches. 

 

Chapter 13 Summary  

The attachment offers a comprehensive and detailed analysis of Social Security’s current 
landscape, recent policy changes, ongoing challenges, and the major reform debates 
shaping its future. It covers developments in 2025, the mechanics and impact of cost-of-
living adjustments, the demographic and economic pressures threatening the program’s 
sustainability, and the wide range of proposals under consideration to address its looming 
funding crisis. 

Recent Developments in 2025 

Social Security has implemented several significant changes: 

• Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA): 
Beneficiaries received a 2.5% COLA for 2025-the smallest since 2020-reflecting 
modest inflation but leaving many recipients struggling with rising living costs. This 
adjustment is calculated using the Consumer Price Index for Urban Wage Earners 
and Clerical Workers (CPI-W). 

• Higher Earnings and Tax Limits: 
The amount needed to earn a Social Security credit, the maximum taxable earnings, 
and the earnings limits for beneficiaries have all increased for 2025, reflecting wage 
growth and inflation. 

• Repeal of WEP and GPO: 
The Social Security Fairness Act repealed the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) 
and Government Pension Offset (GPO), providing increased and retroactive benefits 
to public employees such as teachers and police officers who were previously 
penalized due to non-covered pensions. 

• Overpayment Recovery Policy: 
The SSA now withholds 100% of monthly benefits to recover new overpayments, a 
sharp increase from the previous 10% rate. This policy aims to improve program 
integrity but has raised concerns about hardship for affected beneficiaries. 

• Service Delivery and Identity Verification: 
SSA is enhancing identity verification to combat fraud, shifting more services online 
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and in-person, but these changes may create access barriers for some, especially 
rural or less tech-savvy individuals. 

Future Challenges 

Social Security faces major structural and operational challenges: 

• Financial Sustainability: 
The trust funds are projected to be depleted by 2035. Without reform, payroll taxes 
will only cover 75–83% of promised benefits, triggering automatic reductions. 

• Demographic and Economic Pressures: 
The U.S. population is aging rapidly, with the number of Americans over 65 soaring 
and the ratio of workers to beneficiaries shrinking. Lower birth rates, increased 
longevity, and reduced immigration further strain the system. The program’s pay-as-
you-go design is increasingly vulnerable, with annual deficits projected to reach 
$665 billion by 2033. 

• Changing Labor Market: 
Growth in gig, part-time, and self-employed work complicates payroll tax collection 
and may reduce future benefits for workers with irregular earnings histories. 

• Service Accessibility and Program Integrity: 
While SSA is modernizing and strengthening anti-fraud measures, stricter 
verification and reduced phone access may limit service for some groups. Balancing 
fraud prevention with fairness and accessibility is an ongoing challenge. 

• Public Confidence and Communication: 
Maintaining trust in Social Security requires clear, transparent communication 
about changes, benefits, and the program’s outlook. 

Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA) 

COLA is a key feature that helps Social Security and SSI benefits keep pace with inflation. 
For 2025, the 2.5% COLA will increase average monthly benefits, but may not fully offset 
rising costs for essentials like housing and healthcare. COLA is calculated annually based 
on changes in the CPI-W and is crucial for protecting the purchasing power of retirees, 
people with disabilities, and other vulnerable beneficiaries. 

 

 

 



266 
 

Demographic and Economic Pressures 

The attachment highlights the profound demographic shifts affecting Social Security: 

• The aging of the Baby Boomer generation means a growing share of Americans are 
collecting benefits. 

• The worker-to-beneficiary ratio has dropped from 5.1:1 in 1960 to 2.8:1 today, and is 
projected to fall further. 

• Longer life expectancies and lower birth rates mean fewer workers are supporting 
more retirees over longer periods. 

• Economic volatility, rising healthcare costs, and evolving work patterns (like gig and 
contract work) further complicate the program’s finances. 

Without reform, these pressures could result in benefit cuts, increased poverty among 
seniors and people with disabilities, and a weakened safety net. 

Reform Proposals and Debates 

A wide range of reform options is being debated: 

• Increasing Revenue: 
Proposals include raising or eliminating the payroll tax cap, increasing payroll tax 
rates, expanding the types of income subject to Social Security taxes, and 
increasing legal immigration to grow the workforce. 

• Adjusting Benefits: 
Options include raising the full retirement age, changing the benefit formula to slow 
growth for higher earners while protecting lower-income workers, extending the 
earnings calculation period, and reducing or eliminating certain family benefits. 

• Targeted Improvements: 
Suggestions include enhancing survivor and disability benefits, restoring student 
benefits, and providing caregiver credits. 

• Other Proposals: 
Ideas range from dedicating all taxes on Social Security benefits to the program, to 
means-testing benefits for high-income retirees. 

• Political and Public Debate: 
The debate is deeply polarized. Progressive proposals focus on increasing revenue 
and protecting or expanding benefits for lower- and middle-income workers. 
Conservative proposals emphasize cost control, raising the retirement age, and 
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slowing benefit growth for higher earners. Bipartisan and centrist plans typically 
combine moderate revenue increases with targeted benefit adjustments. Most 
Americans support preserving Social Security but are wary of both tax hikes and 
benefit cuts, contributing to legislative gridlock. 

• Implementation Challenges: 
Delayed action will require more drastic changes. Ensuring reforms are equitable, 
protect vulnerable groups, and are phased in smoothly is essential for success. 

Conclusion 

The attachment underscores that Social Security is at a crossroads. Recent reforms, such 
as the repeal of WEP and GPO and updated overpayment policies, address some inequities 
and administrative issues. However, demographic shifts, funding shortfalls, and political 
divisions pose serious threats to the program’s future. Comprehensive reform-likely 
involving a mix of revenue increases and benefit adjustments-will be needed to preserve 
Social Security’s promise for future generations. The urgency for bipartisan action grows as 
the trust fund depletion date approaches, and the choices made in the coming years will 
shape the program’s ability to provide economic security for millions of Americans. 
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Chapter 14 
Action Steps for a Secure Retirement 

The attachment provides a thorough and nuanced exploration of Social Security’s current 
evolution, highlighting recent policy changes, the mounting demographic and economic 
pressures on the system, and the range of reform proposals under debate as the program 
faces a critical juncture. 

Recent Developments in 2025 

Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA): 
In 2025, Social Security and SSI beneficiaries received a 2.5% COLA, the smallest increase 
since 2020. While this adjustment modestly boosts monthly payments, many recipients 
still face difficulties keeping up with rising costs for essentials like food, rent, and 
healthcare. COLA is calculated using the Consumer Price Index for Urban Wage Earners 
and Clerical Workers (CPI-W), ensuring benefits reflect inflation but not always matching 
individual cost increases. 

Higher Earning Thresholds and Tax Limits: 
Key thresholds have increased for 2025: 

• One Social Security credit requires $1,810 in earnings. 

• The maximum taxable earnings subject to Social Security tax is now $176,100. 

• The earnings limit for beneficiaries under full retirement age is $23,400, and $62,160 
for those reaching full retirement age in 2025. 
These changes reflect wage growth and inflation, affecting both current and future 
beneficiaries. 

Elimination of WEP and GPO: 
A landmark legislative change in 2025 is the repeal of the Windfall Elimination Provision 
(WEP) and Government Pension Offset (GPO) via the Social Security Fairness Act. This 
reform benefits public employees-such as teachers and police officers-whose Social 
Security benefits were previously reduced due to non-covered pensions. The repeal 
provides retroactive payments and increases monthly benefits for millions, addressing 
longstanding inequities. 

Overpayment Recovery Policy: 
SSA now requires withholding 100% of monthly Social Security benefits to recover new 
overpayments, a significant increase from the previous 10% withholding rate. While 



269 
 

intended to protect program integrity, this change has raised concerns about financial 
hardship for affected beneficiaries. 

Service Delivery and Identity Verification: 
SSA is strengthening identity verification to combat fraud and protect records. While some 
proposals to eliminate phone applications were reversed, the agency is pushing for more 
online and in-person services, which may create access barriers for some, especially rural 
or less tech-savvy individuals. 

Future Challenges 

Financial Sustainability: 
Social Security faces a looming funding gap. The trust funds are projected to be depleted 
by 2035, after which payroll taxes will only cover about 75–83% of scheduled benefits. This 
shortfall is driven by an aging population, longer life expectancies, a shrinking worker-to-
beneficiary ratio, slower wage growth, and lower birth rates. Without legislative action, 
automatic benefit reductions are likely. 

Policy and Political Uncertainty: 
Despite broad recognition of the funding problem, Congress has not reached consensus 
on solutions. Proposals include raising or eliminating the taxable wage cap, increasing 
payroll tax rates, gradually raising the full retirement age, adjusting benefit formulas, and 
introducing means testing for high-income beneficiaries. Political divisions and public 
resistance to both benefit cuts and tax increases make comprehensive reform difficult. 

Demographic and Economic Shifts: 
The number of Americans over 65 is expected to rise sharply, increasing program costs. At 
the same time, fewer workers are entering the labor force, and economic volatility (such as 
recessions or pandemics) can further strain the system. 

Service Delivery and Accessibility: 
SSA is modernizing operations and expanding online services, but stricter identity 
verification and reduced phone access may create barriers for rural residents, people with 
disabilities, or those without reliable internet access. Ensuring equitable and timely access 
to benefits remains a challenge. 

Fraud, Overpayments, and Program Integrity: 
Efforts to reduce fraud and improper payments continue, but new policies-like withholding 
100% of benefits for overpayment recovery-raise concerns about balancing program 
integrity with compassion for vulnerable beneficiaries. 
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Public Confidence and Communication: 
Maintaining public trust is essential. Clear, transparent communication about program 
changes, benefit calculations, and future projections is vital for helping beneficiaries plan 
and for fostering support for needed reforms. 

Demographic and Economic Pressures 

• The U.S. population is aging rapidly, with the number of people over 65 projected to 
reach 75 million by 2035. 

• The worker-to-beneficiary ratio has dropped from 5.1:1 in 1960 to about 2.8:1 today 
and is expected to fall further. 

• Lower birth rates and reduced immigration mean fewer new workers are entering the 
labor force. 

• Increased longevity means people collect benefits for more years, driving up total 
costs. 

• The rise of gig, part-time, and self-employed work complicates payroll tax collection 
and may reduce future benefits for those with irregular earnings. 

Reform Proposals and Debates 

A broad spectrum of reform options is being considered: 

Increasing Revenue: 

• Raising or eliminating the payroll tax cap for high earners. 

• Increasing the payroll tax rate for all workers and employers. 

• Expanding Social Security coverage to more types of income and more workers. 

• Increasing legal immigration to grow the workforce and the tax base. 

Adjusting Benefits: 

• Gradually raising the full retirement age to reflect longer life expectancy. 

• Changing the benefit formula to slow growth for higher earners while protecting or 
enhancing benefits for lower-income workers. 

• Extending the earnings calculation period, which could lower benefits for those with 
intermittent work histories. 

• Reducing or eliminating certain family and dependent benefits. 
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Targeted Improvements: 

• Enhancing survivor and disability benefits. 

• Restoring student benefits for children of deceased or disabled parents. 

• Providing caregiver credits for time spent out of the workforce caring for family 
members. 

Other Proposals: 

• Dedicating all taxes on Social Security benefits to the program itself. 

• Implementing means testing to reduce or phase out benefits for high-income 
retirees. 

Political and Public Debate: 

• Progressive proposals emphasize increasing revenue and expanding or protecting 
benefits for lower- and middle-income workers. 

• Conservative proposals focus on cost control, raising the retirement age, and 
slowing benefit growth for higher earners. 

• Bipartisan and centrist plans typically blend moderate revenue increases with 
targeted benefit adjustments. 

• Most Americans support preserving Social Security but are wary of both tax hikes 
and benefit cuts, contributing to legislative gridlock. 

Implementation Challenges: 

• The longer action is delayed, the more severe the required changes will be. 

• Ensuring reforms are equitable and phased in fairly is essential to protect vulnerable 
groups and maintain public support. 

Conclusion 

Social Security stands at a crossroads. While recent reforms such as the repeal of WEP 
and GPO and updated overpayment policies address some inequities and administrative 
issues, the program faces serious long-term threats from demographic shifts, funding 
shortfalls, and political divisions. Comprehensive reform-likely involving a mix of revenue 
increases and benefit adjustments-will be needed to secure Social Security’s future. The 
urgency for bipartisan action is growing as the trust fund depletion date approaches, and 
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the choices made in the coming years will shape the program’s ability to provide economic 
security for millions of Americans. 

 

Estimating Your Benefits 

Estimating your future Social Security benefits is a vital step in retirement planning, helping 
you understand how much you can expect to receive and how those payments fit into your 
broader financial picture. With Social Security’s rules, benefit formulas, and economic 
landscape evolving, it’s more important than ever to approach this process thoughtfully 
and regularly update your estimates. 

How Social Security Benefits Are Calculated 

1. Your Earnings Record 
Your benefit is based on your lifetime earnings from jobs where you paid Social Security 
taxes. The Social Security Administration (SSA) indexes your annual earnings to account for 
wage growth over time. 

2. The 35 Highest-Earning Years 
SSA uses your 35 highest-earning years to calculate your Average Indexed Monthly Earnings 
(AIME). If you worked fewer than 35 years, zeros are included for the missing years, which 
lowers your average and your benefit. 

3. The Primary Insurance Amount (PIA) Formula 
Your AIME is plugged into a formula with “bend points” (thresholds that change annually 
with national wage growth). For 2025, the formula is: 

• 90% of the first $1,226 of AIME 

• 32% of AIME between $1,226 and $7,391 

• 15% of AIME above $7,391 

The sum is your PIA, or the monthly benefit you’d receive at your full retirement age (FRA). 

Factors That Affect Your Benefit Amount 

• Claiming Age: 
You can claim as early as 62, but your benefit will be reduced. Waiting until your FRA 
(66–67, depending on your birth year) gives you 100% of your PIA. Delaying up to age 
70 increases your benefit through delayed retirement credits. 
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• Earnings After Age 62: 
If you keep working and earn more than in previous years, your benefit could 
increase, since SSA recalculates your benefit if new earnings replace lower-earning 
years. 

• Marital Status and Family Benefits: 
You may be eligible for spousal, divorced spouse, or survivor benefits, which are 
based on your spouse’s or ex-spouse’s record if those benefits are higher than your 
own. 

• Government Pensions: 
If you worked in a job not covered by Social Security, your benefit may be reduced by 
the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) or Government Pension Offset (GPO)-
though both have been repealed as of 2025, so this will only affect historical 
calculations. 

Using Social Security’s Estimation Tools 

my Social Security Account: 
Creating an account at SSA.gov allows you to: 

• Access your complete earnings history 

• See personalized benefit estimates for different claiming ages 

• Check for errors in your record, which can be corrected to avoid benefit reductions 

SSA Calculators: 

• Quick Calculator: Gives a fast estimate based on current earnings and age. 

• Retirement Estimator: Uses your actual earnings record for more accuracy. 

• Detailed Calculator: Downloadable tool for precise, scenario-based estimates. 

• Special Calculators: For WEP, GPO, spousal, or survivor benefits. 

Other Resources: 

• AARP and other financial organizations offer simplified calculators for quick 
projections. 
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Steps to Estimate Your Benefit 

1. Review Your Earnings Record: 
Log in to your my Social Security account and check for missing or incorrect years of 
earnings. 

2. Calculate Your AIME: 
Add your 35 highest inflation-adjusted annual earnings, divide by 420 (months in 35 
years), to get your average indexed monthly earnings. 

3. Apply the PIA Formula: 
Use the current year’s bend points to determine your PIA. 

4. Adjust for Claiming Age: 
Factor in reductions for early claiming or credits for delaying past full retirement 
age. 

5. Consider Family and Special Benefits: 
Explore eligibility for spousal, survivor, or disability benefits, and use the appropriate 
calculators. 

6. Update Regularly: 
As your work history, earnings, or life circumstances change, revisit your estimate to 
stay on track. 

Special Considerations 

• Earnings Limits: 
If you claim before full retirement age and continue working, your benefits may be 
temporarily reduced if your income exceeds annual limits ($23,400 for those under 
FRA in 2025). 

• COLA Adjustments: 
Benefits are increased each year with the Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA), which 
helps maintain purchasing power as prices rise. 

• Taxation: 
Depending on your total income, a portion of your Social Security benefits may be 
taxable. 

• Other Retirement Income: 
Consider how pensions, savings, and investments will interact with your Social 
Security payments. 
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Why Estimating Your Benefit Matters 

• Retirement Planning: 
Knowing your estimated benefit helps you set savings goals and determine when 
you can afford to retire. 

• Claiming Strategy: 
Understanding the impact of claiming age on your monthly payment can help you 
maximize lifetime benefits. 

• Budgeting: 
Accurate estimates allow for better planning for healthcare, housing, and other 
essential expenses in retirement. 

• Avoiding Surprises: 
Regularly reviewing your record and estimate helps catch errors or gaps before they 
affect your payments. 

Summary 

Estimating your Social Security benefits is a dynamic process that should be revisited 
throughout your career and as you approach retirement. By understanding the calculation 
method, using SSA’s online tools, and considering your personal circumstances, you can 
make informed decisions to optimize your retirement security-even as Social Security’s 
rules and the broader economic environment continue to evolve. 

 

Maximizing Your Social Security Income 

Social Security is at a pivotal crossroads in 2025, shaped by new policy changes, 
demographic shifts, and urgent debates over its future. Understanding these developments 
is crucial for beneficiaries, policymakers, and anyone planning for retirement. 

Recent Developments in 2025 

Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA): 

• Social Security and SSI beneficiaries receive a 2.5% COLA in 2025, the smallest 
since 2020. This adjustment raises the average retiree’s monthly benefit by about 
$49 (from $1,927 to $1,976) and the average married couple’s benefit by $75 (from 
$3,014 to $3,089)235. 

• The COLA is based on inflation data from July–September 2024. While it helps offset 
rising costs, many recipients still struggle with high prices for essentials. 

https://www.kiplinger.com/retirement/social-security/changes-coming-for-social-security-in-2025
https://www.ssa.gov/cola/
https://states.aarp.org/michigan/social-security-cola-2025-what-the-2025-social-security-cost-of-living-adjustment-means-for-your-wallet
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Earning Thresholds and Tax Limits: 

• To earn one Social Security credit in 2025, you must make $1,810 (up from $1,730 in 
2024). You need 40 credits to qualify for retirement benefits, and you can earn up to 
four credits per year2. 

• The maximum taxable earnings subject to Social Security tax rise to $176,100 (up 
$7,500 from 2024). Once you reach this cap, Social Security payroll taxes stop for 
the year23. 

• The earnings limit for those under full retirement age increases to $23,400; for those 
reaching full retirement age in 2025, it’s $62,160. Exceeding these limits can 
temporarily reduce benefits before full retirement age3. 

Elimination of WEP and GPO: 

• The Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and Government Pension Offset (GPO) 
have been repealed. This change, enacted through the Social Security Fairness Act, 
increases benefits for millions of public employees (like teachers and police 
officers) who previously faced reductions due to non-covered pensions. Retroactive 
payments and higher monthly benefits are being issued in 20256. 

Overpayment Recovery Policy: 

• As of March 2025, SSA now withholds 100% of monthly benefits to recover new 
overpayments, a sharp increase from the previous 10% rate. This aims to improve 
program integrity but raises concerns for those facing financial hardship6. 

Service and Security Changes: 

• SSA has strengthened identity verification and is encouraging more use of online 
and in-person services, which may create access barriers for some, especially rural 
or less tech-savvy individuals. 

Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA) – Purpose and Calculation 

COLA ensures Social Security and SSI benefits keep pace with inflation. Each year, SSA 
compares the Consumer Price Index for Urban Wage Earners and Clerical Workers (CPI-W) 
from the third quarter of the current year to the same period in the last year a COLA was 
granted. If the index rises by more than 0.1%, benefits increase by that percentage. 

• For 2025, the 2.5% COLA is based on CPI-W data from Q3 2023 to Q3 2024. 

• COLA helps maintain purchasing power but may not fully offset rising costs for 
essentials like rent, healthcare, and food. 

https://www.kiplinger.com/retirement/social-security/changes-coming-for-social-security-in-2025
https://www.kiplinger.com/retirement/social-security/changes-coming-for-social-security-in-2025
https://www.ssa.gov/cola/
https://www.ssa.gov/cola/
https://www.livenowfox.com/news/social-security-changes-coming-april-heres-what-know
https://www.livenowfox.com/news/social-security-changes-coming-april-heres-what-know
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• Other 2025 adjustments tied to inflation include higher taxable maximum earnings 
and increased earnings limits for working beneficiaries. 

Demographic and Economic Pressures 

Social Security’s finances are strained by profound demographic and economic changes: 

• Aging Population: By 2030, one in five Americans will be over 65. The number of 
people over 65 is projected to rise from 56 million in 2020 to 75 million by 2035. 

• Fewer Workers per Beneficiary: The worker-to-beneficiary ratio has dropped from 
5.1:1 in 1960 to 2.8:1 today, and is expected to fall further. Lower birth rates, 
reduced immigration, and longer life spans all contribute. 

• Increased Longevity and Costs: People are living longer and collecting benefits for 
more years. Healthcare costs, especially for those 85 and older, are rising sharply. 

• Economic Pressures: Social Security ran a $133 billion deficit in 2023, and annual 
deficits are projected to reach $665 billion by 2033. Trust funds are expected to be 
depleted by 2032–2035, after which payroll taxes will cover only about 75–83% of 
scheduled benefits. 

• Changing Work Patterns: Growth in gig, part-time, and self-employed work 
complicates payroll tax collection and may reduce future benefits for those with 
irregular earnings. 

Reform Proposals and Debates 

With trust fund depletion looming, a wide range of reforms are under debate: 

Increasing Revenue: 

• Raising or eliminating the payroll tax cap for high earners. 

• Increasing payroll tax rates for all workers and employers. 

• Expanding Social Security coverage to more types of income and more workers. 

• Increasing legal immigration to grow the workforce and tax base. 

Adjusting Benefits: 

• Gradually raising the full retirement age to reflect longer life expectancy. 

• Changing the benefit formula to slow growth for higher earners while protecting or 
enhancing benefits for lower-income workers. 
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• Extending the earnings calculation period, which could lower benefits for those with 
intermittent work histories. 

• Reducing or eliminating certain family and dependent benefits. 

Targeted Improvements: 

• Enhancing survivor and disability benefits. 

• Restoring student benefits for children of deceased or disabled parents. 

• Providing caregiver credits for time spent out of the workforce caring for family 
members. 

Other Proposals: 

• Dedicating all taxes on Social Security benefits to the program itself. 

• Implementing means testing to reduce or phase out benefits for high-income 
retirees. 

Political and Public Debate: 

• Progressive proposals focus on increasing revenue and protecting or expanding 
benefits for lower- and middle-income workers. 

• Conservative proposals emphasize cost control, raising the retirement age, and 
slowing benefit growth for higher earners. 

• Bipartisan and centrist plans typically blend moderate revenue increases with 
targeted benefit adjustments. 

• Most Americans support preserving Social Security but are wary of both tax hikes 
and benefit cuts, contributing to legislative gridlock. 

Looking Ahead 

Social Security remains the foundation of retirement security for millions of Americans. 
Recent reforms, including the repeal of WEP and GPO and updated overpayment policies, 
address some inequities and administrative issues. However, the program faces serious 
long-term threats from demographic shifts, funding shortfalls, and political divisions. 
Comprehensive reform-likely involving a mix of revenue increases and benefit 
adjustments-will be needed to secure Social Security’s future. The urgency for bipartisan 
action is growing as the trust fund depletion date approaches, and the choices made in the 
coming years will shape the program’s ability to provide economic security for generations 
to come. 
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Should You Start Social Security Early or Wait Until Full Retirement Age? 

Deciding when to start your Social Security benefits is one of the most important 
retirement decisions you’ll make. You can begin collecting as early as age 62, wait until 
your full retirement age (FRA)-which is 67 for those born in 1960 or later-or delay up to age 
70. The timing of your claim will have a permanent impact on your monthly benefit amount 
and your overall retirement income. 

Starting Social Security Early (Age 62) 

• Reduced Monthly Benefits: Claiming at 62 means your monthly payment will be 
permanently reduced. For those with an FRA of 67, starting at 62 results in a 30% 
reduction. For example, if your full benefit at 67 would be $2,000 per month, starting 
at 62 would lower it to $1,400. 

• Longer Payment Period: You’ll receive payments for a longer period, which can be 
helpful if you need immediate income, have health concerns, or lack other 
retirement resources. 

• Earnings Limit: If you continue to work before reaching FRA, your benefits may be 
temporarily reduced if your earnings exceed annual limits. 

• Best for: Those who need income right away, have a shorter life expectancy, or lack 
other sources of retirement funds. 

Waiting Until Full Retirement Age (Typically 67) 

• Full Monthly Benefits: Claiming at FRA entitles you to 100% of your calculated 
benefit, based on your 35 highest-earning years. 

• No Earnings Limit: Once you reach FRA, you can work and earn any amount without 
reducing your Social Security benefit. 

• Higher Survivor Benefits: Delaying until FRA also increases the survivor benefit 
your spouse would receive if you pass away first. 

• Best for: Those who can afford to wait, are in good health, and want to maximize 
their steady monthly income. 

Delaying Beyond Full Retirement Age (Up to Age 70) 

• Increased Benefits: For every year you delay claiming past FRA, your benefit 
increases by about 8% per year, up to age 70. For someone with an FRA of 67, 
waiting until 70 means a benefit that’s 24% higher than at FRA. 
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• No Benefit to Waiting Past 70: Benefits do not increase further after age 70, so it’s 
best to claim by then. 

• Best for: Those in good health, with longevity in their family, or who want to 
maximize monthly and survivor benefits. 

Key Differences: Early vs. Full Retirement Age 

Claiming 
Age 

Monthly Benefit 
Amount 

Lifetime Payments Earnings Limit 
Applies? 

Survivor Benefit 
Impact 

62 (Early) 70% of full benefit 
More payments, each 
smaller Yes, until FRA Lower for spouse 

67 (FRA) 100% of full benefit 
Fewer payments, each 
larger No Higher for spouse 

70 
(Delayed) 124% of full benefit 

Even fewer, largest 
amount No Highest for spouse 

 

How to Decide 

• Consider your health and family longevity: If you expect to live well into your 80s 
or beyond, waiting can yield a higher lifetime benefit. 

• Assess your financial needs: If you need income sooner, claiming early may be 
necessary, but be aware of the permanent reduction. 

• Think about your work plans: If you plan to keep working, waiting until FRA avoids 
benefit reductions due to the earnings limit. 

• Factor in your spouse: Delaying can increase survivor benefits for your spouse. 

Bottom line: Starting Social Security early provides immediate income but results in a 
lower monthly benefit for life. Waiting until full retirement age-or even delaying until 70-
means a higher monthly payment and greater long-term security, especially if you expect to 
live a long life. The best choice depends on your health, financial situation, and retirement 
goals. 
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Coordinating Social Security with Other Retirement Income 

Social Security is at a pivotal moment in 2025, shaped by new policy changes, 
demographic and economic pressures, and urgent debates about its future. Below is a 
comprehensive overview of the latest developments, the forces straining the system, and 
the major reform ideas under discussion. 

Recent Developments in 2025 

Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA): 
Social Security and SSI beneficiaries receive a 2.5% COLA in 2025, the smallest increase 
since 2020. This adjustment raises the average retiree’s monthly benefit by about $49 (from 
$1,927 to $1,976), and the average married couple’s benefit by $75 (from $3,014 to $3,089). 
COLA is based on inflation data from July–September 2024. While it helps offset some 
rising costs, many recipients still face high prices for essentials like food, utilities, and 
housing. 

Earning Credits and Tax Limits: 
To earn one Social Security credit in 2025, you must make $1,810-up from $1,730 in 2024. 
You need 40 credits (typically 10 years of work) to qualify for retirement benefits. The 
maximum taxable earnings subject to Social Security tax rise to $176,100 in 2025. Once 
you earn above this cap, Social Security payroll taxes stop for the year. The annual earnings 
limit for those under full retirement age increases to $23,400; for those reaching full 
retirement age in 2025, it’s $62,160. Exceeding these limits can temporarily reduce benefits 
before full retirement age. 

Elimination of WEP and GPO: 
The Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and Government Pension Offset (GPO) have been 
repealed, increasing benefits for millions of public employees who previously faced 
reductions due to non-covered pensions. Retroactive payments and higher monthly 
benefits are being issued in 2025. 

Overpayment Recovery Policy: 
As of March 2025, SSA now withholds 100% of monthly benefits to recover new 
overpayments, a sharp increase from the previous 10% rate. This aims to improve program 
integrity but raises concerns for those facing financial hardship. 

Service and Security Changes: 
SSA has strengthened identity verification and is encouraging more use of online and in-
person services, which may create access barriers for some, especially rural or less tech-
savvy individuals. 
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Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA) – Purpose and Calculation 

COLA ensures Social Security and SSI benefits keep pace with inflation. Each year, SSA 
compares the Consumer Price Index for Urban Wage Earners and Clerical Workers (CPI-W) 
from the third quarter of the current year to the same period in the last year a COLA was 
granted. If the index rises by more than 0.1%, benefits increase by that percentage. For 
2025, the 2.5% COLA is based on CPI-W data from Q3 2023 to Q3 2024. 

COLA helps maintain purchasing power, but may not fully offset rising costs for essentials 
like rent, healthcare, and food. Other 2025 adjustments tied to inflation include higher 
taxable maximum earnings and increased earnings limits for working beneficiaries. 

Demographic and Economic Pressures 

Social Security’s finances are strained by major demographic and economic shifts: 

• Aging Population: By 2030, one in five Americans will be over 65, with the number 
of people over 65 projected to rise from 56 million in 2020 to 75 million by 2035. This 
means a larger share of the population will be collecting benefits, increasing 
program costs. 

• Fewer Workers per Beneficiary: The worker-to-beneficiary ratio has dropped from 
5.1:1 in 1960 to 2.8:1 today and is expected to fall further, due to lower birth rates, 
reduced immigration, and longer life spans. 

• Increased Longevity and Rising Costs: People are living longer and collecting 
benefits for more years. Healthcare costs, especially for those 85 and older, are 
rising sharply. 

• Economic Pressures: Social Security ran a $133 billion deficit in 2023, and annual 
deficits are projected to reach $665 billion by 2033. Trust funds are expected to be 
depleted by 2032–2035, after which payroll taxes will cover only about 75–83% of 
scheduled benefits. 

• Changing Work Patterns: Growth in gig, part-time, and self-employed work 
complicates payroll tax collection and may reduce future benefits for those with 
irregular earnings. 

Reform Proposals and Debates 

With trust fund depletion looming, a wide range of reforms are under debate: 

Increasing Revenue: 

• Raising or eliminating the payroll tax cap for high earners. 
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• Increasing payroll tax rates for all workers and employers. 

• Expanding Social Security coverage to more types of income and more workers. 

• Increasing legal immigration to grow the workforce and tax base. 

Adjusting Benefits: 

• Gradually raising the full retirement age to reflect longer life expectancy. 

• Changing the benefit formula to slow growth for higher earners while protecting or 
enhancing benefits for lower-income workers. 

• Extending the earnings calculation period, which could lower benefits for those with 
intermittent work histories. 

• Reducing or eliminating certain family and dependent benefits. 

Targeted Improvements: 

• Enhancing survivor and disability benefits, such as allowing widows/widowers to 
receive up to 75% of combined benefits or creating new disability benefits for older 
workers who don’t qualify under current rules. 

• Restoring student benefits for children of deceased or disabled parents up to age 25 
and for a broader range of education. 

• Providing caregiver credits for time spent out of the workforce caring for family 
members. 

Other Proposals: 

• Dedicating all taxes on Social Security benefits to the program itself. 

• Implementing means testing to reduce or phase out benefits for high-income 
retirees. 

Political and Public Debate: 

• Progressive proposals focus on increasing revenue and protecting or expanding 
benefits for lower- and middle-income workers. 

• Conservative proposals emphasize cost control, raising the retirement age, and 
slowing benefit growth for higher earners. 

• Bipartisan and centrist plans typically blend moderate revenue increases with 
targeted benefit adjustments. 
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• Most Americans support preserving Social Security but are wary of both tax hikes 
and benefit cuts, contributing to legislative gridlock. 

Looking Ahead 

Social Security remains the foundation of retirement security for millions of Americans. 
Recent reforms, including the repeal of WEP and GPO and updated overpayment policies, 
address some inequities and administrative issues. However, the program faces serious 
long-term threats from demographic shifts, funding shortfalls, and political divisions. 
Comprehensive reform-likely involving a mix of revenue increases and benefit 
adjustments-will be needed to secure Social Security’s future. The urgency for bipartisan 
action is growing as the trust fund depletion date approaches, and the choices made in the 
coming years will shape the program’s ability to provide economic security for generations 
to come. 

 

Avoiding Common Mistakes 

Social Security is at a pivotal crossroads in 2025, shaped by legislative changes, 
demographic trends, and the urgent need for reform. The following expanded overview 
synthesizes the latest developments, the mechanics and impact of cost-of-living 
adjustments (COLA), the demographic and economic headwinds facing the program, and 
the evolving landscape of reform proposals and debates. 

Recent Developments in 2025 

Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA): 
In 2025, Social Security and SSI beneficiaries received a 2.5% COLA, the smallest increase 
since 2020. While this adjustment provides modest relief, many recipients still struggle 
with the rising cost of essentials such as food, rent, and healthcare. COLA is calculated 
using the Consumer Price Index for Urban Wage Earners and Clerical Workers (CPI-W), 
tying benefit increases directly to inflation. 

Higher Earning Thresholds and Tax Limits: 
Key thresholds have increased for 2025: 

• To earn one Social Security credit, you now need $1,810 in earnings. 

• The maximum taxable earnings subject to Social Security tax is $176,100. 

• The annual earnings limit for beneficiaries under full retirement age is $23,400, and 
$62,160 for those reaching full retirement age in 2025. 
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These adjustments reflect wage growth and inflation, affecting both workers’ future benefit 
calculations and the income of current beneficiaries who continue to work. 

Elimination of WEP and GPO: 
A landmark change in 2025 is the repeal of the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and 
Government Pension Offset (GPO) through the Social Security Fairness Act. This reform 
benefits public employees-such as teachers, firefighters, and police officers-whose Social 
Security benefits were previously reduced due to non-covered government pensions. The 
repeal provides retroactive payments and increased monthly benefits for millions, 
addressing a long-standing source of inequity. 

Overpayment Recovery Policy: 
SSA has revised its overpayment recovery process. As of March 2025, the agency is 
required to withhold 100% of monthly Social Security benefits to recover new 
overpayments, a significant increase from the previous 10% withholding rate. While 
intended to improve program integrity, this change has raised concerns about financial 
hardship for beneficiaries facing repayment. 

Service Delivery and Identity Verification: 
SSA is strengthening identity verification requirements to combat fraud and protect 
beneficiary records. Although a proposal to eliminate phone applications for retirement 
and survivor benefits was partially reversed, the agency is encouraging more use of online 
and in-person services. These changes are intended to enhance security but may present 
access challenges for some beneficiaries, particularly those in rural areas or with limited 
internet access. 

Future Challenges 

Financial Sustainability: 
Social Security faces a looming funding shortfall. The combined trust funds are projected 
to be depleted by 2035, at which point payroll tax income will only cover about 75–83% of 
scheduled benefits. The primary drivers are an aging population, longer life expectancies, a 
shrinking ratio of workers to beneficiaries, slower wage growth, and lower birth rates. 
Without legislative action, future beneficiaries could see automatic benefit reductions. 

Policy and Political Uncertainty: 
Despite widespread recognition of the funding gap, Congress has not reached consensus 
on how to restore long-term solvency. Proposals include raising or eliminating the taxable 
wage cap, increasing payroll tax rates, gradually raising the full retirement age, adjusting 
benefit formulas or COLA calculations, and introducing means testing for high-income 
beneficiaries. Political divisions and public resistance to benefit cuts or tax increases make 
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comprehensive reform challenging. The longer action is delayed, the more drastic future 
solutions may need to be. 

Demographic and Economic Shifts: 
The number of Americans over 65 is expected to rise from 43 million in 2010 to 75 million 
by 2031, increasing program costs. At the same time, fewer workers are entering the labor 
force, and economic volatility-such as recessions or pandemics-can further strain the 
system. 

Service Delivery and Accessibility: 
SSA is modernizing its operations, investing in technology, and expanding online services. 
However, stricter identity verification and reduced phone access may create barriers for 
rural residents, those with disabilities, or individuals lacking internet access. Ensuring 
equitable and timely access to benefits remains a challenge. 

Fraud, Overpayments, and Program Integrity: 
Efforts to reduce fraud and improper payments are ongoing. The new policy of withholding 
100% of monthly benefits for overpayment recovery has sparked debate about balancing 
program integrity with compassion for vulnerable beneficiaries. SSA faces the challenge of 
protecting the system while providing fair treatment and flexibility for those in need. 

Public Confidence and Communication: 
Maintaining public trust in Social Security is essential. Clear communication about 
program changes, benefit calculations, and future projections is vital to help beneficiaries 
plan and to foster support for necessary reforms. 

Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA) 

COLA is a vital feature of Social Security and SSI, designed to help beneficiaries maintain 
their purchasing power as the cost of living rises. COLA ensures that benefits keep pace 
with inflation, protecting retirees, people with disabilities, and other vulnerable Americans 
from the eroding effects of rising prices. 

• How COLA Is Calculated: Each year, SSA compares the average CPI-W for the third 
quarter (July, August, September) of the current year to the same period in the last 
year a COLA was granted. If the index has increased by more than 0.1%, a COLA is 
triggered and benefits are increased by the same percentage. 

• COLA for 2025: The 2.5% increase is based on the measured rise in the CPI-W from 
the third quarter of 2023 to the third quarter of 2024. This adjustment will be 
reflected in Social Security payments issued in January 2025 and in SSI payments 
starting December 31, 2024. 



287 
 

• Broader Impact and Limitations: While COLA is essential for protecting 
beneficiaries’ purchasing power, it may not always fully offset the impact of 
inflation, especially for those facing higher-than-average increases in costs such as 
rent, prescription drugs, or long-term care. 

Other related changes for 2025 include higher taxable maximum earnings and increased 
earnings limits for working beneficiaries, all tied to the same inflation data that determines 
COLA. 

Demographic and Economic Pressures 

Social Security, the nation’s foundational retirement and disability insurance program, is 
under mounting strain from profound demographic and economic changes. These 
pressures are reshaping the landscape of public benefits and raising urgent questions 
about the program’s long-term sustainability, adequacy, and fairness. 

• Aging of America: By 2030, all Baby Boomers will be at least 65, and one in five 
Americans will be of retirement age. The number of people over 65 is projected to 
rise from 56 million in 2020 to about 75 million by 2035, increasing demand for 
benefits and healthcare. 

• Fewer Workers Supporting More Beneficiaries: The worker-to-beneficiary ratio 
has dropped from 5.1:1 in 1960 to about 2.8:1 today and is expected to fall to 2.3:1 
by 2044. This is due to lower birth rates, slowing immigration, and longer life 
expectancy. 

• Increased Longevity and Rising Costs: Life expectancy has increased by nearly 16 
years since Social Security began, but the full retirement age has only increased by 
two years. People are collecting benefits for more years, driving up costs, and 
healthcare expenses rise sharply with age. 

• Declining Birth Rates and Immigration: A shrinking workforce is a direct result of 
both lower birth rates and reduced immigration, leading to stagnating payroll tax 
revenues and a falling ratio of contributors to beneficiaries. 

• Economic Pressures and System Design: As a pay-as-you-go system, Social 
Security’s finances become increasingly fragile as the ratio of workers to 
beneficiaries shrinks. In 2023, Social Security ran a $133 billion deficit, and annual 
deficits are projected to reach $665 billion by 2033. Without legislative action, the 
trust funds are expected to be depleted between 2032 and 2035, after which 
incoming payroll taxes would only cover about 75–83% of scheduled benefits. 
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• Evolving Work Patterns and Labor Market Shifts: The rise of part-time, gig, and 
self-employed work complicates payroll tax collection and may reduce future 
benefits for workers with inconsistent earnings. Economic volatility can further 
disrupt contributions and increase claims. 

Reform Proposals and Debates 

The future of Social Security is a central concern in U.S. public policy, with a wide array of 
reform proposals reflecting differing philosophies about the program’s role and the balance 
between revenue and benefit changes. 

Why Reform Is Needed 

• Aging Population: More Americans are retiring and living longer, increasing benefit 
outlays. 

• Fewer Workers per Beneficiary: Declining birth rates and slower workforce growth 
mean fewer payroll taxpayers supporting each retiree. 

• Rising Costs: Healthcare and living expenses continue to grow, increasing pressure 
on fixed incomes. 

• Projected Trust Fund Depletion: Without changes, the combined trust funds are 
expected to be depleted by 2033–2035, after which payroll taxes will only cover 
about 75–83% of scheduled benefits. 

Major Reform Proposals 

1. Increasing Revenue 

• Raising or eliminating the payroll tax cap for high earners. 

• Increasing the payroll tax rate for all workers and employers. 

• Expanding taxation to more income types and more workers. 

• Increasing legal immigration to boost the workforce and payroll tax revenue. 

2. Adjusting Benefits 

• Gradually raising the full retirement age to reflect longer life expectancy. 

• Changing the benefit formula to slow growth for higher earners while maintaining or 
increasing benefits for lower-income workers. 

• Extending the earnings calculation period, which could lower benefits for those with 
intermittent work histories. 
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• Reducing or eliminating certain family and dependent benefits. 

3. Targeted Benefit Improvements 

• Enhancing survivor and disability benefits. 

• Restoring student benefits for children of deceased or disabled parents up to age 25 
and for a broader range of education. 

• Providing caregiver credits for time spent out of the workforce caring for family 
members. 

4. Other Proposals 

• Dedicating all taxes on Social Security benefits to the program itself. 

• Implementing means testing to reduce or phase out benefits for high-income 
retirees. 

The Political and Public Debate 

• Progressive proposals emphasize increasing revenues and protecting or expanding 
benefits for lower- and middle-income workers. 

• Conservative proposals focus on controlling costs by gradually raising the 
retirement age, slowing benefit growth for higher earners, and encouraging personal 
savings or private retirement accounts. 

• Bipartisan and centrist approaches recommend a balanced mix of revenue 
increases and moderate benefit adjustments, aiming to spread the impact across 
income groups and generations. 

• Public opinion strongly supports preserving and strengthening Social Security but is 
wary of both benefit cuts and tax increases, contributing to legislative gridlock. 

Challenges to Reform 

• Timing: The longer the action is delayed, the more severe the required changes will 
be. 

• Equity: Ensuring reforms do not disproportionately harm low-income workers, 
people of color, women, or those with disabilities. 

• Transition: Designing reforms that protect current retirees and those near 
retirement, while gradually phasing in changes for younger workers. 
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• Economic Uncertainty: Reforms must be resilient to economic downturns, 
demographic surprises, and shifts in the labor market. 

Conclusion 

Social Security’s future depends on addressing demographic and economic pressures with 
thoughtful, forward-looking reforms. Recent changes, such as the repeal of WEP and GPO 
and updated overpayment policies, address some inequities and administrative issues. 
However, the program faces serious long-term threats from demographic shifts, funding 
shortfalls, and political divisions. Comprehensive reform-likely involving a mix of revenue 
increases and benefit adjustments-will be needed to secure Social Security’s promise for 
future generations, maintain fairness and adequacy, and ensure economic security for 
millions of Americans. The urgency for bipartisan action grows as the trust fund depletion 
date approaches, and the choices made in the coming years will shape the program’s 
ability to continue serving as the backbone of retirement security. 

 

Chapter 14 Summary  

Social Security in 2025 stands at a crossroads, shaped by new policy changes, economic 
realities, and demographic trends that are fundamentally altering the program’s landscape. 
The following expanded summary synthesizes the most important recent developments, 
the forces straining the system, and the major reform ideas under discussion. 

Recent Developments in 2025 

Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA): 
A 2.5% COLA was implemented for Social Security and SSI beneficiaries in 2025, the 
smallest increase since 2020. While this adjustment modestly boosts monthly payments, 
many recipients still struggle with rising costs for essentials like food, rent, and healthcare. 
COLA is calculated using inflation data from the previous year, and its adequacy is a 
frequent topic of debate. 

Higher Earning Thresholds and Tax Limits: 
Several key thresholds increased for 2025: 

• $1,810 in earnings is now required for one Social Security credit. 

• The maximum taxable earnings subject to payroll tax is $176,100. 

• The earnings limit for beneficiaries under full retirement age is $23,400, and $62,160 
for those reaching full retirement age in 2025. 
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These changes reflect wage growth and inflation, affecting both current and future 
beneficiaries. 

Elimination of WEP and GPO: 
The repeal of the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and Government Pension Offset 
(GPO) through the Social Security Fairness Act marks a historic change. This reform 
benefits public employees such as teachers, firefighters, and police officers whose Social 
Security benefits were previously reduced due to non-covered government pensions. The 
repeal provides retroactive payments and increases monthly benefits for millions, 
addressing a longstanding source of inequity. 

Overpayment Recovery Policy: 
SSA revised its overpayment recovery process in March 2025, now requiring 100% 
withholding of monthly Social Security benefits to recover new overpayments, up from the 
previous 10% rate. While intended to improve program integrity, this change has raised 
concerns about financial hardship for affected beneficiaries. 

Service Delivery and Identity Verification: 
SSA is strengthening identity verification requirements and encouraging more use of online 
and in-person services to combat fraud and protect records. However, these changes may 
present access challenges for some, particularly rural residents or those with limited 
internet access. 

Future Challenges 

Financial Sustainability: 
Social Security faces a looming funding shortfall. The combined trust funds are projected 
to be depleted by 2035, at which point payroll tax income will only cover about 75–83% of 
scheduled benefits. The primary drivers are an aging population, longer life expectancies, a 
shrinking ratio of workers to beneficiaries, slower wage growth, and lower birth rates. 
Without legislative action, automatic benefit reductions are likely. 

Policy and Political Uncertainty: 
Despite widespread recognition of the funding gap, Congress has not reached consensus 
on how to restore long-term solvency. Proposals include raising or eliminating the taxable 
wage cap, increasing payroll tax rates, gradually raising the full retirement age, adjusting 
benefit formulas or COLA calculations, and introducing means testing for high-income 
beneficiaries. Political divisions and public resistance to benefit cuts or tax increases make 
comprehensive reform challenging, and the longer action is delayed, the more drastic 
future solutions may need to be. 
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Demographic and Economic Shifts: 
The number of Americans over 65 is expected to rise from 43 million in 2010 to 75 million 
by 2031, increasing program costs. Fewer workers are entering the labor force, and 
economic volatility (such as recessions or pandemics) can further strain the system. 

Service Delivery and Accessibility: 
SSA is modernizing operations and investing in technology, but stricter identity verification 
and reduced phone access may create barriers for rural residents, those with disabilities, 
or those lacking internet access. Ensuring equitable and timely access to benefits remains 
a challenge. 

Fraud, Overpayments, and Program Integrity: 
Efforts to reduce fraud and improper payments are ongoing. The new policy of withholding 
100% of monthly benefits for overpayment recovery has sparked debate about balancing 
program integrity with compassion for vulnerable beneficiaries. SSA faces the challenge of 
protecting the system while providing fair treatment and flexibility for those in need. 

Public Confidence and Communication: 
Maintaining public trust in Social Security is essential. Clear communication about 
program changes, benefit calculations, and future projections is vital to help beneficiaries 
plan and to foster support for necessary reforms. 

Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLA) 

COLA is a vital feature of Social Security and SSI, designed to help beneficiaries maintain 
their purchasing power as the cost of living rises. Each year, SSA compares the average 
CPI-W for the third quarter of the current year to the same period in the last year a COLA 
was granted. If the index has increased by more than 0.1%, benefits are increased by the 
same percentage. For 2025, the 2.5% COLA is based on CPI-W data from Q3 2023 to Q3 
2024. While COLA is essential for protecting beneficiaries’ purchasing power, it may not 
always fully offset the impact of inflation, especially for those facing higher-than-average 
increases in costs such as rent, prescription drugs, or long-term care. 

Other related changes for 2025 include higher taxable maximum earnings and increased 
earnings limits for working beneficiaries, all tied to the same inflation data that determines 
COLA. 
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Demographic and Economic Pressures 

Social Security is under mounting strain from profound demographic and economic 
changes: 

• Aging Population: By 2030, all Baby Boomers will be at least 65, and one in five 
Americans will be of retirement age. The number of people over 65 is projected to 
rise from 56 million in 2020 to about 75 million by 2035. 

• Fewer Workers per Beneficiary: The worker-to-beneficiary ratio has dropped from 
5.1:1 in 1960 to about 2.8:1 today and is expected to fall to 2.3:1 by 2044, due to 
lower birth rates, slowing immigration, and longer life expectancy. 

• Increased Longevity and Rising Costs: Life expectancy has increased by nearly 16 
years since Social Security began, but the full retirement age has only increased by 
two years. People are collecting benefits for more years, driving up costs, and 
healthcare expenses rise sharply with age. 

• Declining Birth Rates and Immigration: A shrinking workforce is a direct result of 
both lower birth rates and reduced immigration, leading to stagnating payroll tax 
revenues and a falling ratio of contributors to beneficiaries. 

• Economic Pressures and System Design: Social Security is a pay-as-you-go 
system, and as the ratio of workers to beneficiaries shrinks, the system’s finances 
become increasingly fragile. In 2023, Social Security ran a $133 billion deficit, and 
annual deficits are projected to reach $665 billion by 2033. Without legislative 
action, the trust funds are expected to be depleted between 2032 and 2035, at 
which point incoming payroll taxes would only cover about 75–83% of scheduled 
benefits. 

• Evolving Work Patterns: The rise of part-time, gig, and self-employed work 
complicates payroll tax collection and may reduce future benefits for workers with 
inconsistent earnings. Economic volatility can further disrupt contributions and 
increase claims. 

Reform Proposals and Debates 

A wide array of reform proposals reflect differing philosophies about Social Security’s role 
and the balance between revenue and benefit changes. 
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Why Reform Is Needed: 

• More Americans are retiring and living longer, increasing benefit outlays. 

• Declining birth rates and slower workforce growth mean fewer payroll taxpayers 
supporting each retiree. 

• Healthcare and living expenses continue to grow, increasing pressure on fixed 
incomes. 

• Without changes, the combined trust funds are expected to be depleted by 2033–
2035, after which payroll taxes will only cover about 75–83% of scheduled benefits. 

Major Reform Proposals: 

1. Increasing Revenue: Raising or eliminating the payroll tax cap, increasing payroll 
tax rates, expanding taxation to more income types and more workers, and 
increasing legal immigration to boost the workforce. 

2. Adjusting Benefits: Raising the full retirement age, changing the benefit formula to 
slow growth for higher earners while maintaining or increasing benefits for lower-
income workers, extending the earnings calculation period, and reducing or 
eliminating certain family and dependent benefits. 

3. Targeted Benefit Improvements: Enhancing survivor and disability benefits, 
restoring student benefits, and providing caregiver credits for time spent out of the 
workforce caring for family members. 

4. Other Proposals: Dedicating all taxes on Social Security benefits to the program 
itself and implementing means testing for high-income retirees. 

Political and Public Debate: 
Progressive proposals emphasize increasing revenues and protecting or expanding 
benefits for lower- and middle-income workers. Conservative proposals focus on 
controlling costs by gradually raising the retirement age, slowing benefit growth for higher 
earners, and encouraging personal savings or private retirement accounts. Bipartisan and 
centrist approaches recommend a balanced mix of revenue increases and moderate 
benefit adjustments. Public opinion strongly supports preserving and strengthening Social 
Security but is wary of both benefit cuts and tax increases, contributing to legislative 
gridlock. 
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Challenges to Reform: 
The longer action is delayed, the more severe the required changes will be. Reforms must 
be designed to protect current retirees and those near retirement while gradually phasing 
in changes for younger workers, and must be resilient to economic downturns, 
demographic surprises, and shifts in the labor market. 

Conclusion 

Social Security’s future depends on addressing demographic and economic pressures with 
thoughtful, forward-looking reforms. Recent changes, such as the repeal of WEP and GPO 
and updated overpayment policies, address some inequities and administrative issues. 
However, the program faces serious long-term threats from demographic shifts, funding 
shortfalls, and political divisions. Comprehensive reform-likely involving a mix of revenue 
increases and benefit adjustments-will be needed to secure Social Security’s promise for 
future generations, maintain fairness and adequacy, and ensure economic security for 
millions of Americans. The urgency for bipartisan action grows as the trust fund depletion 
date approaches, and the choices made in the coming years will shape the program’s 
ability to continue serving as the backbone of retirement security. 
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Chapter 15 
Frequently Asked Questions 

Social Security is a complex program, and many people have questions about eligibility, 
benefits, taxes, and how to manage their accounts. Here are answers to some of the most 
common questions Americans have about Social Security in 2025. 

1. When am I eligible to receive Social Security benefits? 

You can begin receiving retirement benefits as early as age 62, but your monthly benefit will 
be reduced if you claim before your full retirement age (FRA), which is 67 for those born in 
1960 or later. You can also delay benefits up to age 70 for higher monthly payments. 

2. How is eligibility for Social Security determined? 

Eligibility is based on earning enough work credits. In 2025, you earn one credit for every 
$1,810 in wages or self-employment income, up to four credits per year. Most people need 
40 credits (about 10 years of work) to qualify for retirement benefits. 

3. How are Social Security benefits calculated? 

Benefits are based on your 35 highest-earning years, adjusted for inflation. The Social 
Security Administration uses a formula to determine your Primary Insurance Amount (PIA), 
which is the benefit you receive at full retirement age. 

4. How much will I receive in Social Security benefits? 

The amount depends on your lifetime earnings, the age you start benefits, and your work 
history. In 2025, the average monthly benefit for a retired worker is about $1,976. The 
maximum benefit at full retirement age is $4,018 per month. 

5. Can I receive Social Security and continue to work? 

Yes, you can work while receiving Social Security. If you’re under full retirement age, your 
benefits may be temporarily reduced if your earnings exceed certain limits ($23,400 in 
2025). After reaching FRA, you can earn any amount without reducing your benefits. 

6. Will my Social Security benefit increase if I keep working? 

If you continue to work and earn more than in previous years, your benefit may be 
recalculated and increased, since Social Security uses your highest 35 years of earnings. 
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7. Are Social Security benefits taxable? 

Depending on your total income, up to 85% of your Social Security benefits may be subject 
to federal income tax. State tax rules vary. 

8. What is the Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA) for 2025? 

The COLA for 2025 is 2.5%. This annual adjustment helps benefits keep pace with inflation. 

9. What types of Social Security benefits are available? 

The main types are retirement benefits, Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and benefits for spouses, children, and survivors. 

10. How do I apply for Social Security benefits? 

You can apply online, by phone, or in person at a local Social Security office. You may apply 
up to four months before you want benefits to start and will need documents such as your 
birth certificate and Social Security number. 

11. How do I replace a lost Social Security card or update my information? 

You can request a replacement card or update your name or address online through your 
“my Social Security” account, or by visiting your local office. 

12. What should I do if I receive a suspicious call or message about Social Security? 

SSA will never threaten you, demand immediate payment, or ask for personal information 
over the phone or email. If you receive a suspicious contact, do not provide information 
and report the incident to SSA. 

13. What happens if I receive overpayment? 

If you are overpaid, SSA will notify you and typically withhold future benefits until the 
overpayment is recovered. You can appeal or request a waiver if you believe the 
overpayment was not your fault. 

14. Can my family receive benefits based on my record? 

Yes, your spouse, children, and in some cases, other dependents may be eligible for 
benefits based on your work record, subject to family maximum limits. 

15. Where can I get more help or information? 

You can visit the SSA website, call the national toll-free number, or create a “my Social 
Security” account to manage your benefits, review your earnings record, and access 
personalized information. 
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These are just a few of the most common questions about Social Security. For more 
detailed answers or to address your specific situation, consult the Social Security 
Administration directly or speak with a qualified advisor. 

 

General Questions about Social Security  

Social Security is a cornerstone of retirement and financial security for millions of 
Americans. Here are answers to some of the most common questions about how the 
program works, who qualifies, and what to expect in 2025. 

What is Social Security? 

Social Security is a federal insurance program that provides monthly income to eligible 
retirees, people with disabilities, survivors of deceased workers, and certain family 
members. Workers pay into the system through payroll taxes during their careers. The 
program is managed by the Social Security Administration (SSA). 

What types of Social Security benefits are available? 

• Retirement benefits: Paid to workers who have reached at least age 62 and have 
earned enough credits through work. 

• Disability benefits (SSDI): For people unable to work due to a qualifying disability 
and with a sufficient work history. 

• Survivor benefits: For certain family members (such as spouses, children, or 
dependent parents) of a deceased worker who paid into Social Security. 

• Family benefits: Some family members of a person eligible for retirement or 
disability payments may also qualify, including spouses, ex-spouses, and children. 

• Supplemental Security Income (SSI): For people with little or no income and 
resources, who are age 65+, blind, or disabled. 

How do I qualify for Social Security retirement benefits? 

You generally need to be at least 62 years old and have earned 40 Social Security credits 
(about 10 years of work). You can earn up to four credits per year, with one credit awarded 
for each $1,810 earned in 2025. 

How is my benefit amount determined? 

Your monthly benefit is based on your 35 highest-earning years, adjusted for inflation. The 
SSA uses a formula to calculate your Primary Insurance Amount (PIA), which is the benefit 
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you receive at full retirement age (FRA). Claiming before FRA results in a reduced benefit, 
while delaying past FRA (up to age 70) increases your monthly payment. 

What is full retirement age (FRA)? 

Full retirement age varies by birth year. For people born in 1960 or later, FRA is 67. For those 
born earlier, it ranges from 65 to 66 and a few months. Claiming before FRA reduces your 
benefit, while waiting increases it. 

Can I work and receive Social Security benefits? 

Yes. If you claim benefits before FRA and continue working, your benefits may be 
temporarily reduced if your earnings exceed annual limits ($23,400 in 2025). After you 
reach FRA, you can earn any amount without reducing your benefits. 

Are Social Security benefits taxable? 

Depending on your total income, up to 85% of your Social Security benefits may be subject 
to federal income tax. State tax rules vary. 

What is the maximum Social Security benefit in 2025? 

The maximum monthly benefit for someone retiring at full retirement age in 2025 is $4,018. 

How do I apply for Social Security benefits? 

You can apply online, by phone, or in person at your local Social Security office. You may 
apply up to four months before you want benefits to start. You’ll need documents such as 
your birth certificate, Social Security number, and proof of income. 

When are Social Security benefits paid? 

Payments are made monthly. The exact day depends on your birthdate. If your payment is 
more than three days late, contact the SSA to report a missing payment. 

How can I manage my Social Security account? 

You can create a free “my Social Security” account online to: 

• Check your benefit application status 

• Update your personal information 

• Set up or change direct deposit 

• Access benefit verification letters 

• Review your earnings record 
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What should I do if I receive a suspicious call about Social Security? 

SSA will never threaten you, demand immediate payment, or ask for personal information 
over the phone or by email. If you receive a suspicious contact, do not provide information 
and report the incident to SSA. 

Where can I get more help or information? 

Visit the SSA website, call the national toll-free number, or use your “my Social Security” 
account for personalized information and assistance. Local offices are also available for in-
person help. 

These answers cover the basics, but Social Security rules can be complex. For more 
specific questions or unique situations, consult the Social Security Administration or a 
qualified advisor. 

 

Retirement Benefits FAQs 

Social Security retirement benefits are a central pillar of retirement planning for millions of 
Americans. As the program evolves and faces new challenges in 2025, understanding the 
details of eligibility, benefit calculation, and claiming strategies is more important than 
ever. Below are expanded answers to the most common questions about Social Security 
retirement benefits, reflecting the latest rules and realities. 

What does Social Security provide in retirement? 

Social Security offers a guaranteed monthly income for life, with payments adjusted 
annually through a cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) to help keep up with inflation. In 
addition to retirement benefits, the program provides survivor benefits for spouses and, in 
some cases, dependent children or parents after the worker’s death. While Social Security 
is a vital source of income, it is designed to replace only about 40% of an average worker’s 
pre-retirement earnings, so most people will need additional savings, pensions, or other 
income sources to maintain their desired lifestyle. 

Who is eligible for Social Security retirement benefits? 

To qualify for retirement benefits, you must: 

• Be at least age 62. 

• Have earned at least 40 work credits (about 10 years of work), with one credit 
earned for each $1,810 in wages or self-employment income in 2025, up to four 
credits per year. 
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• Be a U.S. citizen or lawfully present noncitizen. 

Family members may also be eligible for benefits on your record, including: 

• Your spouse (age 62 or older, or any age if caring for your child under 16 or disabled) 

• Divorced spouses (if the marriage lasted at least 10 years and the individual is 
unmarried) 

• Dependent children under 18 (or 18–19 if still in high school) 

• Adult children with disabilities (if the disability began before age 22) 

• In some cases, dependent parents 

How is my benefit calculated? 

Your benefit is based on your 35 highest-earning years where you paid Social Security 
taxes. The Social Security Administration (SSA) adjusts each year’s earnings for inflation, 
calculates your average indexed monthly earnings (AIME), and then applies a formula with 
“bend points” to determine your primary insurance amount (PIA). The PIA is the monthly 
benefit you receive at your full retirement age (FRA). Claiming before FRA results in a 
permanent reduction, while delaying past FRA increases your benefit up to age 70. 

What is full retirement age (FRA) and how does it affect my benefit? 

Full retirement age is the age at which you are eligible to receive 100% of your calculated 
benefit. For those born in 1960 or later, FRA is 67. If you claim before FRA (as early as 62), 
your benefit is reduced by about 30%. For example, a $2,000 benefit at FRA would be about 
$1,400 if claimed at 62. If you delay claiming, your benefit increases by roughly 8% per year 
up to age 70, potentially raising your monthly payment by 24% over the FRA amount. 

How do I apply for retirement benefits? 

You can apply for benefits up to four months before you want payments to start. The fastest 
way is online through your “my Social Security” account, but you can also apply by phone 
or in person at a local Social Security office. You’ll need your Social Security number, birth 
certificate, and details about your work history and earnings. Applying early ensures a 
smooth transition and avoids payment delays. 

Can I work and receive retirement benefits? 

Yes, you can work while receiving Social Security. However, if you claim before FRA and 
earn more than the annual limit ($23,400 in 2025), your benefits may be temporarily 
reduced. For every $2 earned above the limit, $1 is withheld from your benefit. In the year 
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you reach FRA, a higher limit applies ($62,160 in 2025), and only earnings before your 
birthday month count. Once you reach FRA, there is no earnings limit, and you can work 
without reducing your benefit. Any withheld benefits due to excess earnings are 
recalculated and added back after you reach FRA. 

Are my Social Security benefits taxable? 

Depending on your total income, up to 85% of your Social Security benefits may be subject 
to federal income tax. The formula considers your adjusted gross income, nontaxable 
interest, and half of your Social Security benefits. State tax rules vary, so check your state’s 
regulations to see if your benefits are taxed locally. 

Can my family receive benefits on my record? 

Yes. Eligible family members include: 

• Spouses and divorced spouses (if the marriage lasted at least 10 years) 

• Children under 18 (or 18–19 if still in high school) 

• Adult children with disabilities (if the disability began before age 22) 

• In some cases, dependent parents 

There are family maximum limits, so the total amount paid to your family may be capped. 

How much will my monthly benefit be? 

Your benefit amount depends on your lifetime earnings, the age you start receiving 
benefits, and whether you continue working. In 2025, the average monthly benefit for a 
retired worker is about $1,976, while the maximum benefit at full retirement age is $4,018. 
Delaying benefits beyond FRA can further increase your monthly payment. 

How do I get an estimate of my retirement benefit? 

You can get a personalized estimate by creating or logging in to your “my Social Security” 
account online. SSA also provides calculators to help you estimate your benefit based on 
your actual or projected earnings and different claiming ages. Reviewing your earnings 
record regularly ensures accuracy and helps you plan effectively. 

What happens if I receive an overpayment? 

If SSA determines you were overpaid, they will notify you and typically withhold future 
benefits until the overpayment is recovered. You have the right to appeal or request a 
waiver if you believe the overpayment was not your fault or if repaying would cause 
hardship. It’s important to respond promptly to any overpayment notice. 
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Where can I get more help? 

For more information, visit the SSA website, call the national toll-free number, or speak 
with a representative at your local Social Security office. Creating a “my Social Security” 
account allows you to manage your benefits, review your earnings record, and access 
personalized information. For complex situations or major decisions, consider consulting a 
qualified retirement advisor. 

These FAQs provide a foundation for understanding Social Security retirement 
benefits. For more detailed questions or unique circumstances, reach out to the 
Social Security Administration or a trusted financial professional. 

 

Disability and Survivors Benefits FAQs 

Social Security provides crucial support for people facing disability or the loss of a family 
breadwinner. Understanding how disability and survivors benefits work, who qualifies, and 
how to apply can help you or your loved ones access these important resources. 

What are Social Security Disability Benefits? 

Social Security pays disability benefits through two main programs: 

• Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI): For people who have worked and paid 
Social Security taxes long enough to qualify. SSDI is based on your work history and 
contributions. 

• Supplemental Security Income (SSI): For people with limited income and 
resources, regardless of work history. SSI is a needs-based program. 

In 2025, the minimum SSDI benefit is $967 per month, and the maximum is $4,018. The 
maximum SSI benefit is $967 per month for an individual and $1,450 for a couple. 

Who qualifies for disability benefits? 

You may qualify for SSDI or SSI if: 

• You have a physical or mental condition expected to last at least one year or result 
in death. 

• Your condition prevents you from working at a level known as Substantial Gainful 
Activity (SGA). 

• For SSDI, you must have earned enough work credits through jobs covered by Social 
Security. 
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• For SSI, you must have limited income and assets (generally less than $2,000 for an 
individual, not counting your home and car). 

Certain family members, such as spouses and dependent children, may also qualify for 
benefits based on your record. 

How do I apply for disability benefits? 

You can apply for SSDI or SSI at any time-there’s no need to wait for a certain age. 
Applications can be submitted online, by phone, or at a local Social Security office. It’s 
important to apply as soon as you become disabled, as benefits can be paid retroactively 
to your application date if approved. 

The application process can take several months. To speed up your claim, provide 
complete medical records and all requested information. If your application is denied, you 
have 60 days to file an appeal. 

What is the definition of disability for Social Security? 

Social Security defines disability as the inability to work enough to support yourself (at the 
SGA level) because of a medical condition expected to last at least one year or result in 
death. The evaluation process involves a five-step review of your medical condition, work 
history, and ability to do other work. 

What are Disabled Adult Child (DAC) benefits? 

Adults who became disabled before age 22 may qualify for Disabled Adult Child (DAC) 
benefits, also known as Childhood Disability Benefits (CDB), based on a parent’s Social 
Security record. The parent must be retired, disabled, or deceased. DAC benefits can be up 
to 50% of the parent’s benefit amount. 

What are Social Security survivors benefits? 

Survivors benefits provide monthly income to certain family members after a worker dies. 
Eligible survivors include: 

• A surviving spouse (including divorced spouses in some cases) 

• Unmarried children under 18 (or up to 19 if still in high school) 

• Children with disabilities (if the disability began before age 22) 

• Dependent parents 

A one-time lump-sum death payment of $255 may also be paid to a qualifying spouse or 
child. Survivors must apply for this payment within two years of the worker’s death. 



305 
 

How do I apply for survivors benefits? 

Survivors benefits cannot be applied for online. To report a death or apply, call Social 
Security at 1-800-772-1213 or contact your local Social Security office. You’ll need 
documents such as the deceased worker’s Social Security number, your relationship to the 
worker, and proof of age or disability for children. 

How much are survivors benefits? 

The benefit amount depends on the deceased worker’s earnings record and the survivor’s 
relationship to the worker. Generally, a surviving spouse can receive up to 100% of the 
worker’s benefit, while children and dependent parents receive a percentage based on 
family maximum limits. 

Can I receive both disability and survivors benefits? 

In some cases, yes. For example, a disabled widow or widower may be eligible for both 
their own disability benefit and a survivor benefit, but there are rules about how much you 
can receive in total. 

What if my disability or survivors benefits application is denied? 

If your application is denied, you have the right to appeal. You must file your appeal within 
60 days of receiving the denial notice. The appeals process includes reconsideration, a 
hearing, and further review if needed. 

Where can I get more help? 

For more information or help with your application or appeal, contact Social Security 
directly, visit your local office, or consult a qualified disability advocate or attorney. 
Creating a “my Social Security” account can help you track your application and manage 
your benefits. 

These FAQs cover the essentials of Social Security disability and survivors benefits. For 
more complex questions or unique situations, consult the Social Security Administration or 
a knowledgeable advisor. 
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Medicare and Health Coverage FAQs 

Medicare is the federal health insurance program for people age 65 and older, as well as 
certain younger individuals with disabilities or qualifying conditions. With new changes in 
2025 and a range of coverage options, understanding how Medicare works and how it fits 
with your retirement planning is essential. Below are answers to some of the most 
frequently asked questions about Medicare and health coverage in 2025. 

What are the parts of Medicare, and what does each cover? 

• Part A (Hospital Insurance): Covers inpatient hospital stays, skilled nursing facility 
care, hospice care, and some home health care. 

• Part B (Medical Insurance): Covers outpatient care such as doctor visits, 
preventive services, lab tests, ambulance services, durable medical equipment, 
and some home health care. 

• Part C (Medicare Advantage): An alternative to Original Medicare (Parts A and B), 
these private plans often include prescription drug coverage and may offer 
additional benefits like dental, vision, and hearing care, as well as wellness 
programs. 

• Part D (Prescription Drug Coverage): Helps pay for prescription medications. You 
can add Part D to Original Medicare or get it through a Medicare Advantage plan with 
drug coverage. 

• Medigap (Medicare Supplement): Private supplemental insurance that helps pay 
out-of-pocket costs not covered by Original Medicare, such as deductibles, 
copayments, and coinsurance. 

What’s new in Medicare for 2025? 

• Prescription Drug Cost Cap: Annual out-of-pocket costs for Medicare Part D 
prescription drugs are capped at $2,000. This change can save enrollees thousands 
of dollars on medications. 

• Prescription Payment Plan: You can now opt to spread your drug copays and 
coinsurance over the year instead of paying all at once, making medication costs 
more manageable. 

• Expanded Coverage: Medicare now covers more mental health services, 
cardiovascular risk assessments, and certain dental care linked to covered medical 
treatments. 
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• Premium and Deductible Increases: The standard Part B premium is $185 per 
month, with an annual deductible of $257. Part A’s deductible is $1,676 per benefit 
period, and inpatient coinsurance has also increased slightly. 

• Medicare Advantage Changes: Some plans may have reduced benefits or 
increased costs due to changes in government payments to these plans. 

When am I eligible for Medicare? 

You’re eligible for Medicare at age 65, or earlier if you have certain disabilities or conditions 
(such as end-stage renal disease or ALS). You can sign up during your Initial Enrollment 
Period, which begins three months before the month you turn 65 and ends three months 
after. 

What does Medicare not cover? 

Medicare does not cover everything. Common exclusions include long-term care (custodial 
nursing home care), most dental care, routine vision and hearing services, cosmetic 
surgery, and care outside the U.S. Many people purchase supplemental insurance 
(Medigap) or enroll in Medicare Advantage plans to help cover these gaps. 

How do I choose between Original Medicare and Medicare Advantage? 

• Original Medicare offers broad provider choice and can be paired with a Medigap 
policy and Part D drug plan for more complete coverage. 

• Medicare Advantage plans often include extra benefits and may have lower 
premiums, but they typically require you to use a network of providers and may have 
more restrictions. 

• Consider your health needs, preferred doctors, prescription drugs, and travel plans 
when comparing options. 

How does Medicare work with other health coverage? 

If you have employer or retiree health coverage, it’s important to understand how it 
coordinates with Medicare. In some cases, your group plan pays first and Medicare pays 
second; in others, Medicare is primary. Always check with your benefits administrator 
before enrolling to avoid gaps or penalties. 

Are prescription drugs covered by Medicare? 

Prescription drug coverage is available through Medicare Part D or a Medicare Advantage 
plan that includes drug coverage. In 2025, out-of-pocket drug costs are capped at $2,000, 
and you can opt into a payment plan to spread costs throughout the year. 
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What are the costs for Medicare in 2025? 

• Part A: Most people pay no premium, but the deductible is $1,676 per benefit 
period. 

• Part B: Standard premium is $185 per month, with a $257 annual deductible. 

• Part D: Premiums vary by plan and income. 

• Medigap: Premiums vary by policy and provider. 

• Medicare Advantage: Costs vary by plan and location; compare carefully. 

What’s the difference between Medicare and Medicaid? 

Medicare is federal health insurance for people age 65+ and certain younger individuals 
with disabilities. Medicaid is a joint federal and state program providing health coverage for 
low-income individuals and families, including some who are also eligible for Medicare. If 
you qualify for both, Medicaid may help pay for Medicare premiums and out-of-pocket 
costs. 

Where can I get more help or information? 

• Visit the official Medicare website or review the annual “Medicare & You” handbook. 

• Call 1-800-MEDICARE for personalized assistance. 

• Speak with your State Health Insurance Assistance Program (SHIP) for free, 
unbiased counseling. 

• Use your “my Social Security” account to check eligibility and manage your 
Medicare enrollment. 

These FAQs offer a foundation for understanding Medicare and health coverage in 2025. 
For more detailed or personalized questions, consult Medicare resources, your benefits 
administrator, or a trusted advisor. 
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Glossary of Key Terms 

Understanding Social Security can be challenging due to the many specialized terms and 
acronyms used throughout the program. This glossary provides clear definitions of the 
most commonly encountered words and abbreviations, helping you navigate your benefits 
with confidence. 

A 

AIME (Average Indexed Monthly Earnings): 
The average of your highest 35 years of earnings, adjusted for wage growth, used to 
calculate your Social Security benefit amount. 

Award Letter: 
An official notice from the Social Security Administration (SSA) informing you of their 
decision regarding your claim for benefits. 

B 

Beneficiary: 
A person who receives Social Security or Medicare benefits. 

Benefit Verification Letter: 
A document from SSA that serves as proof of your Social Security, SSI, or Medicare 
benefits. 

Blue Book: 
SSA’s official list of medical conditions and criteria used to evaluate disability claims. 

Break-even Point: 
The age at which the total value of higher monthly benefits from delaying Social Security 
equals the total value of lower monthly benefits received by claiming early. 

C 

COLA (Cost-of-Living Adjustment): 
An annual increase in Social Security and SSI benefits to keep up with inflation. 

Covered Employment: 
Work for which you and your employer pay Social Security taxes. 

Credits (Quarters of Coverage): 
Units earned by working and paying Social Security taxes. In 2025, you earn one credit for 
each $1,810 in earnings, up to four per year. Most people need 40 credits to qualify for 
retirement benefits. 
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CPI-W (Consumer Price Index for Urban Wage Earners and Clerical Workers): 
The inflation measure used to calculate COLA. 

D 

Death Benefit: 
A one-time payment (currently $255) made to a surviving spouse or child after a worker’s 
death. 

Decision Notice: 
The letter from SSA explaining the outcome of your application for benefits. 

Deemed Filing: 
A rule stating that if you are eligible for both your own retirement benefit and a spousal 
benefit when you apply, you are automatically considered to be applying for both. 

E 

Earnings Record: 
A history of your annual earnings on which your Social Security benefits are based. 

EPE (Extended Period of Eligibility): 
A 36-month period after a Trial Work Period during which SSDI recipients can receive 
benefits for any month their earnings fall below the substantial gainful activity (SGA) level. 

F 

FICA (Federal Insurance Contributions Act): 
The payroll tax that funds Social Security and Medicare, withheld from your paycheck. 

FRA (Full Retirement Age): 
The age at which you are eligible to receive 100% of your Social Security retirement benefit. 
For those born in 1960 or later, FRA is 67. 

G 

GPO (Government Pension Offset): 
A rule that may reduce Social Security spousal or survivor benefits if you receive a 
government pension from work not covered by Social Security. 

I 

IRWE (Impairment-Related Work Expenses): 
Costs related to a disability that are necessary for work and can be deducted from income 
when determining SSI or SSDI eligibility. 
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M 

Medigap: 
Private insurance that helps pay for costs not covered by Original Medicare, such as 
deductibles and coinsurance. 

P 

PIA (Primary Insurance Amount): 
The base amount of your monthly Social Security benefit at full retirement age, calculated 
using your AIME. 

Q 

Quarters of Coverage: 
Another term for credits earned toward Social Security eligibility. 

S 

SGA (Substantial Gainful Activity): 
A monthly earnings threshold used to determine eligibility for disability benefits. 

SSI (Supplemental Security Income): 
A needs-based program providing monthly payments to people who are aged, blind, or 
disabled and have limited income and resources. 

SSDI (Social Security Disability Insurance): 
A program providing benefits to people with disabilities who have a sufficient work history 
and have paid Social Security taxes. 

T 

Trial Work Period (TWP): 
A period during which SSDI recipients can test their ability to work without losing benefits, 
regardless of earnings. 

W 

WEP (Windfall Elimination Provision): 
A rule that may reduce Social Security benefits for people who also receive a pension from 
work not covered by Social Security. 
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General Acronyms 

• SSA: Social Security Administration 

• SS: Social Security 

• RIB: Retirement Insurance Benefits 

• DIB: Disability Insurance Benefits 

• BPQY: Benefits Planning Query 

This glossary is a starting point for understanding the language of Social Security. For more 
detailed definitions, consult the SSA’s official glossary or speak with a Social Security 
representative. 
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Conclusion 

Social Security in 2025 stands at a critical inflection point, shaped by a rapidly changing 
demographic and economic landscape and by a series of meaningful policy updates. The 
program remains the bedrock of retirement, disability, and survivor security for millions of 
Americans, providing a guaranteed monthly income and vital protection against poverty in 
old age, disability, or after the loss of a family breadwinner. 

Recent years have seen both progress and new challenges. The 2.5% cost-of-living 
adjustment for 2025, while modest, reflects the program’s ongoing commitment to 
maintaining beneficiaries’ purchasing power in the face of inflation. Increases in wage and 
tax thresholds, as well as the repeal of the Windfall Elimination Provision and Government 
Pension Offset, demonstrate a willingness to adapt to economic realities and address long-
standing inequities, particularly for public employees. 

However, the program’s financial foundation is under growing strain. The U.S. population is 
aging rapidly, with the number of Americans over 65 projected to reach 75 million by 2035. 
Life expectancy continues to rise, and birth rates remain low, resulting in a steadily 
shrinking ratio of workers to beneficiaries. In 1960, there were over five workers for every 
beneficiary; by 2025, that ratio is below three and expected to decline further. Meanwhile, 
economic volatility, changes in work patterns, and rising healthcare costs add additional 
stress to the system. 

The Social Security trust funds are projected to be depleted by 2035. Without legislative 
action, payroll taxes would only be able to cover about 75–83% of scheduled benefits, 
leading to automatic and significant benefit reductions for all recipients. This looming 
shortfall has intensified the debate over how to restore long-term solvency. Proposals on 
the table include raising or eliminating the payroll tax cap, increasing payroll tax rates, 
gradually raising the full retirement age, adjusting benefit formulas, and introducing means 
testing for high-income recipients. Each approach has trade-offs, and the debate is highly 
polarized. 

The urgency for reform is clear. Without timely, thoughtful action, Social Security’s role as a 
reliable safety net could be diminished, and millions of Americans could face reduced 
benefits or increased financial insecurity. Yet, any changes must be designed with care. 
Protecting current retirees and those near retirement, ensuring fairness for future 
generations, and maintaining the program’s progressive structure are all essential. Social 
Security must continue to deliver the greatest support to those most vulnerable to poverty 
in old age, disability, or after a family loss. 
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Bipartisan cooperation and public engagement will be crucial. Social Security has always 
relied on broad political consensus and the trust of the American people. As policymakers 
consider options, principles such as restoring solvency, avoiding abrupt benefit cuts, 
maintaining the link between contributions and benefits, and ensuring universal 
participation should guide the discussion. 

Looking forward, Social Security’s future will depend on reforms that balance fiscal 
responsibility with compassion and equity. Continued investment in technology, improved 
service delivery, and clear communication will help maintain public confidence and ensure 
that the program remains accessible to all. The choices made in the coming years will 
determine whether Social Security can continue to fulfill its promise of security, dignity, 
and economic stability for generations to come. The challenge is significant, but so too is 
the opportunity to strengthen one of America’s most enduring and essential programs. 
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Summary of Key Points 

Social Security in 2025 is undergoing notable changes and facing significant long-term 
challenges. Staying informed about these developments is crucial for beneficiaries, 
workers, and policymakers alike. Below are the essential takeaways: 

1. Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA) and Benefit Increases 

• Social Security and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) beneficiaries receive a 
2.5% COLA in 2025, the smallest since 2020, but still an important adjustment to 
help keep up with inflation. 

• The average monthly benefit for retired workers rises from $1,927 to $1,976, and for 
married couples from $3,014 to $3,089. 

• The maximum monthly benefit at full retirement age increases to $4,018. 

• SSI maximum monthly payments also rise: $967 for individuals and $1,450 for 
couples. 

2. Higher Earnings and Tax Limits 

• The amount needed to earn one Social Security credit increases to $1,810. 

• The maximum taxable earnings subject to Social Security tax rise to $176,100. 

• The annual earnings limit for beneficiaries under full retirement age increases to 
$23,400, and to $62,160 for those reaching full retirement age in 2025. 

• Social Security tax rates remain at 6.2% for employees and 12.4% for the self-
employed. 

3. Repeal of WEP and GPO 

• The Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and Government Pension Offset (GPO) are 
repealed, increasing benefits for millions of public employees who previously faced 
reductions due to non-covered pensions. 

• Retroactive payments and higher monthly benefits are being issued to those 
affected. 

4. Overpayment Recovery Policy 

• The Social Security Administration now withholds 100% of monthly benefits to 
recover new overpayments, a significant increase from the previous 10% rate. 
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• This change aims to improve program integrity but may create financial hardship for 
some beneficiaries. 

5. Demographic and Economic Pressures 

• The U.S. population is aging rapidly, with the number of people over 65 projected to 
reach 75 million by 2035. 

• The worker-to-beneficiary ratio continues to decline, putting pressure on the 
system’s finances. 

• Social Security is projected to run growing annual deficits, with trust funds expected 
to be depleted by 2035. After that, payroll taxes would only cover about 75–83% of 
scheduled benefits. 

6. Policy and Reform Debates 

• Policymakers are debating a range of reforms, including raising or eliminating the 
payroll tax cap, increasing payroll tax rates, gradually raising the retirement age, 
adjusting benefit formulas, and introducing means testing for high-income 
recipients. 

• There is no consensus yet, and the longer action is delayed, the more drastic future 
solutions may need to be. 

• The political debate remains polarized, with progressive proposals emphasizing 
increased revenue and benefit protection, and conservative proposals focusing on 
cost control and gradually raising eligibility ages. 

7. Service Delivery and Technology 

• The SSA is modernizing its operations, strengthening identity verification, and 
expanding online services. 

• These changes are designed to improve security and efficiency but may create 
access challenges for some, especially rural or less tech-savvy individuals. 

8. Importance of Public Engagement and Communication 

• Maintaining public trust is essential as Social Security evolves. 

• Clear communication about changes, benefit calculations, and future projections 
helps beneficiaries plan and support informed policy decisions. 
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Conclusion 

Social Security remains the backbone of retirement and economic security for millions of 
Americans. The 2025 changes reflect ongoing adaptation, but the program faces serious 
demographic, economic, and political challenges. Comprehensive, bipartisan reform will 
be necessary to ensure Social Security’s continued strength and reliability for future 
generations. 
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Looking Ahead: The Future of Social Security 

Social Security is entering a period of profound transition, shaped by recent legislative 
changes, demographic shifts, and mounting financial pressures. The choices made in the 
next few years will determine whether the program can continue to provide security and 
stability for future generations. 

Major Policy Changes and Their Impact 

In 2025, the Social Security Fairness Act marked a significant turning point by repealing the 
Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and Government Pension Offset (GPO). This reform 
increases monthly benefits for millions of public sector retirees, including teachers and 
federal employees, and provides retroactive payments to those affected. While this change 
brings relief to many, it also introduces new complexities, such as payment backlogs and 
varying impacts depending on individual work histories and pension plans. Beneficiaries 
should expect delays in receiving retroactive payments, with some not seeing funds until 
late 2025 or 2026, and should plan their finances accordingly2. 

The Growing Funding Gap 

Despite these positive changes, Social Security’s long-term outlook remains uncertain. The 
program’s trust funds are projected to be depleted by the mid-2030s. Once reserves run 
out, payroll taxes alone will only cover about 75–83% of scheduled benefits, leading to 
potential automatic benefit reductions for all recipients35. The funding gap has grown 
steadily, driven by an aging population, increased longevity, and a declining ratio of workers 
to beneficiaries. In 2010, there were 2.9 workers per beneficiary; by 2024, that number has 
dropped to 2.7 and is expected to fall further as more baby boomers retire and fewer young 
workers enter the labor force3. 

Reform Options and Policy Debates 

Policymakers face difficult choices to restore Social Security’s long-term solvency. Options 
under discussion include: 

• Raising or eliminating the payroll tax cap to increase revenue. 

• Gradually increasing the full retirement age to reflect longer life expectancy. 

• Adjusting benefit formulas to slow growth for higher earners while protecting 
lower-income beneficiaries. 

• Reducing or modifying the annual cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) to slow the 
growth of benefits. 

https://stwserve.com/the-future-of-social-security-potential-reforms-and-their-impact-on-feds/
https://www.pgpf.org/article/lawmakers-are-running-out-of-time-to-fix-social-security/
https://www.americanactionforum.org/insight/highlights-of-cbos-2024-long-term-social-security-projections/
https://www.pgpf.org/article/lawmakers-are-running-out-of-time-to-fix-social-security/
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• Expanding the tax base by including more types of income or more workers. 

• Means testing to reduce or phase out benefits for high-income retirees4. 

Each proposal has trade-offs, and the debate remains highly polarized. Progressive plans 
emphasize protecting or expanding benefits for lower- and middle-income workers, while 
conservative approaches focus on cost control and raising eligibility ages. Many experts 
suggest a balanced, bipartisan mix of revenue increases and moderate benefit 
adjustments. 

Service Delivery, Technology, and Public Trust 

The Social Security Administration is modernizing operations, investing in technology, and 
strengthening identity verification to combat fraud and improve service. While these 
changes aim to enhance security and efficiency, they may create new access challenges 
for rural, disabled, or less tech-savvy beneficiaries. Maintaining public trust will require 
clear communication about program changes, benefit calculations, and the future outlook. 

The Road Ahead 

The future of Social Security will be shaped by how policymakers and the public respond to 
these challenges. Addressing the funding gap and demographic pressures will require 
bipartisan cooperation, public engagement, and a willingness to consider a mix of tax, 
benefit, and eligibility reforms. Continued investment in technology and service delivery 
will also be essential to ensure equitable access and program integrity. 

Ultimately, Social Security’s ability to fulfill its promise of economic security and dignity for 
future generations depends on timely, thoughtful reform. The urgency for action is growing, 
and the decisions made in the coming years will define the program’s role as the backbone 
of American retirement and social protection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.urban.org/exploring-social-security-reform-options
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Key Takeaways 

Social Security in 2025 is experiencing notable changes and faces significant long-term 
challenges. Here are the most important points to understand: 

1. Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA) and Benefit Increases 

• COLA for 2025 is 2.5%. This modest increase helps benefits keep pace with 
inflation but may not fully offset rising costs for essentials like food, housing, and 
healthcare. 

• Average monthly retirement benefits rise: The average payment for retired 
workers increases by $49 to $1,976, and for married couples by $75 to $3,089. 

• SSI and disability benefits also increase in line with the COLA, providing some 
relief for low-income and disabled recipients. 

2. Higher Earnings and Tax Limits 

• Earnings required for a Social Security credit: Increased to $1,810 in 2025. 

• Maximum taxable earnings: The cap rises to $176,100, affecting higher-income 
workers. 

• Earnings limits for early claimants: Workers under full retirement age can earn up 
to $23,400 before benefits are reduced; those reaching full retirement age in 2025 
can earn up to $62,160. 

3. Major Legislative Changes 

• Repeal of WEP and GPO: The Social Security Fairness Act eliminates the Windfall 
Elimination Provision and Government Pension Offset, increasing benefits and 
providing retroactive payments to many public employees, such as teachers and 
police officers. 

• Overpayment recovery policy: SSA now withholds 100% of benefits to recover new 
overpayments, a significant change that may create hardship for some 
beneficiaries. 

4. Demographic and Economic Pressures 

• Aging population: The number of Americans over 65 is rising rapidly, increasing the 
demand for benefits and healthcare. 

• Fewer workers per beneficiary: The worker-to-beneficiary ratio continues to 
decline, putting financial strain on the program. 
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• Trust fund depletion: Without reform, Social Security trust funds are projected to 
run out by 2035, after which payroll taxes would only cover about 75–83% of 
scheduled benefits. 

5. Policy and Reform Debates 

• No consensus on reform: Proposals include raising or eliminating the payroll tax 
cap, increasing payroll tax rates, raising the retirement age, adjusting benefit 
formulas, and means testing for high-income recipients. 

• Political divisions and public resistance to both benefit cuts and tax increases 
make comprehensive reform challenging, increasing the urgency for bipartisan 
cooperation. 

6. Service Delivery and Technology 

• SSA modernization: The agency is investing in technology, strengthening identity 
verification, and expanding online services, but these changes may create access 
barriers for some, especially rural or less tech-savvy individuals. 

7. The Need for Planning and Engagement 

• Beneficiaries should stay informed about annual changes, review benefit notices, 
and consider how Social Security fits into their overall retirement planning. 

• Public engagement and clear communication are essential for maintaining trust 
and supporting effective reform. 

Summary 

Social Security remains the backbone of retirement and economic security for millions of 
Americans. The 2025 changes reflect ongoing adaptation, but the program faces serious 
demographic, economic, and political challenges. Comprehensive, bipartisan reform will 
be necessary to ensure Social Security’s continued strength and reliability for future 
generations. 
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Appendices 

The appendices provide essential supplemental information, reference materials, and 
technical details to support a deeper understanding of Social Security’s rules, 
administrative procedures, and policy context. These sections are especially useful for 
readers seeking clarification on definitions, program thresholds, legal references, and 
special circumstances that may affect eligibility or benefits. 

A. Definitions and Eligibility Criteria 

• Aged: Any person aged 65 or older. 

• Blind: Defined as having vision of 20/200 or less in the better eye with corrective 
lenses, or tunnel vision of 20 degrees or less. Some individuals who received State 
Aid to the Blind before 1974 may qualify under older state definitions. 

• Disabled: An individual unable to engage in substantial gainful activity (SGA) due to 
a medically determinable physical or mental impairment expected to last at least 12 
months or result in death. For children under 18, disability is measured by 
comparable severity to adult standards. Special rules apply for those who 
transferred from certain state disability programs to SSI before 1974. 

• Special Rules for Earnings: A disabled recipient who loses SSI eligibility due to 
earnings at the SGA level may continue to receive a special benefit and retain 
Medicaid eligibility under certain provisions. 

B. Program Thresholds and Amounts 

Social Security program amounts change annually based on the national average wage 
index. Key figures include: 

• OASDI Contribution and Benefit Base: The maximum annual earnings subject to 
Social Security tax. 

• Quarter of Coverage (Credit): The amount of earnings needed to earn one work 
credit toward eligibility. 

• Retirement Earnings Test Exempt Amounts: The annual earnings limits that affect 
benefit payments for those claiming before full retirement age. 

• PIA Bend Points: Dollar thresholds in the benefit formula that determine how much 
of your average earnings are replaced. 

• Domestic Employee Coverage Threshold: The minimum amount a domestic 
worker must earn for those wages to be covered by Social Security or Medicare. 
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• Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA): The monthly earnings level used to determine 
disability eligibility, with different thresholds for blind and non-blind individuals. 

• Trial Work Period Threshold: The monthly earnings amount that establishes a 
month as part of a trial work period for disabled beneficiaries. 

C. Social Security Act and U.S. Code Reference Table 

A cross-reference table lists all Social Security Act section numbers and their 
corresponding sections in Title 42 of the United States Code. This is a valuable resource for 
those seeking the statutory basis for specific rules or provisions. 

D. Income and Resource Exclusions 

Certain assets and types of income are excluded by law when determining eligibility for 
Social Security and SSI programs. Examples include: 

• The value of food stamps, certain housing assistance, and specific federal or state 
payments. 

• Some assets held by children, military allowances, or disaster assistance. 

• Exclusions may change over time as new laws are enacted. 

E. Benefit Codes and Suffixes 

Social Security uses a system of codes and suffixes to identify the type of beneficiary and 
their relationship to the primary wage earner. For example: 

• A: Wage earner 

• B: Spouse (with variations for divorced, second, or third spouses) 

• C: Child (with codes for disabled children, stepchildren, adopted children, etc.) 

• W: Disabled widow(er) 

• F: Parent 

• M: Medicare-only beneficiary 

Understanding these codes can help beneficiaries interpret their award letters and benefit 
statements. 

F. Special Provisions and Historical Rules 

Some individuals may qualify for benefits under special provisions, such as those who 
received state aid before the federal SSI program began, or those who qualify for continued 
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Medicaid despite increased earnings. Historical definitions and transitional rules may 
apply to a small number of long-term recipients. 

G. Additional Resources 

• Official SSA Appendices: The Social Security Administration maintains detailed 
appendices on its website, including tables of program thresholds, legal references, 
and policy explanations. 

• Annual Notices: Each year, SSA publishes updated figures for benefit amounts, 
earnings limits, and other key thresholds. 

• Glossaries and Handbooks: Comprehensive glossaries and program handbooks 
are available for those seeking further clarification of terms and procedures. 

The appendices serve as a technical and legal reference, supporting the main chapters of 
this guide. They are invaluable for anyone seeking to understand the finer points of Social 
Security law, policy, and administration, or for those navigating special circumstances that 
may affect eligibility or benefit calculations. 

 

Sample Benefit Statements 

A Social Security benefit statement is a key document provided by the Social Security 
Administration (SSA) that outlines your estimated retirement, disability, and survivor 
benefits, along with your lifetime earnings record. Reviewing your statement regularly is 
essential for retirement planning, verifying your earnings, and understanding the financial 
protections available to you and your family. 

What Is Included in a Social Security Benefit Statement? 

A typical benefit statement contains several important sections: 

• Retirement Benefit Estimates: 
The statement provides personalized estimates of your monthly retirement benefit 
at different claiming ages-early (62), full retirement age (FRA), and age 70. This 
allows you to compare how your monthly payment changes depending on when you 
start benefits, helping you make informed decisions about the best time to claim. 

• Disability and Survivor Benefits: 
The statement shows whether you have earned enough credits to qualify for 
disability benefits, and what your monthly payment would be if you became 
disabled. It also includes potential survivor benefits for your spouse, children, or 
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dependent parents, and specifies the one-time lump-sum death benefit available to 
eligible survivors. 

• Earnings Record: 
Your complete, year-by-year earnings history is included. This record is crucial, as 
your benefit amounts are based on your highest 35 years of earnings. Reviewing this 
section helps ensure your earnings have been reported accurately. Mistakes or 
missing years can lower your future benefit, so it’s important to correct any errors 
promptly. 

• Work Credits: 
The statement details how many Social Security credits you have earned and 
whether you have enough to qualify for retirement, disability, or survivor benefits. 
Typically, you need 40 credits (about 10 years of work) for retirement benefits. 

• Medicare Information: 
The statement outlines your eligibility for Medicare, the federal health insurance 
program for people age 65 and older. It also provides basic information about 
potential costs and coverage. 

• Tax Information: 
It summarizes the total Social Security and Medicare taxes you and your employers 
have paid over your working life. 

How to Access Your Statement 

• Online: 
The fastest and most secure way to view your benefit statement is by creating a “my 
Social Security” account at the SSA website. Once logged in, you can view, 
download, or print your most recent statement at any time. 

• By Mail: 
The SSA mails statements to workers age 60 and older who are not yet receiving 
benefits and do not have an online account. However, online access is available to 
all workers age 18 and up. 

Understanding the Redesigned Statement 

The SSA has redesigned the benefit statement to be clearer and more user-friendly. Key 
features include: 
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• Bar Graph of Retirement Estimates: 
A visual display of your estimated monthly benefit at nine different ages, making it 
easier to compare your options. 

• Fact Sheets: 
Age-specific fact sheets accompany the statement, offering tips and explanations 
tailored to your stage of life and work history. 

• Clear Instructions: 
Guidance on how to read your statement, report errors, and use the information for 
planning. 

Why Review Your Statement Annually? 

• Verify Earnings: 
Ensure your earnings are reported correctly, as errors can reduce your future 
benefits. 

• Plan for Retirement: 
Use the benefit estimates to set savings goals and decide when to claim benefits. 

• Understand Your Protections: 
Know what financial support is available for you and your family in the event of 
disability or death. 

• Stay Informed: 
Keep up with any changes in Social Security rules, benefit formulas, or eligibility 
requirements. 

Sample Statement Highlights 

A sample Social Security statement typically includes: 

• Your name, date of birth, and Social Security number (partially masked for security). 

• Your estimated monthly retirement benefit at age 62, full retirement age, and age 70. 

• Estimated disability benefit and survivor benefits for eligible family members. 

• A year-by-year breakdown of your reported earnings. 

• The number of credits you have earned and whether you are eligible for benefits. 

• A summary of total Social Security and Medicare taxes paid. 

• Information about Medicare eligibility and enrollment. 
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What to Do If You Find an Error 

If you notice missing or incorrect earnings in your statement, contact the SSA as soon as 
possible. You may need to provide proof of income, such as W-2 forms or tax returns, to 
correct your record. Prompt corrections help ensure you receive the full benefits you’ve 
earned. 

Conclusion 

Your Social Security benefit statement is a powerful tool for retirement planning and 
financial security. By reviewing it regularly, you can verify your earnings, understand your 
future benefits, and make informed decisions about when and how to claim Social 
Security. Always keep your statement for your records and use it as a reference when 
planning for retirement or discussing your options with a financial advisor. 

 

Application Forms and Checklist  

Applying for Social Security benefits-whether retirement, disability, or Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI)-requires careful preparation and attention to detail. The Social 
Security Administration (SSA) provides a range of official forms, each tailored to specific 
types of benefits and circumstances. Using checklists and understanding the required 
documentation can help ensure your application is complete, accurate, and processed 
without unnecessary delays. 

Common Application Forms 

1. Retirement Benefits Application (Form SSA-1) 

• Used to apply for Social Security retirement or spousal benefits. 

• Requires personal information (name, Social Security number, date of birth), marital 
history, work history, and banking details for direct deposit. 

• Applicants must indicate the month they want benefits to begin and answer 
questions about citizenship, prior benefit applications, and dependent children. 

2. Disability Benefits Application (Form SSA-16) 

• Used for Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) claims. 

• Requires details about your medical condition, work background, education, and 
recent employment. 

• Additional forms may be needed, such as: 
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• SSA-3368: Adult Disability Report 

• SSA-3369: Work History Report 

• SSA-3373: Function Report (how your condition limits daily activities) 

• SSA-3380: Third-Party Function Report (completed by someone who knows 
you) 

3. Supplemental Security Income (SSI) Application (Form SSA-8000) 

• Used for SSI benefits for those with limited income and resources. 

• Requires information about income, resources, living arrangements, and household 
members. 

4. Additional Forms 

• SSA-3288: Consent for Release of Information 

• SSA-827: Authorization to Disclose Information to SSA 

• SSA-821: Work Activity Report (for those working while applying) 

• SSA-1696: Appointment of Representative (if using an attorney or advocate) 

• HA-4632/4633: Claimant’s Medications/Work Background (for appeals) 

General Application Checklist 

Before submitting your application, gather the following: 

• Personal Identification 

• Social Security number 

• Birth certificate or proof of birth 

• Proof of U.S. citizenship or lawful alien status (if not born in the U.S.) 

• Family Information 

• Names and Social Security numbers of current and former spouses 

• Dates and places of marriage, divorce, or death (if applicable) 

• Names and birth dates of dependent children 

• Work and Income Records 

• W-2 forms or self-employment tax returns for the previous year 
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• Military service records (if applicable) 

• Information about any pensions or non-Social Security benefits 

• Medical Information (for Disability/SSI) 

• Names, addresses, and phone numbers of doctors, clinics, and hospitals 

• List of medications and dosages 

• Dates of medical visits and treatments 

• Banking Information 

• Routing and account numbers for direct deposit 

Tips for Completing and Submitting Forms 

• Read Instructions Carefully: Each form includes specific instructions-follow them 
closely to avoid errors or omissions. 

• Be Thorough and Accurate: Incomplete or inaccurate information can delay your 
application. 

• Submit Supporting Documents: Attach all required documentation, such as birth 
certificates, tax forms, and medical records. 

• Keep Copies: Retain copies of all forms and documents for your records. 

• Sign and Date All Forms: Unsigned forms will not be processed. 

• Submit Electronically When Possible: Many forms can be completed and 
submitted online for faster processing. 

Where and How to Apply 

• Online: Most retirement, disability, and Medicare applications can be completed at 
the SSA website. 

• By Phone: Call SSA’s national toll-free number for assistance or to schedule an 
appointment. 

• In Person: Visit your local SSA office; appointments are recommended. 

• By Mail: Some forms and supporting documents can be mailed, but online or in-
person submission is generally faster and more secure. 

What Happens If You Don’t Submit Required Forms? 
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• Delayed Benefits: Missing or incomplete forms can result in significant processing 
delays. 

• Eligibility Issues: Incomplete information may lead to denial or difficulty 
establishing eligibility. 

• Additional Paperwork: SSA may request more documentation, resulting in further 
delays. 

Final Checklist Before Submission 

• All required forms are completed, signed, and dated. 

• Supporting documents are attached. 

• Copies are made for your records. 

• Application is submitted through your chosen method (online, phone, in person, or 
mail). 

• Confirmation of submission is received (for online or in-person applications). 

Conclusion 

Using the correct application forms and following a detailed checklist will help ensure your 
Social Security claim is processed efficiently and accurately. Taking the time to prepare 
and organize your documents can prevent delays and help you start receiving your benefits 
as soon as possible. 

 

Relevant Laws and Regulations 

Social Security is governed by a comprehensive framework of federal laws, regulations, and 
administrative rules that have evolved since the program’s inception in 1935. 
Understanding these legal foundations is crucial for anyone navigating Social Security 
benefits, eligibility, and compliance. 

The Social Security Act 

The cornerstone of the program is the Social Security Act, signed into law in 1935. This 
historic legislation established a system of federal old-age benefits, unemployment 
insurance, and assistance for various vulnerable groups, including dependent children, the 
blind, and those with disabilities. The Act was a response to the economic hardships of the 
Great Depression and aimed to provide a safety net for Americans facing retirement, job 
loss, or disability. 
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Over the decades, the Social Security Act has been amended many times to expand 
coverage, increase benefits, and address new social and economic realities. Notable 
amendments include the creation of Disability Insurance (1956), Medicare (1965), and 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) in 1972, which provides needs-based assistance for 
the aged, blind, and disabled. 

Funding and Taxation 

Social Security benefits are primarily funded through payroll taxes collected under the 
Federal Insurance Contributions Act (FICA) for employees and the Self-Employed 
Contributions Act (SECA) for self-employed individuals. Both employees and employers 
contribute a set percentage of wages up to an annual cap, which is adjusted each year. 
Self-employed workers pay both the employee and employer portions. These taxes finance 
retirement, survivor, and disability benefits. 

Key Titles and Provisions 

The Social Security Act is organized into multiple titles, each covering a different aspect of 
the program: 

• Title II: Federal Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance (OASDI) 

• Title XVI: Supplemental Security Income (SSI) for the aged, blind, and disabled 

• Title XVIII: Health Insurance for the Aged and Disabled (Medicare) 

• Title XIX: Medical Assistance (Medicaid) 

• Other Titles: Address unemployment insurance, maternal and child health, and 
other social welfare issues 

Each title contains specific eligibility criteria, benefit formulas, and administrative 
procedures. 

Regulations and Administrative Rules 

The Social Security Administration (SSA) issues detailed regulations to implement the law. 
These rules are codified in the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR), primarily in Title 20. 
Regulations clarify how the law is applied, define terms, set out procedures for 
applications and appeals, and establish criteria for determining disability, income, and 
resources. 

SSA also publishes Commissioner rulings, policy interpretations, and operating 
instructions for employees. These documents provide guidance on complex or ambiguous 
issues and ensure consistent application of the law nationwide. 
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Supplemental Security Income (SSI) Law and Regulations 

SSI is governed by Title XVI of the Social Security Act and its implementing regulations. 
These rules specify how eligibility is determined based on age, disability, income, and 
resources. The regulations also outline how income and assets are counted, what 
exclusions apply, and the process for appeals and overpayments. 

Recent Legislation and Updates 

Social Security laws and regulations are regularly updated to reflect changes in the 
economy, demographics, and public policy. Recent developments include: 

• Adjustments to cost-of-living, earnings thresholds, and tax caps 

• Repeal of the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and Government Pension Offset 
(GPO) 

• Changes to overpayment recovery procedures and identity verification requirements 

Legislation is often enacted in response to court decisions, administrative challenges, or 
recommendations from advisory boards and commissions. 

Legal References and Resources 

• Social Security Act: The full text is available through the SSA and includes all 
amendments. 

• Code of Federal Regulations (20 CFR): Contains SSA’s detailed program rules. 

• SSA Rulings and Acquiescence Rulings: Interpretations of law and policy in 
response to court decisions. 

• SSA’s Official Website: Offers access to current laws, regulations, and guidance 
materials. 

Enforcement and Appeals 

SSA has the authority to enforce program rules, investigate fraud, and recover 
overpayments. Individuals who disagree with a decision about their benefits have the right 
to appeal through a multi-step process, including reconsideration, hearings, and federal 
court review. 

Summary 

The legal and regulatory framework of Social Security is complex and dynamic, shaped by 
federal statutes, detailed regulations, and ongoing administrative guidance. Staying 
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informed about relevant laws and updates is essential for beneficiaries, applicants, and 
professionals working with the program. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




