
Geoff Curran, CPA/ABV, CFA, CFP®

Chris Waclawik, CFP®

Alan Hensley, CFP®

MERRIMAN’S GUIDE MERRIMAN’S GUIDE 
TO SOCIAL SECURITY TO SOCIAL SECURITY 

AND MEDICAREAND MEDICARE
Age 62 
or 70?

Part A, B, C & D

Delay benefits?

What is 
Medigap?

W
hat 

is

FR
A?



copyright © 2023 by Merriman Wealth Management



Geoff Curran, CPA/ABV, CFA, CFP®

Chris Waclawik, CFP®

Alan Hensley, CFP®

MERRIMAN’S GUIDE TO 
SOCIAL SECURITY AND MEDICARE



CONTENTS

NOTE TO THE READER............................................................................................................5

PART 1: SOCIAL SECURITY
Social Security 101 ........................................................................................................7
The Future of Your Social Security..................................................................................10
Impact of When you File for Benefits.............................................................................12
Strategies to Maximize Your Benefit..............................................................................21
How to Read Your Social Security Statement.................................................................30
When to Apply for First-Time Benefits...........................................................................34
How to Apply for First-Time Benefits.............................................................................37
Disability, Family and Survivor Benefits........................................................................40
Taxation of Benefits......................................................................................................46
Other Considerations....................................................................................................50

PART 2: MEDICARE 
Medicare 101............................................................................................................... 54
Choosing Between Medicare Advantage vs. Medicare A, B, and D................................ 58
Retiring Before You Turn Age 65................................................................................... 60
When to Apply if You Are Age 65 or Older......................................................................62
Medicare Part B and D Premiums..................................................................................68
Ways to Apply...............................................................................................................70
Other Considerations....................................................................................................71

PARTING THOUGHTS..........................................................................................................73



5MERRIMAN’S GUIDE TO SOCIAL SECURITY AND MEDICARE

NOTE TO THE READER
 

An important part of helping clients achieve their financial 
goals is helping them navigate questions and decisions 
around Social Security and Medicare. Whether it’s deciding 
when to start Social Security or applying for supplemental 
Medicare coverage, these decisions have a big impact on 
your financial situation and wellbeing. 

This book is broken up into two parts, as Social Security and 
Medicare are complex topics. The first covers Social Security 
and strategies. The second part covers the ins and outs of 
Medicare and all its various plans. 

We hope you discover strategies and new things that will 
help you make the best decisions for your situation. As 
always, we’re here to help and answer any questions you may 
have.
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PART 1: SOCIAL SECURITY
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SOCIAL SECURITY 101

We’ve found through working with clients that one of the 
hardest parts of planning for retirement is knowing how 
much money you will need to live on. Social Security is 
meant to replace a portion of your income needs and the 
benefits are promised to never erode.

KEY TERMS           
Throughout this book, we use different abbreviations 
and acronyms specific to Social Security and Medicare. 
We explain each term as we go, but there are a couple of 
common terms you should know before diving in.

Full Retirement Age (FRA)
The Social Security Administration uses your FRA 
(sometimes referred to as your Normal Retirement Age) 
as the starting point for most of their rules. “Beginning 
early” means you choose to start receiving your benefit 
before your FRA. “Delaying” means that you choose to 
start after your FRA.  

It’s important to note that your FRA is not the age you 
receive the highest amount of income; that’s age 70 for 
most people. Your FRA is simply the age that the Social 
Security Administration has chosen for your “full” benefit.  

PIA – Primary Insurance Amount
Your primary insurance amount (PIA) is the amount 
you’re eligible to receive at your Full Retirement Age 
(FRA). It’s the dollar amount you see on the front page of 
your Social Security statement.  
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WHAT IS SOCIAL SECURITY?
We view Social Security as insurance. Workers pay premiums 
(the payroll tax) to secure coverage for themselves and their 
families. And like any insurance, their coverage protects them 
on the occurrence of a specific event. With Social Security, 
that event is being no longer able to work. This happens in 
three instances—old age, disability and death.

After being signed into law in 1935 by President Franklin 
Roosevelt, Social Security has become the most successful 
anti-poverty program in the United States. Today, about 
96% of workers are covered by Social Security, with 163 
million Americans paying Social Security taxes and 59 million 
collecting monthly benefits. 

HOW IS SOCIAL SECURITY FUNDED?
The Social Security system is funded by deducting 12.4% of a 
worker’s wages. Half of that is deducted from your paycheck, 
and the other half is paid by your employer (or by you if 
you’re self-employed). However, not all of a worker’s wages 
are subject to the payroll tax. In 2023, only the first $160,200 
of your wages is subject to this payroll tax. 

HOW ARE YOUR BENEFITS CALCULATED?
Benefits are based on an individual’s highest 35 years of 
earnings, whether they are consecutive or not. To be eligible 
for benefits in retirement, you must have had 40 quarters of 
wages (for most people 10 years) that were subject to Social 
Security payroll taxes. 

Your FRA is the age when you are entitled to receive your full 
PIA. This PIA is the benefit you receive at retirement. If you 
collect Social Security before your FRA, you receive a reduced 
benefit. 
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Individuals born in 1960 or later reach their FRA at age 67, while 
individuals born from 1943 to 1954 have an FRA at age 66. 

WHEN CAN YOU START BENEFITS?
Unless you’re widowed or disabled, the earliest you can start 
benefits is age 62. If you do start this early, though, your 
benefit will be permanently reduced by 25-30% and may be 
temporarily reduced even further if you continue to work.

Source: Center for Retirement Research at Boston College analysis of Social Security Administration data, 2015.

While the earliest age you can start retirement benefits is age 
62, the latest you can delay benefits is age 70. Your benefit 
will increase 8% per year by delaying from your FRA to age 
70.
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THE FUTURE OF YOUR 
SOCIAL SECURITY

Over the past century, life expectancy in the United States 
has steadily increased. According to the Social Security 
Administration, “Today, a man reaching 65 today could 
expect to live on average until age 83. A woman turning 65 
today could on average expect to live to age 86. And those 
are just averages. About one out of every four 65-year-
olds today will live past age 90, and one out of 10 will live 
past age 95.” This increase in life expectancy is the cause of 
concern for many around the solvency of the Social Security 
system.

The most recent reform effort took place in 1983 when 
President Reagan took steps to cover more workers and made 
the benefits of higher income beneficiaries subject to tax. This 
also included increasing full retirement age from 65 to 67.

Headlines indicate that Social Security funds will be depleted 
by 2033 (and also before payroll taxes). Social Security’s 
trustees say that after 2034, payroll taxes will only cover 
¾ of retirees’ benefits. What the headlines don’t discuss 
is that Congress could choose to pay for the shortfall of 
benefits from the government’s General Fund. Some possible 
changes Congress could make to reduce or eliminate the 
shortfall include: 

• Increasing the FRA from age 67 to closer to 68-70 over 
time.

• Continuing to increase the limit on the amount of income 
that’s subject to payroll taxes.
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• Increasing the Social Security payroll tax to more than 6.2%.

• Increasing the maximum percent of your Social Security 
benefit that is taxable to 100% from 85% right now.



 www.merriman.com

IMPACT OF WHEN YOU 
FILE FOR BENEFITS

When it comes to filing for Social Security benefits, you have 
a few options on when to do it. In this chapter, we’ll outline 
each one and the impact it can have on the benefit you’ll 
receive.

STARTING BETWEEN AGE 62 AND YOUR FULL 
RETIREMENT AGE (FRA)
The earliest you can start taking benefits is age 62. However, 
if you start this early, your benefit will be permanently 
reduced by 25-30% and may be temporarily reduced even 
further if you continue to work.

You should consider several factors before taking your 
benefits. Even though it might seem like an obvious choice 
to wait until your full retirement age (or longer) to begin 
receiving a larger Social Security benefit, there are some 
situations where it makes sense to begin your benefits early.  

Ask yourself the following questions when thinking about 
starting your benefits at 62 (or any time before your FRA):

• Do you need Social Security to help fill the income gap?

• Do you have longevity in your family?

• Will you work and receive an income during retirement?

• Are you planning your Social Security with a spouse?

Following is a case study to help illustrate why someone 
might decide it’s a good idea to begin at 62.
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CASE STUDY: Tom Smith
Age 62, Single

Tom has worked and paid into the Social Security system for four 
decades, and has some money saved in an IRA and a 401(k). He was 
recently laid off from his job and is unable to find work at another 
company. He’s single and has never been married. Tom has decided it’s 
time to kick back and enjoy retirement. After some financial planning, 
Tom estimates he can enjoy his retirement years by leaning on his 
savings and starting his Social Security benefits now.  

Since Tom has reached the minimum age of 62, and he plans on not 
working any more, he can begin receiving his Social Security benefit 
without worrying about any income limitations. Also, he’s done some 
planning and calculated how much he needs to withdraw from his 
portfolio to provide for a comfortable retirement. 

It makes sense for Tom to begin receiving Social Security so that he 
doesn’t withdraw too much from his portfolio now.

STARTING AT FULL RETIREMENT AGE (FRA)
The Social Security Administration uses your FRA as the 
starting point for most of their rules. 

“Beginning early” means you choose to start receiving your 
benefit before your FRA. “Delaying” means you choose to 
start after your FRA. Your benefit is reduced for every month 
you begin before your FRA, and it increases for every year 
you delay. 

A quick terminology reminder – PIA: You’re eligible to receive 
your primary insurance amount (PIA) at your Full Retirement 
Age. Your PIA is the amount you see on the front of your 
Social Security Statement.  
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Your FRA is calculated depending on the year you were born.

Waiting until your FRA to begin receiving Social Security 
has some obvious and some not-so-obvious advantages. 
It should be no surprise that waiting until your FRA to start 
your benefit means the amount will be higher than if you 
started between 62 and your FRA. The amount you receive at 
your FRA could be as much as 25% to 30% more than if you 
began at age 62. This can make a significant impact on your 
retirement income plan.  

What may come as a surprise is how waiting until your FRA 
can be advantageous to your overall household income. 
Social Security benefits received after you reach your FRA are 
not reduced if you’re still working and earning an income. 
That means you can continue to work and collect Social 
Security at the same time without worrying about your 
benefit being reduced. 

The chart below explains the FRA income limits.

Birth	Year FRA
1943-1954 66

1955 66	+	2	months
1956 66	+	4	months
1957 66	+	6	months
1958 66	+	8	months
1959 66	+	10	months

1960	or	later 67

Age Income Considerations

Under FRA $21,240
For every $2 over the limit, $1 is 
withheld from benefits

In year FRA is 
reached

$56,260
For every $3 over the limit, $1 is 
withheld from benefits until the 
month of FRA

At FRA or older No limit None

2023 Social Security Income Limits
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Another factor to consider is planning for spousal benefits. 
We’ll discuss this benefit in more detail later, but it’s 
important to note that spousal benefits are maximized if they 
begin at FRA.

Let’s look at an example of why it might make sense to begin 
receiving benefits at FRA.

CASE STUDY: Jack & Jane Fullerton
Both are age 66 (FRAs are 66), Married

Jack and Jane have decided it’s time to start thinking about retirement. 
Jack has been the main income earner for the household and last year 
he earned over $100,000. Jack doesn’t want to stop working altogether, 
but he’d like to work about half as much as last year. They both want to 
minimize the amount they need to withdraw from their savings. 

With these two goals in mind, reducing how much Jack works and 
minimizing withdrawals, they decide now is a good time to start 
receiving their Social Security benefits. Since both Jack and Jane have 
reached their FRAs, Jack can continue to work without worrying about 
how much he earns and receive Social Security. Jane can also choose to 
start receiving her spousal benefit, which will be 50% of Jack’s PIA. With 
Jack’s earned income from work combined with both their Social Security 
benefits, their household income will be enough so that they don’t need 
to withdraw from their savings.  

Jack and Jane’s goals of reducing the amount of time Jack works while 
preserving their nest egg are achievable because they are both at their 
FRAs. The Social Security income limits go away and the spousal benefit 
is maximized at FRA. Jack and Jane feel confident about their decision 
and can enjoy their retirement.

It’s important to note that the above case study does not 
address taxation of Social Security benefits. Even though 
Jack can earn an unlimited amount at his job and not worry 
about a reduction to his Social Security benefit, the couple 
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will most likely pay taxes on a portion of the income received 
from Social Security. Taxation of Social Security Benefits will 
be discussed in a later chapter.

DELAYING UNTIL AGE 70
If you want to wait until age 70 to begin receiving Social 
Security, you need to plan carefully. After your FRA passes, 
your benefit grows by 8% per year until age 70. Your benefit 
won’t grow after that. That means if your FRA is 66, the 
amount you could receive at age 70 would be 132% of your 
PIA. 

Like deciding to take Social Security early or at FRA, it’s 
helpful to take a look at why someone might delay past their 
FRA all the way until 70.

If you have a current income stream (i.e., from work or 
pension benefits) that can cover your cost of living, you 
should consider maximizing your Social Security benefit. 
Waiting until age 70 to start receiving Social Security ensures 
you receive the highest amount, and if you’re married, you 
can also use it as a way to make sure your surviving spouse 
receives the highest possible survivor benefit.  

$$11,,550000

$$22,,000000

$$22,,664400

Age	62 Age	FRA Age	70

Hypothetical	Monthly	Social	Security	Benefits
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CASE STUDY: Maxine and Max Benton
Ages 70 & 66 (FRAs are 66), Married

Maxine had a successful career and decided to work full time until 
age 70. She was the main income earner for the household, and her 
husband, Max, was a full-time, stay-at-home dad. Both Maxine and 
Max have longevity in their family histories. Because Maxine chose to 
work until age 70, her income was more than enough to cover their 
expenses and she was able to continue saving in her 401(k) at work. 
Maxine waited to start receiving her Social Security benefit until age 70 
to maximize the amount, and Max started receiving spousal benefits at 
the same time.

Maxine and Max could afford to wait on receiving their Social Security 
because their household income was more than sufficient due to 
Maxine’s salary. Since Maxine waited until she was 70, she knows 
she’s receiving the highest possible Social Security benefit. Max’s own 
personal benefit was significantly smaller than the spousal benefit 
(because of his work history), so he also maximized his amount by 
waiting until his FRA to start receiving the spousal benefit. 

For long-term planning, they have ensured any survivor benefit received 
(if one predeceases the other) is maximized because Maxine waited until 
age 70.

SPOUSAL BENEFITS
If you’re married and have been for at least a year, you can 
collect spousal benefits. If you’re divorced, you can collect on 
an ex-spouse’s benefits only if you were previously married 
for 10 or more years and have not remarried.

Let’s look at how the spousal benefit is calculated and then a 
case study on how it could be applied.

The amount you can receive from spousal benefits is based 



 www.merriman.com

on two factors: the PIA of your spouse and your FRA. If you 
wait until your FRA to collect spousal benefits, then you 
can receive up to 50% of your spouse’s PIA. If you choose 
to collect before you reach your FRA, then your spousal 
benefit will be permanently reduced. The reduced amount is 
outlined in the table below.

It’s important to point out who can claim spousal benefits. 
There are different rules for someone who’s currently married 
and someone who’s divorced.

If you’re currently married, you can begin receiving spousal 
benefits if two requirements are met:

1) You must be at least 62 (or any age if you’re caring for a 
child who is younger than 16 or disabled).

2) Your spouse must be drawing his or her own benefit. 
Even if you are at your FRA, if your spouse is not 
receiving their benefit, you cannot claim spousal 
benefits.

If you’re divorced, you can begin receiving spousal benefits if 
the following four requirements are met:

1) Your marriage must have lasted at least 10 years.
2) You must be divorced for at least two years (if your ex-

spouse hasn’t started their benefits yet)
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3) You are currently unmarried.
4) Your ex-spouse must be at least age 62 and they must 

be entitled to receive Social Security benefits. It’s 
important to note that your ex-spouse does not need to 
be currently receiving benefits for you to begin spousal 
benefits.

In our previous case study, we discussed how Max could 
claim spousal benefits if his spouse, Maxine, began receiving 
her personal benefit. Both Maxine and Max were either at 
their FRA or past their FRA. The following example discusses 
how spousal benefits could work for a divorced individual.

CASE STUDY: James Woodson
Age 67 (FRA is 67), Divorced

James is thinking about retiring from his job and living off Social 
Security and his retirement savings. He has worked off and on 
throughout his career, mostly at part-time jobs. James was married to 
Susan for 25 years and that marriage ended three years ago. Susan was 
a successful attorney throughout her career and her personal Social 
Security benefit is substantially more than James’ benefit. Susan recently 
turned 62 but has not filed for Social Security. James knows that Susan’s 
PIA (the amount she would receive at her full retirement age) is more 
than twice what his PIA is. Because of the large difference, James elects 
to begin receiving spousal benefits, which will be 50% of Susan’s PIA. 
James has calculated his current cost of living and decides the income 
from the spousal benefits is sufficient to retire.

James was able to start receiving his spousal benefit because he met 
the four requirements of a divorced individual. He was previously in a 
marriage that lasted more than 10 years, he’s been divorced for more 
than two years, he’s currently single, and his ex-spouse has reached age 
62. Also, James knows he’s maximized the amount he’ll receive from 
Social Security because he waited until his FRA, ensuring he’ll receive 
50% of his ex-spouse’s PIA.
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A married couple can use spousal benefits to maximize their 
household income through a strategy known as “claim now, 
claim more later.” This strategy involves one spouse filing 
what’s known as a restricted application to receive spousal 
benefits and then switching to their personal benefit at age 
70. The Bipartisan Budget Act of 2015 has severely limited 
this strategy. Details on implementing this technique are 
discussed in a later chapter.  

It’s important to point out that a divorced individual must 
remain unmarried to collect spousal benefits based on an 
ex-spouse’s Social Security history unless their ex-spouse 
is deceased. If an ex-spouse has passed away, a divorced 
individual can remarry after age 60 and still be able to claim 
benefits based on the ex-spouse, but those benefits would 
be considered survivor benefits. Disability and survivor 
benefits are discussed in a later chapter. 
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STRATEGIES TO MAXIMIZE 
YOUR BENEFIT

DELAYING BENEFITS – BREAKEVEN CONSIDERATIONS
As detailed in the previous section, Social Security benefits 
can be claimed as early as age 62. After turning 62, each 
month the benefits are not claimed, the benefit received 
increases. Annual benefits increase 5% or 6.67% each year 
from 62 to FRA. Then benefits increase 8% annually from FRA 
to age 70.

If you receive benefits long enough, there’s a point where the 
delayed benefits received will total more than the benefits 
that started at an earlier age. This “breakeven” generally 
happens when you’re in your early 80s.

While there are many considerations for when to start 
drawing Social Security (whether you are working, available 
investment and pension assets, etc.), life expectancy can have 
a significant impact on the optimal filing strategy. If someone 
knows they are likely to live significantly longer or shorter 
than the breakeven point, this can dictate the filing strategy.

CASE STUDY: When to Claim Benefits Early

John has a history of health problems. His FRA is 67 and he has a PIA of 
$2,000 per month. 

If he knows he’s going to die at age 68, he’s better off starting benefits 
at age 62 and getting six years of benefits ($1,400 per month after 
reduction for starting early), rather than delaying and getting no 
benefits, as the following table shows.
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CASE STUDY: When to Delay Benefits

Alternatively, Jane lives to be 100. She also has an FRA of 67 and a PIA 
of $2,000 per month. As the below table shows, delaying until age 70 
provides her much more benefits over the course of her lifetime than if 
she started drawing benefits at age 62.

Note: Both examples above assume there are no annual cost of living adjustments due to inflation.

Age File	at	62 File	at	67 File	at	70
62 $16,800	 - -
63 $16,800	 - -
64 $16,800	 - -
65 $16,800	 - -
66 $16,800	 - -
67 $16,800	 $24,000	 -

68	(John	dies) $16,800	 $24,000	 -
Lifetime	benefit $117,600	 $48,000	 -

Age File	at	62 File	at	67 File	at	70
62 $16,800	 - -
63 $16,800	 - -
64 $16,800	 - -
65 $16,800	 - -
66 $16,800	 - -
67 $16,800	 $24,000	 -
68 $16,800	 $24,000	
69 $16,800	 $24,000	
70 $16,800	 $24,000	 $29,760	

71-99 $16,800	 $24,000	 $29,760	
100 $16,800	 $24,000	 $29,760	

Lifetime	benefit $655,200	 $816,000	 $922,560	
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While we obviously don’t know how long we’ll live, some 
people will have expectations of longer or shorter life 
expectancies due to health concerns, family longevity, etc., 
that can help determine the best time to start drawing Social 
Security benefits.

COORDINATING SPOUSAL BENEFITS
For single taxpayers, as shown above, the decision for 
when to begin is straightforward. For a married couple, two 
benefits need to be coordinated.

At the extremes, the decision is still clear. For two spouses 
who are the same age, both with benefits based on their own 
earnings and both living to age 100, they should both delay 
starting their benefits as long as possible.

Alternatively, if both spouses in the above example knew 
they were both going to die at age 68, they should both start 
their benefits as early as possible.

Part of the complexity for married couples comes from 
coordinating spousal benefits and survivor benefits.

Spousal Benefits
As mentioned in the previous section, spousal benefits can 
be claimed upon reaching FRA. Spousal benefit is 50% of the 
working spouse’s PIA. The spouses must have been married 
at least one year, and the working spouse must have already 
started their benefit for the nonworking spouse to claim a 
spousal benefit.

Survivor Benefits
When both spouses are receiving Social Security benefits 
and one spouse passes away, the surviving spouse is entitled 
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to continue receiving their own benefit or the deceased 
spouse’s benefit (including any increase for delaying the start 
of benefits), whichever is higher.

These spousal and survivor benefits can produce several 
planning opportunities.

CASE STUDY: Only One Spouse Lives Longer

Miles and Susan are the same age and reach FRA at age 66. Miles has a 
monthly PIA of $2,500, and Susan has a monthly PIA of $1,800.

If one spouse is expected to live longer, the spouse with the larger 
benefit (in this case Miles) should delay starting benefits. 

10
0
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Higher	Earning Should	Delay
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If Susan lives to 90, but Miles dies earlier at age 75, it’s still beneficial 
for Miles to delay his benefit. Upon his death, Susan will inherit his 
increased Social Security benefit.

In this case, having Susan start her benefit early (possibly at age 62) 
and having Miles delay until age 70 can be a good strategy. Having both 
spouses delay their benefit is the best solution only if both spouses have 
longer than normal life expectancies.

Significantly younger spouse
If one spouse is significantly younger and the older spouse 
has a higher PIA, it increases the benefit of the older spouse 
who is delaying until age 70 because the younger spouse 
may significantly outlive the older spouse.

CASE STUDY: Significantly younger spouse

Tom is in his 60s and is ready to retire. His spouse, Cindy, is 15 years 
younger. He also has a larger PIA than Cindy. It likely makes sense for 
Tom to delay and maximize his benefit. There’s a good chance Cindy will 
outlive Tom by several years and receive his larger benefit – possibly for 
many years.

Spouse has no Social Security benefits of their own
A spouse with no benefits complicates the decision of when 
the primary worker should start Social Security. A spouse 
without their own benefit is entitled to 50% of the primary 
worker’s benefit.

As with workers claiming their own benefits, reduced spousal 
benefits can be claimed as early as age 62. However, spousal 
benefits will not increase from full retirement age until age 70.
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Also, spousal benefits cannot be claimed until the working 
spouse has started taking their own benefits.

CASE STUDY: Spouse has no Social Security benefits

Tom and Sally are both retired and 66 years old (full retirement age). 
Tom has a PIA of $2,000/month. Sally has no Social Security benefit of 
her own and intends to claim spousal benefits. She cannot start spousal 
benefits until Tom has started his own benefits.

If Tom delays claiming his own benefit, it will increase 8% each year 
until age 70. However, Sally will see no increase. This will greatly 
increase the number of years it takes to reach the breakeven point. In 
their case, it likely makes sense for both Tom and Sally to claim Social 
Security benefits now rather than delay.

UNDERSTANDING RESTRICTED APPLICATION AND 
FILE AND SUSPEND
Restricted Application
Married couples with at least one individual born before 
January 1, 1954, can take advantage of another strategy 
called the restricted application. This restricted application 
allows the individual who’s reached FRA to claim spousal 
benefits but allows that person’s own benefits to continue 
earning delayed retirement benefits until age 70.

As always, to claim spousal benefits, the primary beneficiary 
must have already started drawing their own benefits.

This strategy was previously available for all taxpayers, but 
legislation passed in 2015 limited it to taxpayers born before 
1954. While it’s still available for some, it will gradually 
become a benefit for fewer individuals.
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CASE STUDY: Married Couple

Jane is about to turn 66 (born in 1952). She’s married to Rob. Rob has a 
PIA of $1,800/month and has already started claiming his Social Security 
benefits. Jane has a PIA of $2,000/month. 

When she reaches FRA at 66, she can file a restricted application, 
claiming a $900/month spousal benefit while allowing her own benefit 
to continue to grow. At age 70, she can then switch to her own benefit of 
$2,640/month.

CASE STUDY: Divorced Spouse

If all the facts from above were the same, but Jane and Rob were 
divorced, she could potentially still use the restricted application 
strategy. As with all divorced spousal benefits, she must have been 
married for 10 years, and must currently be unmarried. She must also 
be at full retirement age to use the restricted application. Since her 
ex-husband already started his retirement benefits, she doesn’t have to 
wait until two years after the divorce to qualify.

If all these conditions are met, Jane could file a restricted application to 
claim her $900/month spousal benefit and switch to her own $2,640/
month benefit at age 70.

SURVIVOR BENEFITS AND RESTRICTED APPLICATIONS
Survivor benefits are discussed in more detail in the 
“Disability, Family and Survivor Benefits” section below. If the 
surviving spouse has not yet started receiving Social Security 
benefits, she may be able to claim survivor benefits as early 
as age 60 while allowing her own benefits to continue to 
grow. This works the same as the restricted application 
strategy described above but does not have the requirement 
to be born before 1954.
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Survivor benefits taken before FRA are subject to the same 
income limitations as one’s own Social Security benefits.

CASE STUDY: Survivor benefits

Mike, age 60, recently became a widower with the passing of his spouse. 
He has a PIA of $2,000/month at his FRA of 67. His deceased spouse had 
a PIA of $1,800 at full retirement age. All their children are grown and 
independent. Neither had started claiming benefits.

Mike could claim his survivor benefit at age 60. He would get 71.5% 
of her $1,800 (now $1,287 per month). He could then allow his own 
benefit to grow to age 70, and then switch to that ($2,480 per month 
with delayed credits).

However, Mike is still working and doesn’t want to retire. He makes more 
than the earnings limit.

In this case, Mike decides to wait until age 67 to claim survivor benefits. 
If he is still working, he will no longer be subject to earnings limits. He 
can claim the $1,800 per month survivor benefit and allow his own 
benefit to continue growing until age 70.

Finally, if Mike remarries after age 60, he’s still eligible to claim this 
survivor benefit.

FILE AND SUSPEND
In the past, people could use a file and suspend strategy to 
allow a spouse to claim spousal benefits while allowing their 
own benefits to continue to grow. In 2015, Congress passed 
legislation that ended the “file and suspend” strategy for 
claiming Social Security benefits.

After April 2016, suspending Social Security benefits also 
suspended all other spousal payments being made on that 
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primary benefit.

DIVORCED SPOUSES
Divorced spouses are entitled to claim spousal benefits if:

• They were married for at least 10 years.

• The individual claiming spousal benefits is currently 
unmarried.

• The individual claiming spousal benefits is at least age 62.

Unlike spousal benefits for currently married couples, for 
divorced couples it may be possible to start claiming spousal 
benefits if the worker with the primary benefit has not 
started claiming their own benefit.

Also, the divorced spouse receiving spousal benefits may be 
entitled to survivor benefits upon the death of the working 
spouse, allowing the survivor benefit restricted application 
described above.
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HOW TO READ YOUR SOCIAL 
SECURITY STATEMENT

Each year, you should log into Social Security account online 
to access your benefits statement. The statement shows 
an estimate of your benefits and your wage history. Since 
your eligibility and benefit amount depends on your wage 
earnings history, it’s important to review the whole document 
for accuracy. 

Here’s an explanation of page 2 of the benefits statement 
shown above:

• Retirement – These are the benefit amounts you’re 
eligible to receive, depending on your age when you start 
benefits. In this person’s case, they reach full retirement 
age when they turn 67, and the amount is $1,851 a 
month. By starting early at age 62, this person’s benefit 
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would be $1,314 a month. By delaying until age 70, this 
person’s benefit would grow to $2,347 a month. 

• Disability – If this person becomes disabled before 
retirement, they’re eligible for a benefit of $1,826. Once 
you reach your full retirement age, your disability benefits 
automatically convert to retirement benefits without a 
change in amount. Their family members may also be 
eligible for family benefits.

• Family – If this person were already receiving retirement 
or disability benefits, their spouse and children may be 
eligible to also receive benefits. The benefits can’t be 
more than the family maximum of 180% of your full 
retirement age benefit. 

• Survivors – Similar to the family benefit above, the 
maximum family benefit is limited to 180% of your full 
retirement age benefit amount. They’d receive the one-
time payout of $255. If your child is age 16 or younger, 
then they’d receive a benefit of $1,370 a month until they 
turn age 17. Your spouse would also receive $1,370 a 
month upon your death. Once your spouse is not taking 
care of an eligible dependent anymore, your spouse’s 
benefit would end unless they wanted to start retirement 
benefits. This may cause them to permanently reduce 
their benefit if they start before their full retirement age. 
If they waited to start benefits until full retirement age, 
the benefit would be $1,826 a month.

• Medicare – If you’re eligible for Social Security, then 
you’re eligible for Medicare. Once eligible (after 40 
quarters paying into the system), your eligibility or 
benefit/coverage amount is not impacted by when you 
retire or stop making contributions to the system.
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• Benefit estimate – Keep in mind that these figures 
assume this person continues to earn $46,770 until they 
start benefits at age 62, 67 or 70. If you start benefits at 
68, your benefit will be 8% higher than starting at your 
full retirement age. Social Security provides a calculator 
to estimate what your benefit would be if you were to 
start benefits at a different date or if you stop working 
early and don’t have wages such as those estimated.

EARNINGS RECORD
Your earnings record, or wage history, shows your wages 
throughout your working life. 

“Your Taxed Social Security Earnings” and “Your Taxed 
Medicare Earnings” generally match up until your earnings 
reach a threshold where they aren’t taxed anymore. In 
2023, earnings above $160,200 aren’t subject to the 6.2% 
Social Security tax. However, all your earnings are subject to 
Medicare taxes at the 1.45% level, so this gives your historical 
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total earnings. 

Lower wage years, such as the years that show up where 
you worked a summer job, get replaced in the calculation 
of your benefits once you have 35 or more years of higher 
wages. Make sure the wage history is correct. If you notice 
something wrong, you need to contact Social Security and 
provide proof of earnings, such as a W-2 and/or tax return, 
to get it corrected, as you don’t want your benefit to be less 
than it should be.

The table below provides the total amount you and your 
employer have contributed to the Social Security and 
Medicare systems. 

 

CASE STUDY: Survivor benefits

Phil is 50 years old. He plans to retire early at age 52 but wants to delay 
starting his Social Security benefit until his full retirement age at age 67. 
His benefits statement says he’s entitled to $2,500 a month from Social 
Security once he reaches his full retirement age at 67. This estimate, 
however, is based on him continuing to make more than $130,000 a 
year until age 67. Phil should recalculate his benefit based on his wage 
history to age 52 to get a better estimate of his retirement benefit, as it 
may be less than he expects. 
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WHEN TO APPLY FOR 
FIRST-TIME BENEFITS

FIRST-TIME BENEFITS
The earliest you can file for your benefit is three months 
before you turn 62 or four months before you want your 
benefit to start. You’re not required to file four months 
before you want your benefit to start, as the Social Security 
department says you may be able to start your benefits in 
the month you apply.

RESTRICTED APPLICATION
To file a restricted application (claim spousal benefits only 
and allow your own benefit to continue to grow):

• You must be at least full retirement age when you start 
your benefit.

• You must have been born before January 1, 1954.

• Your spouse must already have started claiming their 
benefits.

In this case, the spouse starting a restricted application 
needs to file to claim spousal benefits after reaching age 
66, and after the other spouse has started their benefit. This 
starts the spousal benefit.

Then, the spouse taking the restricted application needs to 
file with Social Security again upon reaching age 70 to switch 
from spousal benefits to his/her own delayed benefit.
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WIDOW/WIDOWER BENEFITS – HAVEN’T STARTED 
RECEIVING SOCIAL SECURITY BENEFITS
If a surviving spouse hasn’t started Social Security benefits, 
they can start claiming widow/widower benefits as early as 
age 60.

As with a restricted application, widow/widower benefits 
allow your own benefits to continue to grow. Also, as with a 
restricted application, the surviving spouse claiming widow/
widower benefits needs to switch to their own benefit at age 
70 (or earlier if desired).

SURVIVOR BENEFITS
If both spouses have started taking Social Security benefits 
when the first spouse passes, the surviving spouse is entitled 
to continue receiving the higher of the two benefits. The 
surviving spouse cannot report a death or apply for survivors 
benefits online. In most cases, the funeral home reports the 
person’s death to Social Security.

The next steps depend on what benefits the surviving spouse 
was receiving:

• If the surviving spouse was receiving spousal 
benefits: Social Security generally automatically 
increases benefits to the survivor after receiving a 
report of the death. There’s generally no need to file an 
application for survivors benefits.

• If the surviving spouse was getting their own 
benefit: The surviving spouse needs to apply for 
survivors benefits. Social Security will confirm that the 
survivors benefits are in fact higher than the surviving 
spouse’s own benefit.
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• If the surviving spouse is not yet receiving benefits: 
In most cases, the surviving spouse should promptly 
file to start claiming survivor benefits.
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HOW TO APPLY FOR 
FIRST-TIME BENEFITS

Unless otherwise noted, the process for claiming Social 
Security benefits can generally be done two ways:

• Visit your local Social Security Administration office to 
meet with a representative in person.

• Complete an online application. You can do this yourself, 
with help from others or through a filing service that can 
guide you through the process.

FILING SERVICES
To help eliminate errors when filing for benefits, you can 
use a service called Social Security Advisors instead. Rather 
than visiting the SSA office, a specialist can walk you through 
the online Social Security application while you’re sitting 
at home. You just need a phone, a computer with Internet 
access, and 30 to 45 minutes. To learn more about working 
with a Social Security filing service, please feel free to reach 
out to one of our wealth advisors. We can help point you in 
the right direction.

This service is generally most beneficial when using switching 
strategies like Restricted Application. They’re often able to 
guide applicants through the process more effectively than a 
Social Security representative.

You can start the process on their website (www.
socialsecurityadvisors.com) or by calling 1-877-629-6923.

http://www.socialsecurityadvisors.com
http://www.socialsecurityadvisors.com
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TIPS AND TRICKS
When filing for your benefits, it helps to know what works. 
We’ve spoken with many clients over the years who have 
provided insight on successfully getting benefits. Here are a 
few things we’ve learned.

1) Know the lingo – PIA, FRA, restricted applications, etc. 
Make sure you know what commonly used terms and 
acronyms mean.  

2) Be patient – Give yourself plenty of time to file online, or 
if you need to file in person, make sure you schedule your 
appointment at least four months in advance. 

3) Be prepared – Know what you want and when you want it 
before you meet with a Social Security representative. Do 
your own research or work with a financial professional to 
come up with a plan before you talk with the SSA.  

 If you’re doing a complicated spousal or survivor 
maximization strategy that requires filing a restricted 
application, make sure you are able to communicate your 
plan. We’ve learned that some SSA employees are not 
well versed in all the available strategies. You may need to 
reference the following when meeting with an agent:

 POMS GN 00204.020 (POMS is the internal process 
resource used by the SSA)

 Consider using the following wording when applying for 
restricted benefits online: “I wish to exclude Retirement 
benefits from the scope of this application. I wish for my 
Restricted Spousal benefit to begin in [month of your 
birthday], my birthday month. I do not wish to begin my 
own Retirement benefit.” 
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 Once submitted, a representative from Social Security will 
call you one to two months later to confirm your decision.

4) Know what you must do in person – For the most part, 
you don’t need to apply for Social Security benefits in 
person. The easiest way to claim most benefits is to go to 
www.ssa.gov. 

 There is one item that must still be handled in person:

 Survivor Benefits – Filing a survivor claim (widow, 
widower, or surviving child) must be done in-person.

 If filing in person, start by calling 800-772-1213 to 
schedule an appointment to start the process. 

Don’t be afraid to ask for a second opinion. Even if you’re 
well prepared and you’ve given yourself plenty of time to 
file, you might need assistance from a more seasoned agent 
at the SSA office. If you want to speak to someone with 
more experience, ask to meet with a Claims Technical Expert, 
sometimes referred to as a Technical Specialist. These agents 
typically have more experience working with complicated 
filing situations (i.e., filing a restricted application).

http://www.ssa.gov
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DISABILITY, FAMILY AND 
SURVIVOR BENEFITS

Note: Many of the benefits amounts described below 
reference the sample Social Security benefits statement 
found beginning on page 21.

DISABILITY
Statistically, you’re more likely to become disabled than pass 
away during your time in the workforce. In fact, a 20-year-
old worker has a 1-in-4 chance of becoming disabled before 
their full retirement age. For such families, Social Security 
payments represent a large proportion of their total family 
income. 

To qualify, you must meet the Social Security Administration’s 
definition of disability. The Social Security Administration 
releases a list of impairments that automatically qualify 
an individual for Social Security disability benefits. These 
include physical and mental impairments and ailments such 
as cancer, HIV/AIDs, kidney disease and Parkinson’s disease, 
to name a few. Generally, these are ailments that won’t allow 
you to work for a year or more and could result in death. 
According to the Social Security Administration’s website, 
you must have 40 credits (i.e., 40 quarters), 20 of which must 
be earned in the years leading up to when you become 
disabled. If you’re age 40 or younger when you become 
disabled, Social Security uses special rules to determine 
eligibility that require less than 40 credits.

Furthermore, your average earnings must be below $1,470 
a month to be considered disabled. The SSA has a step-by-
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step process to determine eligibility. There are special rules 
that apply for individuals who are blind or have low vision. 

If you qualify for long-term disability (LTD) benefits from 
your employer and Social Security Disability Income 
(SSDI), be aware that many employer LTD policies have a 
requirement where your LTD benefit is reduced by your SSDI 
benefit. For example, if you receive $4,000 a month from 
your LTD policy and $1,000 a month from SSDI, most LTD 
providers will reduce your LTD benefit to $3,000 a month. We 
recommend seeking professional help when filing for SSDI 
and determining the impact of SSDI on your LTD benefit. 

CASE STUDY: 

Walter and Sally had two young children ages 1 and 5 when Walter 
became disabled in car accident. He wasn’t expected to be able to work 
in a substantial capacity for at least a year. Walter was 35 years old. He 
was eligible for disability benefits because his disability qualified and 
he had 40 credits, with 20 of them occurring in the past 10 years. Since 
Sally did not have an earned income, they didn’t run into the problem 
of having more than $1,470 a month in income. According to his Social 
Security statement, he was eligible to receive $1,826 a month. Since his 
spouse is taking care of his children and the children are under age 16, 
the spouse and children also qualify for family benefits.

Note: Different rules may apply if your child is a student age 16 or older 
and/or disabled. Please reference the Social Security Administration 
website for more specific details.

CASE STUDY: 

Phil got into a bad biking accident and was deemed disabled and 
unable to resume his work for at least a year. Phil fortunately had group 
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disability coverage through his employer that would replace 60% of his 
salary, up to $6,000 a month. Since he earned $150,000 a year, 60% of 
this amount is $90,000, or $7,500 a month. He could get only $6,000 a 
month because of the limit and was also entitled to $1,900 a month of 
SSDI. Phil’s employer LTD provider required that its payments be reduced 
by what he received from SSDI. This means he received $4,100 from his 
LTD provider and $1,900 a month from SSDI.

FAMILY
Whether you start retirement or disability benefits, your 
children may be entitled to benefits if they are age 17 or 
younger or age 18 and a full-time student. If your spouse 
is taking care of the children, they may also be eligible to 
receive a benefit. Minor children or adult children disabled 
before age 22 may also receive benefits. Your children and 
spouse each may be eligible to receive 50% of your benefit 
amount with a family maximum that varies between 150% 
to 180% of your full retirement age benefit. If the sum of the 
benefits is greater than the Social Security family limit, then 
benefits are reduced proportionately. This does not decrease 
your retirement or disability benefit. 

In many cases, the benefit is so much greater if your children 
and spouse are eligible to receive benefits that it may make 
more financial sense to start benefits early at age 62 versus 
waiting until your full retirement age.

CASE STUDY: 

Joe and Cindy retired at 61 and 55, respectively, and had two children, 
ages 9 and 11. Since Joe was taking care of two dependents under 
age 16, his wife and children are eligible for family benefits when he 
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turns 62 next year. While his own benefit will be reduced permanently 
by starting benefits early at age 62 versus his full retirement age, the 
additional income from family benefits changes the equation.

The benefit Joe received at age 62 was $1,314 a month (his PIA at age 
67 is $1,851). Since the family maximum benefit was $3,330, his wife 
and children receive the remaining $2,016 a month. They wouldn’t 
be eligible for the full $1,370 for the spouse and children as it would 
push them above the family maximum benefit (i.e., 180% of Joe’s PIA). 
Cindy would receive benefits under this until she reaches age 62 when 
she would be eligible to start benefits on her own record. Once Cindy’s 
benefits start on her own record, the monthly Social Security check to 
their children would increase due to her benefit not counting toward the 
family maximum. 

CASE STUDY: 

Jill recently was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. She’s also a single 
parent supporting her 15-year-old daughter. Due to her daughter being 
younger than age 18, the daughter also receives a benefit that’s 50% of 
Jill’s full retirement age benefit. 

In this case, Jill’s benefit according to her benefits statement is $1,826 a 
month. Her daughter’s benefit is $926 (50% X $1,851) a month. 

SURVIVORS 
If you’re entitled to Social Security but pass away, your 
spouse and children may be eligible to receive benefits 
based on your record. A one-time payment of $255 can be 
paid to a surviving spouse. If your spouse is 60 or older, they 
can start benefits on your record; family benefits apply for 
children age 18 or younger. Surviving spouses are eligible for 
benefits as early as age 50 if they are disabled or caring for a 



 www.merriman.com

child younger than age 16. In certain situations, a stepchild, 
grandchild, adopted child or even your parents age 62 or 
older that depended on the deceased for 50% or more of 
their support qualify for survivor benefits.

If you’re a widow or widower and you start survivor benefits 
at age 60, you receive 71.5% of your deceased spouse’s 
full retirement age benefit. If you start at age 62 or 65, you 
receive 81% or 95.3% of your deceased spouses full benefit. 
It’s important to note that you can switch from survivors 
benefit to your own benefit as early as age 62. This means 
that it may make sense to start survivor benefits as early 
as possible even though it reduces the benefit and plan on 
switching to your own retirement benefit if you have one 
that is equal or higher on your own record at your own full 
retirement age or delay to age 70. Keep in mind that your 
survivor benefits are still subject to the earnings limit before 
your full retirement age.

IF YOU’RE DIVORCED
If your ex-spouse passes away, you may be eligible for a 
widow or widower benefit. If you were receiving 50% of your 
ex-spouse’s benefit and they pass away, you would then 
receive their full benefit. Furthermore, if you remarry after 
age 60, or age 50 if disabled, the new marriage won’t impact 
your eligibility for survivors benefits.

While the funeral director generally reports a death to the 
Social Security Administration, it’s important that you also 
notify the SSA of the death. You can’t report a death or apply 
for survivors benefits online. You must either visit a local SSA 
office or call 1-800-772-1213 (TTY 1-800-325-0778).
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CASE STUDY: 

Sally was married to Jim for 15 years before he passed away when he 
was age 60. She didn’t work at the time and they were counting on Jim 
working for a few more years. Once Jim passed, she received the $255 
death payout after requesting it from the local Social Security office. 
Since she needed the money, she decided to start survivors benefits. 
Since she started at age 60, her benefit is $1,323 (71.5% X $1,851) a 
month. 

CASE STUDY: 

This is like the scenario above, but Sally had a Social Security benefit 
equal to her husband’s based on her own wage earnings history. Sally 
received the $255 death payout and started survivors benefits of $1,323 
(71.5% X $1,851) a month by starting at age 60. Her own benefit was 
unaffected. She decided to delay switching to her own benefit until age 
70 when her own benefit would be $2,347 a month. 

CASE STUDY: 

Tammy used to be married to Jim from the above example, before he 
got married to Sally. Tammy and Jim were married for 12 years. Since 
Jim is now deceased, Tammy can also receive full survivor benefits 
based on Jim’s earnings record, starting when she’s 60. If she waited 
to start benefits until her full retirement age, she could receive Jim’s 
full retirement benefit of $1,851. If Tammy received a benefit on Jim’s 
record, it wouldn’t impact Sally’s benefit. 
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TAXATION OF BENEFITS
If you’re a higher-income recipient, you may have up to 85% 
of your benefit included in income for calculating income 
tax. If that income is between $25,000 and $34,00 on a single 
return or between $32,000 and $44,000 on a joint return, up 
to 50% of your benefits can be taxed. Below these thresholds, 
your benefit is tax free. Your benefit above these amounts is 
included in your taxable income at 85%. Provisional income 
is adjusted gross income (not including Social Security), 
plus 50% of your benefits, plus any tax-free interest from 
municipal bonds.

Provisional income includes:

• 50% of Social Security benefits 
• Income from municipal bonds 
• Wages 
• Business income 
• Interest 
• Capital gains 
• Dividends 
• Traditional IRA distributions

Source: Social Security Administration via Fidelity
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• Pension income
• Rental income

In addition to your benefits being subject to taxation 
(0%, 50%, or 85%), benefits may be reduced if you’re still 
working and receiving Social Security benefits before your 
full retirement age (66 to 67). The table below provides the 
income limits for these years and resulting reduction in 
Social Security benefits. For example, if you were 62 earning 
$25,000 and started your Social Security benefits of $18,000 
a year, this would reduce your Social Security benefit by 
$1,880 [($25,000 earned income - $21,240 limit)/2]. Once you 
reach your FRA, your benefits aren’t subject to a reduction 
if you continue to work. Keep in mind that your spouse’s 
employment income doesn’t impact whether your benefits 
are reduced. 

HOW TO WITHHOLD TAXES FROM YOUR SOCIAL 
SECURITY PAYMENT
Social Security won’t recommend it or tell you about it, but 
it may make sense for you and your family to withhold taxes 
for federal and state income taxes from your benefits. You 
can do this by completing form W-4V online. You can update 
your tax withholding elections whenever you like.

Age Income Considerations

Under FRA $21,240
For every $2 over the limit, $1 is 
withheld from benefits

In year FRA is 
reached

$56,260
For every $3 over the limit, $1 is 
withheld from benefits until the 
month of FRA

At FRA or older No limit None

2023 Social Security Income Limits

Source: Social Security Administration via Fidelity
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CASE STUDY: 

Jim is age 67. He started taking his Social Security benefit at his full 
retirement age last year. His income, in addition to the $2,000 a month 
($24,000 a year) Social Security benefit, was $8,000 from dividends, 
interest and capital gains distributions from his taxable investment 
portfolio. Due to cash flow being sent from his taxable portfolio, cash 
reserves and Social Security, Jim is waiting until he’s required to take 
distributions from his Traditional IRA at age 73. His taxable portfolio has 
a significant amount of long-term capital gains embedded in it over the 
years, so he’s trying to minimize the gains realized. 

However, Jim wants to do what’s necessary to reduce the taxes he’ll 
have to pay in the future, so he evaluates Roth IRA conversions. This 
means that he’d convert part of his Traditional IRA now and pay ordinary 
income taxes, then never have to pay taxes on that amount or its growth 
in the Roth IRA in the future. He expects his first required minimum 
distribution (RMD) to be $26,415 ($700,000 value / 26.5 factor).

Without any conversions or intentionally realizing capital gains, Jim isn’t 
reporting enough income to use up his entire standard deduction. Since 
Jim’s standard deduction is $15,700 ($13,850 standard deduction + 
$1,850 extra deduction for being 65 or older), he’s paying $0 in taxes.

Since his income at 73 and up $45,547 (1/2 X $24,000 Social Security 
+ $8,000 income + $26,415 IRA Required Minimum Distributions) will 
cause 85% of his Social Security benefits to be taxable, it would make 
sense for him to evaluate converting part of his Traditional IRA to a Roth 
IRA.

Current Taxation
Jim’s provisional income of $20,000 (1/2 X $24,000 + $8,000 income) 
is less than the $25,000 threshold; therefore, 0% of his benefits are 
currently taxable. In fact, Jim won’t owe any taxes this year as he won’t 
have any taxable income. 

Roth IRA Conversions Part 1
Since 0% of his Social Security benefits are taxable now, he can 
comfortably convert up to $4,500 (1/2 X $24,000 Social Security + 8,000 
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income + $4,500 Roth IRA conversions) right now without causing any 
portion of his Social Security benefit to be taxed. 

Roth IRA Conversions Part 2
Since Jim’s RMD would push his taxable income into the 12% tax 
bracket, it can make financial sense for him to convert until he’s at the 
top of the 12% tax bracket with table income up to $44,725. This means 
he could convert $32,025 (85% X $24,000 + $8,000 portfolio income + 
$32,025 Roth IRA conversions - $15,700 standard deduction). 

Realizing Long-Term Capital Gains
Instead of Roth IRA conversions, Jim can realize more long-term capital 
gains for free up until $44,625 of taxable income. He needs to be careful, 
though, as gains are included in the calculation to determine how much 
of his Social Security benefit should be taxed. If 85% of his benefit were 
included in taxable income (because his provisional income was above 
$34,000), he could realize $31,925 of long-term capital gains tax free 
(85% X 24,000 Social Security + $8,000 portfolio income + $31,925 
long-term capital gains - $15,700 standard deduction)

Future Charitable Contributions with RMD
If Jim was charitably inclined, he can use qualified charitable 
distributions to donate part or all of his RMD. He’s eligible to donate up 
to $100,000 from his IRAs as QCDs. The benefit to this strategy is that 
the QCD amount never shows up in his income. That way, Jim can give 
away enough in QCDs to reduce his provisional income low enough to 
continue to not have his Social Security be taxable. You’re only eligible to 
make QCDs if you’re age 70½ or older (even though required minimum 
distributions now start at age 73. 
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OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

SOCIAL SECURITY AS A HEDGING STRATEGY
Sometimes this question comes up: “Should I start my 
Social Security, and invest the benefits that I receive?” 
Because Social Security payments get annual cost of living 
adjustments and continue for the life of the beneficiary, the 
times it’s better to delay starting Social Security benefits are 
when:

• Inflation is high.
• Growth rates of investments are expected to be low.
• The recipient lives a long time.

Conversely, an investment portfolio will likely perform better 
than Social Security when:

• Inflation is low.
• Market performance is high.
• The recipient doesn’t live past the breakeven point.

In this way, it can be helpful to view Social Security as a 
hedge in your retirement plan to offset some of the risks 
of investing in the market – particularly high inflation, poor 
returns and outliving investments. This can provide some 
security by reducing the range of possible outcomes in 
retirement.

OTHER REASONS YOUR BENEFIT COULD BE REDUCED
The following are a few scenarios where your Social Security 
benefit could be reduced due to other retirement systems 
you participate in. 



51MERRIMAN’S GUIDE TO SOCIAL SECURITY AND MEDICARE

Windfall Elimination Provision
The windfall elimination provision (WEP) reduces or 
eliminates an individual’s benefit when that person is entitled 
to a pension from a job that didn’t contribute to the Social 
Security Trust Fund. Usually this means you worked at a 
government agency or an employer in another country. 
Any retirement received from said situation can reduce 
your Social Security benefits. This provision also affects 
your spousal and dependents benefits while you’re alive. If 
deceased, spousal and family benefits aren’t reduced by the 
WEP.

If Social Security is taken at full retirement age, the WEP can 
reduce Social Security benefits by a maximum of $557.50/
month if you’ve paid at least $29,700 per year into Social 
Security for fewer than 20 years. That reduction gradually 
decreases to $0 when you’ve been paying into Social Security 
for 30+ years (at least $29,700 per year).

As stated above, WEP does not reduce any survivor benefits 
a spouse receives if he/she outlives the primary worker.

Government Pension Offset
The government pension offset (GPO) reduces spousal 
or survivor benefits for individuals who contributed to a 
government pension, not the Social Security system. The 
GPO reduces your spousal or survivor benefits by 2/3 of the 
pension amount. 

The GPO does not impact you if you’re receiving a 
government pension that isn’t based on your own earnings, 
or if you were a federal, state or local employee whose 
government pension is based on wages where you were 
paying Social Security taxes. 
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Railroad Retirement
Railroad workers don’t contribute to or participate in Social 
Security. Instead, they contribute to a separate pension 
that’s used to provide retirement benefits. The Railroad 
Retirement Board and the Social Security Administration 
oversee the Railroad Retirement Plan. Railroad employees 
who are eligible for Social Security benefits are required to 
eliminate the income against any income they’ve received 
from the Railroad Retirement Plan. The plan makes up for 
this reduction by providing a vested dual benefit for those 
who qualify that makes up about 75% of what they would 
have received. 

Contact us if any of the above scenarios apply to your 
financial situation for more tailored advice.
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PART 2: MEDICARE
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MEDICARE 101

WHAT IS MEDICARE?
Medicare was created by Congress in 1965 to reduce the rising 
number of retirees age 65 or older who were uninsured or 
underinsured for healthcare. Since Social Security was enacted 
earlier and set the retirement age, Medicare became available 
to all individuals who were age 65 or older.

Medicare is run through the Center for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services (CMS), which is a federal agency. About 49.5 million 
retirees are currently receiving healthcare benefits, and 8.9 
million individuals are receiving disability benefits. 

HOW IS MEDICARE FUNDED?
Like Social Security, Medicare is funded through payroll taxes 
at work. 2.9% of your total wages are paid to support Medicare 
where you pay half and your employer pays the other half. 
Unlike Social Security, all your wages are subject to this tax. 

In addition, high-income individuals may also be subject to 
the 3.8% Medicare surtax and 0.9% for wages earned above 
$250,000 for married filing jointly or $200,000 for individuals. 
The 0.9% tax applies to earned income above those thresholds, 
while the 3.8% Medicare surtax applies to the lesser of net 
investment income (interest, dividends, capital gains) or the 
excess of modified adjusted gross income above those amounts.

HOW DOES MEDICARE WORK?
Medicare is a single payer system where the CMS uses the 
taxes it receives to cover the cost of healthcare. The delivery of 
care from physicians remains private. Because you contributed 
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to Medicare throughout your working years, you don’t owe 
any more premiums for critical healthcare (Medicare Part A).

WHAT ARE THE SEPARATE PARTS OF MEDICARE?
Part A
Also called Original Medicare, Medicare Part A covers 
hospital care, skilled nursing facility care, hospice and 
some health services. Part A has no premiums if you have 
40 qualifying quarters of contribution during your life, like 
qualifying for Social Security benefits. You may also qualify 
based on your spouse, even if you’re divorced or your spouse 
passed away. If you don’t meet any of these conditions, you 
must pay monthly premiums.

Part B
Medicare Part B covers doctors’ services, outpatient care and 
medical equipment. There are monthly premiums for Part B, 
which vary from between $164.90 per month to $560.60 per 
month, depending on your level of income.

Part C
Also called Medicare Advantage plans (or Medicare Health 
Plan), Medicare Part C allows private health insurers to 
provide Original Medicare benefits (Part A and Part B) 
through their networks (HMOs, PPOs and fee-for-service). The 
insurers must offer the same benefits as Original Medicare, 
but can have different coverage restrictions, costs, limits, etc. 
This coverage is an optional alternative to the “Traditional 
Medicare” that includes Part A, B, D, and a Medigap policy.

Part D
Medicare Part D provides prescription drug coverage through 
private insurers. The government subsidizes the costs of 
prescription drugs and the cost of Part D insurance to reduce 
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costs for retirees. If you have a Medicare Advantage plan, then 
you can bundle it with Part D. If you have Original Medicare, 
Part D is a separate policy. This coverage is optional.

Medigap
These policies cover a lot of the out-of-pocket costs 
for Medicare Part A and B. This includes deductibles, 
copayments and coinsurance. Private insurance companies 
provide this coverage. Generally, Medigap policies don’t 
cover prescription drugs. These policies are also more flexible 
than Medicare as they can provide coverage for when you’re 
traveling outside of the U.S. 

WHAT’S THE FUTURE OF MEDICARE?
Like Social Security, there are concerns about the future of 
Medicare because costs have continued to climb for both 
Medicare and its beneficiaries. Below is a graph provided by 
CMS showing how health expenditures made up nearly 18% 
of the United States gross domestic product. 
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Of that 18%, greater than 50% of the costs were related to 
Medicare, Medicaid and the healthcare for an assortment of 
other government organizations. 

In 2022, the trustees that oversee the Medicare program 
project that the Medicare hospital insurance fund will be 
depleted by 2028. What’s concerning about this is that the 
previous year’s annual report estimated it would happen in 
2029 – three years later. Like Social Security, the CMS will be 
able to pay only 90% of Medicare benefits through payroll 
taxes. Potential fixes include:

• Increasing the age of eligibility from 65 to ages 67 to 70 
to align with Social Security eligibility.

• Increasing payroll taxes.

• Increasing the Medicare surtax.

The other ways this problem could be solved would be 
reducing healthcare costs, increasing workers’ wages or 
increased economic growth. Congress can also decide 
in 2028 to cover any shortfalls in expenses from the U.S. 
government’s general fund.
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CHOOSING BETWEEN 
MEDICARE ADVANTAGE VS. 

MEDICARE A, B AND D

When signing up for Medicare, enrollees need to decide 
between enrolling in “Traditional Medicare” (Parts A, B and D, 
plus a Medigap policy if desired) or enrolling in a Medicare 
Advantage (Part C) plan. Currently, about 1/3 of Medicare 
participants are in a Medicare Advantage plan, with the rest 
using traditional Medicare.

Both options provide the benefits for core coverage and 
prescription drug coverage as well. They also have the 
option to fill in some of the “gaps” in coverage. The primary 
difference comes down to price and the networks the 
enrollee has access to.

While Medicare Advantage plans are still required to pay the 
Part B premiums ($164.90 to $560.60 per month, depending 
on the participant’s income), there may be relatively little or 
no additional cost beyond that, compared to the additional 
premiums for Part D and any Medigap policy.

The tradeoff is that some Medicare Advantage plans may not 
be as comprehensive as a traditional plan with Part A, B and D, 
and a Medigap policy. Also, Medicare Advantage plans often 
have a more limited, locally based network of physicians, or 
they may require access to specialists via a referral like an HMO.

Because of the reduced costs, Medicare Advantage plans 
are more likely to be used by households with financial 
constraints. Some parts of the country may have a robust 
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enough network that the enrollee may not feel significantly 
limited by using a Medicare Advantage plan instead.

Because of the variability in plan benefits, costs, copayments, 
coinsurance and annual maximums, it’s important to shop 
carefully when looking at Part C plans. The costs and benefits 
can vary significantly from one plan to the next.

The government provides resources for comparing Medicare 
Advantage plans online at https://www.medicare.gov/sign-
upchange-plans/types-of-medicare-health-plans/medicare-
advantage-plans 
 
DECIDING TO CHANGE BETWEEN MEDICARE 
ADVANTAGE AND TRADITIONAL MEDICARE
Medicare has an open enrollment each year from October 15 to 
December 7. Any changes you make during that time go into 
effect the following January. For those enrolled in the traditional 
Parts A, B and D, there generally is nothing to do during open 
enrollment except review Medicare Part D coverage.

For those in a Medicare Advantage plan, this is an 
opportunity to compare and switch between plans.

This open enrollment is also an opportunity for those in 
traditional Medicare to switch to a Medicare Advantage 
plan, and vice versa. Also, there’s a special disenrollment 
period from January 1 to February 14 each year specifically 
for enrollees in a Medicare Advantage plan to switch to 
traditional Medicare. 

The decision to enroll in traditional Medicare or Medicare 
Advantage is not an irrevocable one, but rather it’s a decision 
that can be reviewed and adjusted annually.

https://www.medicare.gov/sign-upchange-plans/types-of-medicare-health-plans/medicare-advantage-plans
https://www.medicare.gov/sign-upchange-plans/types-of-medicare-health-plans/medicare-advantage-plans
https://www.medicare.gov/sign-upchange-plans/types-of-medicare-health-plans/medicare-advantage-plans
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RETIRING BEFORE 
YOU TURN AGE 65

If you qualify for Medicare, you still must wait until you turn 
65 to start receiving benefits. For many people, that’s not a 
problem if they’re still working to age 65 or beyond, but if 
you decide to retire earlier, you have to find some form of 
health insurance.  

Many retirees younger than 65 choose to find health 
insurance on the recently created exchanges; however, many 
recent retirees can take advantage of COBRA for short-term 
gap planning instead. COBRA allows you to stay on your 
previous employer’s health plan for up to 18 months after 
your employment ends. This means that someone retiring at 
63½ can use COBRA for health insurance coverage until they 
apply for Medicare at age 65. 

If you are younger than 63½ or COBRA is not an option for 
you, then you most likely need to apply for health insurance 
on one of the exchanges. Health insurance exchanges were 
set up when the Affordable Care Act (ACA) took effect. 
After the 2016 election, the future of the ACA and the 
health insurance exchanges is unclear. Rules are constantly 
changing, so it’s important to plan ahead before you retire. 

The most important planning you can do is knowing how to 
qualify for health insurance subsidies. Subsidies are based on 
income, not net worth. So, if you have a net worth of over $1 
million, you can still qualify for health insurance at reduced 
costs if your income is below the qualifying amount. 
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Careful income planning should be done by consulting 
with your tax professional and your financial advisor. If 
you estimate your income wrong, you could have a large 
unexpected tax bill come April 15. If you’d like help planning 
for health insurance needs prior to Medicare, feel free to 
reach out to Merriman to learn more.  
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WHEN TO APPLY IF YOU 
ARE AGE 65 OR OLDER

Knowing when to apply for Medicare can seem like a 
daunting task. That’s because there are different enrollment 
windows depending on your age, current health insurance 
coverage, and whether you’re receiving Social Security. 

In this section, we discuss four different enrollment periods 
to help you figure out when to apply for Medicare.

Initial Enrollment Period (IEP): The 7-month period that  
begins 3 months before you turn 65, includes the month you 
turn 65, and ends 3 months after the month you turn 65. 

Special Enrollment Period: Extends up to 8 months after 
your group coverage ends

General Enrollment Period: January 1 through March 31 
each year

Open Enrollment Period: October 15 through December 7 
each year

INITIAL ENROLLMENT PERIOD
Part A and B
Depending on your circumstances, you’re either enrolled 
automatically in Part A and B, or you must enroll yourself. 

You’re enrolled automatically if you are:

• Already receiving Social Security benefits.
• A railroad worker.
• Under 65 but receiving certain disability benefits.
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If you fall into one of the above groups, you’ll receive a 
Medicare card three months before your 65th birthday. 

If you are not automatically enrolled, you need to enroll 
yourself. There’s a seven-month initial enrollment period (IEP) 
that begins three months before the month you turn 65, 
goes through your birth month, and continues for the three 
months following your birth month.

By enrolling during your IEP, you can receive Medicare 
benefits while continuing to delay Social Security benefits. 
If you don’t enroll during your IEP, you can enroll only 
during the annual general enrollment period from January 1 
through March 31.

Generally, you enroll in Medicare Part A and Part B at the 
same time. If you’re still covered by either your spouse’s or 
your own employer plan, or you’re going to receive retiree 
health benefits from your former employer, you can delay 
enrolling in Medicare Part B until this coverage ceases. 
Otherwise, you’ll be subject to a late enrollment penalty if 
you sign up for Medicare Part B after the deadline. If you 
enroll in Medicare Part A late, you’re penalized only if you 
don’t qualify for free premiums (most people qualify for free 
premiums).

Part C and D
You sign up for Medicare Part C and D during your IEP as 
well. Since this coverage is optional, you won’t be subject 
to a penalty for delaying. As discussed earlier, you can make 
changes to the coverage during open enrollment each year 
from October 15 to December 7.
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SPECIAL ENROLLMENT PERIOD
After your IEP ends, you can still sign up for Medicare during 
your Special Enrollment Period if you are covered by your 
employer’s group health plan (or your spouse’s plan). In most 
cases, you won’t have to pay a late enrollment penalty if you 
sign up during this period.

The Special Enrollment Period is:

• Anytime you’re currently covered by your group health 
plan. 

– or –

• During the eight months that start the month after your 
employment ends or your coverage ends, whichever 
happens first.

Note: Choosing to enroll in COBRA after ending your 
employment doesn’t extend this eight-month limit.

If you’re still working and are covered by your employer’s 
health insurance plan, you should still ask your benefits 
administrator about how your health insurance works with 
Medicare. Each insurance plan has different rules when it 
comes to Medicare. If you’re turning 65 soon and you plan 
on being covered by your employer’s plan (or your spouse’s 
plan), make sure you check before either signing up for 
Medicare or choosing to delay. 

GENERAL ENROLLMENT PERIOD
If you missed your Initial Enrollment Period and you don’t 
qualify for the Special Enrollment Period, you need to sign up 
during the General Enrollment Period, which is January 1 to 
March 31 each year. Your coverage won’t begin until July 1 of 
that year, and you may be penalized for late enrollment.
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OPEN ENROLLMENT PERIOD
The costs and coverage that Medicare health and 
prescription drug plans offer change each year. It’s important 
to review your current coverage and any upcoming changes 
to make sure your plan still fits your needs. If you’re satisfied 
with your current plan, then you don’t need to do anything. 
If you need to make changes, then make sure to do it during 
the Open Enrollment Period. 

The Open Enrollment Period is your chance to make changes 
to your Medicare coverage if you’re already enrolled. This 
period is not for enrolling for the first time. You have from 
October 15 to December 7 to make changes to your health 
and prescription drug coverage. If you make changes during 
this time, the new coverage takes effect on January 1.

HOW TO AVOID THE LATE ENROLLMENT PENALTY
You can avoid the late enrollment penalty by applying for 
your Medicare benefits automatically, during your IEP, or 
during the Special Enrollment Period. If you miss one of 
these periods, the following penalties might apply.

Penalty for Part A Coverage
If you’re not eligible for premium-free Part A and you miss 
your IEP or the Special Enrollment Period, your monthly 
premium may go up 10%. The penalty will be assessed for 
twice the number of years you could have had Part A, but 
forgot to sign up.  

Example: If you were eligible for Part A for three years but 
forgot to sign up, your premium will be 10% higher for six 
years.
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Penalty for Part B Coverage
If you didn’t sign up for Part B coverage during your IEP 
or during the Special Enrollment Period, you may have to 
pay a penalty for as long as you have Part B (usually the 
rest of your life). The penalty is a 10%increase for each full 
12-month period that you could have had Part B but didn’t 
sign up.

Example: If you were eligible to sign up for Part B 30 months 
ago and you missed your IEP, and the Special Enrollment 
Period does not apply to you, then your Part B premium will 
increase 20% (10% x 2 full 12-month periods). This penalty 
will apply for the rest of your life.

Penalty for Part D Coverage
Many people don’t realize that there’s also a penalty for late 
enrollment in the Part D prescription drug coverage. You 
could owe a late enrollment penalty if you don’t sign up 
for Part D within 63 calendar days after your IEP or Special 
Enrollment Period. The penalty is permanent and will be 
assessed for as long as you have Part D coverage.

To avoid the penalty, apply for Part D coverage when you 
sign up for Medicare during your IEP (or Special Enrollment 
Period) or enroll in another creditable prescription drug 
coverage plan. You don’t have to enroll in Part D to avoid the 
penalty, but you do need to have prescription drug coverage 
that’s approved by Medicare.

The penalty amount is based on how long you went without 
prescription drug coverage and were eligible to be enrolled 
in Part D or another creditable prescription drug plan. 
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The calculation is: 

1% of the national base beneficiary premium* x the number 
of full uncovered months you went without coverage

*The national base beneficiary premium for 2023 is $32.74.

Example: If you sign up for Medicare in June 2021, but you 
don’t sign up for prescription drug coverage until the 2023 
Open Enrollment Period, your coverage won’t begin until 
January 2024. That means your penalty will be 30%.

1% x 30 months = 30%
30% of $32.74 = $9.82

This means you’ll pay an additional $9.82 each month, on 
top of the premiums charged by Part D or other approved 
prescription drug coverage. This penalty continues for 
as long as you have Part D, and it may go up each year 
depending on what the national base beneficiary premium is.
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MEDICARE PART B AND 
D PREMIUMS: 

Income-Related Monthly 
Adjustment Amount Surcharges 

on High Income Individuals
Medicare Part A benefits are free for most beneficiaries. 
Medicare Part B and D benefits require a monthly premium. 
The amount of the premium is based on the individual’s 
income. Under the current rules, individuals with income 
below $97,000 and married couples with incomes below 
$194,000 are subject to a $164.90 monthly premium for Part 
B premiums. These individuals are also subject to a plan 
premium for Part D, which is determined by the plan.

These monthly premiums increase for higher-income 
individuals, up to $395.60 per month extra ($560.50 per 
month total) for Part B premiums for individuals with 
incomes above $500,000 and couples with incomes above 
$750,000. Part D premiums are subject to a $76.40 monthly 
premium surcharge above the base plan premium.

Individuals between these thresholds are subject to a 
graduated set of premium surcharges. These surcharges are 
set by prior-year income. Thus, an individual’s 2021 income 
will be reported on a tax return in early 2022, and then used 
to calculate the premium surcharge in 2023.

Because this surcharge is based on modified AGI each year, 
some retirees may owe a lower premium in early years, but 
then a higher premium once RMDs begin causing taxable 
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income to increase. For other taxpayers, these premiums will 
fluctuate based on capital gains or other irregular sources of 
income.

EXCEPTION TO THE IRMAA SURCHARGE
If a Medicare enrollee has a specific event that causes a 
reduction in income, they can request an exception to the 
IRMAA surcharge by filing Form SSA-44 (Medicare Income-
Related Monthly Adjustment Amount – Life-Changing Event). 
To reduce the surcharge, it must be one of the following life-
changing events listed on Form SSA-44:

• Marriage
• Divorce/annulment
• Death of a spouse
• Work stoppage (such as retirement)
• Work reduction (material reduction in work hours)
• Loss of income-producing property (not due to the sale 

or transfer of property)
• Loss of pension income
• Employer settlement payment

New retirees who expect to have a lower income in 
retirement may want to file this form in the first year of 
retirement to avoid having their pre-retirement wages 
treated as part of their income when determining IRMAA 
surcharges in the first full year of retirement.

This generally only needs to be done for the first year or two 
but can save thousands of dollars in premiums in the first 
years of retirement.
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WAYS TO APPLY

PART A AND B
You can apply for Medicare three ways:

• Online at www.ssa.gov

• By phone at 1-800-772-1213

• In person at your local Social Security office

Keep in mind that once you apply for Social Security, you’ll 
automatically be enrolled to start Medicare Part A at age 65.

PART C AND D
Once you find the private insurer to get either Part C or 
D, you can generally apply online, by phone or by paper 
enrollment. 

http://www.ssa.gov
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OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

HEALTH SAVINGS ACCOUNT AND MEDICARE/SOCIAL 
SECURITY
Contributions to a Health Savings Account have the potential 
to receive triple-tax benefits (on contributions, growth and 
distributions). To contribute to an HSA, the owner must have 
a high-deductible health plan (HDHP).

Because Medicare is not a HDHP, HSA owners can no longer 
make contributions once they start Medicare.

While workers may choose to delay taking Medicare past age 
65, they are automatically enrolled in Medicare Part A when 
they start Social Security benefits. Enrolling in Social Security 
early means HSA contributions are no longer allowed 
starting at age 65, as Medicare Part A coverage automatically 
begins. Although additional contributions are no longer 
allowed at that point, existing balances can continue to be 
invested and used for medical expenses.

To avoid being subject to a tax penalty, you should stop 
contributing to your HSA at least six months prior to 
applying for Medicare. You can keep the funds in your 
HSA and make tax-free withdrawals for qualifying medical 
expenses after enrolling in Medicare.

CASE STUDY: Medicare and Health Savings Accounts

John has just reached his full retirement age of 66. He is still working, 
he pays federal income tax at the 32% tax bracket and contributes the 
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$8,750 family max to his HSA every year. The 32% tax bracket provides 
$2,800 in tax savings just on the contributions.

He’s considering starting Social Security this year since it will no longer 
be reduced due to his annual earnings limit. However, doing so will 
automatically enroll him in Medicare Part A, which means he can’t 
continue contributing to his HSA, even though he’ll otherwise maintain 
employer-provided health insurance.

John decides to delay taking Social Security until he reaches age 70 or 
no longer works for his employer so he can continue making annual HSA 
contributions.

ANNUAL REVIEW
Once you enroll in Medicare, Parts A and B are constant and 
you don’t need to review them from year to year. 

It’s a good practice to review any Medicare Part D 
prescriptions each year. As long as there have been no gaps 
in coverage, there’s no additional medical underwriting 
needed to switch plans during the open enrollment from 
October 15 to December 7 each year.

Fall open enrollment also provides the opportunity to switch 
between Medicare Advantage plans, or to move between a 
Medicare Advantage plan and traditional Medicare.

With Medicare Advantage and Part D prescription drug 
coverage, it’s important to compare coverage provided with 
an individual’s needs when looking at plans.
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PARTING THOUGHTS

Social Security and Medicare are foundations of a secure 
retirement. While these universal programs are relatively 
straightforward, each requires making decisions that 
can result in thousands of dollars of savings or costs in 
retirement.

We hope this book provides guidance for some of the 
decisions you need to make. Your Merriman advisor can 
provide additional personalized advice to help ensure you’re 
getting the most out of your retirement.
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IMPORTANT DISCLOSURES
No client or prospective client should assume that any portion of this guide serves 
as the receipt of, or a substitute for, personalized advice from Merriman, or from any 
financial or tax professional. Merriman nor the authors of this book are practicing 
accountants nor do they work for the Social Security Administration. The client is 
responsible for determining whether any strategy discussed here is appropriate or 
suitable for them based on their financial and tax situation. The client or prospective 
client should consult with a financial advisor or tax professional regarding their 
specific financial or tax situation. The client or prospective client should contact 
the Social Security Administration to assist with any enrollment or benefit related 
questions regarding the programs discussed in this book. 
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