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WHEN SHOULD I BEGIN COLLECTING SOCIAL SECURITY BENEFITS?

CRANSTON --- As you begin to prepare for retirement, you will need to make a decision about when to collect your Social Security benefits. If you are not at full retirement age, your Social Security benefits will be calculated at a reduced rate. Benefits can also be collected at the full retirement age as determined by a specific formula; or you can wait until age 70 and collect the maximum benefit that you would be eligible for. It’s an important decision that ultimately impacts your income over the course of your life. Thousands of dollars are at stake, so don’t make the decision without first doing some research.

There is no single right answer for everyone. You should base the decision on savings and assets, pensions that you will receive when you retire, your health, whether or not you will continue working and the type of lifestyle you want to lead when you retire. 

Since 1935, the Social Security system has provided an economic safety net for seniors and adults with disabilities. Over the years, the benefit structure has been adjusted to meet the needs of a changing population and to ensure the solvency of the program. Several years ago, the full retirement age was changed from 65 to 65 years and two months for persons born in 1938. Full retirement age goes up in increments to age 67 for those born in 1960 or later. For example, for those born in 1937 or earlier, the full retirement age begins at 65. For those born in 1942, the full retirement age is 65 and 10 months. For those born between 1943 and 1954, the full retirement age is 66. Contact Social Security for a full chart that details retirement ages for persons born between 1937 and 1960.
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One thing has not changed, however, you can still begin to collect Social Security at age 62 at a reduced rate. If you are looking at this option, you must keep two important factors in mind. Choosing to get your benefits early will result in a smaller benefit check and those checks will remain at the lower rate the rest of your life. How much smaller will the benefit checks be? For persons whose full retirement age is 67, the benefit will be reduced by about 30 percent. If you choose to collect your Social Security at 63, the benefit will be reduced by about 25 percent. The rate reductions are less severe the closer you get to your full retirement age as determined by the chart that was referenced earlier in this column.

 For most retirees, Social Security benefits are usually based on the average of 35 years of your highest years of work under the Social Security system. Each year, you receive a Social Security statement that gives you your retirement benefits at the reduced rate, the rate at your full retirement age, and the benefit that you would receive if your delayed collecting benefits until age 70.

Other factors which may influence your decision include longevity and possible tax implications of collecting Social Security while you are still working. Data from the Centers for Disease Control’s National Center for Health Statistics notes that women now live to an average age of about 80 and men live to an average age of about 78. For those who want to maximize their Social Security benefits, and can afford to defer collecting benefits and think that longevity is on their side, the choice would be to delay collecting benefits until as late as age 70. The middle ground would be to wait until your full retirement age. For those who wish to begin collecting benefits at an early age to supplement their income, early Social Security benefits would probably be their choice.

You should also consider income tax implications as you decide when to collect Social Security benefits. For a single person, your benefits will not be taxable unless the total of your modified AGI, plus one-half of your Social Security benefits, exceeds $25,000. 
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If you are married and file a joint return, your modified AGI plus one-half of your Social Security benefits would need to exceed $32,000 before taxes kick in. If you are married filing a separate return, and you lived with your spouse, your threshold is actually zero, and your Social Security benefits may be taxable from dollar one.


The Social Security Administration has several tools that can help you calculate your benefits using different options. You can go to www.ssa.gov. You can also call Social Security at 1-800-772-1213. Deaf and hearing-impaired beneficiaries should call 1-800-325-0778. In addition to using the Social Security tools. You may also want to talk to a certified financial planner.


Senior Journal: Senior Journal cable television programs are produced by senior volunteers and are sponsored by the Department of Elderly Affairs with the support of Rhode Island PBS and Rhode Island Public, Education, and Government Access Television.


Programs are aired on Sundays at 5:00 p.m., Mondays at 7:00 p.m., and Tuesdays at 11:30 a.m. over statewide interconnect cable channel 13 and Verizon channel 32.

From October 10 to October 19, Decision 2010-Voting in Rhode Island will be broadcast. Libby Arron of Cranston interviews Chris Barnett, communications director for the Rhode Island Secretary of State’s office.


From October 24 to November 2, Seniors and the Active Life will air. Arron interviews Don Fowler, local newspaper and magazine columnist.
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The Department of Elderly Affairs was established as a cabinet-level position in 1977 under Rhode Island General Law 42-66-1. DEA is responsible for the development and implementation of a comprehensive system of programs and services for Rhode Islanders ages 60 and older and for adults with disabilities. DEA is also the state’s single planning and service Area Agency on Aging under the provisions of The Older Americans Act of 1965.

Rhode Island Department of Elderly Affairs


John O. Pastore Center


Hazard Building 


74 West Road


Cranston, RI 02920














1

