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NEW SOCIAL SECURITY RULES LIMIT SPOUSAL OPTIONS (as 
printed in the Highlands Ranch Herald on January 21st 2016)         

 
Finance by Patricia Kummer CFP® 

 
Congress recently approved a budget deal that eliminates two popular Social Security 

claiming strategies for married couples.  Planners have recommended for years that couples 
take advantage of claiming first under spousal benefits and delaying their own, earning 
Delayed Retirement Credits.  This would allow the benefit to grow until they collect at a later 
age.  This was popular for couples who were similar in age but at least one planned on 
working to Full Retirement Age (FRA) and possibly longer.  There are only a few months 
before the April 30, 2016 deadline to determine if you are still eligible to claim under the 
Restricted Application or the File and Suspend. 

 
 Typical of a government agency, you need a primer to understand the options.  Here 
are the basic strategies using our sample couple, John, age 65, married to Mary, age 62.  Both 
will be Full Retirement Age at 66. 
 
• Mary can collect a reduced benefit at age 62 if she is not working and earning more than 

$15,720 per year.  However, her benefit will be reduced indefinitely. 
 

• If Mary turned age 62 prior to December 31, 2015 and John turns 66 prior to April 30, 2016, 
then John can File and Suspend (and keep working) so Mary can file a Restricted 
Application, restricting her benefit to half of John’s.  This will allow Mary’s benefit to accrue 
to a higher value when she is older.  She can file at any time just as long as she was 62 
before the turn of the year. 

 
• John however can only File and Suspend for the purposes of Mary collecting a spousal 

benefit by April 30, 2016.  This is part of the 180 day grandfather rule that started when 
Congress passed the law on October 30, 2015. 

 
• At age 70 John can collect his maximum Delayed Retirement Credits which will accrue at 

eight percent per year up to age 70. 
 

• Mary can turn on her own benefit anytime between age 66 and 70 and collect her Delayed 
Retirement Credits that were accruing while she was collecting half of John’s benefit.  This 
works best if John continues working and contributing to his Social Security amount. 

 
• The File and Suspend in order for your spouse to file a Restricted Application is expiring.  If 

the wage earner is not age 66 by April 30, 2016, and if the spouse was not at least age 62 
prior to the end of 2015, then these strategies are no longer available. 
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Keep in mind there are still many tax and income strategies you can plan for around when 
and who should collect Social Security and at what ages.  Unfortunately, the ability to double-
dip, such as collecting a spousal benefit while your own accrues will no longer be available. 

 
There are still good planning techniques associated with spouses purposely collecting at 

different ages.  One benefit is when the highest wage earner delays collecting until age 70.  
This creates the highest possible benefit for the wage earner or the surviving spouse. 

 
Non-working spouses are still eligible to collect under their working spouse’s benefit but the 

option to collect under a Restricted Spousal benefit and accrue higher benefits under your own 
wages is expiring this April. 

 
It is important to plan your retirement strategies well including IRA distributions and other 

taxable income as well as calculating the optimum age for collecting Social Security benefits.   
Some couples may also be impacted by pension plans, Government Offset Provisions, and 
Public Employee Retiree Account (PERA) offsets.  Therefore meeting with your advisor well in 
advance of retirement gives you the best planning ideas to enhance your overall retirement. 
   ----------------------------------------------------------------- 
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