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» » system, lawmakers have always wait-
ed until disaster was imminent before
making changes. That said, America’s
budget problems are very pressing, and
politicians might conclude they cannot
solve these problems without slashing
the cost of the Social Security system.
Q: What are the possible changes?

In addition to changing the cost-of-
living formula, the commission cochairs
made the following proposals, which
the full commission had not yet voted
on as of press time...

Slowly raise the normal retirement
age to 68 by 2050 and to 69 by 2075
..increase the early

partner’s benefit...and reinstating col-
lege benefits for child survivors—
benefits that were eliminated in 1981.
Q: How can | maximize my benefits?

Unless poor health or family his-
tory suggests that you are likely to pass
away before age 77, you'll get more
money from the system by waiting until
your late 60s or age 70 to start receiving
your benefits. Delaying the start of ben-
efits until at least age 66 is attractive if
you are married because it increases your
partner’s spousal and survivor benefits,
t00, by up to 8% per year.

Strategies to maximize benefits. ..

“62/70 strate-

retirement age from  The “62 /70 strategy" gy.” Married people
62 to 64...and at the can boost should consider this.
same time provide a The lower-earning
“hardship exemption” retirement benefits spouse, usually but
for people physically ~ for married couples. not always the wife,

unable to work past

age 62. The normal retirement age in-
crease would affect only people born
after 1960. Currently, the normal
retirement age for people born in 1960
or later is 67.

Gradually raise the annual limit on
income subject to the Social Security
payroll tax from the current $106,800
until it’s near $190,000.

Give retirees an option to collect
half their benefits early and the other
half at a later age. This would allow
early retirees to draw some income from
the Social Security system, perhaps to
supplement income from a part-time
job, while also allowing some of their
benefits to continue to grow by delay-
ing them until age 70.

Establish a new special minimum
benefit to keep low-wage workers
above the poverty line.

Provide a “benefit bump-up” for
older retirees equal to 5% of the aver-
age benefit. The bump-up would be
phased in over five years, starting 20
years after a retiree first becomes eligible
for benefits.

The cochairs also proposed several
alternative changes, which include
increasing benefits for low-income
widows or widowers. ...capping the spou-
sal benefit at one-half the average work-
er’s benefit, rather than one-half the

claims benefits based
on her own earnings at age 62, with
her husband claiming spousal benefits
on her earnings as soon as he reaches
his full retirement age—66 if he was
born between 1943 and 1954. Then
the husband switches to his own ben-
efits when he turns 70, with his wife
switching to spousal benefits based on
his earnings. This couple receives the
largest possible benefit checks after
the husband turns 70 but still gets ben-
efits before then.
“File-and-suspend” strategy. If
one spouse has no significant earnings
history, this strategy is a second option.
Here, the wage-earning spouse files for
benefits when he reaches the normal
retirement age, then immediately asks
that those benefits be suspended. Then
his partner can claim spousal benefits
based on his suspended account, while
the amount that will be on the wage
earner’s eventual monthly checks con-
tinues to grow until he ends the suspen-
sion in his late 60s or at age 70, the age
at which the benefits rate stops rising.
Q: For someone who would like to
work a few more years, is there a risk
that taking a low-paying job at the end
of a career will drive down the earn-
ings history on which his/her future
Social Security checks will be based?
Continuing to work is far more likely
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