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What’s your 
Social Security 
strategy under 
the new rules?

Many Americans depend on Social Security 

to be the foundation for their retirement 

income. But not everyone understands how 

Social Security benefits work– especially 

after the changes due to the passing of the 

Bipartisan Budget Act of 2015. And when you 

add a spouse to the picture, it can become 

even more complex.
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Even after the recent law change, there are some strategies that can still help 
retirees and their spouses enhance their Social Security benefits.

But first, let’s start with some helpful terms:

Cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) is a periodic increase in the amount of Social 
Security benefits, to help offset some of the effect of inflation.

Delayed retirement credits (DRC) can increase your Social Security benefits by 
8% annually, if you defer your retirement past your full retirement age (FRA). You can 
earn DRCs for every month you defer your retirement up to age 70. Spousal benefits 
do not earn DRCs.

Full retirement age (FRA) is the age at which a person may first become entitled 
to full retirement benefits. For those born from 1945 through 1954, FRA is age 66. 
For those born after 1954, FRA will be between 66 and 67.

Primary insurance amount (PIA) is the Social Security benefit you will receive 
if you start benefits at your full retirement age.

Spousal benefit is the benefit you can collect based on your spouse’s primary 
insurance amount at full retirement age. The benefit can be up to 50% of your 
spouse’s PIA and in most cases cannot go into effect until your spouse files for 
their own benefit.

Spousal benefits do not qualify for DRC and therefore generally are begun 
at FRA or before.

Now, let’s explore some of the Social Security income strategies that are potentially 
available for married couples.

1

Page 3 of 12



File and suspend strategy
A “file and suspend” occurs when the primary wage earner reaches full retirement 
age, files for his or her own Social Security benefit, and then immediately suspends 
the benefit. The filing allows the other spouse to start to collect a spousal benefit. 
The suspending of benefits allows the primary wage earner to collect delayed 
retirement credits on their own benefit until the benefit is unsuspended. Note: 
There is no additional advantage for delaying Social Security benefits for either 
spouse beyond age 70. The file and suspend strategy has other uses, but the 
hypothetical example used is based on one way a married couple might choose 
to utilize the strategy prior to April 30, 2016.

The file and suspend strategy will no longer be available to begin a spousal 
benefit (or to begin a benefit for a qualifying dependent) starting April 30, 
2016. An individual who reaches age 66 on or after April 30, 2016 will not 
be able to use the file and suspend strategy. 

Hypothetical example prior to April 30,2016:

Let’s look at a hypothetical example of a married couple who will use the file and 
suspend technique prior to the deadline of April 30, 2016.

Let’s suppose Sam and Julie are a married couple. Sam is 66 years old before April 30, 
2016, and his wife Julie is 63. Sam’s primary insurance amount (PIA) is $2,500/month 
and Julie did not work outside the home long enough to qualify for her own benefit. 

Sam files and suspends prior to April 30, 2016. That allows Julie to start receiving 
a spousal benefit and also allows Sam to delay starting to receive his own benefit. 
At her age 63, Julie would receive $937.50/month – which is 50% of Sam’s PIA – 
but reduced for her, since she is taking it prior to her full retirement age.

Sam’s own benefit will grow by the delayed retirement credits (DRCs), or 8% per 
year for each year he delays past his FRA, which is assumed to be age 66.

Hypothetical example after April 30, 2016:

Let’s look at a second hypothetical example of the same married couple – but in 
this case, Sam is not old enough to file and suspend by the April 30, 2016 deadline.

Assume Sam is 66 years old after April 30, 2016 (in our example, September 10, 
2016) and his wife Julie is 63.  Sam’s PIA is $2,500/month and Julie does not qualify 
for her own benefit.
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Because Sam is not age 66 (his full retirement age) until after the deadline, the only 
way he can begin a spousal benefit for Julie is for him to file and start receiving 
his own benefit. If he does not do that, Julie would get nothing until he files. Let’s 
assume Sam and Julie discussed the possibility of waiting for Sam to file later, but 
since Julie’s health wasn’t the best, Sam decided to file at age 66. His benefit then 
would not earn DRCs – and he would receive his unreduced PIA of $2,500/month 
when he turns age 66 in May.  Julie would then be able to start a spousal benefit of 
$937.50/month at her age 63 – which is 50% of Sam’s PIA – but reduced since Julie is 
under her FRA. Keep in mind that spousal benefits like Julie’s do not grow after Julie 
reaches FRA other than through potential cost-of-living adjustments (COLA).

File restricted strategy

Under the file restricted strategy, both spouses have their own benefit as a wage-
earner and one of them at full retirement age files for a spousal benefit only. 
This allows one spouse only to start collecting a spousal benefit, while one or both 
spouses earn delayed retirement credits on their own benefits. Please note that the 
file restricted strategy requires the other spouse to have started their own benefit 
(or to have filed and suspended prior to April 30, 2016).

The file restricted strategy is only available to workers who were age 62 or older 
in calendar year 2015. Those individuals could file restricted when they are at full 
retirement age (age 66 for those individuals) and receive a spousal benefit only if 
the other spouse had begun their own benefit or had filed and suspended prior to 
April 30, 2016. For individuals younger than age 62 in 2015 (born after 1953), the file 
restricted strategy is no longer available.

Here’s how the file restricted example works for a hypothetical couple when one 
spouse is age 62 or older in 2015.

Hypothetical example of file restricted for one spouse age 62 or older in 2015:

Let’s assume Roger is 66 years old in 2016 (born in 1950, so he was over 62 in 2015), 
still working, and wants to work until age 70. Kim is 63 (born in 1953) and is ready 
to retire. She starts receiving her own reduced benefits based upon her own PIA 
of $800/month. At age 63, Kim gets her own reduced benefit of $640/month. 
Because she is receiving her benefits, and because Roger is at FRA, Roger can file 
restricted to get a spousal benefit only of 50% Kim’s PIA, or $400/month. 
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Since Roger was old enough (62 or older in 2015) Roger gets that $400/month as a 
spousal benefit, while letting his own benefit grow with the DRCs of 8% per year until 
he is age 70. At age 70 Roger switches to begin to receive his own benefit, which 
has grown from his PIA of $2,200/month to $2,904/month (not taking into account 
potential other growth in his benefit, due to him working longer and potentially 
earning a higher yearly wage than he received years ago).  

Kim gets her benefit at age 63; Roger then receives spousal benefit at age 66 and can 
work until age 70 if he wishes; and Roger’s own benefit grows by DRCs until age 70.

Hypothetical example if file restricted is no longer available:

Here is a hypothetical example of both spouses with their own work record, but this 
time they are both younger than age 62 in 2015.

Roger was born in 1954 so he was age 61 in 2015. Kim was born in 1957, which makes 
her 58 in 2015. Roger can never file restricted for spousal benefit only since he was too 
young in 2015. The same is true for Kim, because she was too young in 2015.

A combination strategy
You may have noticed that the file and suspend strategy and the file restricted 
strategy have some elements – and benefits – in common. But did you know that 
the two strategies can be combined for couples who meet certain requirements?

Hypothetical example of a combination strategy with both spouses at FRA 
prior to April 30, 2016:

Let’s look at a hypothetical example of a couple using the combination strategy of 
file and suspend and file restricted. Because both spouses are at FRA prior to April 
30, 2016 and thus were both over age 62 in 2015, this strategy is available to them if 
one files and suspends prior to April 30, 2016.

Betty was born in January 1950 and Fred was born in February 1950, so both are 66 
years old in early 2016. Both worked outside the home. Betty’s PIA is $2,000/month, 
and Fred’s PIA is $1,800/month.

At age 66, Betty files and suspends prior to April 30, 2016, and then Fred – who is 
also 66 – files restricted at any time after Betty files and suspends. Fred can get 
$1,000/month (50% of Betty’s PIA) until he is 70.  

When they both turn 70, Betty’s own suspended benefit starts automatically, and 
Fred switches to his own benefit. Their own benefits have grown by the DRCs so 
that Betty gets $2,640/month and Fred gets $2,376/month.
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This couple can take advantage of the combination strategy since one (Betty) was at 
FRA prior to April 30, 2016, to file and suspend, and the other one (Fred) was over 62 
in 2015 so he could file restricted when he turns FRA.

Hypothetical example of a combination strategy with neither spouse at FRA 
prior to April 30, 2016:

Let’s look at a second hypothetical example of the same couple, but assuming 
different birth dates. This time, we’ll assume that both spouses are at FRA in the 
summer of 2016, and both over age 62 in 2015.

Betty was born in June 1950 and Fred was born in July 1950 – so they won’t turn 66 
until June and July of 2016, respectively. Both worked outside the home. Betty’s PIA is 
$2,000/month, and Fred’s PIA is $1,800/month.

At age 66 Betty can’t file and suspend since she is not old enough to do so by April 
30, 2016. Fred – who is also 66 – can’t file restricted unless Betty files to receive her 
own benefit. 

 If Betty and Fred are healthy and expect to live to life expectancy or longer, there 
are some alternative strategies for them. 

ALTERNATE STRATEGY 1: At age 66, Fred could file to receive his benefit of $1,800/
month, permanently. And Betty could file restricted to obtain the spousal benefit 
of 50% of Fred’s PIA or $900/month for four years. Then, when Betty turns 70, she 
would switch to her own benefit – increased by delayed retirement credits of 32% 
(8% per year for four years) so she would then receive her increased benefit of 
$2,640/month (increased from the PIA of $2,000/month).

OR 

ALTERNATE STRATEGY 2: They could reverse the roles and Betty could file for her 
own benefit, while Fred filed restricted. Betty would file for her own benefits at age 
66 and receive $2,000/month permanently.

Fred could file restricted at 66 and receive $1,000/month until age 70, and then 
switch over to his own increased benefit of $2,376/month at age 70.

OR 

ALTERNATE STRATEGY 3: A third possibility is that both Betty and Fred don’t start 
any benefits until age 70. In this case, they would both wait and start their own 
benefits at age 70, each increased by the DRCs of 8% per year. They would get 
nothing from Social Security for ages 66-70. But, starting at age 70 Betty would 
get $2,640/month and Fred would get $2,376/month.
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Remember that this couple is old enough for one to file restricted but too young 
to file and suspend by April 30, 2016.

Keep in mind the decision about which strategy is most appropriate for anyone 
depends on several factors such as health, other income and assets, whether they 
will or can continue to work, etc.

Working and spousal filing strategies

A spouse who has reached full retirement age (FRA) can work and earn any amount 
without causing a reduction in benefits under all of these filing strategies. FRA, as 
mentioned previously, depends on one’s year of birth. If someone is receiving Social 
Security benefits prior to FRA and is still working, Social Security benefits might be 
reduced if they exceed the earnings limit.

Survivor benefits for spouses

Social Security also provides special considerations if your spouse dies. For example, 
if you were married for at least nine months before your spouse’s death, you would 
be eligible for a survivor’s benefit (provided you are at least 60 – or age 50, if you’re 
disabled, or any age if you have eligible children). Survivor benefits are based on the 
PIA of the deceased spouse, as of the date of death, including DRC.

If you remarry before age 60 (or age 50 if you are disabled), you are not eligible for a 
survivor’s benefit unless and until that marriage ends. If you remarry after age 60 (or 
after age 50 if disabled), you are still entitled to the survivor’s benefit based on the 
work record of your deceased former spouse.

The surviving spouse can collect either their individual benefits or the survivor 
benefits, but not both at the same time. When the surviving spouse is eligible 
for both benefits, he or she can choose to take one type of benefit first, then switch 
to the other benefit later.

Let’s take another look at Betty and Fred. In this hypothetical example, Betty passes 
away at age 66. As you may recall, Betty’s PIA is $2,000/month and Fred’s PIA is 
$1,800/month. At Betty’s death, Fred can collect a spousal benefit of 100% of Betty’s 
PIA of $2,000 . At age 70 Fred could then switch to his own benefit that had increased 
to $2,376/month with DRC. A surviving spouse can collect the survivor benefit (after 
age 60) and switch to their own increased benefit at age 70 only if they have not 
started their own benefit.
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Retirement benefits for divorced individuals

As we saw in previous examples, you have several retirement benefit options if 
you’re married. But what if you’re divorced? If you were married for 10 years or 
more, you are eligible to receive the 50% retirement benefit based on your former 
spouse’s work record. Your benefit does not include any delayed retirement credits 
your former spouse may receive. However, to be eligible:

1.  You must not be remarried at the time you start your Social Security benefits. 
If you did remarry but subsequently were widowed, or again divorced, you are 
still eligible to collect on the former spouse’s record. 

2.  Your former spouse must be old enough (age 62) to be eligible to collect their 
benefit, even if they haven’t started yet. However, if the former spouse hasn’t 
applied yet, you can only apply for the 50% benefit if you have been divorced 
for at least two years.

3.  As usual, you must be age 62 or older, and your benefit may be reduced if taken 
before your full retirement age.

4.  You must not be entitled to a higher Social Security benefit based on your 
own record.
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If you have reached full retirement age and you have your own benefit and are eligible 
for a spouse’s benefit, you can choose to file only for the divorced spouse’s benefit (file 
restricted) and delay your own benefit so you get delayed retirement credits. However, 
to file restricted, you have to have been 62 or older in 2015. If you were younger than 
62 in 2015 (born after 1953), you can’t use this file restricted strategy.

If eligible, both divorced spouses may receive spousal benefits, which is not an 
option available to a married couple.

Here’s a divorced individual hypothetical example:

Kelly is age 62 in 2014, and does not qualify for her own Social Security benefit. 

Kelly’s ex-husband Dan is age 64 and has a PIA of $2,000. 

Assuming Kelly meets all the criteria to collect a divorced spouse’s benefit, Kelly’s benefit 
would be $700 per month – reflecting the spousal reduction for early retirement.

Survivor benefits for divorced individuals

If your former spouse dies, you will be eligible for a survivor’s benefit provided that 
you were married for at least 10 years. If you are caring for a qualifying child who 
is getting benefits based on your former spouse, the 10-year rule does not apply. 
You cannot collect until you are age 60, or at age 50 if you are disabled.

If you remarry before age 60 (or before age 50 if you are disabled), you are not 
eligible for a survivor’s benefit unless and until that marriage ends. If you remarry 
after age 60 (or after age 50 if disabled), you are still entitled to the survivor’s benefit 
based on the work record of your deceased former spouse.

The benefit you receive as a surviving divorced spouse generally does not figure into 
the family maximum, so if your former spouse remarried, it will not reduce benefits 
paid to his or her widow(er). However, if you qualify because you are caring for a 
qualifying child, your benefit will affect the amount of the benefits of others.

Of course, if your retirement benefit based on your own work record is higher than 
your survivor’s benefit based on your former spouse’s work record, you would 
receive your retirement benefit, not the survivor’s benefit.
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The characters used in this document are fictional and do not represent actual clients. 

This brochure provides information but not advice related to Social Security benefits. Please seek 
guidance from the Social Security Administration regarding your particular situation. Social Security 
payout rates can and will change at the sole discretion of the Social Security Administration. For more 
information, please contact a local Social Security Administration office, or visit www.ssa.gov.

This document is designed to provide general information on the subjects covered. It is not, however, 
intended to provide specific legal or tax advice or advice related to Social Security, and cannot be used 
to avoid tax penalties or to promote, market, or recommend any tax plan or arrangement. Please note 
that Allianz Life Insurance Company of North America and Allianz Life Insurance Company of New York, 
their affiliated companies, and their representatives and employees do not give legal or tax advice or 
advice related to Social Security. You are encouraged to consult your tax advisor or attorney.

The surviving divorced spouse can collect either their individual benefits or the 
survivor benefits, but not both at the same time. When the surviving divorced 
spouse is eligible for both benefits, he or she can choose to take one type of benefit 
first, then switch to the other benefit later.

It is hard, if not impossible, to fully understand every option and detail that make 
up the Social Security benefit system. However, understanding some basic terms – 
along with some optional strategies – is a good place to start helping you navigate 
your options for Social Security benefits. The Social Security Administration can be 
consulted with specific questions regarding Social Security benefits and your own 
particular situation.

Financial professionals are able to provide information but not 
guidance or advice related to Social Security benefits. Financial 
professionals may suggest products such as annuities to help 
overcome potential income gaps. Contact your financial 
professional for more information.
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Guarantees are backed by the financial strength and claims-paying ability of the 
issuing company. Variable annuity guarantees do not apply to the performance 
of the variable subaccounts, which will fluctuate with market conditions.
Products are issued by Allianz Life Insurance Company of North America, 
5701 Golden Hills Drive, Minneapolis, MN 55416-1297. www.allianzlife.com. In New York, products 
are issued by Allianz Life Insurance Company of New York, One Chase Manhattan Plaza, 38th Floor, 
New York, NY 10005-1423. www.allianzlife.com/new-york. Variable products are distributed by their 
affiliate, Allianz Life Financial Services, LLC, member FINRA, 5701 Golden Hills Drive, Minneapolis, MN 
55416-1297. www.allianzlife.com. Only Allianz Life Insurance Company of New York is authorized to 
offer annuities and life insurance in the state of New York.

True to our promises … 
so you can be true to yours.®

As leading providers of annuities and life insurance, Allianz Life Insurance Company 
of North America (Allianz) and its subsidiary, Allianz Life Insurance Company of New 
York (Allianz Life® of NY), base each decision on a philosophy of being true: True to our 
strength as an important part of a leading global financial organization. True to our 
passion for making wise investment decisions. And true to the people we serve, each 
and every day.
 
Through a line of innovative products and a network of trusted financial professionals, 
Allianz and Allianz Life of NY together help people as they seek to achieve their 
financial and retirement goals. Founded in 1896, Allianz, together with Allianz Life of 
NY, is proud to play a vital role in the success of our global parent, Allianz SE, one of the 
world’s largest financial services companies.
 
While we pride ourselves on our financial strength, we’re made of much more than our 
balance sheet. We believe in making a difference with our clients by being true to our 
commitments and keeping our promises. People rely on Allianz and Allianz Life of NY 
today and count on us for tomorrow – when they need us most.

(R-12/2015)
• Not FDIC insured • May lose value • No bank or credit union guarantee 
• Not a deposit • Not insured by any federal government agency or NCUA/NCUSIF
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