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WHY WE BOTHERED

The first version of this book began with a catchy true story of a simple Social Security strategy: how, during a break in the exercise coauthors Larry and Paul refer to as “tennis,” Larry made a completely legitimate $48,000 for Paul in less than two minutes by instructing him on how to get his. The rest of the book guided readers through the various steps and strategies necessary to get theirs as well, using other real-life stories, plausible hypotheticals, and humor, to the limited extent we could make Social Security amusing.

The book’s deep purposes were broad: to make our fellow Americans aware of how little they knew about the country’s most important retirement program; to make them aware of how critical it was to their own financial future to understand the system’s basic contours, as well as its nooks and crannies; and finally, to demystify Social Security’s paralyzing complexity so that literally anyone could navigate it.

But when it comes to getting what’s yours, our main objective was to convey—no, to beat you over the head with—one strategy above all others: patience, and the huge potential dollar return from waiting to collect massively larger benefits starting at older ages, regardless of your age, marital status, or earnings history.


A VIVID EXAMPLE OF THE PATIENCE PAYOFF


Consider a 62-year-old couple who both stop working at that age, each having earned above Social Security taxable FICA limit—the maximum taxable amount—from age 22 on. They would jointly receive about $50,000 a year if they both began taking benefits at 62 (the earliest age at which you can collect). To generate the same amount of annual income from investments, assuming a return of 2 percent a year above inflation, they would need a nest egg of over $1.3 million—more than many upper-middle-income retirees have saved by retirement age. (The net worth of a typical household headed by someone aged 65 to 69 is only a fifth of this amount and much of it is in the value of their home.)1

Of course, $1.3 million is a lot of money. But—and here’s the key takeaway—it’s much smaller than what the couple can get by maximizing their Social Security benefits. Because, if they make the right decisions, they can increase the value of their lifetime Social Security “asset” to more than $1.7 million!

All the couple must do is wait until age 70 to start collecting their retirement benefits. If they do, Social Security will pay them benefits that are a whopping 76 percent higher than their age 62 benefits. And yet, according to the latest data, less than 2 percent of Americans wait until 70 to collect. (In Chapter 2, we will note some important exceptions to our Patience Rule. But we will also demolish the arguments of those who think they know better than to wait.)

AN UNFORTUNATE EVENT

Less than nine months after the first edition of Get What’s Yours was published, the government decided to rewrite Social Security rules. On November 2, President Obama signed into law the “Bipartisan Budget Act of 2015.” Under the arguably disingenuous heading “Protecting Social Security Benefits,” the new law modifies several former provisions, most prominent among them the simple “file-and-suspend” strategy Larry had shared with Paul across the net. After six months from the signing of the bill, the “file-and-suspend” strategy would be severely restricted. This book will tell you all about the new provisions and help you understand the extent to which they will or won’t affect you.

Thanks to the new law, the 62-year-old couple we mentioned can no longer collect one full spousal benefit between full retirement age and age 70 while waiting until 70, as Larry had advised Paul over tennis. Still, many married couples and divorcees remain eligible over the next 4 years to follow Paul’s strategy.

But here’s the good news, and a key reason we felt compelled to rewrite and present this revised edition of Get What’s Yours: the strategy that earned Paul and his wife $48,000 may still work for many couples and divorced individuals both of whom were 62 or older by January 1, 2016, but not yet 70, and who are not the same age. There are, by our rough reckoning, millions of you out there, millions of Americans who will be “grandparented in” and therefore still able to employ the strategy Larry advised Paul to adopt. And while our 62-year-old couple, who turned 62 too late, will lose roughly $60,000 because of the new law, they will still gain about $400,000 from maximizing strategies still in effect.

Moreover, the rest of the book’s suggestions and strategies remain true and invaluable: be patient; become aware of and then learn how to take all the benefits to which you’re entitled (and may never have heard of); time your various benefits to make the most of them; and overall, understand Social Security’s rules well enough to make the best decisions for you and your family, since you really can’t rely on Social Security to do it for you.

Social Security’s unreliability was something we knew about when writing Get What’s Yours, but we have had it impressed upon us time and time again since publication as plaintive readers write to us to complain of having been given bum advice. One reader even gave us a single star on Amazon for having given her “wrong advice,” because her local Social Security office assured her we were wrong. We weren’t, and Larry got the review removed and, we hope, straightened out the reader’s benefits. In defense of Amazon reviewers, however, another one said he had learned a great deal from our book—and identified himself as a Social Security representative.

But since the strategy Larry shared with Paul—and that coauthor Phil Moeller and his wife, Cheryl, are using—still applies to millions of Americans for the next four years, what exactly is it? Here’s the original story.

BAD TENNIS, GOOD STRATEGY

Back in 2010, as Larry and Paul had taken a break from what they optimistically call tennis, Larry launched into a harangue, as he often does; this one was about Social Security’s maddening complexity. Paul listened with his skeptical journalist’s ear. Or, maybe, since it was a Larry harangue, just half-listened.

Then Larry popped the question: how old were Paul and his wife and when did they plan to take their Social Security benefits?

Proudly, Paul told Larry not to worry: he and his wife had it all figured out. They would both wait until 70, when Paul would get something like $40,000 a year instead of the $30,000 or so if he took his benefits earlier at 66, his “full”—but not “maximum”—retirement age, which was in fact just around the corner. Paul had for years been reading and filing away those annual greenish statements from the Social Security Administration with their “Estimated Benefits.” He’d been reading his wife’s, too.

How old are you and Jan? Larry asked.

Paul’s wife would soon turn 67; he, 66.

Here’s what you do, said Larry, never at a loss when it comes to speaking in the imperative. Jan should apply for her Social Security retirement benefit now, since she is already 66, but then “suspend” it. That is, she makes herself eligible for the benefit by officially registering with Social Security, on the phone or in person at her local office. But Jan then tells Social Security she is not taking her benefit right away but suspending it until some time in the future. In other words, she “files and suspends.”

Then, said Larry, when you (Paul) turn 66, you also call or visit Social Security and register with the system. But you apply not for your own benefit, but for a spousal benefit. A spousal benefit is fully 50 percent of what Jan is entitled to at her full retirement age—66, in Jan’s case.

Paul was confused but intrigued.

Spousal benefits? Paul had vaguely heard of them. He had, however, never imagined he or his wife was eligible for any, though had you asked him why not, he couldn’t have told you. Was he entitled to them?

Yes, said Larry, so long as you’re not yet taking your own benefit. Then, Larry continued, when Jan hits 70, she does as originally planned—she calls or visits Social Security again and says she now wants to take her retirement benefit, at which point it will start at its highest possible value.

And what do I do at 70? Paul asked.

Just what you planned to do originally, said Larry. You contact Social Security and tell them you’re switching from the spousal benefit to your own benefit.

And where’s the extra money? Paul asked.

Well, said Larry, during the four years you wait, you would earn about $12,000 a year—half of Jan’s full retirement benefit. Meanwhile, your own benefit would have grown by 8 percent a year, for a total of 32 percent (reaching the amount Paul’s greenish statements had estimated if he waited until 70).

Spousal benefits for four years. That should indeed be almost $50,000, just as Larry had quickly estimated. And importantly, it would give Paul and Jan a cushion as they waited until 70. Suppose they faced sudden, unforeseen expenses?

An aside is in order here. Larry is a world-famous scold, or, he will tell you, a dead-on Cassandra, with respect to Social Security’s insolvency. Advising people like Paul to take extra benefits from the system while himself decrying the system’s funding shortfall was not what Paul expected to hear (more on that in Chapter 17). But Larry believed it wasn’t fair that some beneficiaries got more than others simply because they knew the system’s rules while so many others didn’t. (And Paul and Phil agreed with him. Which is why we wrote Get What’s Yours.)

Fast-forward. Jan filed and suspended—by phone. The person she talked to couldn’t have been nicer. Paul turned 66. He filed for a spousal benefit. The Social Security representative on the phone had never heard of file-and-suspend, checked with her supervisor, and came back on the line to thank him for enlightening her about a strategy she could now share with everyone who called thereafter.

We are dedicated to getting you every dollar to which you’re entitled, she said, or words to that effect.

When they hit 70, both Paul and his wife called again, were again reprocessed—graciously, competently, and within minutes, though his wife was nonplussed when asked if she’d ever been a nun.

ANOTHER COAUTHOR AND SPOUSE WILL STILL GET WHAT’S THEIRS

The tennis court strategy is what Congress is doing away with. But fortunately our third coauthor, financial journalist Phil Moeller, was born in 1946, and his wife, Cheryl Magazine, is four years his junior. Lucky for them both because, by a stroke of pure chronological circumstance, Cheryl was born before the clock ran out on 1950, meaning she was safely beyond 62 before the ball dropped in Times Square and rang in the year 2016. Beating the ball meant Cheryl was grandparented in. To her, the old rules still apply.

And what about Phil? Happily for him, he had gone a-courtin’ as roughly a third of American men appear to have done, looking at data from the Census Bureau, and married a woman at least four years younger than himself. (The median difference in the United States is a man two years older than his wife.) Phil, of course, was dutifully waiting until 70 to collect his own maximum Social Security benefit, 32 percent higher than had he begun taking his benefit at age 66. (As coauthor of a book whose main advice is to wait as long as possible before taking Social Security, he would have run the risk of public censure—and coauthor abuse—had he done otherwise.) So just as Phil turns 70 and begins collecting his maximum benefit, Cheryl turns 66, files a restricted application, and begins collecting just her spousal benefit: half of Phil’s “full retirement benefit,” the amount he was eligible to collect when he turned 66, and just what Paul had done when he began collecting on Jan’s record.

Phil and Cheryl are the perfect couple—at the very least for spousal benefit eligibility under the new rules. The four-year spread in age means that Cheryl can begin taking spousal benefits just as cradle-robbing Phil turns 70, and she can receive them for the full four years until she herself reaches that lofty level. Crucially, for readers of Get What’s Yours, the same holds true for any spouse four or more years younger than the person to whom they’re married—think college senior marrying high school senior—but remember: the younger spouse has to have been at least 62 before January 2, 2016, to be eligible under the old rules.

Phil and Cheryl are also the perfect couple because, were she only three years younger—a freshwoman when he was a senior, for example—she would already be 67 when Phil turned 70 and thus get only three years’ worth of spousal benefits; if a sophomore to his senior, two years; just a junior, well, you do the math. The reason they are allowed to do this is that Cheryl made the age-62 cutoff. Under the new law, older spouses who file and suspend can’t provide their spouse or any other dependents with benefits while their retirement benefit is in suspension. Admittedly, the estimate you’re about to read is a rough one, but of the nearly 30 million or so Americans born between 1946 and 1953, there figure to be millions of couples in a situation analogous to Phil’s and Cheryl’s and others grandfathered differently under the new law. Someone you know is surely among them.
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SOCIAL SECURITY VERBATIM

YOU’RE RIGHT THERE (AND WE’RE RIGHT HERE)

“The regulations that require a notice for an initial determination contemplate sending a correct notice. We consider that an initial determination is correct even if we send an incorrect notice.”

ALL QUOTES FROM OFFICIAL SOCIAL SECURITY RULES




A PERVERSE TWIST THAT THE NEW LAW ENCOURAGES


The new law encourages divorce, as we’ll explain in Chapter 11. It’s true that Paul and Jan would have benefited had they gotten divorced, because each could have taken spousal benefits on the other’s record. But the way the law reads now, the only way for same-aged couples who were 62 by January 1, 2016, to do what Paul did (collect a full spousal benefit while waiting till 70 to take his retirement benefit) is to get divorced two years before they reach full retirement age—an amicable divorce (amicable to the point of intimate, even). Then, after six years of equally amicable cohabitation, they can reunite, maybe even throw a new wedding to celebrate. Want to guess how much they could afford to spend on the event just from having collected spousal benefits on each other for the four years between full retirement age (66) and age 70? If both were top earners, $128,000 in 2016 dollars. If they were not top earners, but getting only the average benefit these days—$15,000 a year—they would still have collected $60,000 over the four years.

WHY WE SO DISLIKE THE NEW RULES

Even though we’re coauthors and friends, we disagree about many things. We even disagree about many things with respect to Social Security, as Chapter 17 makes vividly clear. And we disagree about the new rules, as Chapter 4 will make apparent. But we do not disagree about the process that led to them; we think it was too fast, too opaque, and, therefore, unsurprisingly, ill-considered, at least with respect to the details. And whether it’s God or the devil in the details (lexicographers differ), it’s clear that in Social Security, the details can make all the difference.

When Social Security was last revised by Congress back in 1983, the retirement age was extended by two years—from 65 to 67. But the full extension was phased in over 44 years. By contrast, the ability to provide benefits to relatives or to receive benefits from relatives based on a suspended retirement benefit filing was phased out for most people over a period of less than six months, and the ability to take spousal benefits at age 66 while letting your own benefit grow until 70 has a four-year phase-out.

Some such plan was mentioned in the president’s budget as submitted in March 2014. The exact language: “the Budget proposes to eliminate aggressive Social Security claiming strategies, which allow upper-income beneficiaries to manipulate the timing of collection of Social Security benefits in order to maximize delayed retirement credits.” But there was no mention of eliminating Social Security provisions in the budget issued this year, no public hearings or debate. Just rumors, mere days before the budget bill passed, that certain claiming strategies were on the chopping block.

Indeed, we know the final language was seat-of-the-pants because, after Larry pointed out (in his PBS NewsHour weekly online Social Security column, “Ask Larry”2) that the original language would eliminate some benefits that people were already collecting, the bill was amended—amended, Larry was told by a high-ranking Social Security official, because the implication of the language hadn’t been realized until he pointed it out. But better late than never, and current file-and-suspenders can thank goodness, or the deity of their choice, for the eleventh-hour amendment.

An estimate we used in the first edition of Get What’s Yours was that if all spouses and divorced spouses were to take advantage of the strategy, it would cost the system $9.5 billion per year. A key argument against file-and-suspend is that high earners were likely to be the primary beneficiaries of this strategy. But there is recent evidence from Stanford economist John Shoven and coauthors that shows the rich aren’t much more likely to delay their claiming than the poor.

Let us tell you about someone who doesn’t fit the stereotype, a Boston University employee Larry knows well whom we’ll call Alice. Alice was born in 1951 and works two jobs for a total of 80 hours a week. She’s been doing so for the last 15 years. Her husband can’t work because he needs to stay home with their severely disabled child. Alice makes a modest combined income in the two jobs, but spread over three people, she and her family are hardly even middle income.

Alice had planned on filing and suspending her retirement benefit at 66 so her husband could collect a spousal benefit and her son could collect a disabled child benefit while she waited till 70 to collect her retirement benefit. She had planned to quit her second job thanks to these extra benefits. But because she did not turn 66 in time, she no longer can. If she can’t keep working at her current pace, however, she’ll have to take her retirement benefit early. This will activate the benefits for her husband and child, but will also mean a permanently lower retirement benefit for her. How many Alices are there out there?

For some other features of the law that seem unfair and/or arbitrary, if not downright perverse, please read Chapter 4.

WHAT IS STILL TRUE ABOUT GET WHAT’S YOURS

The premise of this revised and updated edition of Get What’s Yours is the same as that of the first: to guide you through Social Security to get the benefits you paid for all your working life and to which you are entitled. Remember, before we published the book, the world had been divided into two random camps: those few people who happened to know Larry (or had learned the strategy independently, through other Social Security mavens), and the vast majority of Americans, whom one might call the strategically uninformed. It was for them that we wrote, hoping especially that we would reach readers least in the know and most dependent on Social Security for their livelihood in old age. That is still the case.

We had written a book to help people understand how to maximize the Social Security benefits they had earned and therefore, we believed, deserved to get. And we figured that since the three of us—the economist and the two journalists—had spent years studying Social Security and making economic complexity in general intelligible to the public, we were the right folks for the job.

WHY ELSE WE BOTHERED TO WRITE THE BOOK, AND NOW A NEW EDITION (WHICH WE DIDN’T EXPECT WOULD BE NEEDED QUITE SO SOON)

Social Security is, far and away, Americans’ most important retirement asset. And that’s true not only for people of modest means. Middle-income and upper-income households actually have the most to gain, in total amounts, from getting Social Security right. Toting up lifetime benefits, even low-earning couples may be Social Security millionaires. And except for the Bill Gateses and Warren Buffetts of the world—whose percentage of the population was exceedingly modest last we checked—Social Security is a very meaningful income source.

So this book is for nearly every one of you who’s ever earned a paycheck and wants every Social Security benefit dollar to which you are entitled—entitled because you paid for it. You earned it. It’s yours. It can be yours even if you never contributed a penny to the system but have or had a spouse, living or dead, who did. It may be yours even if you spent some or all of your career working for employers who did not have to participate in Social Security.

Perhaps you wondered, when you got your first paycheck, what the huge deduction for that four-letter word “FICA” referenced. If you learned that it stood for the Federal Insurance Contributions Act, you might have been none too pleased at first, but then assuaged by hearing that these “contributions”—week after week, month after month, year after year, out of every paycheck (up to a limited amount of income)—would lead to higher retirement benefits.

Even those of us who aren’t superrich, but have earned and saved a lot, view Social Security as a critical lifeline. We realize, after the crash of 2008, that no assets—not our homes, not our bonds, and certainly not our stocks—are safe from life-altering declines. We realize that even our private pensions, if we have them, may hinge on our former employer staying in business and inflation not eroding the pension’s purchasing power. (It’s the rare private-sector pension that boosts payments to protect against inflation.) We also know that we could, with plausible medical breakthroughs, live to 100 or longer.

But isn’t Social Security a bigger deal for the poor? Not necessarily. To be sure, Social Security benefits are a crucial lifeline for lower-income beneficiaries. And, yes, Social Security benefits rise less for higher earners than do their FICA tax contributions, for reasons we’ll explain later. But benefits do rise with both time and earnings, and they involve very big sums.

THE BEST SEX IN THE BOOK

One more story, to illustrate why Social Security is so damnably complex—and can be to the point of absurdity. This morbidly humorous tale comes from our Technical Expert, Jerry Lutz, who spent his entire career with Social Security and reviewed this book for accuracy.

One day, while Jerry still worked for Social Security, a claims representative approached him with a question. A new claimant’s husband had died of a heart attack on their honeymoon while having sex. They clearly were married for less than 9 months, the threshold for receiving survivor’s benefits. But one of the exceptions to the 9-month duration-of-marriage rule involves “accidental death.” Up until then, Jerry had considered “accidental” to mean something like a car wreck. But his job was to research tough cases like this one.

So he searched the vast Social Security rule book and found POMS GN 00305.105, which describes an accidental death in part as follows:

A “bodily injury” occurs whenever the outside force or cause affects the body sufficiently to interfere with its normal function.

The cause of the bodily injury is:

“External” if it originated outside the body. An external force can include an injury suffered due to weather conditions or exertion.

NOTE: By exertion we mean an activity that involves at least moderate effort for the average person. Routine activities, e.g., standing, do not constitute exertion for purposes of finding accidental death. Circumstances which more readily lend themselves to a favorable finding of accidental death include:

• an unexpected heart attack occurs during moderate exertion;

• an unforeseen event negates the voluntary nature of an activity, e.g., an exercise machine breaks down while exercising;

• some unintended, unexpected, and unforeseen result occurs during exertion, e.g., a fall or slip while running; or

• a crisis or sudden peril requires strenuous exertion.

“Moderate exertion”? Arguably. “Unintended” and “unexpected”? Indubitably. And so, based on the claimant’s testimony and her husband’s death certificate, widow’s benefits were eventually conferred, but the determination was anything but simple.

10,000 OF YOU TURN 66 EVERY SINGLE DAY (INCLUDING SUNDAY)

That’s right: 10,000 baby boomers are reaching retirement age every day. Each of them needs to know precisely how to get Social Security’s best deal. But Paul’s best moves—or Larry’s or Phil’s, for that matter—aren’t necessarily yours. The Social Security system is governed by 2,728 core rules and thousands upon thousands of additional codicils in its Program Operating Manual, which supposedly clarify those rules. In the case of married couples alone, the formula for each spouse’s benefit comprises 10 complex mathematical functions, one of which is in four dimensions.

This book contains minimal math, excepting the “simple” formula presented in this note.3 Rather, it explains in the simplest possible terms the traps to avoid and basic strategies to employ in maximizing a household’s Social Security retirement, spousal, child, mother/father, survivor, divorce, and disability benefits. That covers a whole lot of ground, which is why this book is not as succinct as we (and you) might like.

We will point out Social Security’s windfalls and pitfalls—explain obscure benefits and more obscure penalties; benefit collection strategies like file a restricted application (take one benefit while letting your retirement benefit grow) and start, stop, start (starting benefits, stopping them, and restarting them). We’ll also describe Social Security’s deeming rules (being forced, in some cases, to take certain benefits early at a very big cost) and related gotchas that can handicap you financially for the rest of your life.

We’ll explain Social Security’s significant incentives to get divorced, to get married, or to live in sin, depending on your circumstances. Do you know about Social Security’s hidden payoff for working late in life? About the Earnings Test (deduction of benefits at certain ages from earning too much) that isn’t necessarily a test at all? Do you know that you generally get the Earnings Test deductions back in full, inflation-adjusted, if you live to full retirement age and beyond? How about the Family Maximum Benefit (the limit to benefits your family can collect based on your work record)? It’s actually not a maximum. It’s also unfairly low for poor, disabled workers.

Throughout, we’ll emphasize the often huge payoff from waiting to collect benefits. But we’ll also explain lots of situations where it’s best not to wait. We’ll even throw in the mythical man with four ex-wives who could theoretically collect divorced or widower benefits on each of them. The ever-surprising and often frustrating Social Security sudoku puzzle goes on and on. We’re here to solve it.

We’re also relieved that you came to us to learn about Social Security and aren’t relying solely on Social Security’s advice. Frankly, Social Security is not the first place we’d send you to learn how to maximize your lifetime benefits. With the exception of the system’s small number of technical experts (including Jerry Lutz, mentioned above), many of Social Security’s official or phone support staff are insufficiently trained or too beleaguered to dispense uniformly correct information or advice about the system’s ins and outs. And they aren’t supposed to give advice anyway. We’re going to provide specific examples of people losing lots of money by believing or following what the well-meaning folks at Social Security told them. Unfortunately, the local Social Security office is single-stop shopping for most retirees making their benefit decisions. And many of them are waiting pretty late in the game before even thinking about managing what for most retirees is their largest financial asset.

At the surface level, Social Security is complex because it has so many seemingly crazy rules. At a deeper level, its complexity reflects social policy that, when translated into practice, produces results that often defy common sense. An example is paying survivor benefits, based on the work records of ex-spouses, to the divorced who remarry, but only if they remarry after reaching age 60. Get remarried at 59 and 364 days and you’re out of luck. Another perversity is paying benefits to mothers (or fathers) of young children if their spouse is collecting retirement benefits, but only if the parents are married. If the parents are divorced and under 62, too bad.

The result is a government retirement system that few if any can decipher without the kind of help provided here. And yet, for most people, Social Security is their only retirement option. Moreover, given the virtual disappearance of company pensions, except for those grandparented under old plans, and the failure of most Americans either to contribute or contribute fully to 401(k), IRA, and other retirement accounts, Social Security is, well, pretty much it for pretty much all of us.

Our book is organized around general lessons, supporting examples, specific game plans tailored to your situation, and answers to actual questions posed to Larry in his enormously popular “Ask Larry” column, which appears weekly on Paul’s PBS NewsHour Making Sen$e website (http://www.pbs.org/newshour/making-sense/).

A warning that we’ll issue up front and reiterate throughout the book: we will often repeat ourselves. The worst that can happen, we figure, is that you’ll simply skim and skip ahead. Much worse would be your forgetting some of your key options and thus nullifying, at least for yourself, the whole point of Get What’s Yours. And for those of you who might think the repetitions betray a lack of confidence in our readers, know that we authors ourselves still check our notes on these items when we hit the key age milestones, despite having written about Social Security for years.

PAUL AND JAN GOT WHAT’S THEIRS. PHIL AND CHERYL WILL GET THEIRS. TIME TO GET WHAT’S YOURS

This book was born of Paul’s first Social Security epiphany with Larry. We wrote it to help people like you, who don’t happen to know Larry, get every last penny Social Security owes you. We’ve spent a huge amount of time trying to come up with clear, correct answers to questions we all face so you don’t have to. And we’ve now rewritten it to account for the sudden changes made to the system in the budget bill signed into law on November 2, 2015. Thus there is a new chapter on the new law, and a new one on Medicare and Social Security, drawing upon Phil’s new book, Get What’s Yours for Medicare. We have also included new horror stories we’ve heard about Social Security’s inconsistencies and bad advice, about the new treatment of the disabled introduced in late 2014 as the book had already gone to press, and new secrets we discovered since the book came out.

Finally, we think that even though “entitlement” has become a dirty word in policy debates, it’s more than legitimate for you to feel entitled to your benefits. It’s a feeling deeply rooted in all those years of FICA payments, buttressed by the annual Social Security statements itemizing your past contributions and projecting your future benefits, and guaranteed by our politicians’ unwavering promises to defend the system and what it owes you. The promises may be suspect, but you have been forking over payroll taxes your entire working life; you deserve to get what you paid for; and it’s the law.
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LIFE’S BIGGEST DANGER ISN’T DYING, IT’S LIVING

As a prospective retiree, what should you be most afraid of? Golf elbow? Dr. Phil fatigue? Driving your spouse to drink? Driving your spouse at all, given slower reflexes? Dementia? Death? Death is surely a top candidate, right?

From this book’s point of view, it’s none of the above. And when it comes to death, your greatest fear should be the very opposite. It should be the fear of immortality. Or, failing that, fear of an epically long life. That’s because if you’re the typical American who has saved less than $10,000 on average by the time you’re within ten years of retiring, the longer you live, the greater the danger of your “golden” years turning to lead, weighed down by penury and its attendant anxieties. According to a recent survey, more than one in five Americans believe they will die in debt.1

To be brutally candid, if you’re old and poor, you will face rejections by rising numbers of doctors who don’t take Medicare or Medicaid. Your children may face crippling debt to buy you a long-shot cure that no insurance—public or private—will cover. You won’t leave the house without a companion for fear of falling, yet won’t be able to afford one, or even an Uber.

In other words, the greatest danger you face is outliving your savings, which brings us quickly to this chapter’s punch line: the best way for millions of people to avoid a miserable financial future is to wait to collect Social Security. This is the optimal strategy emphasized throughout this book. And it is as true in this edition of Get What’s Yours as it was in the first: be patient in taking certain benefits because they can be bigger—massively bigger—if you bide your time.

Clearly, many Americans have already outlived their savings and therefore exist more or less hand-to-mouth, saddled with debt. If you fit this description, you may have no option but to take whatever you can get from Social Security as soon as possible. Ditto if your health or luck or gene-pool draw rules out a long life. We recognize that there are many special circumstances that support early claiming of benefits.

But for the rest of you—millions upon millions of our fellow Americans—we counsel patience. And for those of you who took retirement benefits early and think it’s now too late, we’re here to tell you that even under new Social Security rules, you retain the option of suspending your benefits at Full Retirement Age (66 for current retirees) and starting them up again at or before age 70. Moreover, even those cursed with a terminal medical diagnosis should think twice before collecting. Medical breakthroughs are happening all the time. More important, as we’ll explain, collecting early can cost your current and even ex-spouses big bucks in lower survivor benefits.

EARLY CLAIMANTS BEWARE!

Most of you will have a clear and Hamlet-like choice when it comes to timing benefits: to wait or or not to wait. And if you are not waiting until 66 or 70 to take benefits that will be much higher, adjusted for inflation, than the amounts available at an earlier age, you are, in our opinion, tempting a barrage of slings and arrows from outrageous fortune, or you’re simply nuts.

Remember that, crucially, this isn’t just about you. The benefits of your “dependents”—children, spouse, ex-spouse (if you were married for 10 years), and surviving spouse (if you were married for 9 months)—depend on your work record. And in the case of survivor benefits available to current and ex-spouses, these benefits depend on precisely when you decide to collect your own retirement benefit.

Amazingly, however, at least to us, Americans do not wait long enough to collect their highest possible benefits. Indeed, hardly any of you do. Take a gander at this table,2 pulled from an annual report from the Social Security Administration, which seems to issue nearly as many reports as it has beneficiaries. It reports the percentage of people who take their full retirement benefit at different ages.

RETIREMENT BENEFIT CLAIMING AGES

(percentages rounded to nearest percent)



	MEN




	Year

	Number

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	DI*

	67–69

	70+




	2009

	1,452,000

	44

	7

	7

	12

	15

	13

	3

	1




	2010

	1,387,000

	43

	8

	7

	11

	16

	13

	4

	1




	2011

	1,340,000

	41

	7

	8

	10

	14

	14

	5

	1




	2012

	1,419,000

	37

	7

	7

	12

	16

	15

	5

	1




	2013

	1,447,000

	35

	6

	6

	11

	18

	17

	6

	2




	2014

	1,433,000

	35

	6

	6

	10

	17

	17

	7

	2




	WOMEN




	Year

	Number

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	DI*

	67–69

	70+




	2009

	1,288,000

	50

	7

	7

	10

	9

	12

	4

	2




	2010

	1,248,000

	48

	8

	7

	10

	9

	12

	4

	2




	2011

	1,238,000

	47

	7

	8

	10

	10

	12

	4

	2




	2012

	1,316,000

	42

	7

	8

	11

	11

	14

	5

	2




	2013

	1,347,000

	40

	6

	7

	11

	12

	15

	5

	3




	2014

	1,339,000

	40

	7

	7

	10

	12

	16

	6

	3





* DI = Disability payments are automatically converted to retirement payments at Full Retirement Age.

The three of us were taken aback by the numbers in the far right-hand column of this table. A minuscule 1 to 3 percent of people wait until 70 to take their Social Security retirement benefit—when it’s 76 percent larger than at 62 and 32 percent larger than at 66. (Or at most, as interpreted by the authoritative Institute on Aging, at Boston College, about 3 percent of people.) On our first book tour for Get What’s Yours, when we asked interviewers or audiences to estimate the percentage of people who wait until 70 to take their retirement benefit, we almost never got a figure below 10 percent. The average guess was around 20 percent. So why do so few of us wait?

The obvious reason, as already mentioned, is that lots of people need whatever money they can get as soon as they can get it. Rainy day funds are pretty much nonexistent for most Americans. More than 60 percent of Americans have no emergency savings for things such as a $1,000 emergency room visit or a $500 car repair, according to a survey of 1,000 adults by personal finance website Bankrate. Approximately 62 percent of Americans have less than $1,000 in their savings accounts and 21 percent don’t even have a savings account, according to a survey of more than 5,000 adults by Google Consumer Survey. In fact, according to a Federal Reserve report,3 47 percent of respondents said they either wouldn’t be able to cover an unexpected $400 expense, period, or would have to cover it by selling something or borrowing money.

So when a storm hits, our finances are understandably swamped, we find ourselves underwater, and we begin bailing. Sure enough, after the Great Recession of 2008, more people claimed Social Security early. As the economy slowly improved, early claiming percentages declined to longer-term trend levels. But as you can see from the chart, something like 40 percent of us still take our Social Security retirement benefit the moment it becomes available.

As we’ll discuss, for some households, taking retirement benefits even as early as 62 can actually be optimal. But for the vast majority of us, taking our retirement benefit early comes at an enormous cost—not to our current self, but to our future selves.

BUT THIS IS EXACTLY WHY PEOPLE OUGHT TO WAIT

Our point is simply this: if you haven’t saved enough by the time you approach retirement, voluntary or involuntary, the last thing you should do is claim early, thereby depriving your future self of even more savings for old age. We repeat the key number from the last chapter: the difference between taking your benefits at age 62 and waiting until 70 for a couple can be worth as much as $400,000 in savings.

That much money prompts this list of Suze Orman–like options for those who “can’t afford to wait.” (We hope Ms. Orman would approve.)

• If you’re thinking of voluntary retirement, work a few more years.

• Get a second job.

• Cut your spending.

• Move to a cheaper location.

• Downsize your home.

• Consider a reverse mortgage.

• Draw from your retirement account(s).

• Borrow from friends or family.

Regrettably, however, regardless of their other options—regardless even of the economy’s overall health—people who lose their jobs in their early 60s tend to file early for Social Security to replace their lost income. So do people who work in physically demanding jobs, who tend to file early because they’re worn-out, their jobs have become too demanding, and/or they don’t think the job will survive even if they do. And people who began work when they were young also tend to file early, presumably saying to themselves, “Enough is enough; I’ve paid for years and years for these benefits. I finally want to see them in my hands.” Finally, it turns out, early filers also are more likely to have traditional pensions than those who don’t file early. Why these people file early is anybody’s guess. Maybe they feel they can better afford reduced Social Security benefits, in which case we suggest they read this chapter twice.

But here’s what’s so revealing. It turns out that the when-to-file decision can be shaped by how it’s explained to you. To abbreviate lots of research, people who are asked to frame their Social Security benefits decision from the vantage point of being 62 are greatly influenced by the fear of losing four years of benefits if they wait until age 66. If, however, they are asked to make the decision from a 66-year-old’s perspective, more people will wait to that age (or something close to it). A similar behavioral wild card is whether the advice people receive about filing for Social Security emphasizes how much money they could lose by not filing early versus the possible gains they would see if they delayed filing.

This illustrates a principle that behavioral economists have long known: while we humans do like to make money, our fear of losing it is an even more powerful driver of our decisions. And when making the decision as to when to draw Social Security benefits, “loss aversion” can be catastrophic.

Finally, “[t]he use of ‘break-even analysis’ has the very strong effect of encouraging individuals to claim early,” according to a study by top economists on how behavioral framing affects claiming decisions.4 Yet despite the fact that break-even analysis is utterly inappropriate, the Social Security Administration itself has routinely nudged people toward early claiming. Until several years ago, the agency actually described the claiming decision as a “break-even” calculation.

Okay, what is break-even analysis? A simple version might go like this, if you’ll bear with us for a bit of simple arithmetic. Your benefit at age 66 is projected to be $1,000. If you begin taking benefits at 62, they will be only $750 a month. By waiting until 66, you’ll have passed up 48 months of benefits at $750 a month. That’s $36,000 in total.

What do you get for waiting? Your benefit at 66 will net you an extra $250 a month for the rest of your life. But $250 a month is only $3,000 a year. So it will take you 12 full years, until age 78, before you’ll make up the $36,000 you left on the table by not filing at age 62. At that point—at age 78—you will have “broken even.” As we will stress shortly, calculating your benefit collection options this way is conceptually bankrupt, as you yourself may be if you use break-even analysis. Yet when Social Security explained the timing decision this way, it caused people to claim benefits 12 to 15 months sooner than people who were simply told that it will cost the program the same amount of money regardless of when people claim benefits. In other words, break-even analysis made people worry that delaying benefits was some kind of gamble. Social Security has since shifted its communication approach to a somewhat more value-neutral perspective. Perhaps that’s one reason people have begun to wait a little bit longer, although, as you’ll soon see, Social Security’s posted explanation still leads people perilously astray.

Now, maybe we’re naïve, but it is hard to accept the idea that more than 60 percent of American men and women were so financially strapped that they had to claim benefits before reaching their Full Retirement Ages—97 percent or more before age 70. And recent research supports our skepticism. One study found that nearly 40 percent of those who claimed benefits early came to regret their decisions.5

Can we overcome this bias? Yes, but doing so may require us to delve into a deeper, darker explanation of how we make decisions. Psychologists might loosely call it economic multiple personality disorder, best dealt with if understood. Here’s the argument.


[image: images]

SOCIAL SECURITY VERBATIM

BE NICE TO YOUR FAMILY

“If you were convicted of the felonious and intentional homicide of the worker, you cannot become entitled to monthly benefits or the lump-sum death payment payable on the deceased’s Social Security earnings record.”

ALL QUOTES FROM OFFICIAL SOCIAL SECURITY RULES



HOW MANY PEOPLE ARE YOU, ANYWAY?

We tend to think of ourselves as being one person—one unitary self. But Hamlet was of two minds. The eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume wrote: “I cannot compare the soul more properly to anything than to a republic or commonwealth, in which the several members are united by the reciprocal ties of government and subordination.” The nineteenth-century poet Walt Whitman famously noted: “I contain multitudes.” The twentieth-century psychologist Paul Bloom wrote an article for the Atlantic titled “First Person Plural.”

It’s by now a commonplace in psychology: multiple selves contend over one body and its consciousness. Think of your last sudden bout of “road rage.” Who is that person controlling your behavior in such an outlandish way? Recall New Year’s resolutions routinely broken by Groundhog Day. Or, more dramatically, picture the alcoholic whose long-term morning self takes a dose of the medication Antabuse so that he or she will vomit when the impulsive “alcoholic” self takes over and tries to knock down a stiff one in the afternoon.

What is the relevance of multiple selves to the timing of Social Security benefits? It’s the difficulty of exercising impulse control—of delaying gratification. The classic example is a Stanford experiment in which psychologists put one marshmallow in front of young children and offered them a choice: they could eat it now or wait a few minutes and get a second one.

You know the problem as well as we do. If your self of the moment can’t be coaxed to care enough about your future self (or selves), “you” will overindulge in the here and now.

And so it is with Social Security. Your multiple selves duke it out inside your brain to protect their own living standards, using their own very different time horizons.

BE THE BEST SELF YOU CAN BE

But let’s be clear: this book is written for only one of your selves—the reflective, rational long-term thinker, the one who would actually incur the pain of reading a book about Social Security, the one who realizes the organism it inhabits could conceivably live to age 100 or beyond. This “adult” self is located in the youngest part of the brain—the prefrontal cortex, which evolved after the parts we share with reptiles. Our reptilian self rules our reflex emotions while the prefrontal “you” tries not to drive while tipsy, or to smoke, or to hang glide. And, unless the organism formerly known as you is in dire need or facing imminent and sure demise, it doesn’t automatically take Social Security retirement benefits early. Because to do so would be to ignore that self’s fiduciary responsibility to, well, all your future selves.

Admittedly, there’s a philosophical problem here. You might say: “Why should I care about any of my future selves? What have they ever done for me?” If that’s your attitude, this chapter has little to offer.

But, in moments of reflective repose, as you presumably are in at this very moment, you might feel as protective of your doddering, possibly drooling, almost surely weak-kneed and ever-feebler future self or selves as the authors of this book feel protective of theirs. If this is the case, you will not want to let him, her, or “them” suffer the fate of outliving “your” savings.

Such discussion inevitably leads to a next question: how long might the bunch of yous live? Social Security has its own actuaries to estimate such probabilities and posts an Actuarial Life Table. Here’s a summary:



	 

	MEN

	WOMEN




	 

	Death

	Years

	Death

	Years




	Age

	Odds*

	Left

	Odds*

	Left




	40

	0.22%

	38.23

	0.13%

	42.24




	50

	0.53%

	29.35

	0.33%

	33.02




	60

	1.10%

	21.27

	0.67%

	24.3




	70

	2.45%

	14.03

	1.84%

	16.33




	80

	6.16%

	8.1

	4.39%

	9.65




	90

	16.84%

	4.02

	13.11%

	4.85




	100

	35.38%

	2.12

	29.95%

	2.49





* Probability of dying within one year.

We reproduce, in the notes, an expanded table.6 If you consult it, you will see that a 60-year-old woman faces odds of only two-thirds of a percent that she will die in the next 12 months. On average, she has another 24.3 years to live, or until she is older than 84. Remember that these are averages, so by definition many people will live longer and some of them much longer. For a 65-year-old couple, the odds are 50 percent that at least one spouse will live to 94 and 25 percent that he or she will live to the age of 98!7 And who can forget Jeanne Calment, the Frenchwoman who lived to a documented age of 122? (Some say it was the red wine.) The Census Bureau predicts we could have more than four million centenarians by midcentury.

And thus our bottom line: don’t count on dying on time!

RED WINE AND OTHER PREMATURE BURIAL ANTIDOTES

Note that if you believe these 2009 Social Security projections, your “break-even” for waiting to collect until 70, even if you’re thinking only of the benefits for yourself, is somewhere in the low 80s. (And no, you don’t have to factor in inflation, since all Social Security benefits are adjusted for the cost of living.) To make the point in simple arithmetic, if you were to start drawing your “full” retirement benefit of, say, $20,000 a year at age 66, you’d have taken a cumulative sum of $80,000 by age 70. But your “maximum” benefit, earned by waiting until 70, figures to be about $26,000 a year. (It might be even higher if you keep working at age 66 and raise your Social Security earnings base.) So at a minimum, you’d be getting an extra $6,000 a year. But even at “only” $6,000 a year extra, you can see that in barely 13 years, you’d have earned back the $80,000 you passed up in years 66–70.

“But wait,” you might be thinking, “I would be earning money on that $80,000 if I socked it away. That’s worth something, isn’t it? Shouldn’t I be calculating the break-even point based on a reasonable expectation of returns I can get on that money if I invested it?”

Yes, we agree that what you can earn in the market matters. But break-even analysis, whether or not you incorporate that issue, remains the wrong way to think about this decision.

And yet, unfortunately, we’ve come across many, indeed, far too many people who are absolutely convinced that the break-even period is relevant for thinking about when to take Social Security benefits. Many software programs, including “leading” commercial ones (but not Larry’s, he is quick to note), display break-even analysis. And as recently as 2008, the Social Security Administration told its public claims representatives to use a break-even framework to help potential retirees decide when to begin taking benefits, as we mentioned earlier.8

WHY BREAKING EVEN IS BREAKING BAD

Associated with the focus on break-even is the notion that “I can take my Social Security benefits early and invest them in stocks and make more money than I’ll get from Social Security.” And a related proposition is that we should run Monte Carlo computer simulations to see the chances of doing better on the stock market by taking our benefits now.

Viewing Social Security as an investment rather than as an insurance policy encourages thinking about it in terms of break-even approaches. Our advice: Don’t do it!

If you insist on evaluating an insurance policy as an investment, based on break-even analysis, consider your house. Think about whether it makes sense to buy homeowner’s insurance on a break-even basis. How? Compare the money it costs you in premiums to buy the insurance with the cost if your house burns down, multiplied by the vanishingly small chance that it will. If this so-called expected value of the policy is less than the premium, the insurance “investment” fails the break-even test.

Now, we guarantee that the expected payoff from “investing” in your homeowner’s policy is less than the premium the insurance company charges you, meaning that you can’t break even buying homeowner’s insurance. The reason is that the insurance companies charge “loads” to cover administrative and other underwriting costs. Thanks to these loads, the total payoffs from homeowner’s insurance, life insurance, car insurance, health insurance, etc., are always less than the premiums charged. Therefore, if you focus solely on the break-even, you should never buy any insurance at all.

But that would be crazy. You don’t analyze standard insurance this way because you are focusing, properly so, on the worst-case scenario—your house burns down, your car is totaled, you get cancer.

Very few of us can afford to play the odds of catastrophe. And you’re in no better position when it comes to Social Security longevity insurance.

In the longevity sphere, the worst-case scenario is, to reiterate, living too long—living to your maximum possible age of life, and, as a result, outliving your savings and income. Social Security provides insurance against this worst-case scenario. This insurance is safe against inflation and against default. It’s also dirt cheap. There is no close substitute for it in the market.

OUR EARNEST EFFORT TO HELP YOU KEEP MORE OF WHAT’S YOURS

Now, after this plea, if you’re still stubbornly tempted to take Social Security benefits at age 62 and invest them on your own, please consider that you’re not liable to beat its rate of return anyway.

Let’s assume you’re the average investor since, on average, those of you reading this probably are. Well, over the 20 years from 1991 to 2011, the average American investor actually lost money, after accounting for all costs and inflation. The reason would seem to be following the crowd—buying when stocks and bonds are flying high, and selling when they tank and sink to new lows. This, of course, is exactly the opposite of investing’s Golden Rule: Buy low, sell high. But on average, we cannot be trusted to do so.

The average American’s rate of annual loss over this period was –0.4 percent, however, so based on this, you shouldn’t subtract anything from that $80,000 you’d have been paid by Social Security for waiting four years. But unless you’re sure you can beat the average investor, which probably means you’re illegally trading on insider information, you shouldn’t add anything, either.

Still tempted? Then let us remind you of the discoveries of behavioral economics over the past several decades, which help explain the fact: individual investors, on average, lose money, after you adjust returns for inflation.

The main message of behavioral economics, which is really a branch of psychology: Human beings consistently overestimate their own powers. This bias even has a name: “illusory superiority” or, on public radio, “the Lake Wobegon effect,” after Garrison Keillor’s famous description of the imaginary Minnesota town where “all the women are strong, all the men are good-looking, and all the children are above average.” Documented examples abound.

In a survey of faculty at the University of Nebraska, two-thirds rated themselves in the top 25 percent for teaching ability. Nearly 90 percent of MBA students at Stanford University rated their academic performance in the top half of the class.

Nor is this a new phenomenon. Back in 1976, 70 percent of students taking the annual SATs thought they were in the top half of their peers with respect to leadership ability. Getting along with others? A full 85 percent put themselves above the median, and—we love this—25 percent rated themselves in the top 1 percent.

And while “illusory superiority” is a worldwide phenomenon, it’s especially acute for those of you contemplating the investment of Social Security money—Americans, that is. A famous survey of drivers half a century ago found that 69 percent of Swedes considered themselves above average in driving skill. Americans? Ninety-three percent! Safe driving? Seventy-seven percent of the Swedes called themselves above average; 88 percent of the Americans did.

Twenty-five years later, American self-delusion had hardly budged. Asked to rate themselves by eight different measures, including skill and safety, only one driver in five thought himself or herself below average.

Applied to the world of investing, the widespread recognition of the consequences of illusory superiority can be expressed in only two words: mutual funds! Mutual fund investment managers—and these are the highly paid “experts” of investing, remember—regularly fall short of where they think they will end up. The results of their actively managed investment funds routinely fail to match even market averages. As a result, low-cost index funds sprang up to purchase large numbers of securities whose performance will match market averages. They do not actively manage their holdings and have no illusions about their superiority. But they have become the dominant standard for retirement plan holdings. If so many of the experts have thrown in the towel on coming out ahead, why should anyone expect Social Security recipients to fare better?

DON’T OVERESTIMATE YOUR ABILITY TO MAKE FINANCIALLY SAVVY DECISIONS

This evidence on overoptimism may come as no surprise, but it should give all of us pause. To repeat, Social Security’s Delayed Retirement Credit adds 8 percent a year to lifetime benefits between the ages of 66 and 70—after inflation, though with no compounding. Even if you love taking risks and therefore ignore our point about insurance, you should protect yourself against self-delusion.

Finally, speaking of risk, we are obliged to report that as your brain ages, the decision-making part—the prefrontal cortex, home to the previously rational self—starts to deteriorate, at age 50 or so. Not quickly, we gratefully add, but inexorably. Here’s an excerpt from an interview Paul did with brain researcher Dr. Jordan Grafman at the National Institutes of Health some years ago: “I think the way people have to make decisions when they get older is to be much more cautious about new ventures. And that’s where they might need to work with other people, to collaborate, to take the advice of other family members or advisors.”

Therefore, said Grafman, when it comes to investing, we should all do so more conservatively as we age, “because since the prefrontal cortex is probably not functioning as effectively as it did when you were younger, you’re going to be more prone to impulsive decision making.” That, of course, is precisely what Social Security protects us from.

So look again at the longevity table in the notes at the end of the book and observe that if you made it to age 66 as a man in 2009, your life expectancy was about 83; as a woman, more like 86. But think about this: these are averages—many will die before these ages and the rest later. So the critical question is: Can you afford to take the chance that you’ll be among those who outlive your actuarial life expectancy? Or would you rather take out old-age insurance against that eventuality, which is just what waiting until 70 to take higher Social Security is: extra old-age insurance. Moreover, these averages have risen every year since 2009, especially among more educated and affluent groups.

ARE WE NEAR A TIPPING POINT FOR LONGEVITY?

Consider the longevity forecast of Ray Kurzweil, the fabled techno-whiz who at age 28 invented the first machine that could speak what it read, vastly enhancing the lives of blind Americans like Stevie Wonder who could afford it and eventually benefiting us all. As a 60-something adult, Kurzweil now takes 150 pills a day, and has written, among other books, The 10% Solution for a Healthy Life, Fantastic Voyage: Live Long Enough to Live Forever, and Transcend: Nine Steps to Living Well Forever.

His goal, he told Paul during an interview, “is to get to a point in the future where the progress is so rapid that we’re adding more time to life—your remaining life expectancy—than is going by. That will be a point where the sands of time are running in rather than running out—a tipping point. And that’s only 15 years away by my calculations.”

WE PLAN TO BE HERE AT 100

Speaking for our own frontal lobes, we three authors are planning to live to at least 100. Larry’s conservative ESPlanner and Maximize My Social Security financial software defaults to age 100 for planning purposes. And when another of us—Paul—used the ESPlanner software to determine the adequacy of his and his wife’s accumulated savings, he plugged in 110, just to be safe. As for Phil, his trim physique speaks volumes, and he also swears that after an hour on the elliptical, he knows exactly what being 100 feels like.

We’re not suggesting you plan on living forever or even to 110. But waiting for your maximum benefit at 70 instead of grabbing your earliest available benefit at 62 will be worth 76 percent more in benefits every year right through eternity if you and Uncle Sam make it that far, due to the 7 to 8 percent a year Social Security pays you to wait.

Say you’re the typical Social Security recipient who would take the average yearly benefit of $15,936 for Americans in 2015, according to the Social Security Administration website. That amount would account for about 40 percent of your pre-retirement income. Waiting until 70 would then be worth about $5,000 a year after break-even at age 83. That adds another 13 percent to your pre-retirement income. Every year. For life. So now imagine you live until 90. That’s an extra $35,000 in constant (inflation-adjusted) dollars ($5,000 a year × 7 years). Live till 100 and it’s $85,000 in present dollars. Live till 110: $135,000. Jeanne Calment (122): $195,000.
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