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A practical look at the advantages, tradeoffs, and planning factors 
behind one of retirement’s biggest decisions. 

 
Deciding when to begin collecting Social Security is one of the most important retirement-income 
choices many people will make, because the decision can affect monthly cash flow, lifetime benefits, 
taxes, Medicare costs, survivor benefits, and how long personal savings need to last. There is no 
universally “right” age to claim; the best choice depends on health, work plans, income needs, marital 
status, life expectancy, investment assets, tax situation, and overall retirement goals. 
Generally, people can begin claiming Social Security retirement benefits as early as age 62. However, 
claiming before full retirement age permanently reduces the monthly benefit. Full retirement age 
depends on year of birth, and delaying beyond full retirement age can increase the monthly benefit until 
age 70. The tradeoff is straightforward but significant: claiming earlier provides income sooner, while 
claiming later usually provides a larger monthly benefit for the rest of life. 
 
Important: Readers should not make a decision about when to begin collecting Social Security benefits 

based on general information alone. This choice can have lasting effects on retirement income, taxes, 

survivor benefits, and long-term financial security. Before making any important claiming decision, 

readers should consult a qualified financial advisor who can evaluate their personal circumstances and 

coordinate Social Security benefits with their broader retirement plan. 

Below is a detailed discussion of the pros and cons of claiming early, at full retirement age, or later. 
 

Quick Decision Snapshot 

Claim earlier Provides income sooner, but usually locks in a lower monthly benefit. 

Claim at full retirement 
age 

Offers a balanced approach with the full earned benefit and fewer work-
related complications. 

Delay until age 70 Creates a larger monthly benefit, but requires other income while waiting. 

 



Claiming Social Security Early 

Pros 
The biggest advantage of claiming early is immediate income. For someone who retires before full 
retirement age, loses a job, has limited savings, or needs help covering living expenses, Social Security 
can provide a reliable monthly payment. This can reduce the need to draw heavily from savings or take 
on debt. It may also allow someone to leave the workforce sooner, especially if continuing to work is 
physically difficult or emotionally draining. 
 
Claiming early can also make sense for people with serious health concerns or a family history 
suggesting a shorter life expectancy. Since benefits are paid monthly, someone who does not expect to 
live long enough to reach the “break-even” point may receive more total value by collecting earlier 
rather than waiting for a larger payment later. 
Another advantage is flexibility. Early benefits can help bridge the gap between retirement and access to 
other income sources, such as pensions, retirement accounts, or part-time work. For some people, 
having a dependable income stream at 62 can preserve investments during a market downturn or allow 
them to delay withdrawals from retirement accounts. 

Cons 
However, the major downside of claiming early is the permanent reduction in monthly benefits. If 
someone claims at 62, the benefit can be substantially lower than it would be at full retirement age. 
That reduced amount continues for life, with cost-of-living adjustments applied to the lower base 
amount. Over a long retirement, this can mean significantly less lifetime income. 
 
Claiming early can also be disadvantageous for someone who continues working. If benefits are 
claimed before full retirement age and earnings exceed the annual earnings limit, some benefits may be 
temporarily withheld. Although the benefit may later be adjusted, the interaction between work income 
and early claiming can be confusing and may reduce near-term cash flow. 
 
Early claiming may also affect a surviving spouse. In many cases, the survivor benefit is tied to the 
amount the deceased spouse was receiving or was entitled to receive. If the higher-earning spouse 
claims early and locks in a reduced benefit, the surviving spouse may receive a lower survivor benefit 
later. This is especially important for married couples where one spouse earned substantially more than 
the other. 

Claiming at Full Retirement Age 
Claiming at full retirement age is often viewed as the middle-ground approach. The main advantage is 
that the individual receives the full benefit amount calculated from their earnings record, without the 
reductions that apply to early claiming. It avoids the permanent cut associated with claiming at 62, 
while also allowing benefits to begin earlier than age 70. 
 



Another benefit of claiming at full retirement age is that the earnings test no longer applies in the same 
way. Once someone reaches full retirement age, they can generally work and receive Social Security 
retirement benefits without having benefits withheld because of earnings. This can be attractive for 
people who want to keep working part time or even full time while beginning benefits. 
Claiming at full retirement age can also simplify retirement planning. It may align well with other 
financial milestones, such as leaving employment, beginning Medicare, drawing from pensions, or 
reducing work hours. For people who want a balanced approach—not too early and not too delayed—
full retirement age may feel practical and psychologically comfortable. 
 
The downside is that claiming at full retirement age means giving up the delayed retirement credits 
available by waiting until age 70. For individuals in good health with strong longevity prospects, delaying 
may produce a meaningfully higher monthly benefit and greater lifetime income. Claiming at full 
retirement age may be reasonable, but it may not maximize benefits for those likely to live well into their 
80s or 90s. 

Delaying Social Security 

Pros 
Delaying Social Security beyond full retirement age can be very beneficial for people who can afford to 
wait. The most obvious advantage is a higher monthly benefit. Delayed retirement credits increase 
benefits each year until age 70. This higher benefit lasts for life and receives future cost-of-living 
adjustments on a larger base amount. 
 
Delaying can be especially valuable as longevity insurance. One of the biggest risks in retirement is 
outliving savings. A larger Social Security benefit can provide dependable income in later years, when 
personal savings may be lower and health care or long-term-care expenses may be higher. Because 
Social Security is inflation-adjusted, it can serve as an important foundation for retirement security. 
For married couples, delaying may also improve survivor protection. If the higher-earning spouse delays 
benefits, the larger benefit may eventually become the survivor benefit for the other spouse. This can be 
an important planning strategy, particularly when one spouse is expected to outlive the other or when 
there is a significant difference in earnings histories. 
 
Delaying may also provide tax-planning opportunities. Some retirees use the years before claiming 
Social Security to draw strategically from retirement accounts, convert portions of traditional IRAs to 
Roth IRAs, or manage taxable income before required minimum distributions begin. This may reduce 
future tax pressure, though the right strategy depends heavily on individual circumstances. 

Cons 
The main disadvantage of delaying is that it requires other income in the meantime. Someone who waits 
until 70 must cover living expenses from work, savings, pensions, investments, or other sources. If 
delaying forces a person to drain savings too quickly, sell investments at a bad time, or live with 
unnecessary financial stress, the higher future benefit may not be worth the tradeoff. 



Delaying also carries life-expectancy risk. If someone waits to claim but dies earlier than expected, they 
may receive little or no benefit from the delay. While no one can predict longevity with certainty, health 
status and family history are important considerations. 
 
There is also a psychological downside for some people. After paying into Social Security for decades, 
some retirees simply prefer to start receiving benefits as soon as they are eligible. Others worry about 
future program changes, although current retirees and near-retirees are often treated differently than 
younger workers in reform proposals. Still, uncertainty can influence how people feel about waiting. 

Important Factors to Consider 
• Health and life expectancy: Strong health and longevity may favor delaying; serious health 

concerns may favor claiming earlier. 

• Cash-flow needs: The best strategy must still cover housing, food, health care, and day-to-day 

expenses. 

• Employment plans: Working before full retirement age can interact with the earnings limit and 

affect near-term benefits. 

• Marital status: Couples should consider both benefits, age differences, earnings histories, and 

survivor needs. 

• Taxes and Medicare: Wages, pensions, retirement-account withdrawals, and Social Security can 

affect taxable income and Medicare premiums. 

• Investment assets and risk tolerance: Savings may make delaying possible, but heavy 

withdrawals during weak markets can create risk. 

The Break-Even Question 
Many people focus on the “break-even age,” which is the age at which the total amount received by 
delaying surpasses the total amount received by claiming earlier. For example, claiming early produces 
more checks at first, while delaying produces fewer checks but larger ones. The break-even point often 
falls somewhere in the late 70s or early 80s, depending on the exact claiming ages and benefit amounts. 
The break-even concept is useful, but it should not be the only factor. Social Security is not just an 
investment calculation; it is also insurance against living a long time, inflation, market volatility, and 
loss of other income. A person who values higher guaranteed income later in life may choose to delay 
even if the break-even analysis is uncertain. 

If You Later Regret the Timing 
If someone later believes they made a poor decision about when to begin collecting Social Security, 

there may be remedies available depending on the circumstances. Because the rules can be time-

sensitive and fact-specific, they should contact the Social Security Administration directly as soon as 

possible to discuss their options. 



Summary 
Claiming Social Security early can be beneficial for people who need income immediately, have health 
concerns, or want to retire sooner. The tradeoff is a permanently lower monthly benefit and possible 
complications if still working. 
 
Claiming at full retirement age provides the full earned benefit and avoids the early-claiming reduction. 
It is a balanced option for many retirees, though it does not capture the higher monthly income available 
through delayed credits. 
 
Delaying until age 70 can maximize monthly benefits, strengthen long-term retirement security, and 
improve survivor protection for a spouse. However, it requires enough income or savings to cover the 
waiting period and may not pay off for someone with a shorter life expectancy. 
In the end, the best time to collect Social Security depends on personal circumstances rather than a 
single rule. A careful decision should consider health, income needs, work plans, taxes, marital status, 
survivor benefits, and the role Social Security will play in the overall retirement plan. 

 

Financial and Legal Disclaimer 
The information contained in this document is provided for general informational and educational 

purposes only and should not be construed as financial, investment, tax, accounting, or legal advice. 

Nothing in this document constitutes an offer, solicitation, recommendation, or endorsement to buy, sell, 

hold, or otherwise transact in any security, financial product, service, or investment strategy. 

All financial decisions involve risk, including the possible loss of principal, and past performance is not a 

guarantee of future results. Any examples, projections, estimates, or forward-looking statements are 

illustrative only and may not reflect actual outcomes. You are solely responsible for evaluating whether 

any information, strategy, product, or service discussed is appropriate for your individual circumstances. 

You should consult with a qualified financial advisor, attorney, tax professional, accountant, or other 

licensed professional before making decisions or taking action based on the information in this 

document. No attorney-client, advisor-client, fiduciary, or other professional relationship is created by the 

receipt or use of this document. 

To the fullest extent permitted by law, the author and any associated parties disclaim liability for any 

direct, indirect, incidental, consequential, or other damages arising from or related to the use of, reliance 

on, or inability to use the information contained in this document. Laws, regulations, and market 

conditions may change, and the information may not be current, complete, or applicable to your specific 

situation. 
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