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Think about Social Security before planning retirement 

 

 

 
 

Q: I want to claim Social Security 

benefits before my full retirement 

age (FRA), but I know that I will 

earn more than the annual 

earnings limit of $17,040. What 

will happen to my benefit? 

 

A: Please review your retirement 

spending plan before you make 

this most important decision. 

Social Security benefits are 

guaranteed for your lifetime and 

they increase about 7% or 8% 

every year you postpone until 

your 70
th

 birthday. 

 

 Depending on your age and 

income, if you take benefits 

before full retirement age and 

continue to earn wages, your 

benefits could be reduced or 

temporarily wiped out. 

 

There’s a special “first-year-in-

retirement” rule. The Social 

Security Administration will pay 

a full SS check for any full month 

you are considered retired, 

regardless of your yearly 

earnings.  First, you must be 

younger than full retirement age 

for all of 2018. Second, you are 

considered retired in any month 

that your earnings are $1,420 or 

less. And, third, you can’t 

perform ‘substantial services in 

self-employment’ meaning that 

you can’t work more than 45 

hours a month in a business of a 

highly skilled occupation. Go to 

the SS website for more 

information. 

Here’s an example:  Assume you 

decide to take your SS at age 64 

in May 2018 and you have earned 

$37,000 doing your primary job. 

In June you decide to take a part-

time job and earn $1,000 per 

month. Although your earnings 

for the year will exceed the 2018 

annual limit of $17,040, your SS 

benefits will not be reduced. This 

special rule only applies in your 

“first-year-in-retirement”. Starting 

in 2019, the annual earnings limit 

will apply and earnings above the 

limit will be reduced by $1 for 

every $2 earned.   

 

Only wages count toward 

earnings limits. SS doesn’t count 

income from other government 

benefits, investment earnings, 

interest, pensions, annuities, and 

capital gains. Deferred 

compensation to a company 

retirement plan will be included 

in your gross wages.  

  

Those who are turning 66 this 

year (FRA) and claim benefits, 

can earn up to $45,360 in the 

months prior to their 66
th

 

birthday. After the 66
th

 birthday, 

there are no earnings limits while 

collecting Social Security. 

 

Depending on your marital status, 

there are a variety of claiming 

strategies. Especially since 

spouses can claim on each other’s 

earnings records as long as they 

were born prior to 1/1/1954. 

Divorced and widowed people 

often have several choices.   

             

As you can see, this is 

complicated. When unsure of the 

effects of claiming and working, 

don’t claim early. Your monthly 

benefit increases at about a half a 

percent every month that you 

wait. And this benefit increase 

lasts as long as you do! 

 

A word of caution – if you meet 

with a SS representative and you 

are eligible for Medicare, you 

may be strongly encouraged to 

take your Social Security even 

though it may not be in your best 

interest. 

 

Go to the Social Security website 

www.ssa.gov to review your 

benefit statement and check your 

earnings history. If you’re 

considering a first year scenario, 

schedule a meeting at your local 

Social Security office to review 

options. 
 
Mary Baldwin, CFP® is an 
independent, fee-only financial 
planner at Baldwin and Associates, 
located in Indian Harbour Beach, FL. 
You can contact her at 321-428-4555 
or Mary@MEBaldwin.com. Send 
your financial questions to 
Business@floridatoday.com. 
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