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When Should You Take Social Security?

When to claim isn’t always about maximizing your benefits. Explore how spending

needs, health, spousal factors and policy shifts can influence the decision.
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e For retirees who are less well-funded, claiming earlier can actually reduce the risk of running out
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of money by easing pressure on savings during vulnerable years.

e Policy uncertainty is a real variable, and some retirees may value locking in benefits earlier under

current rules.

e For couples, coordination matters because spousal and survivor benefits can influence lifetime
household income.

For many people approaching retirement, Social Security feels like one of the few constants left —
government-backed, inflation-adjusted and guaranteed for life. And yet, one of the most

consequential decisions retirees make is when to claim it.

On the surface, the choices seem simple enough: Claim early and receive smaller checks for longer,
or wait and receive larger checks for fewer years. That framing has fueled a cottage industry of

calculators promising to identify the “optimal” claiming age.

But here’s the problem: Maximizing total benefits is complex, personal and not the only
consideration. The Social Security claiming decision also can be viewed through the lens of

maximizing retirement security, and the answers differ depending on the choice of objective.

Getting the most out of Social Security first requires an understanding of what you value the most.

Here are a few considerations as you plan for this next phase of life.
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When to Claim Social Security?

Deciding when to claim Social Security isn’t a quick math calculation—it’s a high-stakes
retirement move that can shape both your monthly income and how long your money lasts.
Dan Hunt breaks down the real-world tradeoffs between claiming as early as 62 or delaying up
to 70, and why the smartest answer depends on more than just the size of the check.
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Let’s start with basic math. Claiming Social SeCUrity benefits as early as age 62 can provide income
sooner, but at a permanent reduction.! Waiting until what the government terms “full retirement
age” (between 66 and 67 based on your birth year), or even age 70, can raise monthly benefits

meaningfully. Over a long enough life, delaying can result in higher cumulative payments.

But those breakeven calculations assume certainty about how long you’ll live, and no one has that.
Just as importantly, they ignore what happens between retirement and claiming. If you delay Social
Security, you’re often drawing more heavily from your portfolio in the early years, precisely when
market volatility can do the most damage. This is what planners call sequence-of-returns risk:
Poor market performance early in retirement can permanently impair a financial plan, even if long-

term returns turn out fine.

For retirees who are less well-funded, claiming earlier can actually reduce the risk of running out of
money. That’s because even though the checks are smaller, they arrive sooner and thus can reduce

pressure on savings during vulnerable years.
Maximizing Your Benefits: Longevity Matters

The “right” claiming age depends on what you’re trying to optimize.

If your sole goal is maximizing expected lifetime benefits, health assumptions matter a great deal.
Longer life expectancy generally favors delaying benefits, and shorter life expectancy favors

claiming earlier.
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Factoring in Policy Risks

The Social Security Trust Fund is projected to face depletion in the next decade.? If lawmakers fail to
act, benefits could be reduced across the board. While benefit cuts remain politically unpopular, the
possibility of future cuts can influence behavior: Some people may claim earlier to lock in benefits

under today’s rules and reduce the risk of being affected by a future reduction.
Couples May Face Additional Considerations

For couples, the decision becomes even more complex. Social Security isn’t just about one lifespan
— it's often about two. Spousal and survivor benefits introduce additional tradeoffs, particularly
when there’s an age gap between partners. Spousal benefits can pay up to 50% of the higher
earner’s full retirement age benefit once the primary spouse has filed.2 Survivor benefits can reach

100% of the deceased spouse’s benefit if the survivor does not claim before full retirement age.*

In many cases, the primary earner’s claiming decision shapes household income for decades,
especially if one spouse lives much longer than expected. The result is that couples often face very
different “optimal” claiming ages than single retirees. As such, coordinated planning matters far

more than individual maximization.
Working with Your Morgan Stanley Financial Advisor

The larger takeaway is this: Social Security is not a plug-and-play decision. It’s a critical resource

that can have powerful risk-management effects for your retirement income plan: one of the few
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There is no universal right answer on when to start claiming your benefits. But there is a right
process, one that moves beyond oversimplified calculators and focuses on tradeoffs, not just totals.

And for most retirees, that shift in perspective can make all the difference.

To learn more, ask your Morgan Stanley Financial Advisor for a copy of the Global Investment Office

report, “When to Claim Social Security? Here’s How to Navigate the Tradeoffs,” by Dan Hunt.
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Footnotes:

'Social Security Administration, Starting Your Retirement Benefits Early,

https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/agereduction.html

2Social Security Administration, Social Security Board of Trustees: Projection for Combined Trust Funds One
Year Sooner than Last Year, published June 20, 2025, https://www.ssa.gov/blog/en/posts/2025-06-
20.html|

3Social Security Administration, Do You Qualify for Social Security Benefits? By Dawn Bystry, published July
11,2024, https://www.ssa.gov/blog/en/posts/2024-07-11.html

“Social Security Administration, What You Could Get From Survivor Benefits,

https://www.ssa.gov/survivor/amount
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or to participate in any trading strategy. Past performance is not necessarily a guide to future performance.
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The author(s) (if any authors are noted) principally responsible for the preparation of this material receive
compensation based upon various factors, including quality and accuracy of their work, firm revenues
(including trading and capital markets revenues), client feedback and competitive factors. Morgan Stanley
Wealth Management is involved in many businesses that may relate to companies, securities or instruments

mentioned in this material.

This material has been prepared for informational purposes only and is not an offer to buy or sell or a
solicitation of any offer to buy or sell any security/instrument, or to participate in any trading strategy. Any
such offer would be made only after a prospective investor had completed its own independent investigation
of the securities, instruments or transactions, and received all information it required to make its own
investment decision, including, where applicable, a review of any offering circular or memorandum
describing such security or instrument. That information would contain material information not contained
herein and to which prospective participants are referred. This material is based on public information as of
the specified date, and may be stale thereafter. We have no obligation to tell you when information herein
may change. We make no representation or warranty with respect to the accuracy or completeness of this
material. Morgan Stanley Wealth Management has no obligation to provide updated information on the

securities/instruments mentioned herein.

The securities/instruments discussed in this material may not be appropriate for all investors. The
appropriateness of a particular investment or strategy will depend on an investor’s individual circumstances

and objectives. Morgan Stanley Wealth Management recommends that investors independently evaluate
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financial conditions of companies and other issuers or other factors. Estimates of future performance are
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based on assumptions that may not be realized. Actual events may differ from those assumed and changes
to any assumptions may have a material impact on any projections or estimates. Other events not taken into
account may occur and may significantly affect the projections or estimates. Certain assumptions may have
been made for modeling purposes only to simplify the presentation and/or calculation of any projections or
estimates, and Morgan Stanley Wealth Management does not represent that any such assumptions will
reflect actual future events. Accordingly, there can be no assurance that estimated returns or projections will
be realized or that actual returns or performance results will not materially differ from those estimated

herein.

The summary at the beginning of the report may have been generated with the assistance of artificial

intelligence (Al).

This material should not be viewed as advice or recommendations with respect to asset allocation or any
particular investment. This information is not intended to, and should not, form a primary basis for any
investment decisions that you may make. Morgan Stanley Wealth Management is not acting as a fiduciary
under either the Employee Retirement Income Security Act of 1974, as amended or under section 4975 of the
Internal Revenue Code of 1986 as amended in providing this material except as otherwise provided in writing

by Morgan Stanley and/or as described at www.morganstanley.com/disclosures/dol.

Morgan Stanley Smith Barney LLC, its affiliates and Morgan Stanley Financial Advisors do not provide legal or

tax advice. Each client should always consult his/her personal tax and/or legal advisor for information
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This material is disseminated in Australia to “retail clients” within the meaning of the Australian
Corporations Act by Morgan Stanley Wealth Management Australia Pty Ltd (A.B.N.19 009 145 555, holder of

Australian financial services license No. 240813).

Morgan Stanley Wealth Management is not incorporated under the People's Republic of China ("PRC") law and
the material in relation to this report is conducted outside the PRC. This report will be distributed only upon
request of a specific recipient. This report does not constitute an offer to sell or the solicitation of an offer to
buy any securities in the PRC. PRC investors must have the relevant qualifications to invest in such
securities and must be responsible for obtaining all relevant approvals, licenses, verifications and or

registrations from PRC's relevant governmental authorities.

If your financial adviser is based in Australia, Switzerland or the United Kingdom, then please be aware that
this report is being distributed by the Morgan Stanley entity where your financial adviser is located, as
follows: Australia: Morgan Stanley Wealth Management Australia Pty Ltd (ABN 19 009 145 555, AFSL No.
240813); Switzerland: Morgan Stanley (Switzerland) AG regulated by the Swiss Financial Market Supervisory
Authority; or United Kingdom: Morgan Stanley Private Wealth Management Ltd, authorized and regulated by
the Financial Conduct Authority, approves for the purposes of section 21 of the Financial Services and

Markets Act 2000 this material for distribution in the United Kingdom.

Morgan Stanley Wealth Management is not acting as a municipal advisor to any municipal entity or
obligated person within the meaning of Section 15B of the Securities Exchange Act (the “Municipal Advisor

Rule”) and the opinions or views contained herein are not intended to be, and do not constitute, advice within
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Third-party data providers make no warranties or representations of any kind relating to the accuracy,
completeness, or timeliness of the data they provide and shall not have liability for any damages of any kind

relating to such data.

This material, or any portion thereof, may not be reprinted, sold or redistributed without the written consent

of Morgan Stanley Smith Barney LLC.
© 2026 Morgan Stanley Smith Barney LLC. Member SIPC.
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