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The loss of a spouse brings emotional weight—and often financial uncertainty. One source 
of support many people overlook, or misunderstand, is Social Security survivor benefits. 
These benefits can play a meaningful role in ongoing income planning, but the rules are 
specific and the timing decisions matter. 

Here is an overview of how survivor benefits for spouses work under current Social Security 
rules. 

 

What Are Survivor Benefits? 

Social Security survivor benefits provide monthly income to eligible family members after a 
worker passes away. For surviving spouses, these benefits are based on the deceased 
spouse’s earnings record and are separate from spousal benefits received while both 
individuals were living. [ssa.gov] 

In many cases, survivor benefits can be worth more than spousal benefits, making them 
an important part of post-loss financial planning. [ssa.tools] 

 

Who Is Eligible as a Surviving Spouse? 

You may qualify for survivor benefits if: 

• You were married to the deceased spouse for at least nine months (with some 
exceptions) 

• You are age 60 or older, or age 50 or older if disabled 

• You have not remarried before age 60 (age 50 if disabled) 

Surviving divorced spouses may also qualify if the marriage lasted 10 years or longer and 
other requirements are met. [ssa.tools] 

 

How Much Can a Surviving Spouse Receive? 

The amount of survivor benefits depends on two main factors: 

1. Your spouse’s earnings history 

https://www.ssa.gov/survivor
https://ssa.tools/guides/survivor-benefits
https://ssa.tools/guides/survivor-benefits


2. Your age when you begin benefits 

Key guidelines: 

• Up to 100% of your deceased spouse’s benefit may be available if you wait until 
your survivor full retirement age (between 66 and 67, depending on birth year) 

• Benefits can begin as early as age 60, but starting early results in a permanently 
reduced amount 

• If your spouse delayed taking Social Security, those delayed credits can increase 
the survivor benefit [legalclarity.org] 

 

Survivor Benefits and Your Own Retirement Benefit 

If you qualify for both a survivor benefit and a retirement benefit based on your own work 
record, Social Security does not pay both in full. 

Instead, you receive the higher of the two, but many people can choose which benefit to 
take first. In some situations, it may make sense to start survivor benefits earlier and allow 
your own retirement benefit to grow—or vice versa—depending on age and income needs. 
[legalclarity.org] 

This flexibility makes planning especially important. 

 

Working While Receiving Survivor Benefits 

If you claim survivor benefits before full retirement age and continue working, earnings 
limits may apply. Income above certain thresholds can temporarily reduce benefits. Once 
you reach survivor full retirement age, these limits no longer apply. [savingadvice.com] 

 

How and When to Apply 

Survivor benefits are not applied for online. You will need to contact the Social Security 
Administration directly by phone or schedule an in-person appointment. You may be asked 
to provide documents such as a death certificate, marriage certificate, and birth certificate. 
[forbes.com] 

Benefits are not fully retroactive, so timing matters. 

 

https://legalclarity.org/what-happens-to-social-security-when-your-spouse-dies/
https://legalclarity.org/what-happens-to-social-security-when-your-spouse-dies/
https://www.savingadvice.com/articles/2025/12/15/10708384_5-social-security-filing-changes-affecting-widows-and-widowers.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tomhager/2025/09/12/12-critical-insights-about-social-securitys-survivor-benefit/


A Thoughtful Planning Opportunity 

Survivor benefits are not just a short-term bridge—they can be a long-term income source 
that supports financial stability after a loss. Understanding eligibility, timing, and how 
benefits interact with your broader financial picture can make a meaningful difference. 

Working with a trusted advisor can help with your  decisions around Social Security and fit 
well within your overall plan and personal priorities. 

The information offered is provided to you for informational purposes only. Robert W. Baird 
& Co. Incorporated is not a legal or tax services provider and you are strongly encouraged to 
seek the advice of the appropriate professional advisors before taking any action. 

 


