


Who This Guide Is For
This comprehensive guide is designed for married 

individuals, divorced individuals (married 10+ years), and 
public sector workers approaching retirement.

You'll find this guide helpful if you:

Married or Divorced

Are married or divorced and wondering if you 
qualify for spousal benefits

Planning Benefits

Want to know how much you can receive 
and when to apply

Public Sector Workers

Are a teacher, police officer, or public sector 
worker affected by the 2025 GPO repeal

Current Recipients

Are already receiving Social Security and 
want to know if you can get more
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Step-by-step application guidance

04
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money right now
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Comprehensive checklists



Quick Reference: Key Numbers for 2026
Eligibility Requirements:

62
Minimum age

Years old

1
Marriage duration

Current spouse (years)

10
Marriage duration

Divorced spouse (years)

2
Divorce waiting 

period

Independent claim 
(years)

Benefit Amounts

Maximum spousal benefit

50% of spouse's full retirement age benefit

Benefit at age 62

32.5% of spouse's full retirement age benefit

Benefit at full retirement age

50% of spouse's full retirement age benefit

No increase after full retirement age

No delayed credits

Important 2025 Change

Government Pension Offset (GPO) repealed January 2025. Public sector workers with non-
covered pensions now qualify for full spousal benefits.

Application Timeline and Processing

Apply up to 4 months 
before desired start date

Processing time: 2-4 
weeks

Retroactive payment 
limit: 6 months 
maximum



Understanding Spousal Benefits: The Core 
Concept
Social Security spousal benefits provide retirement income based on your spouse's (or ex-spouse's) work 
record. You receive the HIGHER of two amounts:

Option 1

Your own retirement benefit (based on your work 
history), OR

Option 2

The spousal benefit (up to 50% of your spouse's 
full retirement age benefit)

You do NOT receive both amounts added together. This is the most common misconception.

Example:

Your own benefit is $1,200/month.

Your spouse's full retirement age benefit is $3,000.

The spousal benefit would be $1,500 (50% of $3,000).

Social Security pays you $1,500—the higher amount.

Why this matters:

Many people assume they'll get their own benefit PLUS half their spouse's. Understanding this rule prevents 
disappointment and helps you plan accurately.

The calculation:

Social Security pays your own benefit first ($1,200), then adds a "spousal excess" ($300) to bring you up to 
the $1,500 spousal benefit amount.



Who Qualifies: Current 
Spouses
To qualify for spousal benefits as a currently married individual, 
you must meet ALL four requirements:

1. Valid Marriage

You must be legally married to someone eligible for Social 
Security retirement benefits.

2. Marriage Duration

The marriage must have lasted at least one continuous 
year.

Exception: This requirement is waived if you're the natural 
parent of your spouse's child.

3. Age 62 or Older

You must be at least 62 years old.

Exception: If you're caring for a child under age 16 or a 
disabled child, you can receive benefits at any age.

4. Spouse Has Filed

Your spouse must have already filed for their own Social 
Security retirement benefits. You cannot claim spousal 
benefits if your spouse hasn't activated their claim yet.



Who Qualifies: Divorced Spouses
Divorced individuals may qualify for spousal benefits on their ex-spouse's record under these conditions:

1

Marriage Duration (10-Year Rule)

Your marriage must have lasted at least 10 
years. This is a strict requirement—9 years and 
11 months provides no eligibility.

2

Currently Unmarried

You must be currently unmarried. If you 
remarry, you lose eligibility (unless the new 
marriage ends).

3

Age 62 or Older

You must be at least 62 years old.

4

Ex-Spouse Must Be Eligible

Your ex-spouse must be at least 62 and eligible 
for benefits. However, your ex does NOT need 
to have filed if you meet the "2-year rule."

The 2-Year Rule (Independent Entitlement):

If you've been divorced for at least 2 continuous years, you can claim even if your ex-spouse 
hasn't filed yet.

Important protections:

Your ex doesn't need to know you're applying

Your claim doesn't reduce their benefit

Your ex can remarry and you can still collect

Your claim doesn't affect their current spouse's benefits



How Much Can You Receive
The maximum spousal benefit is 50% of your spouse's Primary Insurance Amount (PIA)—their benefit at 
full retirement age.

Critical: The benefit is based on your spouse's full retirement age amount, NOT what they 
currently receive.

If your spouse delayed to age 70:

They receive 124% of PIA, but your spousal benefit 
is still capped at 50% of PIA.

If your spouse claimed early at 62:

They receive 70% of PIA, but your spousal 
calculation still uses the full PIA amount.

Early claiming reduces YOUR benefit permanently:

Your Claiming Age Reduction % of Spouse's PIA Monthly Amount 
(Spouse's PIA = 
$3,000)

67 (Full Retirement 
Age)

0% 50.0% $1,500

65 16.67% 41.7% $1,250

64 25.00% 37.5% $1,125

63 30.00% 35.0% $1,050

62 35.00% 32.5% $975

Key takeaway: Claiming at 62 instead of 67 costs you $525/month for life ($126,000+ over 20 years).

No benefit to waiting past full retirement age: Spousal benefits don't earn delayed retirement credits.



2025 GPO Repeal: What Changed and Who 
Benefits
On January 5, 2025, Congress repealed the Government Pension Offset (GPO), affecting millions of public 
sector workers.

What the GPO was (now repealed):

The GPO reduced Social Security spousal benefits for people who received a pension from government 
employment where they didn't pay Social Security taxes. The reduction was two-thirds of the government 
pension, often eliminating benefits entirely.

GPO Impact Example

Teacher's government pension: 
$3,000/month

Social Security spousal benefit before 
GPO: $1,500/month

GPO reduction: $2,000 (two-thirds of 
$3,000)

Actual benefit received: $0 (completely 
eliminated)



Who Was Affected by GPO

Teachers

Teachers in states with non-covered 

pension systems (California, Texas, Illinois, 
Ohio, Massachusetts, Louisiana, and 
others)

Police and Firefighters

Police officers and firefighters with non-

covered pensions

Federal Employees

Federal employees hired before 1984 
(CSRS system)

State and Local Workers

State and local government employees in 
non-covered positions



What Changed

The GPO was completely repealed effective 
January 2025. Public sector workers now receive 
FULL spousal benefits without any reduction based 

on their government pension.

Who needs to take action:

If you were receiving reduced benefits:

SSA automatically adjusted payments starting February 

2025. Most beneficiaries received full unreduced 
benefits beginning in April 2025 plus retroactive lump-
sum payment. No action needed.

If your benefits were eliminated (reduced to 
$0):

You MUST file a new application to restart benefits. The 
repeal does NOT automatically reinstate terminated 

benefits.

If you never applied because GPO would have 
eliminated benefits:

Apply immediately—standard 6-month retroactive limit 
applies. In January 2026, you cannot claim retroactivity 
back to January 2024.



How to Apply for 
Spousal Benefits

Method 1: Online (Recommended)

Website: SSA.gov/apply

Available 24/7

Fastest processing: 1-3 days for initial 
review

You can save progress and return later

Method 2: Phone

Number: 1-800-772-1213

Hours: Monday-Friday, 7:00 AM - 7:00 PM 
(local time)

Representative assists with application

Processing: 2-4 weeks

Method 3: In-Person

Schedule appointment: SSA.gov/locator or 

call main number

Bring original documents

Processing: 2-4 weeks



Application Timeline 
and Required 
Documents

Timeline: Apply up to 4 months before you want 

benefits to start.

Required Documents:
Social Security numbers

Your Social Security number and your spouse's (or ex-

spouse's) Social Security number

Birth certificate

Your birth certificate

Marriage documents

Marriage certificate (current spouses) OR divorce decree 

+ marriage certificate showing 10+ year marriage 
(divorced spouses)

Banking information

Bank account information for direct deposit

Additional documents if applicable

Proof of name changes, prior divorce decrees



Can You Get More Money Right Now?
If you're already receiving your own Social Security, you might qualify for a higher payment based on your 
spouse's record.

How it works:

Social Security should automatically pay you the higher amount if you become eligible for spousal benefits 
after you've started your own. But this doesn't always happen automatically.

Common scenario:

01

You filed for your own benefit 
first: $1,200/month

02

Your spouse hadn't filed yet

03

Your spouse files later with a 
benefit of $3,000

04

You should now get $1,500 (spousal benefit)

05

Social Security should add $300/month to your 
check

The problem:

Many beneficiaries don't receive this automatic increase.

What to do:

Call Social Security at 1-800-772-1213 and ask: "Am I receiving spousal benefits based on my spouse's 
record, or just my own retirement benefit?"

If your spouse filed after you did, request a review to ensure you're receiving the correct amount.

Important: If you claimed early (before full retirement age), your early-filing reduction is permanent and 
affects your total payment—even when you become eligible for spousal benefits.



Common Mistakes That Cost You Money

Q: What is Mistake 1 regarding claiming 
at age 62?

A: Claiming Social Security benefits at age 62 
instead of your full retirement age results in a 
permanent 35% reduction in your benefit. For 
example, if your spouse's benefit is $3,000, this 
could cost you $525 per month for life.

Q: What is Mistake 3 about divorced 
spouses?

A: If you were married for 10 or more years and 
are currently unmarried, you likely qualify for 
benefits based on your ex-spouse's record—even if 
your ex has remarried.

Q: What is Mistake 5 for public sector 
workers?

A: If you were denied benefits due to the 
Government Pension Offset (GPO) before 2025, 
that rule no longer applies. Reapply immediately 
as you might now be eligible.

Q: What is Mistake 7 about applying for 
benefits?

A: Waiting until your desired start month to apply 
can delay your first payment. It's recommended to 
apply at least 4 months in advance.

Q: What is Mistake 2 about combining 
benefits?

A: You receive the higher of your own benefit or 
your spousal benefit, not both combined. This 
misconception can lead to unrealistic retirement 
income expectations.

Q: What is Mistake 4 regarding current 
beneficiaries?

A: If you're already receiving benefits but your 
spouse filed later, you might qualify for an 
increase in your payment. Call Social Security to 
verify.

Q: What is Mistake 6 about remarriage?

A: Divorced spouses lose eligibility for benefits 
based on their ex-spouse's record if they remarry 
(unless the new marriage ends). It's crucial to plan 
carefully before remarrying.



Eligibility Checklists

Eligibility Checklist: Current 
Spouses
Basic Requirements:

� I am legally married to someone eligible for 
Social Security

� I have been married at least 1 year

� I am at least 62 years old

� My spouse has filed for their Social Security 
retirement benefits

Benefit Planning:

� I checked my own benefit estimate at 
SSA.gov

� I compared my own benefit to spousal 
benefit (50% of spouse's full retirement age 

amount)

� I understand claiming before full retirement 

age permanently reduces my benefit

� I've decided my optimal claiming age

Special Situations:

� I'm a public sector worker with government 
pension (GPO repealed—I may now qualify)

� I'm already receiving my own Social Security 

(I should check if I can get more)

� I'm still working (I should check earnings test 
limits)

Ready to Apply:

� I have all required documents

� I'm applying up to 4 months before my 

desired start date

Eligibility Checklist: Divorced 
Spouses
Basic Requirements:

� My marriage lasted at least 10 continuous 
years

� I am currently unmarried

� I am at least 62 years old

� My ex-spouse is at least 62 and eligible for 
Social Security

Independent Entitlement:

� I've been divorced at least 2 years (if yes, I 
can claim even if ex hasn't filed)

� If not 2 years divorced yet, I know I must wait 
until ex files

Understanding My Rights:

� I understand my ex doesn't need to know I'm 
applying

� I understand my claim doesn't reduce my 
ex's benefit

� I understand my ex can remarry and I can 
still collect

� I understand if I remarry, I lose eligibility

Ready to Apply:

� I have divorce decree showing 10+ year 
marriage

� I have marriage certificate

� I have all other required documents



Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Can I get spousal benefits if I never 
worked?

A: Yes. Spousal benefits exist specifically for 
individuals who earned little or no income during 
their working years. As long as you meet the 
marriage duration, age, and other requirements, 
you can receive up to 50% of your spouse's benefit 
even if you never paid into Social Security.

Q: Does my ex-spouse need to know I'm 
applying?

A: No. Social Security does not notify your ex-
spouse when you apply for divorced spousal 
benefits. Your claim is completely private.

Q: Will my spousal benefits reduce what 
my spouse receives?

A: No. Spousal benefits are paid in addition to the 
worker's benefit. Your claim does not reduce your 
spouse's amount.

Q: What if my spouse dies?

A: Survivor benefits are different from spousal 
benefits and generally much higher (up to 100% of 
what your spouse was receiving). You would apply 
for survivor benefits separately, as early as age 60.

Q: Can I collect on my ex's record even if 
they remarried?

A: Yes. Your ex-spouse's remarriage does not 
affect your eligibility. However, if YOU remarry, you 
generally lose eligibility (unless your new marriage 
ends).

Q: I'm already collecting my own Social 
Security. Can I switch to spousal benefits?

A: You don't manually "switch." If you become 
eligible for a higher spousal benefit, Social 
Security should automatically adjust your 
payment. However, call 1-800-772-1213 to verify 
you're receiving the correct amount.

Q: I'm a teacher with a pension. Can I get 
spousal benefits now?

A: Yes! The Government Pension Offset was 
repealed in January 2025. Teachers, police 
officers, and public sector workers with non-
covered pensions now qualify for full spousal 
benefits. If you were previously denied, reapply 
immediately.

Q: Does the 10-year marriage requirement 
need to be consecutive?

A: Yes. The 10 years must be one continuous 
marriage. If you divorced and remarried the same 
person, those periods cannot be combined.



IMMEDIATE ASSISTANCE

1-800-772-1213
(TTY 1-800-325-0778)
Monday-Friday, 7:00 AM - 7:00 PM (local time)

Official Resources and Contact Information
Explore the various ways to access information and assistance from the Social Security Administration.

ONLINE SERVICES

My Social Security Account: 
SSA.gov/myaccount

Apply for Benefits: SSA.gov/apply

Find Local Office: SSA.gov/locator

Benefit Calculators: 
SSA.gov/benefits/calculators

KEY INFORMATION PAGES

Spousal Benefits: 
SSA.gov/benefits/retirement/plan
ner/applying7.html

Divorced Spouse Benefits: 
SSA.gov/benefits/retirement/plan
ner/applying6.html

GPO Repeal Information: 
SSA.gov/benefits/retirement/soci
al-security-fairness-act.html

Full Retirement Age Chart: 
SSA.gov/benefits/retirement/plan
ner/ageincrease.html

FREE PUBLICATIONS

What Every Woman Should Know: 
SSA.gov/pubs/EN-05-10127.pdf

Benefits for Spouses: 
SSA.gov/pubs/EN-05-10084.pdf

How to Get Help

Follow these steps to get personalized assistance from the Social Security Administration.

Call the National Hotline

For general inquiries and immediate 
support, contact the SSA directly at 1-800-
772-1213 during business hours.

Visit the Online Locator

Use the SSA.gov/locator to find your 
nearest Social Security office.

Schedule an Appointment

After locating your office, call them to 
schedule an in-person appointment for 
detailed assistance tailored to your specific 
situation.

https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/myaccount
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/apply
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/locator
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/benefits/calculators
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/applying7.html
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/applying7.html
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/applying6.html
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/applying6.html
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/benefits/retirement/social-security-fairness-act.html
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/benefits/retirement/social-security-fairness-act.html
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/ageincrease.html
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/ageincrease.html
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/pubs/EN-05-10127.pdf
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/pubs/EN-05-10084.pdf
https://gamma.app/docs/SSA.gov/locator

