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What Survivor Benefits
Actually Are

When a worker who paid into Social Security dies, their
family can receive monthly benefits based on that worker's
earnings record.

This is not life insurance. It's not a one-time payout. It's a
monthly check that can last for the rest of your life — or, for
children, until they reach adulthood.

5.8 Million Americans

Currently receive Social Security survivor benefits — and
many more qualify but never apply.

Who's Receiving Benefits Today

e 3.5 million widows and widowers
e 2.1 million children of deceased workers

e Plus disabled widow(er)s, dependent parents, and other
qualifying family members

/N Many more people qualify but never apply. This
guide will help you avoid that.




WHO QUALIFIES

Who Qualifies — Surviving Spouses

You may qualify for survivor benefits as a surviving spouse if you meet one of the following conditions:

1 2 3
Marriage Duration Age Requirement Caring for a Child
Married to the deceased for At least age 60, or age 50 if Caring for the deceased's
at least 9 months at the time disabled and the disability child under age 16 or a
of death. Exceptions apply began before or within 7 disabled child — in which
for accidental death and years of your spouse's case there is no minimum
military deaths in the line of death. age requirement for you.

duty.

/N Remarriage Rule: If you remarry before age 60, you lose eligibility for survivor benefits on your
late spouse's record. If you remarry at age 60 or later, you keep them. If a later marriage ends
through divorce or death, you can reclaim the original survivor benefit.

Common-Law Marriage

If you were in a common-law marriage in a recognized state — Colorado, lowa, Kansas, Montana, New
Hampshire, Oklahoma, Rhode Island, Texas, Utah, or Washington D.C. — you may still qualify. Ask SSA for
Form SSA-754 (your signed statement of the relationship) and Form SSA-753 (signed statements from
two of the deceased's blood relatives). You'll also need corroborating evidence such as joint bank records,
mortgage receipts, or insurance policies naming you as spouse.



Who Qualifies —
Divorced Spouses

MOST OVERLOOKED CATEGORY

This is the most overlooked category. Divorced spouses can
qualify for survivor benefits on an ex-spouse's record if all
of these are true:

Marriage Length

The marriage lasted at least 10 years

Marital Status

You are currently unmarried, OR you remarried after age
60

Age

At least age 60 (or 50 if disabled, or any age if caring for
the deceased's child under 16)

© Your claim does not reduce anyone else's benefit.
The current spouse, other ex-spouses, and children
all keep their full amounts. If you don't apply, the
money simply stays with the Treasury — it doesn't
go to anyone else.




Who Qualifies —
Children

A child of a deceased worker can receive survivor benefits if
they are unmarried AND meet one of the following age or
disability criteria:

— Under Age 18

Any unmarried child under 18 qualifies, including
biological children, adopted children, and in some
cases stepchildren and grandchildren who were
dependents of the deceased.

—  Age 18-19, Full-Time Student

A full-time elementary or secondary school student
between ages 18 and 19 remains eligible.

— Any Age If Disabled Before 22

A child disabled before age 22 may receive benefits
at any age, with no upper limit.

(D As of May 2026: Child survivor benefits do NOT
extend to age 22 for college or vocational students.
That extension has been proposed in legislation
but has not been enacted into law. Current law
remains as listed above.




Who Qualifies —
Parents & Other Family

Q
o

Dependent Parents Age 62+

May qualify if they relied on the deceased for at least half of
their financial support.

O
R A

Stepchildren & Grandchildren

May qualify in specific circumstances — typically if they were
living with and dependent on the deceased.

8

Former Spouse's Children

May qualify if the deceased worker was contributing to their
support at the time of death.

@ The rules for these categories are situation-
specific. Call SSA directly at 1-800-772-1213 to
confirm eligibility for your specific circumstances.




How Much You'll Receive

Survivor benefit amounts are based on the deceased worker's earnings record — specifically their Primary
Insurance Amount (PIA), which is calculated from their highest 35 years of indexed earnings.

Your Situation

Surviving spouse at full retirement age
Surviving spouse, age 60 to FRA
Surviving spouse caring for child under 16
Each eligible child

Dependent parent (one)

Dependent parents (both)

% of Deceased's PIA

100%

71.5% — 99% (depending on your age)
75% (no minimum age for you)

75%

82.5%

75% each

/N The earlier you claim survivor benefits, the lower your percentage — and the reduction is

permanent.

One Important Wrinkle — The RIB-LIM Rule

If the deceased claimed their own retirement benefit early (before their full retirement age), a special cap
called the Retirement Insurance Benefit Limitation (RIB-LIM) applies to your survivor benefit. Even if you
wait until your own full retirement age to claim, you cannot receive 100% of the deceased's PIA. Instead,

your survivor benefit is capped at the higher of:

e The actual reduced amount the deceased was receiving at the time of death, or

e 82.5% of the deceased's PIA

(D Why this matters: If your spouse claimed Social Security before their full retirement age (which is
what most workers do), expect this rule to apply. This is why many widows are surprised their
check is less than 100% even when they waited until FRA themselves. The 82.5% floor protects
you from a worst-case scenario, but the "100% at FRA" rule only applies when the deceased

delayed their own claim until at least their FRA.



The Family Maximum

Total benefits paid to one family from a single worker's
record are capped — typically 150% to 180% of the
deceased's basic benefit (PIA).

When multiple family members qualify (e.g., a surviving
spouse and three children), individual benefits are reduced
proportionally to keep the family total at or below the cap.

Example

If the worker's PIA was $2,000 and the family maximum
is $3,500, but the spouse and three children would
otherwise be entitled to $1,500 + $1,500 + $1,500 +
$1,500 = $6,000 combined, each person's check gets
reduced proportionally so the family total equals $3,500.

150%

Family Maximum Floor

Minimum cap as a percentage of the deceased's PIA

180%

Family Maximum Ceiling

Maximum cap as a percentage of the deceased's PIA




The Switch Strategy — The Most
Overlooked Decision

Q KEY STRATEGY

If you have your own Social Security work record, you do not have to claim your retirement and your
survivor benefit at the same time. Done correctly, this single decision can mean tens of thousands of
dollars more over your lifetime.

Path A — Claim Survivor Early Path B — Claim Retirement Early

Claim survivor benefits as early as age 60 (at e Claim your own reduced retirement benefit
a reduced rate) early (as early as age 62)

Let your own retirement benefit keep growing e Switch to the full survivor benefit at your full

Switch to your own retirement at age 70, retirement age

when it's at its maximum with delayed

retirement credits

Which Path Is Right for You?

|:|| | Benefit Size @ Health & Longevity @ Cash Flow Needs

Which benefit will Your health and life Do you need income

ultimately be larger at expectancy play a major now, or can you afford to

the optimal claim age? role in which path pays wait for a larger check
more over time. later?

© Ask an SSA representative to run both scenarios for you before you commit, or use the SSA's
online retirement estimator at ssa.gov/myaccount.



Delayed Retirement
Credits — A Wrinkle
Worth Knowing

If the deceased delayed claiming Social Security past their
full retirement age (up to age 70) to earn delayed retirement
credits, the surviving spouse's benefit is based on that
higher amount — not the original PIA.

This is a major incentive for higher-earning spouses to delay
claiming. Their delayed credits pass through to the surviving
spouse for the rest of that spouse's life.

If you're the higher earner and your spouse is in poor
health, delaying your own retirement claim is one of the
most generous things you can do for them financially.

Deceased Claimed Early

Survivor benefit is capped by the RIB-LIM rule —
typically at 82.5% of PIA at best.

Deceased Claimed at FRA

Survivor benefit can reach 100% of the deceased's full
PIA.

Deceased Delayed to 70

Survivor benefit is based on the enhanced amount
including all delayed retirement credits — the highest
possible outcome.




The 2026 Retirement
Earnings Test

If you're working while receiving survivor benefits, the

retirement earnings test can reduce your check. Here are the

2026 limits:

Your Status in
2026

Under full
retirement age all
year

Reaching full
retirement age in
2026

At or after full
retirement age

Earnings
Limit

$24,480

$65,160
(only counts
months

before your
birthday)

No limit

What
Happens If
You Exceed

$1 withheld
for every §2
earned over
the limit

$1 withheld
for every $3
earned over
the limit

No reduction

© Withheld benefits are not lost forever. Once you
reach FRA, SSA recalculates your benefit upward to
account for any months that were withheld.




How to Apply

/N You cannot apply for survivor benefits online. This
is one of the few Social Security benefits that
requires a phone call or in-person visit.
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Call SSA

1-800-772-1213

Mon~—Fri, 8:00 AM — 7:00 PM local time

TTY: 1-800-325-0778

Call early or late in the day, mid-week for shorter wait
times.

Visit Your Local Office

Find your office at ssa.gov/locator
Appointments strongly recommended — walk-ins may
face long waits.

® Apply as soon as possible after the death. Some
retroactive payment is available, but the lookback
is limited — usually 6 months for survivor benefits.
Don't lose money by waiting.




What to Bring When

You Apply

Gather these documents before your appointment. If you

can't locate a document, apply anyway — SSA can often

verify records electronically.

Document

Death certificate

Your Social Security
number

Deceased's Social
Security number

Your birth certificate

Marriage certificate
(spousal claims)

Divorce decree
(divorced spouse
claims)

Children's birth
certificates

Deceased's most
recent W-2 or self-
employment tax return

Bank account info for
direct deposit

Where to Get It

County vital records office,
funeral home

On your SS card or tax return

On their SS card, tax return,
or W-2

County or state vital records
office

County clerk where the
marriage occurred

County court where the
divorce was finalized

County or state vital records
office

The deceased's tax records,
employer, or IRS transcript

Your bank — voided check or
routing/account numbers
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The $255 Lump-Sum
Death Benefit

In addition to monthly benefits, SSA pays a one-time lump-
sum death benefit of $255.

Who Gets It How to Claim It

e A surviving spouse Ask the SSA representative
who was living with when you apply for survivor
the deceased at the benefits, or call 1-800-772-
time of death 1213 separately.

If no surviving spouse,

eligible children may ® Critical deadline:

receive it Must be claimed

within 2 years of
the date of death.
Many families
miss this entirely
— especially
when there's no
spouse and the
eligible children
aren't aware they
can claim it.




The 2025 Social Security
Fairness Act

&J MAJOR UPDATE FOR PUBLIC-SECTOR WORKERS

The Social Security Fairness Act, signed January 5, 2025, fully

repealed two rules that previously reduced or eliminated survivor
benefits for many public-sector workers:

Government Pension Offset (GPO) — Repealed

Previously reduced survivor benefits by two-thirds of any non-
SSA government pension. Now fully eliminated.

Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) — Repealed

Previously reduced a worker's own retirement benefits. Now

fully eliminated.

© Bothrepeals are retroactive to January 2024.

What This Means for You

%

If you're a teacher, firefighter, police officer, or other public-
sector worker with a non-Social-Security-covered pension —
and your survivor benefit was previously reduced or denied
because of GPO — you now qualify for the full benefit.

SSA completed the bulk of retroactive payments by July
2025 for people already in the system.

If you never applied for survivor benefits because of the old
GPO rule, apply now. You may be entitled to back benefits
all the way to January 2024.

Call 1-800-772-1213 and ask specifically about the
Social Security Fairness Act and your survivor benefit
eligibility.




6 Costly Mistakes to Avoid

———0—

Not Knowing You Qualify Claiming Too Early

Divorced spouses miss out the most. If your Claiming survivor benefits at 60 vs. full
marriage to your ex lasted 10+ years and you're retirement age can mean a 28.5% lifetime cut.
currently unmarried, check your eligibility. Your The reduction is permanent. Make sure you've
claim does not reduce anyone else's. considered your other options first.
Skipping the Switch Strategy Assuming the Online Portal Works
Most people claim one benefit and stop. If you It doesn't, for survivor benefits. You must call
have your own work record, run both Path A or visit in person.

and Path B before you commit.

—— —0—

Missing the $255 Lump-Sum Remarrying Before Age 60

Two-year deadline. Easy to forget when grief That disqualifies you from survivor benefits on
and paperwork pile up. Ask about it at your your late spouse's record. Wait until 60, and
appointment. you keep them — even if the new marriage

ends later.



Interaction with Other Benefits

(&)

Medicare

A surviving spouse may
qualify for Medicare at
age 65 based on the
deceased's work record,
even with little or no
work history of their own.
Apply for Medicare
around your 65th
birthday — this is
separate from survivor
benefits.

Life Insurance

Does NOT affect Social
Security survivor
benefits. The two are
completely independent
of each other.

Supplemental
Security Income

(SSD)

SSlis need-based and
separate from survivor
benefits. Income and
asset limits apply.
Receiving survivor
benefits may affect SSI
eligibility.

VA Survivor
Benefits (DIC)

If the deceased was a
veteran, separate VA
Dependency and
Indemnity Compensation
may also be available.
Contact the VA at 1-800-
827-1000.

fte

Employer Pensions

Many employer-
sponsored pensions
have their own survivor
benefit provisions,
completely independent
of Social Security.
Contact the deceased's
former employer's HR or
pension administrator.



Official Resources &
Contact Information

Social Security Administration (SSA)

e Main: 1-800-772-1213 (Mon-Fri, 8 AM — 7 PM local)
e TTY:1-800-325-0778

e Office locator: ssa.gov/locator

e My SSA account: ssa.gov/myaccount

e Survivor benefits: ssa.gov/benefits/survivors

e Fairness Act info:
ssa.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/wep-gpo-
repeal.html

Report a Death

Funeral homes typically report deaths to SSA, but always
confirm and follow up by calling 1-800-772-1213.

Veterans' Survivor Benefits

e VA:1-800-827-1000

¢ va.gov/benefits/dependency-indemnity-compensation

Free Tax Help

e VITA: irs.gov/vita

e TCE (for seniors): irs.gov/tce




Your Action Checklist

After the death of a spouse or qualifying family member,
work through these steps:

(O Confirm the funeral home reported the death to SSA (call
1-800-772-1213 to verify)

(O Gather all required documents (see "What to Bring"
section)

(O cCall SSA at 1-800-772-1213 to schedule your application

(O Ask the SSA representative to run both Path A and Path B
of the switch strategy

(O Apply for the $255 lump-sum death benefit at the same
appointment

(O If you're a public-sector worker, mention the Social
Security Fairness Act

(O Ask about Medicare eligibility based on the deceased's
record (if you're 65+)
(O Set up direct deposit during the application

(O Contact the deceased's employer about any pension
survivor benefits

(O Contact the VA if the deceased was a veteran (1-800-827-
1000)




About This Guide

Created by GovClarity — an independent educational
resource. We are not affiliated with the Social Security
Administration or any government agency.

All information current as of May 2026. Rules and dollar
amounts change — verify with SSA before making any major
claiming decision.

More Free Guides

Visit govclarity.net — completely free, no email required.

Video Walkthrough

Watch the full video walkthrough at
youtube.com/@GovClarity

(D This guide is for educational purposes only. Always
verify current rules and amounts directly with the
Social Security Administration before making any
claiming decisions.




