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Chapter 1

SOCIAL SECURITY

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After reviewing this chapter, you should be able to:

• Identify general eligibility requirements for Social Security benefits

• Distinguish between retirement, disability, survivor, and spousal benefits

• Understand how benefits are calculated

• Describe the penalty for earned income as it relates to the calculation of
retirement benefits

• Explain benefits available to divorced or widowed spouses
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To satisfy the duration work test, a worker must have accrued a certain number of years of work in 
order to be eligible for disability benefits. The years required depend upon a worker’s age at disability 
as follows:

For this test, a person’s work does not have to fall within a certain period. Statutorily blind individuals 
are only subject to the duration of work test and are not required to satisfy the recent work test.

RETIREMENT BENEFITS

Coverage Requirements

If a worker retires, he or she is entitled to Social Security retirement benefits if the following 
requirements are satisfied: he or she (1) worked in covered employment long enough to be insured 
and (2) is at least 62 years old. Social Security is intended to replace a percentage of a worker’s 
pre-retirement income based on the worker’s lifetime earnings. Benefits are calculated based on a 
person’s highest 35 years of earnings. Benefit amounts paid vary depending on the amount of wages 
earned and when the worker elects to begin receiving payments.
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than $1,580 in either November or December, she won’t be paid a benefit for that month. The 
annual limit will apply beginning in 2022.

For self-employed individuals, the SSA looks at how much work is performed in the business to 
determine whether an individual is retired. The SSA applies the following general rule: if a person 
works more than 45 hours in a month in self-employment (i.e., performs substantial services in self-
employment), he or she will not be considered retired. Working fewer than 15 hours in a month will 
be considered retired. If between 15 and 45 hours per month are spent working, a person will only be 
considered retired if the work is in a job that does not require a lot of skill, or is not the management 
of a sizable business.

DIVORCED OR WIDOWED SPOUSES

Divorced Spouses

If a worker is divorced, his or her ex-spouse may receive benefits on their record, even if the worker 
is remarried. This is the case only if the following requirements are satisfied: (1) the marriage lasted 
at least 10 years; (2) the ex-spouse is not married; (3) the ex-spouse is at least 62 years old; (4) the 
benefit the ex-spouse is entitled to on the basis of his or her own work record is less than the benefit 
to which they would be entitled based on the worker’s earnings record; and (5) the worker is entitled 
to Social Security retirement or disability benefits.

The ex-spouse may receive benefits on a worker’s record if the worker and ex-spouse have been 
divorced for at least two continuous years, even if the worker has not applied for retirement benefits 
(but still qualifies for such benefits). If an ex-spouse is entitled to benefits based on his or her own 
work history, that amount will be paid first. If the benefit on the worker’s record is higher, the ex-
spouse will be paid an additional amount that is based on the worker’s record such that the total of 
the two amounts together equals the higher amount.

If a worker’s ex-spouse is still working while receiving benefits, he or she is subject to the same 
earnings limits as apply to the worker. The amount of benefits a worker’s ex-spouse gets does not 
impact the amount of benefits the worker or his or her current spouse is entitled to receive.

Divorced Widows and Widowers

A divorced widow or widower may receive benefits in the following scenarios: (1) at age 60 or older 
if the marriage to the deceased worker lasted at least 10 years; (2) at age 50 or older if disabled (and 
the marriage lasted at least 10 years); or (3) at any age if they take care of the deceased’s child who is 
younger than 16 or is disabled.
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SSA Press Release: Estimated Average Monthly Social Security Benefits Payable in 2022

 

APPENDIX A

Historical Bend Points

 

 https://www.ssa.gov/OACT/COLA/bendpoints.html  
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. For 2021, the amount of earnings needed to obtain a quarter of coverage is:

a. $250

b. $1,360

c. $1,470 

d. $1,889

2. Absent a disability or other exception, how many total quarters of coverage must a worker have 
obtained to be considered fully insured?

a. 30

b. 40

c. 50 

d. 60

3. If a worker wants to maximize the monthly retirement benefit amount, at what age should he or 
she elect to start receiving benefits?

a. 60

b. 62

c. 67 

d. 70

4. Workers aged 31 and older will earn disability-insured status when they have earned at least 20 
quarters of coverage in the ___ -year period immediately preceding a disability.

a. 5

b. 8

c. 10 

d. 15

REVIEW QUESTIONS




