RETIREMENT

5 Social Security Myths That Can Cost You

Before you collect Social Security benefits, make sure you don't believe any of
these falsehoods.

Nearly 70 million Americans rely on Social Security to supplement their retirement income.
Still, when it comes to this important government benefit, it can get complicated.

After all, there are several different claiming strategies. Plus, the age at which you begin
collecting benefits will have a direct impact on how much you'll receive over your lifetime.

If you collect at age 62, you’ll get as much as 30% less than if you wait until your full
retirement age (FRA), which is age 67 for people born in 1960 and beyond. Hold off until age
70 and you can expect to earn as much as 8% more for each year you delay.

However, there are several myths surrounding Social Security that can cost you thousands
of dollars in lost benefits if they cause you to collect earlier than you should.



The good news is that we are here to dispel those myths. From taxes on Social Security to
the health of the Social Security trust fund, here’s a look at five myths and the truth behind
those falsehoods.

Myth # 1: There is no longer tax on Social Security

There was talk of ending federal taxes on Social Security benefits in earlier versions of the
One Big Beautiful Bill tax bill. But did the final legislation include an end to Social Security
taxes?

The Truth

No, that didn’t end up in the final legislation. As it stands, up to 85% of SS income can be
taxed depending on how much you make.

If your combined income — which includes half of your Social Security benefits, adjusted
gross income (AGI) and any tax-exempt interest — exceeds $25,000 for individuals or
$32,000 for couples, up to 50% of benefits can be taxed; above $34,000 (individuals) or
$44,000 (couples), up to 85% can be subject to tax. According to the Social Security
Administration (SSA), about 40% of recipients pay taxes on a portion of their benefits,
compared to only 10% back in 1984.

The bill resulted in a bonus $6,000 standard deduction for people 65 and older, which will be
available from 2025 through 2028. It's only available to those with modified adjusted gross
income (MAGI) up to $75,000 (single filers) and $150,000 (joint filers), then phases out
above those limits, completely phasing out at $175,000 (single filers) and $250,000 (joint).

Myth #2: Social Security is going away
Social Security is facing insolvency, which many people wrongly think means it will

eventually stop paying benefits. To avoid losing out, some recipients have begun to claim
Social Security earlier than previously planned.

It's a real problem that the SSA highlighted last spring, reporting in late April 2025 that it saw
a "dramatic increase" in the number of Americans filing for initial SS benefits since January.
This increase was across age groups and from high earners to low-income workers.



The Truth

The program is facing a financial shortfall. If nothing is done, the Old-Age and Survivors
Insurance Trust Fund that pays Social Security retiree benefits is projected to run out in the
first quarter of 2033. If this comes to pass, benefits would face a 23% cut, and beneficiaries
would then receive 77% of their benefits. CBO numbers released in February 2026 paint an
even more dire picture.

According to the CBO, the Old-Age and Survivors Insurance (OASI) trust fund is now
projected to be exhausted in Fiscal Year 2032. This is roughly one year earlier than was
estimated in 2025. The CBO estimates that this would result in an immediate
across-the-board benefit cut of 28% in 2033, the first full year after exhaustion. That cut is
5% higher than the previously projected reduction of 23%.

"l do not think the depletion of the trust fund reserves in 2033 is the only, or most important,
determining factor in deciding when to claim," Martha Shedden, president and co-founder of
the National Association of Registered Social Security Analysts, told Kiplinger. She cautions
that leaping to file earlier than planned can have long-term consequences.

"Americans claiming their Social Security benefits earlier leads to a significantly reduced
monthly income that they rely on in their later years," she says. "Retirement benefits
collected at age 62 are 30% lower than if collected at FRA and 76% lower than if collected at
age 70."

Shedden points out that claiming your benefit too early will compound the calamity of a
forced reduction in benefits. "What is most important is to understand that if NOTHING is
done to improve the Social Security finances, about 80% of benefits would still be paid
starting in 2034. So, collecting 80% of a higher benefit for the future years ahead is better
than collecting 80% of a lower benefit."

Myth #3: You can't calculate your Social Security benefits

Part of retirement planning is knowing how much you'’ll receive in Social Security benefits
each month. Some people think there is no way of calculating that, and as a result, tend to
overestimate how much they’ll get once they retire. That can set them up for a retirement
shortfall when they do stop working.

It makes sense they would think there’s no way to tell. There’s a lot that goes into calculating
your SS benéefits, including earnings history over the 35 highest-earnings years, your work
duration, and full retirement age, depending on when you were born.



The Truth

While you may not be able to get the down-to-the-penny payment, you can calculate how
much your monthly benefits will be or get an estimate from the SSA.

To calculate your benefits, follow our six-step guide here. To find an estimate, download
(Form SSA-7004) from the SSA's website, which has an estimate of your benefit at age 62,
at your full retirement age (FRA), and at age 70, based on your current work history.

Estimating your benefits in isolation from other factors "...is possible for a single person who
has never been married, divorced or widowed," Shedden says. However, it gets more
complicated when you start to factor in other people and other possible sources of benefits,
she says.

"The coordination of benefits between spouses, ex-spousal benefits, survivor benefits, and
possible minor or disabled children is what makes the claiming decision less precise," she
says.

This is the point where you might want to engage a financial professional or look for some
computational assistance.

NYSUT NOTE: Knowing what to expect from Social Security is vital to your retirement
planning. With the help of the NYSUT Member Benefits Corporation-endorsed
Financial Counseling Program from Stacey Braun Associates, Inc., you can connect
with a certified financial planner who will walk you through the potential
complications and help you see the full scope of your retirement.

Myth # 4: You can’t increase your Social Security payout

Your Social Security benefit is based on how much you earned over your working lifetime, so
people assume that, regardless of when they begin collecting it, they will get the same
amount. They don’t realize there are ways to increase their maximum payout and end up
leaving money on the table as a result.

The Truth


https://memberbenefits.nysut.org/program-service/legal-and-financial/financial-counseling-program

There are several ways to maximize your SS benefits, and the biggest one is delaying the
age at which you begin collecting. The longer you wait, up until age 70, the more you’ll earn,
to the tune of as much as 30%.

Another way to increase your benefits is to work longer. SS is based on the 35
highest-earning years. If you opt to work longer during higher-earning years, you'll get more.
You may also be entitled to more if you spot errors on your Social Security earnings record.
It's important to review it regularly and contact the SSA if any inaccurate data will negatively
impact your payments.

Myth #5: You can always collect your ex’s Social Security benefits

Divorce may be the end of the coupling, but finances can remain intertwined for life,
especially if you have children. Some people think Social Security also falls into that
category and expect to automatically be entitled to a portion of their ex’s benefits. They also
assume they’ll get their own plus some of their spouse’s Social Security.

The Truth

That may be true; however, there are some caveats you have to meet, including the
following:

-You have to have been married for ten years or more
-You need to be 62 or older

-You have to be currently unmarried

-Your ex must be eligible for Social Security benefits

-Your SS benefit must be less than the benefit you’ll receive from your ex.

If your divorce is recent, you may have to wait. "Your ex must be collecting Social Security
benefits for you to collect off of their earnings record, unless you have been divorced for two
or more years," says Shedden. After two years, you can collect at any time you are eligible,"
she says.

Knowledge is power

Social Security is an important retirement tool that millions of Americans rely on, so it's not
surprising that there are many myths out there that could harm you.



Understanding how this benefit works, when to collect, and learning the different claiming
strategies are the best ways to ensure you are maximizing your payout. If you are unsure,
seek help from a trusted financial adviser or the SSA. The last thing you want to do is make
a bad decision that will negatively impact your benefits over your lifetime.
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