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GOODBYE, FILE AND SUSPEND. NOW WHAT?
New rules eliminated this Social Security claiming strategy, but there are other options

Growing up, many of us viewed Social Security as a con-
tinuation of our work income, something we’d automatically 
receive upon retirement. Then reality struck, and we learned 
there’s more to claiming and receiving Social Security ben-
efits. So much more. And the strategies to maximize this 
important source of retirement income can be complicated. 

One strategy, known as “file and suspend,” became popular 
among married couples. The higher earning spouse would 
file for Social Security benefits once he or she reached full 
retirement age (FRA) – and immediately suspend them. The 
other spouse (and eligible dependents) could then col-
lect benefits on the higher earnings record. Meanwhile the 

original applicant earned delayed credits on their individual 
benefit until age 70. But that’s no longer on the table. Why?

Last November, Congress amended Social Security rules 
to remove aggressive claiming strategies that have been 
around since 2000. The new regulations went into effect as 
part of the 2015 Bipartisan Budget Act, effectively elimi-
nating the popular file and suspend strategy. Now, a spouse 
or dependent child can only claim spousal benefits after 
the original applicant begins to receive his or her benefits. 
If the original applicant suspends benefits, all related 
benefits under the same earning record stop. The new 
rules also eliminated something called restricted spousal 
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benefits, which previously allowed someone to “just” file for 
spousal benefits, while allowing their own benefit to grow. Now, 
new applicants can’t restrict their applications to just spousal 
benefits; you’re required to claim all eligible benefits upon 
filing. You’ll receive whichever offers you the highest payout. 
One exception: those who were 62 or older by the end of 2015 
are grandfathered in and are still eligible to file a restricted 
application. 

Let’s take a look at the remaining strategies available for the 
rest of us. 

FILING OPTIONS

Depending on your situation, it may make sense to use one or 
a combination of these strategies. Just be sure to consult a 
knowledgeable professional before making any decisions. 

Delay retirement benefits. For those in good health, it may 
make sense to delay taking Social Security. Your Primary Insur-
ance Amount (PIA) will increase 8% every year you don’t claim 
Social Security after your full retirement age up to age 70. 

Delay spousal benefits until FRA. Spousal benefits don’t 
grow after that point, but waiting until FRA can help you get the 
maximum amount.

Stop-Start-Stop. If you claimed benefits at 62 but have since 
changed your mind, you can voluntarily suspend them when you 
reach full retirement age. Then you could receive up to an 8% per 
year increase (not including COLA, which could make the dollar 
amount even higher).

Divorced/survival spousal benefits. Divorcees and widow(er)s 
have several strategies available to you based upon the earnings 
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WILL RETIREMENT 
REQUIRE A PASSPORT?
Retirement means different things to different 
people. Some envision their next chapter 
taking place abroad. Some want to stay at 
home for as long as possible. Others worry 
they may not have saved enough, so retiring 
elsewhere represents a way to stretch their 
dollars in areas with lower costs of living, as 
well as a way to experience other cultures. 
Still others may see a retirement move as a 
new adventure. Whatever the reason, there 
are many things to consider when deciding 
whether to unwind in another country or right 
here in the States.

Factors that go into making a move in retire-
ment include finances, healthcare and quality 
of life. There’s also your family’s comfort, and 
the costs of traveling back and forth to visit. Be 
sure to do your research and talk to your advisor 
about what’s in your budget. 

Take a look at some popular domestic and for-
eign retirement locales. Then prepare to get out 
there and live a little. Or a lot. You’ve earned it.  

Sources: Expatarrivals.com; forbes.com; internationalliving.com; kiplinger.com;  
liveandinvestoverseas.com; money.usnews.com; topretirements.com

10  RETIREMENT DESTINATIONS 
WITH LOW COST OF LIVING

PRESCOTT, ARIZONA
3.7% below U.S. average for retirees
An increasing variety of housing choices
Home to Yavapai Regional Medical Center

GRAND JUNCTION, COLORADO
4.4% below U.S. average for retirees
Many job opportunities for working in retirement
Two general hospitals and a highly rated VA Hospital

SIOUX FALLS, SOUTH DAKOTA
5.8% below U.S. average for retirees

Network of more than 70 parks 
and greenways

Regional medical center

CORONADO, PANAMA
A couple can live well for around $1,000 per month
Abundance of lifestyle, fitness and leisure options
State-of-the-art health centers and clinics

PUERTO VALLARTA, MEXICO
A couple can live on as little as $1,618 per month

World-class amenities including golf, marinas, shopping and dining

Top-notch healthcare with private 
hospitals and many pharmacies
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Sources: Fidelity.com; raymondjames.com; Webinar by Professor McLellan

Social Security is an inflation-adjusted stream of pay-
ments for life. One professor at The American College of 
Financial Services described Social Security benefits as 
a life annuity with cost of living adjustments (COLA). In 
this sense, Social Security really is “longevity insurance,” 
and for many of us, these benefits represent a substantial 
part of our retirement income.

Deploying claiming strategies to maximize benefits can 
make a significant difference in people’s lives. Smart claim-
ing strategies can add about 9% to a couple’s or individual’s 
retirement income, but mistakes can be costly and irrevers-
ible. For example, claiming benefits too early could cost tens 
of thousands in the long run. It’s best to work closely with a 
financial professional to make the most of your benefits.

record of your (ex)spouse. There are nuances to the law  
though, so it’s important to check with your advisor for details.

PLAN, PLAN, PLAN

Regardless of the new rules, or any others that come along, 
when and how to claim Social Security will always be a stra-
tegic and important decision. And expertise can help you  
decide what strategy works best for you and your family. What-
ever you decide together with your professional advisors, your 
goal should be to seek the largest benefit for the longest period 
of time.

Whether it’s your marital status, the amount you earned during 
working years, other income sources or even your health, there 
are many factors to consider. It’s important to weigh your 
options and find ways to get the most from Social Security.  

 33%
OF RETIREES

50% OF THEIR INCOME  
from Social Security.

get more 
than 

COLA WITH BENEFITS

LEXINGTON, KENTUCKY
7.8% below U.S. average for retirees
 Home to a robust lifelong-learning program
Three hospitals and numerous clinic locations

PUNTA GORDA, FLORIDA
5.2% below U.S. average for retirees

Quaint downtown boasting dozens  
of restaurants and boutiques

Home to Charlotte Regional Medical  
Center (and many others nearby)

GEORGE TOWN, MALAYSIA
A couple can live on $1,500 or less per month
Exceptional and affordable cuisine
Affordable healthcare and most doctors speak English

ALGARVE, PORTUGAL
A couple can live on as little as $1,500 per month
3,300 hours of sunshine per year
International-standard healthcare

ABRUZZO, ITALY
A couple can live comfortably for less than 
$2,500 per month

Appealing climate and many recreation options

Private, high-quality and affordable insurance available
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Like just about everything else, college costs are 
climbing. There’s no surprise there. What does 
come as a surprise is just how high tuition, room 
and board can be at even a public college or state 
school. Recent figures put the tally at about $18,391. 
At a private college or school, that cost is $40,917.  

AVOIDING COLLEGE STICKER SHOCK
529 day, or May 29, offers a reminder to use this specialized account to save for college expenses

NITTY GRITTY

There are other perks with a 529 plan, and also some things you 
should know. But the bottom line is that it provides a tax-deferred 
way to save for education – for yourself, a child or grandchild.

No wonder parents and grandparents are looking for 
smarter ways to pitch in and meet the challenge of 
educating the next generation. Specialized college 
savings accounts known as 529 plans may help. 
Along with tax benefits, these savings plans have 
a relatively small impact on financial aid eligibility. 
There are also no income or age restrictions on who 
can contribute. 

UP AND UP
Relative cost increases from 2003 to 2013

Apparel

Housing

CPI

Food & beverages

Medical care

College tuition

5.6%

22.8%

26.7%

31.2%

43.1%

Source: Department of Labor

SOME BENEFITS

  Tax-deferred growth and tax-free withdrawals  
for qualified expenses

 A 529 can be opened with as little as $25

 Funds cover tuition, books, computers, room and board

 Anyone can contribute

 State tax deduction in certain states

 Owner controls assets, not the beneficiary

 Flexibility to change beneficiary

 Option to select investments

  With “accelerated gifting” (a larger, up-front investment), you  
can contribute up to five years’ worth of gifts at one time per  
beneficiary* and significantly lower your estate’s tax liability

SOME REMINDERS

  Maximum contribution limits are established by each state’s 
program rules and may change each year to reflect increasing 
education costs, and when reached (by either contribution or  
appreciation), no additional contributions are allowed

  Contributions may be made to an education savings account and 
a 529 savings plan for the same beneficiary for the same tax year, 
as well as to a state-specific 529 prepaid plan

  529s typically charge an enrollment fee, annual fee or both.  
Program descriptions detail additional fees that may apply.

  Investment changes are limited to twice per calendar year,  
including portfolio rebalancing 

  If you withdraw money from a 529 plan and do not use it on an eli-
gible college expense, you generally will be subject to income tax 
and an additional 10% federal tax penalty on earnings. Exceptions 
may be made if your beneficiary receives scholarship money.

10.8 MILLION

529 PLANS

IN LATE 2015

UP 

  2.9%  
FROM 

2013

*If the donor doesn’t survive the five-year period, a prorated amount reverts back to the donor’s taxable estate. No other gifts can be made to the beneficiary over the 
five-year period. Certain conditions may apply. Investors should consider before investing whether their home state offers state tax or other benefits only available for 

investments in their home state’s 529 plans. 529 plans offered outside their resident state may not provide the same tax benefits as those offered within their state.

Sources: Raymondjames.com; wsj.com

So be sure to mark your calendar for 529 Day. Then talk to your advisor about which plan may be best for your family. Keep in mind, 
too, that a 529 plan is a great way to reduce your tax impact and benefit your overall estate, while helping a child you love.  
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