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3 Ways to Get Bigger Social Security Checks

By Jennie Phipps

Once you hit retirement age, Social Security, Uncle Sam’s retirement plan, can make your life a lot better. Here are three things you need to know to maximize the size of your social security checks* (examinations):

1. Work under Social Security at least 35 years. Social Security is calculated based on the sum of your highest earnings over 35 years divided by 420, the number of months in 35 years.  If you haven’t worked for 35 years, zeros will be added to the calculation for the years you didn’t work. If you work more than 35 years, the income from your lowest-earning years will be dropped* (removed) from the formula. You don’t have to be a math genius to know what that does to the average (the calculation of the medium or middle part - or size - of the total). If you don’t work at least 10 years, under most circumstances, you won’t be eligible* (to be or not to be entitled for sth : to have or not the right to/for sth) for Social Security at all. Social Security doesn’t demand that you be* (GRAM : subjunctive) a high earner. In 2012, a worker has to earn a minimum of $4,520 to receive a year’s worth of credits.  A self-employed person has to make only $1,600 to earn a year’s worth of Social Security credits. You could make that much* (this amount) picking up beer cans* (metallic wastes like in poor countries).

2. Wait until you’re 70 to collect* (to get money after your paid contributions during the working period). The difference between collecting at 62, the earliest year of eligibility, and 70, the latest year for which there is an increase, is about 8% a year. In other words, if you earn $75,000 a year and you retire Ø * (no article) this year at age 62, your annual Social Security payout* (money you get from insurance) would be about $16,300. If you wait until your full retirement age at 66, your Social Security income in 2016 will be around $22,600. If you delay until Ø age 70, you’ll make at least $30,000 a year. All of this is before cost-of-living increases, which in 2012 was 3.6%. Good luck getting that kind of return on your investment anyplace else.

3. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Social Security is very couple friendly* (favorable for couples). In 2012, the maximum monthly benefit at age 66 is $2,513 for an individual or $5,026 a month for a couple — $60,312 annually. If both people delay claiming until they are Ø age 70, each would receive at least $3,266 per month with cost-of-living adjustments added later, for a joint annual total of $78,384. Within that framework, there are  dozens of ways to design a claiming strategy. The best way to figure out how is to spend $50 on a calculator that will do it for you. One of the best is Social Security Income Planner, a no-nonsense* (smart, interesting, relevant) tool that will walk you through all the permutations, including those unique to divorced and widowed people. Over 20 years, by choosing the right strategy, a high-earning couple can make as much as $200,000 more in Social Security than they would have made if both had decided to take Social Security at 62.

Living On The Cheap is a collaboration of more than 20 veteran* (previous) consumer journalists, frugalistas and consumer advocates. Their goal is to help readers find ways to not merely survive tough economic times, but to enjoy themselves.
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Long-Term Care: Invest Now, Save Later

Have questions about Long-Term Care? Our expert from DailyWorth has answers.

By Suzanna de Baca

This article has been provided by our editorial partners at DailyWorth, a community of women who talk money. They deliver practical tips, inspiring ideas, and the occasional kick in the pants daily to your inbox. Earn more, save more, and spend smarter. 
As a former financial advisor, and someone who has seen Long-Term Care (LTC) needs arise* (needs appear) within her own family, I have a lot to share. All my grandparents needed some form of extended care, and I recently used a day to tackle my LTC insurance policy.

How Important Is Long-Term Care?

No one likes to spend money on insurance, but the extended care you may require as you age is typically not covered by a traditional health insurance policy, nor by Medicare. Medicaid* (for needy people) policies offer limited (if any) coverage for LTC, and only after you've completely exhausted* (spent) your own assets.

As a woman, this has enormous implications for your financial plan. More than 70 percent of nursing-home admissions are women, and at about $70,000 per year*, that can eat up a big chunk of* (part of) your savings, fast.

Yes, LTC is complicated and expensive. But getting it while you’re young and relatively healthy can buy you affordable coverage – and serious peace of mind. Got questions? Keep reading.

Am I Too Young?

Several friends asked why I’d apply for a long-term care policy while I’m in my 40s. Answer: It's typically more affordable to buy LTC when you're relatively young and healthy. The policies I considered carried annual premiums in the $5,000 range. What if I waited 10 years? Similar coverage could cost me approximately 50 percent more.

What’s Covered by LTC?

An LTC policy can cover or help pay for a range of services, from in-home health care, to a nursing home stay to adult day-care and more. It depends on how much coverage you want and can afford.

The daily benefit* (compensation) for care typically ranges from $50 to $500 per day.** You can purchase a policy that includes inflation adjustment; this adds to the cost.

Lifetime policies are available, but two, three and five years of coverage are more common.

How Much Does LTC Cost?

It’s typically based on the level of benefits, your age and various health-related factors.

How Can I Reduce the Cost?

One way to reduce the premium is to extend the “elimination period,” i.e. the number of days before your coverage kicks in. The elimination period can range from zero days (meaning coverage starts immediately) to 180 days. You pay for your own care during that time, but the longer the elimination period, the cheaper your policy.

* Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, longtermcare.gov. Based on the 2009 U.S. average of $198/day for a semi-private room.
** Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, longtermcare.gov.
