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“Special payments” received 
after becoming entitled to 
Social Security benefits often 
cause confusion for both the 
beneficiary and for the Social 
Security Administration (SSA) 
regarding their treatment for 
the retirement earnings limit 
test. The retirement earnings 
limit test applies to beneficiaries 
up to the month they attain full 
retirement age (FRA). 

Retirement Earnings Test 
Under FRA Throughout 2009
If you are under FRA throughout 
2009, the earnings limit is 
$14,160. If earnings exceed this, 
then $1 of benefits is withheld 
for every $2 earned above 
$14,160. 

Retirement Earnings Test 
Attain FRA in 2009
If you attain FRA in 2009, the 
earnings limit is $37,680 for the 
period before the month FRA is 
attained. If earnings exceed this, 

then $1 of benefits is withheld 
for every $3 earned above 
$37,680.

Usually, special payments 
will not affect Social 
Security benefits if they are 
compensation for work done 
before retirement. The key 
issue is when the services were 
performed to earn the payment. 
SSA will generally assume that 
payments are earned when 
received unless information is 
provided that shows otherwise. 
The beneficiary will need 
to contact SSA and explain 
that the payments were 
earned prior to retirement 
so they can determine if the 
payments can be excluded 
for retirement test purposes. 
Usually, an explanation from 
the beneficiary is sufficient for 
SSA, but they will sometimes 
request further explanation 
or documentation from the 
employer.

Top Four Reasons . . .
In 2009, nearly 51 million Americans will receive $650 billion in Social Security. With millions more to 
follow, people need to know about Social Security and Medicare. The top four reasons are:

1.	 Social Security is by far the largest source of income for Americans age 65 and over. 
n	 Nine out of ten people age 65 and older receive Social Security benefits.
n	 For 32% of the beneficiaries, Social Security is 90% or more of their income
n	 For 64% of the beneficiaries, Social Security is more than 50% of their income. 

2.	 In addition to retirement benefits, Social Security also provides important survivors and disability 
insurance protection. 
n	 Retired workers and their dependents account for 69% of total Social Security beneficiaries.
n	 Disabled workers and their dependents account for 18% of total Social Security beneficiaries.

–	 About 91 percent of workers age 21-64 in covered employment and their families have 
protection in the event of a long-term disability.

–	 Almost 1 in 4 of today’s 20 year-olds will become disabled before reaching age 67.
n	 Survivors of deceased workers account for about 13% of total Social Security beneficiaries.

–	 About one in eight of today’s 20-year-olds will die before reaching age 67.
–	 About 97% of people age 20-49 who worked in covered employment in 2008 had survivors 

insurance protection for their young children and the surviving spouse caring for the children.

3. 	 Social Security is not intended to be the only source of income when earnings are lost due to 
retirement, disability or death. Understanding this is an essential part of financial planning. Other 
sources of income include asset income (the second largest source), private pensions, government 
pensions, and earnings. For asset income, the percentage of people receiving this type of income has 
basically not changed since 1962. Other factors that can affect your retirement income:
n	 The life expectancy of a 65-year-old today is about 18 years so your retirement income may need 

to last for a longer period.
n	 There are currently 3.3 workers for each Social Security beneficiary. By 2034, there will only be 2.1 

workers for each Social Security beneficiary.
n	 By 2034, there will be almost twice as many older Americans as there are today – from  

38.6 million to 74 million.

4.	 Medicare is the primary health insurance for nearly 44 million people age 65 and over and 
many disabled people. A basic understanding of this complex program is essential for Medicare 
beneficiaries, their families, and people planning for retirement.

For over 30 years, Mercer has produced 
accurate, easy-to-understand information 
on Social Security and Medicare. When 
you need one-of-a-kind resources about 
Social Security retirement, disability, and 
survivor benefits, and Medicare, Mercer 
is your best choice. Join the thousands of 
major US organizations that have used 
these publications to add value to your 
communication and marketing programs! 
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