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Social Security Survivors Benefits

Summary

Social Security is formally known as the Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance (OASDI)
program. This report focuses on the Survivors Insurance component of Social Security. When a
worker dies, his or her spouse, former spouse(s), and/or dependents may qualify for Social
Security survivors benefits. This report describes how a worker becomes covered by Survivors
Insurance and outlines the types and amounts of benefits available to survivors and eligibility for
those benefits. This report also provides current data on the number of survivor beneficiaries and
average monthly benefit amounts.
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he Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance (OASDI) program, better known as

Social Security, is administered by the Social Security Administration (SSA). The

Survivors Insurance component of OASDI covers insured workers in case of death. When
a worker insured by Social Security dies, his or her family may qualify for survivors benefits.

At the end of March 2022, there were approximately 6 million survivor beneficiaries,
representing 9.0% of the total OASDI beneficiary population. Average monthly survivors benefits
in March 2022 were $1,325.68. That month, 34.3% of survivor beneficiaries were children, and
95.5% of adult survivor beneficiaries were female (not including female children).! Additional
data on survivors benefits are provided in Table 2 at the conclusion of this report.

Establishment of Survivors Benefits

The Social Security Act of 1935 (P.L. 74-271), which created the Social Security program, did not
include any provisions for monthly survivors benefits, but did include a lump-sum payment upon
the death of a fully insured person over the age of 65. Monthly survivors benefits were
established in the Social Security Amendments of 1939 (P.L. 76-379), including those for
widows, parents, and children. When survivors benefits were established, they were offset by a
reduction in the size of the lump-sum death payment (defined in the “Lump-Sum Death Benefits”
section), although coverage expanded to both fully or currently insured workers, regardless of
age. These changes were made to “afford more adequate protection to the family as a unit” than
could be afforded by a single lump-sum payment that did not take into account family size or
number of survivors.?

How Survivors Insurance Works

Survivors Insurance Coverage

Coverage for survivors benefits is based on the deceased worker’s insurance status. To become
insured for survivors benefits, a worker must have a sufficient work history in covered
employment (employment subject to Social Security payroll taxes). A worker can earn up to four
Social Security credits each year, based on his or her earnings in a covered job.® The number of
credits a worker needs to qualify for Survivors Insurance depends on how old the worker is when
he or she dies.

A worker is fully insured for benefits if he or she has earned at least one credit for each year after
turning 21 and the earliest of the following: the year before he or she attains age 62, dying, or
becoming disabled. A worker is permanently and fully insured if he or she has at least 40 credits
(at least 10 years of covered work).* In 2021, 89% of Americans over the age of 20 were fully

! Social Security Administration, Office of the Chief Actuary, “Number of Social Security Recipients at the End of Mar
2022,” at https://www.ssa.gov/cgi-bin/currentpay.cgi.

2 U.S. Congress, House Ways and Means, Social Security Act Amendments of 1939, report to accompany H.R. 6635,
76% Cong., 1% sess., June 2, 1939, H.Rept. 78-728 (Washington: GPO, 1939), p. 7.

3 A Social Security credit is also called quarter of coverage (QC). In 2022, one credit is earned for every $1,510 earned
in covered employment, up to a maximum of four credits for covered earnings of $6,040 or more. This amount
generally increases each year to account for wage growth.

4 A worker who has earned the maximum 40 credits is permanently and fully insured, and will not lose fully insured
status when he or she stops working under covered employment.
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insured.® Spouses, former spouses, children, and parents of fully insured workers are eligible for
survivors benefits as long as they meet the other requirements for those benefits.

A deceased worker’s children and the (former) spouse caring for those children could be eligible
for survivors benefits even if the deceased worker was not fully insured—survivors benefits are
available to these dependents if the deceased worker was currently insured at the time of death.
The deceased worker is currently insured if he or she earned at least six credits during the three
years prior to death.

Determining Survivors Benefits

Survivors benefits are determined by the same basic formula used to calculate Social Security
retirement and disability benefits. Benefits are based on the deceased worker’s average lifetime
covered earnings, so survivors of higher earners tend to receive higher benefits than survivors of
lower earners. However, the benefit formula is progressive, so survivors benefits replace a higher
proportion of lower earners’ wages than of higher earners’ wages.

When a person applies for survivors benefits, the deceased worker’s basic benefit amount, called
the primary insurance amount (PIA), is determined.® Each qualifying survivor will receive a
percentage of the worker’s PIA, depending on the survivor’s age and relationship to the deceased
worker. Survivors benefits may be subject to reductions based on earnings and family size. If a
survivor qualifies for benefits based on both his or her own work record and a spouse’s record,
the survivor receives the higher amount of the two. Survivors benefits, like all Social Security
benefits, are subject to an annual cost-of-living adjustment.” In most cases, survivors benefits are
payable to eligible family members beginning with the deceased beneficiary’s month of death,
regardless of when the death occurred during the month.®

Types of Survivors Benefits

Table 2, at the conclusion of this report, provides data on the various types of survivors benefits.

Widow’s and Widower’s Benefits

Surviving spouses of fully insured workers must meet an age requirement to be eligible for
widow’s or widower’s benefits. Divorced surviving spouses may also be eligible if they were
married to the deceased worker for at least 10 years. Surviving spouses receive 100% of the
deceased worker’s PIA if they begin to collect survivors benefits at their full retirement age.’

5 Social Security Administration (SSA), Annual Statistical Supplement, 2021, Table 4.C5, https://www.ssa.gov/policy/
docs/statcomps/supplement/2021/supplement21.pdf

6 For additional information on the calculation of the PIA and Social Security benefits, see CRS Report R43542, How
Social Security Benefits Are Computed: In Brief.

7 For additional information on the Social Security cost-of-living adjustment, see CRS Report 94-803, Social Security:
Cost-of-Living Adjustments.

8 Different from survivors benefits, workers’ benefits are paid through the month before the month in which a
beneficiary dies (42 U.S.C. 402). Thus, no workers’ benefits are paid for the month of death. This rule has been law
since 1939.

9 The Social Security full retirement age (FRA) depends on the year of a worker’s birth, and is gradually increasing
from aged 65 to 67. For additional information on the retirement age, see https://www.ssa.gov/planners/retire/
agereduction.html. The FRA for widow(er)s is also increasing from 65 to 67, but the increases affect the adjustment
schedule of survivors with a two-birth-year delay. For example, the FRA for retired workers who were born in 1943-
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Widow(er)s may receive reduced widow(er)’s benefits if the benefit is claimed early. The earlier
the benefit is claimed, the larger the reduction is. Reduced benefits range from 71.5% of the
worker’s PIA, if the widow(er) claims at the age of 60, to 100% of the worker’s PIA, if the
widow(er) claims at full retirement age.* If the surviving spouse is receiving Social Security
disability benefits, he or she may begin to receive reduced widow(er)’s benefits as early as 50
years old. Disabled widow(er)s receive 71.5% of the worker’s PIA. Widow(er)’s benefits are not
paid to spouses or former spouses who remarry before the age of 60 (or aged 50 if disabled).

A worker’s claiming age affects the widow(er)’s benefit. If a worker is receiving reduced benefits
due to claiming benefits before full retirement age, the widow(er)’s benefit cannot exceed the
worker’s reduced benefit amount.*? For workers entitled (or who would have been entitled) to an
increase in their benefit amount due to claiming benefits after full retirement age, their benefits
are increased (or would have been increased) at death to take into account the delayed retirement
credits frgorn claiming benefits after full retirement age, thereby increasing the widow(er)’s
benefit.!

Mother’s and Father’s Benefits

If they are not eligible for widow(er)’s benefits, unmarried surviving spouses of fully or currently
insured workers may be entitled to mother’s or father’s benefits.* To qualify, the spouse must
care for a child of the deceased worker who is either under the age of 16 or disabled. Divorced
spouses may also qualify, regardless of the length of the marriage. Mother’s and father’s benefits
are 75% of the worker’s PIA, and may be collected regardless of the age of the mother or father.

Child’s Benefits

Surviving children of fully or currently insured workers may be entitled to child’s benefits.
Child’s benefits are paid to unmarried surviving children who are under the age of 18, or under 19
if still in high school. They are also paid to the disabled children of insured workers, regardless of
age, as long as the disability occurred before the age of 22. Biological and adoptive children are
eligible for survivors benefits, as are children born out of wedlock. Dependent grandchildren and
stepchildren may also qualify for these benefits. Child’s benefits are 75% of the worker’s PIA.

1954 is age 66, while the FRA of 66 is for widow(er)s born in 1945-1956. See SSA, “Receiving Survivors Benefits
Early,” at https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/survivors/survivorchartred.html#!.

10 Survivors benefits are reduced for each month of entitlement before FRA by a fraction derived by dividing 28.5%
(the maximum reduction) by the number of possible months of early retirement, which is the number of months
between age 60 and the person’s FRA. For example, a person whose FRA is 66 could claim benefits at age 60 and
potentially receive benefits for up to 72 months before FRA. The reduction for each month before FRA is therefore
28.5% + 72 = 0.00396. As a result of this methodology, the fractions involved in reducing the widow(er)’s benefit for
entitlement before FRA vary depending on the date of birth and the FRA associated with that birthdate.

1 In contrast, the earliest eligibility age for a retired worker is 62.

12 Social Security Act §202(e)(2)(D) and (f)(2)(D). For more information, see CRS In Focus IF12091, Social Security:
The Widow(er)’s Limit Provision.

13 Social Security Act §202(e)(2)(C) and (f)(2)(C). For more information, see CRS In Focus IF12091, Social Security:
The Widow(er)’s Limit Provision.

14 Surviving spouses may not be eligible for widow’s or widower’s benefits for reasons such as age or length of
marriage before divorce.
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Parent’s Benefits

The surviving parents of fully insured workers are eligible for parent’s benefits if they are over
the age of 62 and were receiving at least half of their support from the deceased worker.*®
Parent’s benefits are 82.5% of the worker’s PIA if one parent is entitled to benefits and 75% of
the worker’s PIA (for each parent) if two parents are entitled to benefits.

Table 1 summarizes the eligibility age and other requirements for various categories of Social
Security survivors benefits, as well as the basic benefit amount for each type of benefit before any

adjustment.

Table 1. Social Security Survivors Benefits

Basis for Entitlement

Eligibility Age and Other
Requirements

Basic Benefit Amount Before
Any Adjustments

Aged Widow(er) and
Divorced Aged Widow(er)

Disabled Widow(er) and
Divorced Disabled
Widow(er)b

Widowed Mother and
Fatherc

Childd

Parent

Age 60.

A qualifying widow(er) must have been
married to the deceased worker for at
least nine months2 and must be unmarried
(unless the marriage occurred after
attainment of age 60).

The divorced individual must have been
married to the worker for at least 10 years
before the divorce became final.

Age 50.

A qualifying disabled widow(er) must have
been married to the deceased worker for
at least nine months and must be
unmarried (unless the marriage occurred
after attainment of age 50).

The divorced individual must have been
married to the worker for at least 10 years
before the divorce became final.

Surviving spouse of any age who is caring
for the deceased worker’s child. The child
must be under the age of 16 or disabled,
and the child must be entitled to benefits.

Must be unmarried.

Must not be entitled to widow(er)'s
benefits.

Under the age of 18, or under |9 if still in
high school.

Disabled children, at any age, if the
disability occurred before the age of 22.
Age 62.

Receive at least half of his or her support
from the deceased worker.

100% of deceased worker’s PIA.

100% of deceased worker’s PIA.

75% of deceased worker's PIA.

75% of deceased worker’s PIA.

82.5% of deceased worker’s PIA if
one parent is entitled; 75% of
deceased worker's PIA for each if
two parents are entitled.

Source: Social Security Act §202(d), (e), (f), (g), and (h).

15 Evidence of support must be provided to SSA within two years of the death of the insured person, even if the parent
has not yet reached the qualifying age of 62.
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Exceptions are provided in some cases such as accidental death or death in the line of duty.

The qualifying disability must have occurred (1) before or within seven years of the worker's death, (2)
within seven years of having been previously entitled to benefits on the worker’s record as a widow(er)
with a child in his or her care, or (3) within seven years of having been previously entitled to benefits as a
disabled widow(er) that ended because the qualifying disability ended (whichever is later).

c. In the case of a surviving divorced parent, the child must be his or her natural or legally adopted child. The
| 0-year marriage requirement that applies to divorced spouses under other circumstances does not apply.

d. Dependent grandchildren and stepchildren may also qualify for these benefits.

Reductions to Survivors Benefits

With certain exceptions, total survivors benefits paid to an insured worker’s family are capped
regardless of the number of family members who qualify for benefits. The maximum family
benefit is 150% to 188% of the worker’s PIA, depending on the amount of the PIA.'® If the total
survivors benefits payable to a worker’s family exceed this maximum, each person’s benefit will
be reduced proportionately. Divorced widow(er) benefits do not count toward the maximum.

Survivors benefits may also be reduced for beneficiaries who are working and younger than full
retirement age. Survivor beneficiaries younger than full retirement age are subject to a retirement
earnings test, wherein their benefits are reduced if their earnings exceed certain limits. This
reduction would not affect other family members’ benefits.!’

Working in employment not covered by Social Security can also lead to lower benefits. The
government pension offset (GPO) affects the benefits of beneficiaries who have worked in
noncovered employment. If the survivor receives a government pension based on noncovered
work, thf;3 GPO will reduce the survivors benefits by two-thirds of the survivor’s monthly pension
amount.

16 For additional information on the maximum family benefit, see CRS Report R42035, Social Security Primer.

7 For additional information on the retirement earnings test, see CRS In Focus 1F12014, Social Security Retirement
Earnings Test Overview.

18 The windfall elimination provision (WEP) reduces the PIA of workers who have worked in non-Social-Security-
covered employment by changing the formula used to calculate workers” monthly benefits. However, survivors benefits
are based on the standard formula and are thus unaffected by the WEP. For additional information on the WEP and the
GPO, see CRS In Focus 1F10203, Social Security: The Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and the Government
Pension Offset (GPO).
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Lump-Sum Death Benefits

In addition to monthly survivors benefits, a deceased worker’s family may be eligible to receive a
one-time death benefit of $255.%° Only one lump-sum death benefit is payable to the family of an
insured worker. The lump-sum death benefit is paid to the insured worker’s surviving spouse,
regardless of age, as long as the spouse meets certain requirements.?’ If no eligible widow or
widower exists, the death benefit is paid in equal shares to any children who qualify for child’s
benefits based on the deceased worker’s record. If a worker leaves no eligible spouse or child, the
lump-sum death payment will not be paid.

Table 2. Survivor Beneficiaries and Benefits, March 2022

Average Monthly

Type of Benefit Total Beneficiaries Benefit ($)
All Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance (OASDI) 65,448,701 1,536.94
All Survivors 5,881,432 1,325.68
Nondisabled widow(er)s 3,534,086 1,559.42
Disabled widow(er)s 220,645 818.26
Widowed mothers and fathers 109,841 1,119.48
Children of deceased workers 2,015,958 982.66
Parents of deceased workers 902 1,390.74

Source: Social Security Administration, Office of the Chief Actuary, “Number of Social Security Recipients at
the End of Mar 2022,” at https://www.ssa.gov/cgi-bin/currentpay.cgi.
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19 The death benefit is equal to the smaller of three times the worker’s Primary Insurance Amount (PIA), or $255. The
death benefit is effectively $255 because the minimum PIA for a fully insured worker is currently greater than $255.
For additional information on the lump-sum death benefit, see CRS Report R43637, Social Security: The Lump-Sum
Death Benefit.

20 To qualify, a spouse must be living with the worker at the time of death or must be eligible to receive certain Social
Security benefits based on the worker’s record in the month of death. The rules regarding when a couple is considered
to have been living together are provided in 20 C.F.R. §404.347 and generally require the couple to have been living in
the same residence unless separated due to a temporary absence, military service, or one person being confined to a
nursing home or other medical facility.
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Disclaimer

This document was prepared by the Congressional Research Service (CRS). CRS serves as nonpartisan
shared staff to congressional committees and Members of Congress. It operates solely at the behest of and
under the direction of Congress. Information in a CRS Report should not be relied upon for purposes other
than public understanding of information that has been provided by CRS to Members of Congress in
connection with CRS’s institutional role. CRS Reports, as a work of the United States Government, are not
subject to copyright protection in the United States. Any CRS Report may be reproduced and distributed in
its entirety without permission from CRS. However, as a CRS Report may include copyrighted images or
material from a third party, you may need to obtain the permission of the copyright holder if you wish to
copy or otherwise use copyrighted material.
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