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START HERE

Is this the right guide?
Use this guide to prepare an initial Social Security 
retirement application based on your own work record. It 
is for applicants in the United States and people helping 
them organize the task.

Quick screen, not a decision: SSA's general retirement 
screen is for people at least 62 who have worked and 
paid Social Security taxes for at least 10 years. The 
advance filing window may allow filing before 62. SSA 
decides actual eligibility.

SSA means Social Security Administration. It is the 
government agency that handles the application. This 
book is an independent educational companion. It is not 
an SSA publication, application service or promise of 
approval.

This book does not choose your claiming age, estimate 
your payment, or teach disability, SSI, survivor claims or 
appeals. If one of those is your task, start with the right 
SSA program instead.

Applying directly through SSA is free. Buying or using 
this guide is optional. Its value is simpler organization, 
checklists and follow-up tools.

Keep this rule

SSA's current instructions and your own agency notices 
control. If a screen, document request or deadline differs from 
this book, follow SSA and ask the agency about anything 
unclear.

YOUR NEXT ACTION

Confirm that initial retirement application preparation is 
your task. Then use the contents page to find the next 
step.

Official sources: S1 · S10
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https://www.ssa.gov/apply?benefits=retirement&age=adult
https://www.ssa.gov/retirement


THE SIMPLE PLAN

Four jobs, in order
You do not need to understand the whole system at 
once. Work through these four jobs. Use the preparation 
checklist and follow-up tracker near the end of the book.
• PLAN: consider your benefit-start month and any separate 
Medicare decision.
• PREPARE: gather personal, family, work and bank 
information. Make a list of missing items.
• APPLY: use the official online route or arrange an 
appointment. Review, sign and submit as instructed.
• FOLLOW UP: keep the receipt, respond to requested 
information and check your status.

Three things that are different

Preparing is not applying. Saving an unfinished form is not 
submitting it. Submitting an application is not being 
approved.

YOUR NEXT ACTION

Choose the first unfinished job. You can prepare 
information even before your filing window opens.

Official sources: S1 · S5 · S8
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https://www.ssa.gov/apply?benefits=retirement&age=adult
https://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10522.pdf
https://www.ssa.gov/apply/check-application-or-appeal-status


PLAN

Pick the right month
In the application, you choose the month you want 
retirement benefits to begin. That is the benefit-start 
month. It is not usually the month the first payment 
arrives.

SSA says the first payment generally arrives the 
following month if the claim is approved. You can apply 
up to four months before the benefit-start month.

Example only: if the chosen benefit-start month is 
January 2027, the first payment would generally be in 
February 2027. Processing or other issues can affect 
arrival. This is not a guaranteed payment date.

Starting around your 62nd birthday? SSA says you must 
be 62 for the entire benefit month. Birthday-date rules 
matter. Ask SSA which month is first eligible before 
choosing.

Starting retirement benefits earlier can affect the 
amount. This book does not tell you which claiming age 
is best. Use SSA's planning resources before choosing. If 
you are unsure, ask SSA about your situation.

Do not mix the deadlines

Medicare has separate enrollment rules. Do not use a 
retirement filing date as your Medicare deadline. Follow the 
Medicare link on SSA's application page or ask SSA.

YOUR NEXT ACTION

Write down the benefit-start month you intend to 
request. Confirm that the date and filing window fit 
your situation.

Official sources: S1 · S2 · S10 · S11
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https://www.ssa.gov/apply?benefits=retirement&age=adult
https://www.ssa.gov/retirement/timing-first-payment
https://www.ssa.gov/retirement
https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/agereduction.html


PRINTABLE WORKSHEET

My preparation checklist
Print or copy this page. Check that an item is ready; 
keep actual sensitive numbers in a separate secure 
place.
□ This is an initial retirement application; special questions are 
listed.
□ Chosen benefit-start month: ____________________
□ Medicare timing checked separately, if relevant.
□ Personal details ready; unknown details listed.
□ Family names and dates gathered as requested.
□ Employer / self-employment details organized by year.
□ Actual earnings and needed estimates prepared.
□ Bank routing, account number and account type checked.
□ Available documents listed; missing documents noted.
□ Official online route or SSA appointment chosen.
□ Save / resume instructions recorded if needed.
□ Application summary reviewed before signing.
□ Submission confirmed; receipt and summary kept.

Before sending a document

Check that SSA requested it, the copy type is acceptable, and 
the destination is official. Do not delay solely because proof is 
missing; ask SSA how to proceed.

Official sources: S1 · S2 · S3 · S4 · S5 · S6
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https://www.ssa.gov/apply?benefits=retirement&age=adult
https://www.ssa.gov/retirement/timing-first-payment
https://www.ssa.gov/forms/ssa-1.html
https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/applying5.html
https://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10522.pdf
https://www.ssa.gov/hlp/isba/10/isba-checklist.pdf

