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In	2017,	more	than	3	million	spouses,	including	ex-spouses,	got	Social	Security	benefits	from	their	former	husband's	or	wife’s	work	records.	If	you	qualify	for	Social	Security	retirement	or	disability	benefits,	your	ex-wife	can	also	get	benefits	if	she	meets	the	Social	Security	Administration’s	eligibility	requirements.	She	would	get	monthly	benefits	on	a
tax-free	basis	just	like	you.	Her	benefits	won’t	affect	how	much	you	get,	though.	As	long	as	your	ex-wife	meets	certain	eligibility	requirements,	she	can	claim	your	social	security	benefit.	This	will	not,	however,	affect	your	benefits.Eligibility	for	Retirement	and	DisabilityYour	ex-wife	qualifies	for	Social	Security	retirement	and	disability	benefits	if	she
was	married	to	you	for	10	years	before	the	divorce	and	is	unmarried	when	she	files	for	benefits.	To	collect	on	your	benefits,	she	must	be	age	62	or	older	and	the	benefit	she	would	receive	based	on	her	own	work	record	must	be	lower	than	her	benefit	from	your	record.	In	other	words,	she	is	entitled	to	the	higher	benefit.	If	your	ex-wife	remarries,	she
usually	will	no	longer	be	able	to	collect	benefits	based	on	your	work	record	unless	the	marriage	is	terminated	by	divorce,	annulment	or	death.	If	your	ex-wife	is	caring	for	your	child	who	is	age	16	or	younger	or	disabled,	she	may	be	eligible	for	additional	benefits	that	are	based	on	the	child’s	eligibility	and	continue	despite	remarriage.	Eligibility	for
Surviving	Ex-SpousesIf	you	pass	away,	the	requirement	for	your	ex-wife	to	get	Social	Security	survivors	benefits	has	a	few	differences.	She	generally	had	to	be	married	to	you	for	10	years	before	the	divorce	to	qualify	and	has	to	be	at	least	60	years	old	(age	50	if	disabled).	Her	disability	must	meet	the	SSA’s	adult	definition	of	disability	and	occurred
before	or	within	seven	years	of	your	death.	If	she	remarries	after	she	has	reached	the	eligible	age	of	60	(or	50	if	disabled),	she	can	still	receive	benefits.	Benefit	Amounts	for	Ex-SpousesThe	SSA	pays	the	same	amount	in	benefits	to	your	ex-wife	as	a	current	wife	would	get.	She	would	get	one-half	of	your	Social	Security	disability	and	retirement
benefits.	Her	retirement	benefits	are	permanently	reduced	if	she	gets	them	before	reaching	full	retirement	age,	which	is	based	on	her	year	of	birth.	Her	survivors	benefits	are	determined	differently.	The	SSA	would	pay	her	100	percent	of	your	entitled	benefit	amount	in	survivors	benefits	if	she	is	at	full	retirement	age.	Full	retirement	age	for
retirement	and	survivors	benefits	are	different,	though.	If	she	is	between	age	60	and	full	retirement	age,	she	gets	71.5	to	99	percent	of	your	entitled	benefit.	She	can	get	71.5	percent	if	she	is	between	50	and	59	and	disabled.	If	she’s	taking	care	of	your	minor	or	disabled	children,	she	gets	75	percent.	Considerations	When	Delaying	RetirementIf	you
have	not	applied	for	retirement	benefits	but	qualify	for	them,	your	ex-spouse	can	receive	benefits	based	on	your	work	record	if	you	have	been	divorced	for	at	least	two	years.	The	benefit	your	ex-wife	receives	has	no	impact	on	the	benefits	you	or	your	current	wife	will	receive	when	you	apply	for	retirement	benefits.	The	U.S.	Social	Security	program,
funded	primarily	through	payroll	taxes,	provides	financial	assistance	to	people	who	have	retired	or	become	disabled.	Benefits	are	also	paid	to	the	worker’s	surviving	spouse,	children	and	ex-spouse.	Because	women	generally	have	lower	lifetime	earnings	than	men,	Social	Security	is	often	one	of	few	sources	of	income	for	older	women.	Social	Security
benefits	kept	approximately	38	percent	of	older	women	out	of	poverty	in	2010,	according	to	the	AARP	Policy	Institute,	and	more	than	one-fourth	of	older	women	count	on	Social	Security	payments	for	nearly	all	of	their	income.	Workers	who	pay	Social	Security	tax	earn	credits	toward	their	future	retirement	benefits.	People	born	in	1929	or	later	must
have	40	credits,	equal	to	10	years	of	work.	Benefits	depend	on	retirement	age	and	how	much	the	worker	earned.	Those	who	take	early	retirement	at	age	62	will	receive	lower	benefits	than	if	they	had	waited.	Continuing	to	work	beyond	retirement	age	adds	to	the	worker’s	earnings	record.	Wives	who	are	62	or	older	are	eligible	for	Social	Security
retirement	benefits.	Younger	wives	are	also	entitled	if	they	are	caring	for	a	child	who	is	younger	than	16	or	disabled	and	entitled	to	benefits	on	the	father’s	record.	A	married	woman	who	never	worked	or	who	has	low	earnings	can	be	eligible	for	as	much	as	half	of	a	retired	worker’s	benefit.	When	a	married	woman	has	worked	and	accrued	her	own
record,	she	is	eligible	for	both	her	own	retirement	benefits	and	spousal	benefits.	If	the	spousal	benefits	are	higher	than	her	own	benefits,	Social	Security	pays	a	combination	of	benefits	that	equals	the	higher	amount.	Ex-wives	who	are	62	(age	60	if	the	husband	is	deceased)	or	older	are	entitled	to	benefits	on	their	husband’s	record	if	the	marriage
lasted	at	least	10	years	and	the	ex-wife	is	single.	She	is	eligible	for	benefits	based	on	her	ex-husband’s	work	record	if	that	amount	is	higher	than	the	benefits	she	would	receive	on	her	own	record.	She	can	receive	spousal	benefits	of	50	percent	of	her	ex-husband’s	benefits.	If	the	former	husband	dies,	his	ex-wife	is	eligible	for	widow’s	benefits	that	could
be	up	to	100	percent	of	her	husband’s	full	benefit.	The	amount	the	ex	receives	does	not	affect	the	amount	of	benefits	the	husband	receives	or	the	amount	a	current	wife	receives	if	he	remarries.	If	the	ex-husband	has	not	applied	for	benefits	but	is	62	or	older	and	eligible,	the	former	wife	can	apply	if	they	have	been	divorced	for	at	least	two	years.	If	the
ex-husband	is	deceased	and	the	former	wife	is	caring	for	their	child	who	is	younger	than	16,	or	disabled,	she	can	receive	benefits	at	any	age.	A	woman	who	has	been	married	more	than	once	for	over	10	years	each	time	and	then	divorced	can	collect	on	the	higher	earnings	records	of	each	ex-spouse.	A	wife	can’t	receive	a	spouse’s	benefits	unless	her
husband	has	filed	for	retirement	benefits.	However,	if	the	husband	is	at	full	retirement	age,	he	can	apply	for	benefits	and	then	ask	that	the	payments	be	suspended.	Thus,	the	wife	can	receive	a	spouse’s	benefit	while	the	husband	can	earn	delayed	credits	until	he	turns	70.	A	married	or	divorced	woman	who	has	reached	retirement	age	can	choose	to
receive	a	spouse’s	benefits	while	continuing	to	acquire	delayed	credits	based	on	her	own	record.	Then	she	can	file	later	and	receive	higher	benefits.	Wives	and	ex-wives	can	apply	for	retirement	benefits	at	a	local	Social	Security	Administration	office	or	online.	The	woman	should	be	able	to	provide	the	spouse’s	Social	Security	number	or	the	date	and
place	of	his	birth	and	the	names	of	his	parents.	When	retirement	plans	and	divorce	coincide,	it's	almost	inevitable	that	a	court	will	divide	the	benefits	between	spouses.	This	happens	at	the	time	of	your	divorce,	however.	Your	ex	can't	come	out	of	the	blue	years	later	when	you	retire	and	demand	a	share,	and	it's	highly	unlikely	that	he'd	be	entitled	to	all
your	benefits	in	any	event.	Such	assets	are	divided	either	equitably	in	equitable	distribution	states,	or	50-50	based	on	community	property	law.	The	portion	of	your	retirement	benefits	subject	to	division	with	your	ex-husband	is	that	which	you	earned	or	which	accrued	while	you	were	married.	For	example,	if	you	began	contributing	to	a	plan	10	years
before	you	married,	the	premarital	portion	is	exempt	and	taken	out	of	the	equation.	The	same	applies	to	anything	earned	or	accrued	after	your	divorce.	Therefore,	if	you	were	married	for	five	years,	and	if	you	kept	contributing	to	the	plan	after	your	divorce,	your	ex	would	only	have	a	right	to	a	share	of	that	five-year	portion.	If	you	contribute	to	the	plan
for	25	years	overall,	she	would	probably	receive	approximately	half	of	20	percent	of	your	benefits,	or	10	percent.	Courts	are	usually	reluctant	to	force	a	spouse	to	cash	in	retirement	plans	early	to	give	the	other	spouse	a	portion.	This	can	eliminate	years	of	potential	growth	and	incur	taxes	and	penalties.	Therefore,	if	you	have	a	defined	benefit	plan
such	as	a	pension,	the	court	will	typically	order	its	division	in	one	of	two	ways.	If	your	ex	is	entitled	to	10	percent	of	your	pension,	he	can	receive	his	small	portion	at	the	time	you	begin	collecting.	A	qualified	domestic	relations	order	–	familiarly	known	as	a	QDRO	–	authorizes	the	pension	administrator	to	divert	10	percent	to	your	ex	instead	of	you	each
month	when	you	begin	receiving	payments.	Another	option	–	if	you	and	your	ex	have	sufficient	other	assets	and	particularly	if	his	percentage	share	is	small	–	is	for	the	court	to	order	an	offset.	In	other	words,	your	ex	would	receive	other	assets	equal	to	the	expected	value	of	those	benefits,	and	you	could	keep	your	pension	intact.	If	you	have	a	defined
contribution	plan	such	as	an	IRA	or	401(k),	this	is	typically	divided	at	the	time	of	your	divorce	–	you	won't	be	forced	to	share	with	your	ex	years	later	at	the	time	you	retire.	In	this	case,	the	QDRO	would	authorize	an	immediate	rollover	of	your	ex's	share	into	a	similar	account	in	her	own	name.	Provided	this	is	accomplished	pursuant	to	a	divorce
decree,	there	are	no	tax	consequences.	Alternatively,	just	as	with	defined	benefit	plans,	you	can	offset	your	ex's	share	of	your	defined	contribution	plan	with	other	assets.	Your	Social	Security	benefits	aren't	marital	assets,	but	this	isn't	to	say	your	ex	might	not	receive	some	income	based	on	your	own	work	history.	If	you	were	married	for	10	years	or
more,	he	can	collect	Social	Security	based	on	your	work	record	as	long	as	he's	not	married	again	and	your	benefits	are	greater	than	his.	This	doesn't	diminish	your	own	benefits	in	any	way,	however.	Some	courts	–	particularly	those	in	equitable	distribution	states	–	will	take	Social	Security	into	consideration	when	dividing	your	other	retirement
benefits	and	other	assets.	He	might	receive	less	than	a	50	percent	share	because	he	has	the	ability	to	collect	more	Social	Security	based	on	your	work	history.
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