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EXPLAINED

Navigating the
labyrinth of Social
Security benefits can
feel like trying to solve
a puzzle with half the
pieces missing. With
dozens of claiming
strategies, spousal
benefits, earnings
tests, and cost-of-living
adjustments, it is no
wonder that millions of

retirees leave money
on the table each year.
Enter the Devin
Carroll Social
Security Cheat
Sheet - a concise yet
powerful guide
designed to simplify
the complexities and
help you maximize
your lifetime benefits.
Devin Carroll, a
recognized financial
advisor and Social
Security expert, has
distilled decades of
analysis into a
straightforward

reference tool. In this
article, we will explore
what makes this cheat
sheet so valuable,
break down its core
principles, and discuss


https://app.ardentx.com/

how you can apply its
insights to your own
retirement planning.

Who Is
Devin
Carroll
and Why
Does His
Cheat
Sheet
Matter?

Devin Carroll is not just
another financial
commentator. He is a
Certified Financial
Planner (CFP) and the
founder of Carroll
Advisory Group, where
he has spent years

income strategies. His
expertise in Social
Security is widely
respected, and he has
been featured in
national publications
such as Forbes,
MarketWatch, and U.S.
News & World Report.
The Devin Carroll
Social Security
Cheat Sheet emerged
from his desire to give
people a simple,
actionable blueprint
without requiring them
to sift through 2,700
pages of Social
Security rules. It
aggregates the most
important decision
points—filing ages,
spousal benefits,
survivor benefits, and
tax implications—into a
digestible format that
can be reviewed in
minutes rather than
hours.

helping clients
navigate retirement
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What

Does the
Cheat
Sheet
Cover? A
Breakdow
n of Key

Sections

The cheat sheet is not
a long document; its
power lies in clarity.
Below are the essential
areas it addresses,
which we will expand
upon for a complete
understanding.

1. FuLL
RETIREMENT AGE

(FRA) AND THE
IMPACT OF EARLY
VvS. DELAYED FILING

Your Full Retirement
Age depends on your
birth year. For most
people born between
1943 and 1954, FRA is
66. For those born in
1960 or later, it is 67.
The cheat sheet
emphasizes two critical
concepts:

e Early filing
(age 62): You
can start benefits
as early as 62,
but your monthly
check will be
permanently
reduced by up to
30%. For every
year you claim
before FRA,
benefits drop by
about 6.67% per
year (or 5% in
some cases).

* Delayed filing
(up to age 70):



Delaying beyond
FRA earns
delayed
retirement
credits of 8% per
year, resulting in
a benefit that
can be 32%
higher at age 70
compared to
FRA.

The Devin Carroll
Social Security
Cheat Sheet provides
a quick reference table
showing these
percentages so you
can estimate the trade-
off immediately. It also
highlights that for
married couples, the
decision often involves
coordinating with
spousal and survivor
benefits.

2. SPOUSAL
BENEFITS - GETTING
THE MOST FOR

BOoTH PARTNERS

One of the most
undervalued
components of Social
Security is the spousal
benefit. Even if you
never worked or
earned less than your
spouse, you may be
entitled to up to 50%
of your spouse’s
benefit at your full
retirement age. The
cheat sheet clarifies:

e You must be at
least 62 to claim
a spousal
benefit, but it will
be reduced if you
take it before
your own FRA.

e If you have your
own work record,
Social Security
will pay the
higher of your
own benefit or
the spousal
benefit—not both
combined.

e Strategic timing:

4 Devin Carroll Social Security Cheat 2024-07-30

Sheet



Devin Carroll Social Security Cheat Sheet 5

In some cases, it
makes sense for
the higher earner
to delay while
the lower earner
claims a spousal
benefit early.

Devin Carroll’s guide
also covers the old “file
and suspend” strategy
(which is now largely
restricted) and clarifies
current rules under the
Bipartisan Budget Act
of 2015.

3. SURVIVOR
BENEFITS -
PROTECTING THE
LONGEST-LIVING
SPOUSE

When one spouse dies,
the survivor is entitled
to the higher of their
own benefit or their
deceased spouse’s
benefit. The cheat
sheet stresses that the
survivor  benefit s
often the reason to

delay the higher
earner’s claiming until
age 70. For instance, if
a husband delays his
benefit, he not only
gets a larger check for
himself but also
ensures that his wife (if
she survives him)
receives that larger
amount for the rest of
her life.

Key takeaways from
the cheat sheet
include:

e The survivor
benefit can start
as early as age
60 (50 if
disabled), but it
will be reduced.

e If you are already
widowed, you
can switch to
your own benefit
later if it
becomes larger.

e The decision is
especially crucial
for women, who
tend to live



longer and often
face financial
strain in
widowhood.

4. EARNINGS TEST -
WHAT HAPPENS IF
You WoRK WHILE
RECEIVING
BENEFITS?

Many retirees plan to
work part-time, but the

Social Security
earnings test can
temporarily reduce
benefits if you are
below full retirement
age. The Devin
Carroll Social
Security Cheat

Sheet provides the
current thresholds: in
2025, if you are under
FRA for the full year,
$1 in benefits s
withheld for every $2
you earn above
$22,320 (this figure is
adjusted annually). In
the year you reach
FRA, the threshold is

higher, and the penalty
drops to $1 for every
$3 earned above a
higher limit. Once you
hit FRA, there is no
earnings penalty.

Importantly, the cheat
sheet notes that these
withheld benefits are
not lost forever—they
are recalculated at FRA
to give you credit for
months when benefits
were reduced. This
nuance often surprises
retirees, and Devin
Carroll highlights it
clearly.

5. TAXATION OF
SOCIAL SECURITY
BENEFITS

Up to 85% of your
Social Security benefits
may be subject to
federal income tax if
your combined income
(AGlI + nontaxable
interest + half of Social
Security) exceeds
certain thresholds. The
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cheat sheet provides a
quick look at the
thresholds: for single
filers, income above
$25,000 triggers
taxation; for joint filers,
$32,000.

Knowing this helps you
plan withdrawals from
IRAs or 401(k)s to
minimize taxes. For
married couples, the
cheat sheet advises
coordinating which
accounts to draw from
each year to keep
combined income
under the threshold.

Why the
Devin
Carroll
Social

Security
Cheat
Sheet
Stands
Out

You can find hundreds
of articles online about
Social Security, but few
are as practical and
reader-friendly as
Devin Carroll’s
approach. Here is what
sets it apart:

1. Clarity over
complexity:
Instead of
burying you in
legal jargon, the
cheat sheet uses
plain language
and visual tables.
It is designed for
real people who
want actionable



advice without
needing a
finance degree.
. Focus on
maximum
lifetime
income: The
cheat sheet is
not just about
claiming early or
late—it is about
the interplay
between
different benefits
within a
household. It
recognizes that
Social Security
decisions should
be made
holistically.

. Updates for
current rules:
Because Social
Security laws
change
periodically,
Devin Carroll
periodically
updates his
cheat sheet to
reflect new

thresholds, COLA
adjustments, and
legislative
changes.
Readers can rely
on its accuracy.

. Free

accessibility:
Devin Carroll
offers the cheat
sheet as a free
download on his
website
(CarrollAdvisoryG
roup.com),
making it
available to
anyone who
wants to make
better retirement
choices.

How to
Use the
Cheat
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Sheet in
Your Own
Retireme
nt

Planning

Reading the cheat
sheet is only the first
step. Truly benefiting
from it involves
applying its insights to
your specific situation.
Here is a practical
approach:

e Run your
numbers: Log
into your Social
Security account
(ssa.gov) to see
your estimated
benefits at 62,
67, and 70. Write
them down
alongside your
spouse’s figures.

e Check your

FRA: Use the
cheat sheet'’s
birth year table
to confirm your
Full Retirement
Age and the
reduction/delay
percentages.
Consider
longevity: The
cheat sheet
prompts you to
think about how
long you and
your spouse are
likely to live. If
you have family
longevity,
delaying makes
more sense. If
you have health
issues, claiming
earlier may be
better.

Model
breakeven
ages: For
example, if you
delay from 66 to
70, you forgo 4
years of benefits



but get 32%
more per month.
The breakeven
point is typically
around age
80-82. The cheat
sheet helps you
calculate that
quickly.

¢ Factor in other
income:
Pensions, part-
time work, and
retirement
account
withdrawals can
affect both Social
Security taxation
and the earnings
test. Use the
cheat sheet’s tax
thresholds to
plan your
withdrawal
strategy.

Common

Mistakes
the Cheat
Sheet
Helps You
Avoid

Even well-intentioned
retirees often blunder.
The Devin Carroll
Social Security Cheat

Sheet directly
addresses these
pitfalls:

e Claiming too
early without
realizing the
permanent
reduction: Many
people think they
can “catch up”
later, but early
filing locks in a
smaller base for
life.

e Ignoring
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spousal and
survivor
benefits: A
couple may both
claim at 62
without realizing
that the survivor
could be left with
a very small
benefit later.
Filing for
benefits while
still working
full-time: The
earnings test can
eliminate most of
the benefit if you
earn too much,
which the cheat
sheet clarifies.
Not
coordinating
with Medicare
enroliment:
While not the
main focus, the
cheat sheet often
reminds readers
that delaying
Social Security
past 65 means
they need to

11

enroll in
Medicare
separately to
avoid penalties.

Real-Life
Example
How the
Cheat
Sheet
Changes
Outcome
S

Consider a hypothetical
couple, Sarah (age 62)
and Tom (age 64).
Sarah is a higher
earner with a benefit of
$2,200 at FRA; Tom'’s
is $1,200. Without the
cheat sheet, they




might both claim at 62
- Sarah gets $1,540,
Tom gets $840. Total
monthly: $2,380. But if
Sarah delays to 70, her
benefit grows to
$2,904; Tom claims his
own benefit at FRA
($1,200), and later if
Sarah dies first, Tom
receives her $2,904 as
a survivor. Over a 30-
year retirement, the
delayed strategy yields
tens of thousands of
dollars more. The
cheat sheet makes this
decision obvious by
showing the trade-offs
side by side.

Where to
Find the
Devin
Carroll

12

Social
Security
Cheat
Sheet

The official cheat sheet
is available for free on
Devin Carroll’s website.
Simply visit
CarrollAdvisoryGroup.c
om and look for the
Social Security
resources section. It
typically comes as a
printable PDF or a
downloadable one-
pager. You can also
find Devin Carroll’s
videos and blog posts
that explain each
concept in greater
depth—he is
passionate about
helping people avoid
costly mistakes.
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Conclusio
n

Social Security is more
than just a monthly
check; it is a
foundational piece of
retirement income that
can span 30 years or
more. Making the
wrong claim decision
can cost you over
$100,000 in lost
benefits over your
lifetime. The Devin
Carroll Social
Security Cheat
Sheet provides a
clear, memorable, and
reliable framework to
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help you navigate
these decisions with
confidence.  Whether
you are a single
individual or part of a
married couple, this
cheat sheet empowers

you to compare
claiming ages,
understand spousal

and survivor benefits,
and anticipate the tax
impact. By using it
alongside a thorough
review of your personal
financial situation, you
can maximize what
Social Security has to
offer and enjoy a more
secure retirement.
Take the time to study
it - your future self will
thank you.



