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Running a Scam? 
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Retirement planning guru Laurence Kotlikof recently 
caused a stir by stating that the Social Security 
Administration (SSA) is “running scams” and “tricking” 
American taxpayers into making claiming choices that 
are against their own best interests. 

Kotlikof, an economics professor at Boston University, 
in a recent interview with ThinkAdvisor magazine, 
went on to say that “Social Security is [perpetrating] 
a terrible hoax to get people not to work. It may be 
the worst public policy this country has ever run. For 
decades, it has led people to stop working or to not 
go back to work.”1 He even claimed that the SSA has 
been “defrauding” widows and widowers out of tens to 
hundreds of thousands of dollars in benefts. 

Kotlikof writes a column for Forbes magazine, and 
is one of the best known people in the retirement-
planning industry. He has never been known as 
someone who tends to over-hype a crisis. 

His point seems to be that over the years, as the Social 
Security system has grown ever more complicated, 
it has become nearly impossible for an ordinary 
taxpayer to understand what they need to know. He 
cites the case of a six-year-old who was sued by the 
SSA because he was receiving benefts both from his 
disabled father’s account and his deceased mother’s 
account at the same time. 

Another case cited by Kotlikof is a situation where one 
spouse dies and the other collects a surviving spouse’s 
beneft. The surviving spouse would generally get 
the higher of the two benefts: either their own or the 
deceased spouse’s beneft. 

But it gets complicated when you factor in what are 
called “Deferred Retirement Credits.” By waiting past 
your Full Retirement Age to collect (FRA is anywhere 
between ages 66 and 67, depending on when you 
were born), your beneft goes up by 8 percent per 
year for every year you delay. But this applies to 
your personal beneft only, not to a surviving 
spouse’s beneft. 
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Kotlikof points out that there are situations where 
someone collects a survivor beneft because it’s the 
higher of the two, but over time as the personal beneft 
grows, the personal beneft eventually overtakes the 
survivor beneft. The SSA makes no adjustment when 
this occurs. 

Unless you fx it yourself when you get to age 70, you 
will lose money you’re entitled to every month for the 
rest of your life. 

It is estimated that this mistake results in an 
underpayment of Social Security benefts for 13,000 
taxpayers. The SSA’s Inspector General pointed this out 
two years ago, but nothing has been done about it. 

The message behind what Kotlikof is saying is a 
striking one: the evolution of the Social Security system 
has made it nearly impossible for most people to 
understand. Your Security Mutual life insurance advisor 
can help. Security Mutual has a variety of tools, such as 
our Social Security Evaluator, that can help make your 
best decision clear. 

The last thing anyone wants to do is get less than they 
are entitled to. At Security Mutual, we are here to help. 

To learn about your Social Security options, contact your Security 
Mutual life insurance agent. Using the Security Mutual Life Social 
Security Evaluator, your agent can provide you with an easy-to-
understand illustration showing your various options, and then 
help you evaluate those options based on your personal fnancial 
needs and goals. 
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This information is not approved, endorsed or authorized by the Social Security Administration, Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services or the Department of Health 
and Human Services. Reliance on the information should be undertaken only after an independent review of its accuracy and, where applicable, in consultation with your 
tax, legal or other professional advisor. 

The applicability of any strategy discussed is dependent upon the particular facts and circumstances. Results may vary, and products and services discussed may not be 
appropriate for all situations; each person’s needs objectives and fnancial circumstances are diferent and must be reviewed and analyzed independently. 

All information provided from the Security Mutual Life Social Security Evaluator is intended to be accurate and 
timely; however, Security Mutual does not guarantee its accuracy. Reliance on the information generated should be 
undertaken only after an independent review of its accuracy and, where applicable, in consultation with your tax, 
legal or other professional advisor. This information is not approved, endorsed or authorized by the Social Security 
Administration, Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services or the Department of Health and Human Services. 

We encourage individuals to seek personalized advice from a qualifed Security Mutual life insurance advisor 
regarding their personal needs, objectives and fnancial circumstances. 
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