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Social Security, one of the most important government programs for retirees, has evolved over its 
90-year history. As the aging population grows, so too do concerns about whether Americans will 
be able to rely on benefits in retirement. While Social Security is important, it is only one part of a 
well-crafted financial plan. In this economic and political environment, it's important to understand 
all of the components of retirement planning to achieve long-term financial goals.

Whether you’re days or decades away from retirement, it’s never too early to understand how 
Social Security fits into your financial plan. To have perspective on the opportunities and risks, it's 
important to understand the program’s history, current challenges, and the strategies available to 
navigate what’s ahead.

A brief history of Social Security
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Established in 1935 during the Great 
Depression under President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, Social Security was designed as 
a social safety net for older Americans. 
What began as a program paying modest 
benefits to a relatively small group has 
evolved into a complex system that 
supports millions of retirees, disabled 
workers, and their families. Today, Social 
Security benefits represent a significant 
portion of retirement income for millions of 
Americans.

So, what are the challenges facing Social 
Security today? The program operates 
primarily on a pay-as-you-go system. This 
means that the payroll taxes of current 

workers are used to pay for current benefits. In other words, the payroll taxes you paid do not go 
toward your own benefits in the future, but toward a current beneficiary’s Social Security checks.

This system worked well when the ratio of workers to beneficiaries was high, as they were 
throughout much of the 20th century. However, demographic shifts have meant there are fewer 
workers to fund the program even as there are more retirees seeking benefits. Specifically, in 
1940, there were 42 workers for each retiree. Today, that ratio has fallen to around 2.8 workers 
per beneficiary, and is projected to decline further as the population ages and the birth rate 
continues to trend downward.

There have been many projections on when the Social Security trust funds will be depleted. The 
latest projection from the Social Security Board of Trustees estimates that reserves are sufficient 
until 2034, after which benefits would need to be reduced. At the moment, ongoing payroll taxes 
would still cover about 78% of scheduled benefits. While the exact timeline may shift, the 
underlying challenge remains consistent: without reforms, the trust funds may not be able to pay 
full scheduled benefits indefinitely.

Living longer is a blessing, but a challenge for the Social Security trust fund 
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The national debt and deficit also raise 
concerns about the sustainability of the 
program, with the debt nearing $37 trillion 
and the country running persistent deficits. 
Even though Social Security is considered 
“mandatory,” the pressure to cut 
government spending creates uncertainty 
around how Congress may change these 
programs in the future.

It’s no surprise that potential solutions are 
subject to intense political debate, making 
a near-term fix to Social Security unlikely. 
Some proposed ideas include raising the 
retirement ages for starting benefits, 
increasing the taxable wage cap, and 
reducing fraud in the system. 

Unfortunately, there are few long-term strategies to fix Social Security once and for all.

It can help to look to other developed nations that have faced similar demographic challenges. For 
example, several European countries including France and the UK have increased retirement ages 
to reduce strain on their systems. Australia has taken a different approach, with a “means-tested” 
calculation that only provides benefits to retirees under certain asset and income thresholds.

While the 2034 depletion date is still years away, the need for solutions will only rise in urgency. 
Complete elimination of benefits is highly unlikely, though the ongoing funding challenges for 
Social Security will likely mean that modifications have to be made. 

Strategic Considerations for Retirement Planning 

Turning to individual actions, prudent planning is necessary to stay on track toward retirement 
given this uncertainty around Social Security. What decisions make sense depend on your holistic 
financial plan, goals, tax considerations, and more.

Here are some important factors to consider:

Deciding to Delay

Retirement benefits can start as early as age 62, however, receiving benefits early reduces the 
monthly payment. Conversely, delaying benefits until age 70 can increase the monthly payment 
by approximately 8% per year beyond full retirement age (66-67, depending on birth year), 
according to the Social Security Administration. 

A breakeven analysis can help determine if delaying is a worthwhile strategy. Generally, if you live 
beyond your early 80s, delaying benefits results in higher lifetime payments. However, this 
analysis changes if you account for the time value of money or opportunity costs.

Bridge Strategies

The value of delaying depends largely on what you do for income while waiting. Some retirees use 
portfolio withdrawals as a “bridge” to higher Social Security benefits later. This strategy can be 
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particularly valuable for married couples, where maximizing the higher earner’s benefit creates a 
larger survivor benefit.

Tax Implications

Up to 85% of Social Security benefits may be taxable, depending on your combined income. Future 
tax law changes could potentially increase this percentage. Strategic withdrawal planning with the 
help of a trusted advisor can help minimize the tax impact of your benefits.

Conservative Assumptions

For those earlier in their careers, they have more time to prepare for retirement and more options 
to adjust for the uncertainty of Social Security.

Thus, younger workers may consider building retirement plans that don’t rely heavily on Social 
Security. This doesn’t mean ignoring it entirely, but rather treating potential benefits as a 
supplement to personal savings rather than a foundation.

Stay Informed of Policy Changes

Policy changes will likely occur before the trust fund depletion date. Staying informed about 
proposed reforms helps you adjust your planning accordingly. Possible changes include further 
increases to the full retirement age, adjustments to the benefit formula, or changes to payroll tax 
caps.

Maximize Tax-Advantaged Accounts

With Social Security’s future uncertain, maximizing contributions to 401(k)s, IRAs, and HSAs 
becomes even more important. These accounts provide tax advantages that can help compensate 
for potentially reduced government benefits.
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The Future of Social Security Requires Careful Planning

Despite legitimate concerns, it’s important to maintain perspective. Social Security has faced 
funding challenges before, and political pressure to preserve the program remains strong. 

The prudent approach is neither blind faith nor complete dismissal of Social Security’s role in 
retirement planning. Instead, investors should recognize the program’s importance while treating it 
as only one component of a diversified retirement strategy.

The bottom line? By understanding Social Security’s challenges, you can build a more 
resilient retirement strategy regardless of your current age or career stage.
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Intelligent Capitalworks is the tradename for ICW Investment Advisors LLC ("ICWIA"). ICW 
Investment Advisors LLC is registered as an investment adviser with the Securities and Exchange 
Commission (SEC) and only transacts business in states where it is properly registered, or is 
excluded or exempted from registration requirements. SEC registration does not constitute an 
endorsement of the firm by the Commission, nor does it indicate that the firm has attained a 
particular level of skill or ability.

This publication has been prepared for informational purposes only and is not an offer to buy or sell 
or a solicitation of an offer to buy or sell any securities, or to participate in any trading strategy.

ICWIA believes the information presented in this publication is factual and up-to-date, but does not 
guarantee its accuracy and you should not regard this publication as a complete and exhaustive 
analysis of the subjects discussed herein.

All opinions expressed reflect our judgment as of the date of publication and are subject to change. 
You should not construe the content of this publication as being personalized investment advice. 
You should engage a professional advisor before pursuing any of the investment ideas or 
implementing any of the strategies presented in this publication.

Past performance may not be indicative of future results. All investment strategies have the 
potential for profit or loss. Different types of investments involve varying degrees of risk, and there 
can be no assurance that any specific investment or strategy will be suitable or profitable for your 
portfolio. There can be no assurances that an investment or portfolio will match or outperform any 
particular benchmark.

Working with a financial advisor is not a guarantee of future financial success.

Always consult an attorney or tax professional regarding your specific legal or tax situation. ICWIA 
does not provide legal, tax, accounting, actuarial, or pension consulting advice or services.

Clearnomics® is the author this material and the legal entity responsible for the production of this 
publication.
_________________________________________________________

Copyright (c) 2025 Clearnomics, Inc. All rights reserved. The information contained herein has 
been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, but is not necessarily complete and its 
accuracy cannot be guaranteed. No representation or warranty, express or implied, is made as to 
the fairness, accuracy, completeness, or correctness of the information and opinions contained 
herein. The views and the other information provided are subject to change without notice. All 
reports posted on or via www.clearnomics.com or any affiliated websites, applications, or services 
are issued without regard to the specific investment objectives, financial situation, or particular 
needs of any specific recipient and are not to be construed as a solicitation or an offer to buy or sell 
any securities or related financial instruments. Past performance is not necessarily a guide to 
future results. Company fundamentals and earnings may be mentioned occasionally, but should 
not be construed as a recommendation to buy, sell, or hold the company's stock. Predictions, 
forecasts, and estimates for any and all markets should not be construed as recommendations to 
buy, sell, or hold any security--including mutual funds, futures contracts, and exchange traded 
funds, or any similar instruments. The text, images, and other materials contained or displayed in 
this report are proprietary to Clearnomics, Inc. and constitute valuable intellectual property. All 
unauthorized reproduction or other use of material from Clearnomics, Inc. shall be deemed willful 
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infringement(s) of this copyright and other proprietary and intellectual property rights, including 
but not limited to, rights of privacy. Clearnomics, Inc. expressly reserves all rights in connection 
with its intellectual property, including without limitation the right to block the transfer of its 
products and services and/or to track usage thereof, through electronic tracking technology, and 
all other lawful means, now known or hereafter devised. Clearnomics, Inc. reserves the right, 
without further notice, to pursue to the fullest extent allowed by the law any and all criminal and 
civil remedies for the violation of its rights.
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