SBP and Social Security Survivor Benefits
Understanding military and civilian survivor income coordination. Plan to maximize what your family receives.
What SBP (Survivor Benefit Plan) Pays
1. SBP Definition: Military annuity continuation benefit for retired military survivors
1. Benefit amount: 55% of military base pay (E.g., $5,000/month base = $2,750/month SBP)
1. Exclusions: BAH, BAS, flight pay, other allowances NOT included in SBP calculation
1. Cost: Veteran pays a portion during service (deducted from retirement pay)
1. Automatic provision: If veteran was military retiree, SBP likely in place
1. Survivor designation: Veteran specifies beneficiary at retirement or through DFAS update
1. Duration: Continues for life of recipient (widow/widower benefit)
SBP Enrollment and Costs
1. When to enroll: At military retirement (20-year mark)
1. Options: Can elect coverage for spouse only, spouse + children, or children only
1. Veteran premium: Usually 6-7% of base pay, deducted from retirement checks
1. Example: $5,000 base pay, ~$350/month premium = $2,750 SBP benefit for widow
1. Late election: DFAS allows late SBP election in limited circumstances (consult DFAS)
1. Review: Consult DFAS before remarriage; can affect SBP coverage
SBP-DIC Offset (The Phaseout)
1. Offset history: Since 1972, SBP + DIC = reduction in total payout (harsh for survivors)
1. Example: SBP $2,750 + DIC $3,737 = usually only ~$4,500 total (not $6,487)
1. 2022-2024 changes: Congress phased out the offset for most cases
1. Current status (2026): Offset significantly reduced; most survivors receive closer to SBP + DIC total
1. Action: Consult VA and DFAS to confirm offset status for your situation; benefits may have improved
1. Impact: Can mean additional $500-2,000+/month for surviving spouse
Social Security Survivor Benefits: Eligibility
1. Qualification requirement: Veteran had sufficient Social Security quarters of coverage (40 credits, ~10 years work)
1. Surviving spouse age 60+: Receives reduced benefit (~71-75% of veteran's full benefit)
1. Surviving spouse age 50-59 (disabled): Can receive reduced benefit
1. Surviving spouse caring for child under 16: Any age eligible, receives 75% of veteran's benefit
1. Children under 18: Receive 75% of veteran's benefit each (19 if full-time high school)
1. Total family cap: Maximum combined household benefit = 150-180% of veteran's full benefit
1. Note: Not all children are fully covered if cap reached
Social Security Survivor Benefit Amounts (2026)
1. Surviving spouse age 60 (full retirement age): ~$2,500-3,500/month (depends on veteran's earnings record)
1. Widow(er) caring for child under 16: ~$1,900-2,800/month
1. Child under 18: ~$1,000-1,500/month each
1. Total household (with multiple children): Often capped at 150% of veteran's benefit
1. Coordination: If widow works, earnings test applies until full retirement age
Application Process for Social Security Benefits
1. Where: ssa.gov or local Social Security office
1. Documents needed: Veteran's death certificate, widow's birth certificate, marriage certificate, Social Security card
1. Timeline: Apply as soon as possible after death; benefits can be retroactive up to 6 months
1. Processing: 2-4 weeks typical for decision
1. Payment start: Usually begins within 1-2 months of approval
1. Online: Survivors can check status at ssa.gov/benefits/survivors
Coordinating SBP + Social Security + DIC Income
1. Three-income scenario: Widow can receive SBP + SS + DIC simultaneously
1. Example combined: SBP $2,750 + SS $2,000 + DIC $3,737 = $8,487/month (with phased-out offset reducing DIC slightly)
1. Planning consideration: These three income streams provide substantial financial security
1. Tax implications: DIC is tax-free; SBP and SS are partially taxable
1. Financial planning: Coordinate with tax advisor on income planning
Lump Sum Death Payment
1. Social Security death payment: One-time $255 payment to eligible survivor
1. Not automatically paid: Must be claimed; one surviving household member receives
1. Eligibility: Usually surviving spouse or, if no spouse, eligible child
1. Filing: Automatically processed with SS survivor claim, but request explicitly if missed
1. Usefulness: Can cover funeral costs or initial expenses
When to Apply for Each Benefit
1. Timing urgency:
1. 1. Report death to VA within 1 year (for DIC effective date)
1. 2. File Social Security claim immediately (retroactive up to 6 months; don't leave money on table)
1. 3. Verify SBP status with DFAS; should begin automatically
1. 4. Coordinate with HR/payroll if civilian federal employment; FEHB may have survivor options
Required Documentation Summary
1. DIC application: VA Form 21-534 (Application for DIC) + death certificate + marriage certificate
1. SBP verification: Contact DFAS with veteran's military SSN + discharge status
1. Social Security claim: Birth certificate + marriage certificate + death certificate
1. All three: Keep copies of death certificate; you'll need multiple certified copies
Widow/Widower's 12-Month Action Plan
1. Month 1 (Immediately): File VA death report; file Social Security claim; contact DFAS
1. Month 2-3: Verify benefit approvals and payment dates; begin received benefits
1. Month 4-6: Consult tax advisor on income coordination; adjust finances as needed
1. Month 6-12: Review all documents; ensure children enrolled in benefits; update beneficiary info
1. Ongoing: Annual verification of all three benefits; adjust as circumstances change
