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Your Guide to the NSSA Certificate Program  
 
What are the criteria for successful completion of the program? 
Successful completion of the National Social Security Advisor (NSSA®) Certificate Program is 
based on participation in the synchronous 1-day course (in person, face-to-face or virtual via 
the web) or completion of the asynchronous on-demand, 19-module video-based version 
course, and passing the NSSA® Certificate Program assessment. Only those who 
participate/complete the educational program and pass the assessment are awarded the 
Certificate.  
 
What is the purpose and intent of the NSSA Certificate Program?  
The purpose of the NSSA® Certificate Program is to educate professional advisors about the 
Social Security program and related benefits for adults aged 60-70. The course is appropriate 
for professional retirement advisors, such as financial planners/advisors, certified public 
accountants (CPAs), insurance agents, tax preparers, attorneys, and human resource 
professionals, who advise clients, colleagues, employees, and other stakeholders on the Social 
Security program. 
 
The intent of the program is to prepare you to assist your clients with reviewing the many 
options that are available when receiving Social Security benefits along with answering related 
questions. The intended learning outcomes of the program align to eight domains of knowledge 
for a professional advisor who provides these services. The domains of knowledge and intended 
learning outcomes were established by professional advisors and Subject-Matter Experts in the 
Social Security industry, based upon what a professional advisor needs to know and understand to 
confidently and proactively advise clients on Social Security retirement benefits.  
 
The educational content of the program covers all of the intended learning outcomes in the eight 
knowledge domains as outlined in the Course Outline in this handbook.  
 
What is on the assessment (i.e., final exam)?  
The final, summative (multiple choice question) 75-question assessment tests achievement of the 
intended learning outcomes of the Program, via a combination of knowledge-based questions and 
situational case study questions that require you to calculate benefits. The assessment is closed 
book, but you are allowed to use a calculator and rate tables, which will be provided to you with 
your test instructions (emailed following your completion of this course).  
 
What is the assessment policy?  
When taking the assessment, you must:  

• Verify identify when logging in to take the online assessment by providing government-
issued photo identification to verify their identity with the online test proctor.  

• Confirm you have not received unauthorized assistance (e.g., sharing/reviewing answers 
with a fellow candidate or looking up answers in the participant materials during the 
assessment).  
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• Complete the assessment within a single, continuous 2-hour testing window.  
• Complete the assessment in the proctored environment, which verifies your identify 

and ensures that you follow the rules for taking the test (e.g., it is not open book, your 
identity must be verified by the proctor, you must complete the assessment during the 
time allowed).  

 
Candidates who violate any aspect of the assessment policy do not receive the Certificate and 
are barred from retaking the program. They are also notified in writing (email) that they cannot 
state publically (e.g., in their email signature, website, marketing collateral, Linked In Profile) or 
otherwise that they have earned/completed the NSSA Certificate.  
 
What does Premier do with my assessment results?  
Premier office staff maintains an internal database of certificate holders based on record 
documentation received from you at the time of registration and from your assessment activity 
in the online testing platform (ClassMarker).  
 
Certificate holder status is disclosed in an Advisor Directory on the National Social Security 
Association website if you give permission for your name to be listed publically after you pass 
the final exam. Only current Certificate holders are listed, and you must give your permission 
and provide your contact information as you would like for it to appear.  
 
What if someone (such as my employer) wants verification of my Certificate status?  
Verification requests are handled by Premier staff and responded to as soon as possible 
(typically within one business day).  
 
Premier policy dictates that assessment results and other personal information from a NSSA® 
certificate holder’s file will not be disclosed to a third party without prior written permission 
from the NSSA certificate holder. However, if Premier or the Association is contacted by a 
corporation, individual, state licensing board, or other appropriate stakeholder regarding your 
status as a Certificate holder, the staff will confirm if your Certificate is valid and current (or 
not).  
 
Creating and using a digital badge through our platform is another way someone can verify 
your Certificate. See the How to Use My Digital Badge section of this handbook for more 
information.  
 
Does the Certificate expire? Are there any requirements for maintenance of the certificate 
once I earn it?  
The Social Security Program and its rules for various benefits change overtime, as do the rates 
for computation of benefits. Therefore, it is reasonable to require continuing education to 
ensure a Certificate holder’s Social Security knowledge and ability to assist clients in calculating 
benefits are up-to-date and reflect the most current laws and requirements.  
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Therefore, the Certificate is valid for two (2) years, with the option to renew if you complete 
continuing education and pay a renewal fee. Biennial renewal (every 2 years) of the Certificate 
is required from the end of the month of passing the assessment. Those who have earned the 
Certificate who wish to renew are required to complete 8 hours of continuing education during 
the valid dates of the Certificate. The Certificate expires for those who do not complete the 
required continuing education during the 2-year period, in which case their names are removed 
from the online directory.  
 
Premier offers 2-4 monthly webinars for Certificate holders for continuing education. The 
webinars discuss updates and changes to the Social Security program and explore related topics 
of interest to learners. These are offered to current Certificate holders at no charge. In addition, 
valid Certificate holders may contact the course instructors with Social Security-related 
questions at any time. Premier also distributes news and other resources via email periodically 
to keep learners up-to-date with Social Security-relevant news and information. Certificate 
holders can seek Continuing Education from multiple sources (not just Premier).  
 
A copy of the Continuing Education (CE) tracking form will be emailed to you. You are 
encouraged to use the digital version of the form we’ve prepared for you to make it easier to 
track your CE overtime.  
 
Certificate program holders who have violated program requirements or policies are to 
undergo an investigation by the National Social Security Association Board of Directors. All 
complaints filed against a Certificate holder are investigated by the Board of Directors. The 
Board may temporarily or indefinitely suspend or revoke a person’s certificate and will inform 
the person immediately by phone and in a written document. The participant has the 
opportunity to appeal this decision within thirty (30) days of the resolution decision. If your 
certificate is revoked, the NSSA® Certificate Digital Badge is likewise revoked.  
 
Can I put alphabet behind my name? How do I list the program on my Linked In profile and 
resume?  
The NSSA® Certificate Program grants a Certificate to those who complete the course and pass 
the assessment. Once you have finished the course and passed the test, you are considered a 
Certificate Holder, and are allowed to state or advertise that you hold or have earned the 
National Social Security Advisor (NSSA®) Certificate. If applicable, Certificate holders must also 
receive approval from your firm’s compliance department prior to promoting the NSSA® 
certificate.  
 
As a Certificate holder, you are granted and will receive a Certificate, but you are not allowed to 
list initials or a title behind your name. The NSSA® designation, not lettered credentials, give the 
acknowledgment to the public that you have successfully completed an educational program 
designed to help you advise clients on most Social Security concerns related to retirement. 
NSSA® designation does not infer in any way Social Security expertise. Improper use or 
inferences of the NSSA® designation and logo are strictly prohibited and can result in your 
Certificate being revoked.   



NSSA® Certificate Program Candidate Handbook 5 

Remember, Certificate holders are allowed to: 
• State that they hold or have earned the National Social Security Advisor (NSSA®) 

Certificate 
• Use the NSSA® Certificate Digital Badge (see the How to Use Your Digital Badge section 

of this handbook for detailed instructions) in their email signatures, Linked In page, 
website, marketing collateral, and social media channels.  
 

Certificate holders are not allowed to:  
• State that they are Certified in Social Security Advising or that they are a Certified Social 

Security Advisor 
• Use any acronyms or letters after their names that reference the NSSA® Certificate or to 

make improper inferences of the NSSA designation and logo. 
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How to Use Your Digital Badge 
 
Badges are digital assets used to communicate a learning achievement or credential. We 
partner with Acclaim to manage the NSSA® Certificate Digital Badge. Acclaim badges link to 
metadata that provides context and verification. They can be shared across the Internet for 
maximum visibility and recognition. The NSSA® Certificate Digital Badge will help you tell your 
professional story in a way that is complete and validated. Just like the Certificate, if applicable, 
you must also receive approval from your firm’s compliance department prior to promoting and 
using the NSSA® Certificate Digital Badge.  
 
Badges are a standard to recognize and verify learning. A badge communicates three things 
without sacrificing verification or context: 

• Who did something? 
• What did they do? 
• Who says they did it? 

 
You can share your badges with anyone you’d like, wherever you’d like: 

• LinkedIn 
• Facebook 
• Twitter 
• Via email 
• Embedded in a website 

 
A viewer can click on your badge and will be taken back to Acclaim to view all the details of 
your achievement.  
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Getting started 
There are two steps to getting started: 

• Complete the NSSA® Certificate Program and pass the Assessment 
• Create an account and claim your badge 

 
Once you’ve done so, you’ll receive an email from Acclaim that looks like this: 
 

 
 
 
 
Click on the Accept button below your badge image. This will take you to Acclaim’s website 
where you will create an account.  
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Create an account 
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Fill in each field, then read and agree to the Terms of Use and Privacy Policy. Let us know if 
you’d like to receive occasional messages from Acclaim. These messages will contain 
information to help you make the most of your NSSA® Certificate Digital Badge and any other 
badges you’ve earned through the Acclaim platform. You can change your preferences for 
receiving marketing emails from Acclaim at any time.  
 
Click Create My Account. 
 
You’ll see this message on your screen: 

 
Check your email and follow the instructions there to continue. You will be prompted to sign in with the 
credentials you created. 
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Claim your badge  
Once you sign in to your account, you will be able to claim your badge.  
 

Tip: If you accidentally reject your badge, contact http://support.youracclaim.com/ to resend 
your badge.     
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Share your badge 
Once you have accepted your badge, you can broadcast the badge directly from Acclaim to your 
social networks.  
 
Click an icon to connect your social media account and easily share your badge:  

• LinkedIn Newsfeed & Profile 
• Twitter 
• Facebook 

 
You can also email the badge, download the badge image, download the code to embed your 
badge on a website, and copy the badge landing page URL. 
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Personalize your profile 
Your Acclaim profile is an important part of telling your professional story. It’s one spot on the 
web where you can manage and share the achievements that will further your career, so make 
sure to include a few key elements: 

• Name – Is your name Katherine, but you go by Kate? Edit your name to best reflect 
what you’d like to be called at work.  

• Profile picture – make sure it’s a nice one that represents you as you’d like to be viewed 
by potential employers. The minimum size is 196 x 196 pixels.  

• Bio – This is where your professional personality can really shine through. You’ve got 
500 characters to sketch out your key talents, qualifications and interests.  

 
To personalize or edit your profile, click on the Profile icon at the top right corner of any screen. 
Select Account Settings.  
 

 
 
Click Edit Profile from the left sidebar menu.  
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Course Outline 
 
The following lists the eight domains of knowledge and the intended learning outcomes for each 
one. The educational content is aligned to these outcomes as is the final assessment.  
 

KNOWLEDGE  
DOMAINS 

LEARNING  
OUTCOMES 

Domain 1: Overview: History and 
Future of Social Security 
 

1. Trace four key historical milestones in the evolution of social 
security: when it began, early expansion, advent of the cost-of-
living adjustment (COLA), and when benefits became subject to 
income tax.  

2. Recognize the importance of social security as a major source of 
retirement income.  

3. Explain two key reasons why financial advisors should review 
social security options with their clients reaching retirement age.    

4. Describe and differentiate the Consumer Price Index for Urban 
Wage Earners and Clerical Workers (CPI-W) and Consumer Price 
Index-Elderly (CPI-E).  

5. Compute COLA using CPI-W.  
6. Identify where to find CPI-W index by month, quarter, and year. 
7. Recognize the factors impacting the solvency of the social 

security trust fund and the anticipated reduction in benefits in 
2034.  

8. Anticipate and answer the two most common questions that 
retirees have about social security.  

9. Define joint lifetime benefit and why it is necessary to "think 
outside the box" to maximize and coordinate spousal benefits.  

10. Define “File and Suspend” and the “Restricted Application,” and 
how these strategies are currently being used and phased out.  

Domain 2: Benefits Calculation 1. List and describe the four types of social security benefits.  
2. Recognize the importance of creating an online account with the 

Social Security Administration and describe how to set one up.  
3. Describe how often social security benefit statements are mailed.  
4. Explain how benefits are estimated in the social security benefit 

statement for age 62, age 67 (full-retirement age [FRA]), and age 
70, and how benefits are estimated based upon projected 
earnings through age 70.  

5. List two key aspects of the social security benefit statement that a 
financial advisor should recommend a client check for accuracy. 

6. Describe the documentation required to fix any errors in earnings 
listed in a client’s benefit statement.  

7. Describe how credits are earned and how many credits are 
needed to collect benefits.  

8. Advise clients with fewer than 40 credits how often they should 
check their statements. 

9. Explain when clients are required to begin receiving benefits.  
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10. Recognize that retirees will not receive a benefit unless an 
application is filed.  

11. Define full retirement age (FRA) and how to calculate it.  
12. Define primary insurance amount (PIA) and how to calculate it.  
13. Identify how many years of earnings are used to calculate social 

security retirement benefits, how earnings are indexed for 
inflation up to age 59, and what happens beyond that age.  

14. Define indexing factors, bend points, and AIME, and how they are 
used to compute FRA benefit.  

15. Describe how benefits are calculated for a low-, middle-, and 
high-income earners, and how benefits might differ for different 
types of earners.  

16. Recognize how certain additional earnings impact benefits.  
17. Identify when social security benefits are paid to recipients.  
18. Recognize how a recipient can be overpaid and list the 

procedures to dispute, waive, and set up a re-payment plan if this 
occurs.  

19. Describe how and why to file a protective filing form. 
Domain 3: Eligibility and Benefits 
Calculation 

1. Identify the ages at which benefits can begin and describe the 
permanent impact that the age at which a recipient elects to 
begin receiving benefits affects how much is received.  

2. List the factors used to calculate the amount of benefits received.  
3. Define "reduction factors" (RF) and list three RFs.  
4. Compute reduced benefits using the reduction factor table. 
5. Identify when and how the earnings test applies and the types of 

earnings taken into account (and excluded) for the earnings test.  
6. Appropriately apply the monthly earnings test.  
7. Explain how benefits are adjusted at FRA based upon on the 

earnings test.  
8. Describe how earnings are computed for married couples.  
9. Define delayed retirement credits (DRCs), recognize how and to 

what age a recipient can earn DRCs.  
10. Calculate the amount of DRCs that can be earned per year and 

per month. 
Domain 4: Benefit Types 1. Describe social security spousal benefits. 

2. Recognize what spousal benefits are based upon.  
3. Identify factors that would result in spousal benefits being 

reduced.   
4. Describe the benefits eligibility criteria for divorced spouses.  
5. Describe the options available for a client with more than one ex-

spouse.  
6. Identify when deemed filing applies and determine the impact of 

this provision. 
7. Identify the conditions under which a client can file a Restricted 

Application to avoid the deemed filing rules.  
8. Calculate the "true" spousal benefit boost. 
9. Compute the spousal benefit if the spouse is not eligible for their 

own benefits. 
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10. List factors that impact spousal benefits.  
11. Describe the impact of a worker taking their own benefits prior to 

FRA and the impact of that action on spousal benefits.  
12. Understand that the spousal boost is reduced if taken prior to 

FRA. 
13. Describe how reduced benefits are computed. 
14. List the percent of surviving spouse benefits payable at FRA, age 

50, and age 60. 
15. Define surviving spouse eligibility (including eligibility for ex-

spouses).  
16. List the exceptions to the 9-month rule. 
17. Identify how many credits and years of earning are necessary for 

surviving spouse benefits to be paid.  
18. Define full benefit age and differentiate it from FRA.  
19. Describe survivor’s benefits, including the lump sum death 

benefit.  
20. Identify when children's benefits are payable and how to 

calculate the amount payable to children, including how earnings 
test applies to children. 

21. List the categories of children who may be eligible and factors 
that make them eligible, including adopted, stepchildren, and 
grandchildren.  

22. Identify who is subject to the family maximum and compute it.  
Domain 5: Planning 
Opportunities 

1. Leverage “claim and suspend” and restricted application, and 
know how to use these tactics to help clients maximize their own 
benefits and coordinate spousal benefits, as appropriate, and for 
as long as available.  

2. Recognize that file and suspend and restricted application are 
being phased out due to the 2015 Bi-Partisan Budget Act, 
including how the law impacts the restricted application and 
deemed filing.  

3. Identify strategies for single retirees, married couples, divorced 
spouses, and surviving spouses.  

4. Recognize when deemed filing applies (and when it doesn’t).  
5. Identify what happens to spousal or children's benefits when the 

wage earner is in suspension mode.  
6. Identify the options that still apply to married couples and how to 

identify opportunities to maximize and coordinate spousal 
benefits.  

7. Recognize the impact of the new law on surviving and divorced 
spouses.  

8. Describe how the new law impacted Medicare. 
9. Define the Hold Harmless provision. 
10. List the four ways to file for benefits. 
11. Correctly advise clients on filing Form SSA-521 
12. Recognize that benefits must be repaid before social security will 

withdraw application. 
13. Define “Do Over.” 
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14. List two ways a client can suspend benefits at FRA.  
15. Recognize that benefits will grow to approximate the PIA for DRCs 

during suspension (up to age 70), but will be suspended for 
spouses and children as well.  

Domain 6: Public Employees 1. List and define two provisions impacting public employees: WEP 
and GPO, and recognize when they apply.  

2. Recognize how public employee pensions may differ from social 
security.  

3. Describe how WEP impacts bend points 1, 2, and 3.  
4. Identify when WEP applies for individuals who are eligible for a 

public employee pension and SS benefit. 
5. Describe how WEP applies for recipients with 30 years or more of 

substantial earnings. 
6. Describe the Fact Sheet available via SSA. 
7. Recognize how WEP PIA is computed. 
8. Define how much social security benefits may be reduced by a 

public employee pension 
9. Describe how spousal benefits are paid on WEP PIA, while 

survivor benefits are paid off PIA. 
10. Describe how WEP PIA is computed when a wage earner has 

more than 20 years of substantial earnings. 
11. Differentiate WEP and GPO.  
12. Identify how and when to apply GPO. 

Domain 7: Taxes 1. Identify which benefits are taxable, and which are not.  
2. Recognize that benefits subject to tax are based on level of 

provisional income, (PI).  
3. Identify which bracket a client may be in.  
4. Recognize how income may impact taxable benefits. 
5. Compute provisional income (PI). 
6. Recognize that PI amounts are not adjusted for inflation, and how 

this may impact clients.  
7. Identify the largest add back.  
8. Describe how many social security benefits are included in PI.  
9. Calculate social security benefits that are subject to tax. 
10. Describe the impact a higher level of PI has on taxation and the 

threshold amount for PI.  
11. Recognize how the proportion of social security benefit in total 

income impacts how benefits are subject to tax.  
12. Describe how repayment of benefits may be deductible. 
13. Describe form SSA-1099 from SSA.  
14. Explain how repayments are treated on tax returns.  

Domain 8: Medicare 1. Identify who is eligible for Medicare and age 65 exceptions. 
2. Describe what the four parts of Medicare cover (Parts A, B, C, and 

D), and which are “original” Medicare.  
3. Describe the premiums for various Parts of Medicare, and the 

impact of higher income levels on the premiums.  
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4. Describe the gaps in Medicare. 
5. Describe Medicare Advantage, Medicare Supplements, Medigap, 

and other supplemental plans.  
6. Define drug formularies and how they are used in Medicare Part 

D.  
7. Identify enrollment periods for Medicare and potential penalties 

relating to Parts B and C. 
8. Identify how clients enroll in Medicare. 
 

 
 
 
 


