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Now is a great time to do a little spring cleaning with your retirement plan by making sure 

your beneficiary elections are up to date. Just like life insurance, retirement plans pass 

directly to the person or entity you’ve named on your beneficiary election, so it’s very 

important to keep them current. Here’s what you need to know:  

Your Spouse is Your Primary Beneficiary

If you are married, Federal law states that your spouse is your primary beneficiary, period.

You are free to name someone else, for example, children from your first marriage, but your

spouse must sign off on this election in front of a notary public. If you are unmarried, you may

name anyone you wish, but upon marriage, your spouse becomes your primary beneficiary,

even if your beneficiary election indicates otherwise. You are free to name contingent

beneficiaries, also known as successor beneficiaries, in case the person you named as

primary beneficiary passes before you or with you.

Naming Children as Beneficiaries

If you name minor children as beneficiaries, their guardian will be responsible for

management and safekeeping of your account until the child turns the age of majority. If

you’re not sure you want your children’s guardian to have access to the funds, you may want

to consider naming another loved one or setting up a trust. Be sure to consult with a tax

advisor before naming a trust as a beneficiary.

Keep Them Up-to-Date

It’s critical that you keep beneficiary elections up-to-date after significant life events. Court

cases have ruled that ex-spouses were entitled to retirement accounts from their deceased

ex-spouses because elections were not updated.

Beneficiary Elections Name Who Not How

Beneficiary elections determine who gets the account, not how. If you wish to dictate

how your loved ones receive the money, you’ll need to consider setting up a trust.

An estate planning attorney can advise you on how best to establish a trust.

What Beneficiaries Can Do With the Money

Beneficiaries can cash out any or all of the account. They will still owe income taxes on any

pre-tax portion, but no tax penalty applies. Spouses have special rights. They can simply retitle

the account as theirs. All the rules regarding tax deferral and distribution then proceed based on

their age. Non-spousal beneficiaries aren’t that lucky. Non-spousal beneficiaries will generally

have to either deplete the account right away or deplete it in its entirety within ten years.

What Happens When No Beneficiary is Named

Your family still receives your account, but without specific instructions, your savings will pass to

heirs in the order determined by state law. The account will go through the probate process

where a judge makes the official determination on who receives the asset. This costs time and

money and may subject your account to dispute.

How To Check and Update Your Beneficiaries

Updating your beneficiaries is easy. Most plans allow you to confirm and update them right on

the participant website. To access your account, contact OneAmerica Retirement Services at

oaretirement.com or call 800-858-3829.

Get Advice

Reach out to the MoneyAdvice@Work® team at 866-232-6457, book a web/phone meeting 

conveniently online at moneyadviceatwork.com/learnmore or download the free app to 

message your advisor! Visit the Apple App or Google Play Store and search: 

MoneyAdvice@Work.

Remember, our sole focus is to provide confidential financial wellness services as a workplace 

benefit. Our advisors are committed to coaching you through your financial

journey without judgment or jargon, all within the safety of a completely sales-free and

confidential environment. So, reach out today!
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