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RETIREMENT PLAN SERVICES

Retirement plan
catch-up contributions

For plan sponsor use only. Not for use with plan participants.

The Economic Growth and Tax Relief Reconciliation Act of 2001 (EGTRRA) 
introduced the age 50 catch-up provision, allowing participants the opportunity 
to supplement their retirement savings. EGTRRA provided several provisions to aid 
retirement readiness and also created more awareness of the available catch-up 
provisions permitted in defined contribution plans. While 403(b) and 457(b) plans 
have offered special catch-up provisions for many years, the age 50 catch-up is 
the first provision to allow participants in 401(k) plans to defer above the annual 
deferral limit. 

Employers sponsoring multiple plans should be aware that plan contributions and 
catch-ups must be coordinated among certain plan types and should refer to their 
plan documents for any additional plan limits and available catch-up options. 

Age 50 catch-up
Optional provision under 401(k), 403(b) and 457(b) governmental plans
Participants who are at least age 50 may elect to defer up to an additional $6,000 
(adjusted annually for cost of living). The deferrals may be pretax, Roth (if the plan 
permits Roth contributions) or a combination of both. A participant is first eligible 
for the catch-up any time during the calendar year in which he or she reaches age 
50. If the plan provides a matching contribution, the plan sponsor may elect to 
match contributions deferred under the catch-up provision.

The catch-up is triggered once a participant meets the annual 402(g)/457 limit 
for the year or as a result of a plan-imposed limit. The catch-up also can be used 
to recharacterize refunds of failed nondiscrimination testing if the participant has 
reached age 50 and hasn’t fully utilized the catch-up amount for the applicable year. 

The annual 402(g) limit is an individual limit that applies to 401(k) and 403(b) 
plans. If a participant defers into both a 401(k) and a 403(b) plan in the same 
year, the deferral and catch-up limit must be aggregated between the plans. 
In addition, deferral contributions to more than one 457(b) plan must be 
aggregated even though 457(b) deferral contributions are no longer coordinated 
with deferral contributions to 401(k) and 403(b) plans. Please refer to the 2017 
Annual Deferral Limits chart at the end of this article for additional information 
on the coordination of contribution limits when sponsoring multiple plans.
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15-year special catch-up
Optional provision only in certain 403(b) plans
Qualified organizations (public school systems, hospitals, home health service 
agencies, churches, health and welfare service agencies, and a convention or 
association of churches) sponsoring a 403(b) plan may permit participants to 
defer up to an additional $3,000 each year if they meet certain service and 
contribution requirements. The total lifetime catch-up available with the current 
employer under this provision is $15,000. 

Deferrals may be pretax, Roth (if the plan permits Roth contributions) or a 
combination of both. If the plan provides for a matching contribution, the plan 
sponsor may elect to match contributions deferred under the catch-up provision.

Service requirement
A participant must have 15 or more full-time years of service with the current 
employer. When determining years of service, the following criteria apply:

• Service with a preceding qualified organization due to an acquisition may be 
counted if the participant doesn’t experience a severance of employment. 

• Years of service are determined at the end of the tax year for which the 
calculation is being performed. 

• Employees who don’t work a full-time schedule must prorate their years of 
service based on their percentage equivalent of a full-time employee. For 
example, if a full-time employee is defined by the employer as someone who 
works 30 hours or more per week, then a 20-hour-per-week employee will earn 
two-thirds of a year of service each year. If a teacher who teaches six classes 
is considered full time, then a teacher who teaches only three classes will be 
credited with one-half year of service for each employment year.

Contribution requirement
The amount of catch-up a participant can use under the 15-year special 
catch-up provision depends on previous contribution history and use of 
the catch-up provision in prior years. The available catch-up amount is the 
least of the following:

• $3,000

• $15,000 reduced by the total amount of deferrals made in prior years using the 
15-year special catch-up provision

• $5,000 times the number of years of service with the employer, minus the total 
amount of deferrals made in prior years
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Example 1:
A participant has 20 years of service. He hasn’t made catch-up deferrals under the 
15-year special catch-up provision in the past and has deferred $60,000 to the plan 
in prior years. The amount of catch-up available is $3,000, which is the least of:

• $3,000

• $15,000 (The participant hasn’t used the catch-up in prior years, so the $15,000 
isn’t reduced.)

• $40,000 ([$5,000 x 20] - $60,000)

Example 2:
A participant has 20 years of service, has deferred $13,000 in catch-up 
contributions utilizing the 15-year special catch-up provision and has deferred a 
total of $80,000 to the plan in prior years. The amount of catch-up available is 
$2,000, which is the least of:

• $3,000

• $2,000 (The participant has used $13,000 of catch-up in prior years, so the 
$15,000 is reduced by that amount.)

• $20,000 ([$5,000 x 20] – $80,000)

If the participant defers the $2,000 available, he will have used the full $15,000 
available under the 15-year special catch-up and won’t be eligible to utilize the 
catch-up in future years.

Example 3:
A participant has 15 years of service and has deferred $100,000 to the plan 
in prior years. The amount of catch-up available is $0, which is the least of:

• $3,000

• $15,000 (The participant wasn’t eligible in prior years, so the $15,000 
isn’t reduced.)

• $0 ([$5,000 x 15] – $100,000) 

In prior years, the participant deferred on average more than $5,000 a year; 
therefore, he isn’t eligible to utilize the 15-year special catch-up.
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Using the age 50 catch-up and the 15-year special catch-up
Participants may be eligible to use both the age 50 catch-up and the 15-year 
special catch-up in the same year. Any deferrals that exceed the annual limit of 
$18,000 for 2017 will be applied first to the 15-year special catch-up and then to 
the age 50 catch-up. 

The age 50 catch-up limit is an annual limit; therefore, if the participant has fully 
utilized the $15,000 or isn’t eligible for the 15-year special catch-up due to service 
or contribution requirements, the age 50 catch-up is still available, provided 
the participant is at least age 50 and has enough compensation to support 
the contribution. With the introduction of the age 50 catch-up, many qualified 
organizations have elected not to offer the 15-year special catch-up provision or 
to eliminate the provision on a prospective basis. For a plan sponsor, the main 
disadvantages of offering this provision are the calculation and the need to 
maintain more than 15 years of service and deferral history for plan participants. 
Publication 571, located on the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) website (https://
www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p571.pdf), provides additional information, as well as 
worksheets, to help determine the maximum catch-up contribution. Due to the 
complexity of the 15-year special catch-up provision, plan sponsors whose plans 
allow the catch-up should require participants to provide completed calculation 
worksheets before increasing deferrals. 

Final 3-year catch-up
Optional provision under 457(b) governmental  
and 457(b) Top Hat plans
Employers who offer 457(b) governmental and tax-exempt plans may permit 
participants to defer amounts above the annual deferral limit in the three calendar 
years prior to the attainment of normal retirement age, as stated in the plan 
document. The purpose of the final 3-year catch-up is to allow participants who 
didn’t fully fund contributions to the plan in prior years to make additional deferrals 
to the plan. The catch-up provision applies during the final three years ending 
before the year a participant attains normal retirement age and may be used in one 
or more of the three years. If the participant doesn’t utilize the catch-up during 
these three years, the opportunity to take advantage of the catch-up is lost. In a 
457(b) governmental plan, the deferrals may be pretax, Roth (if the plan permits 
Roth contributions) or a combination of both. Roth deferrals aren’t permitted in 
457(b) Top Hat plans for tax-exempt employers.
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Example 1:
If a participant reaches normal retirement age (NRA) in 2020, the catch-up is  
available only in 2017, 2018 and 2019. In this example, the participant will reach  
NRA in 2020 and has the contribution history stated in this chart: 

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

457(b) deferral limit $17,000 $17,500 $17,500 $18,000 $18,000

457(b) contribution $5,000 $5,000 $5,000 $5,000 $5,000

Underutilized amount $12,000 $12,500 $12,500 $13,000 $13,000

For 2017, the maximum contribution is $36,000, which is the lesser of:

• $36,000 (twice the 2017 annual contribution limit of $18,000)

• $81,000 (the 2017 annual contribution limit of $18,000 + the underutilized 
amounts of $12,000 + $12,500 + $12,500 + $13,000 + $13,000)

In this example, the participant didn’t fully fund his account in prior years, so he 
is able to contribute up to $36,000 in 2017. He also may contribute up to twice 
the annual contribution limit for 2018 and 2019.

Example 2:
If a participant reaches normal retirement age (NRA) in 2020, the catch-up is  
available only in 2017, 2018 and 2019. In this example, the participant will reach  
NRA in 2020 and has the contribution history stated in this chart: 

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

457(b) deferral limit $17,000 $17,500 $17,500 $18,000 $18,000

457(b) contribution $17,000 $17,500 $17,500 $18,000 $18,000

Underutilized amount $0.00 $0.00 $0.00 $0.00 $0.00

For 2017, the maximum contribution is $18,000, which is the lesser of:

• $36,000 (twice the 2017 annual contribution limit of $18,000)

• $18,000 (the 2017 annual contribution limit of $18,000 + the total underutilized 
amounts of $0.00).

Previous contribution history dictates how much a participant may be able to 
defer; therefore, participants who fully fund their accounts won’t be able to  
take advantage of the final 3-year catch-up.

Contribution limit
When calculating the amount of missed deferrals, only years in which the participant 
was eligible to make contributions under the plan are considered. The total amount a 
participant may defer utilizing the final 3-year catch-up is the lesser of:

• Twice the annual contribution limit

• The annual deferral limit plus the amount of the contribution limit not used 
in prior years
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Using the age 50 catch-up and the final 3-year catch-up
The age 50 catch-up isn’t permitted in 457(b) Top Hat plans for tax-exempt 
employers. The age 50 catch-up and the final 3-year catch-up are both allowed in 
457(b) governmental plans, but participants can’t use both catch-ups in the same 
year. If the plan permits both catch-ups, the permitted amount is the greater of the 
final 3-year catch-up or the age 50 catch-up. The final 3-year catch-up must be 
calculated to determine if the catch-up allows for a higher contribution than the age 
50 catch-up for the applicable year. In the examples on page 5, the participant’s 
2017 catch-up limit was $18,000, which is more than the age 50 catch-up limit of 
$6,000 for the year. Therefore, the final 3-year catch-up must be used instead of the 
age 50 catch-up. 

To ease administration, most governmental employers have chosen not to offer the 
final 3-year catch-up if they offer the age 50 catch-up. For a plan sponsor, the main 
disadvantages of offering this provision are the calculation and the need to maintain 
deferral contribution history for participants. If the employer also sponsors a 401(k) 
or 403(b) plan and one of those plans permits it, the participant may be able to 
utilize the age 50 catch-up. Please refer to the 2017 Annual Deferral Limits chart for 
additional deferral and catch-up limits applicable with multiple plans. 

Summary
Catch-up contributions have the ability to help participants grow their retirement 
savings through increased deferrals as individuals approache retirement age. While 
these provisions may be advantageous for plan participants, they may increase the 
administrative burden for the plan sponsor due to the requirements to perform 
certain catch-up calculations and to maintain service and contribution history. We 
recommend that plan sponsors use this information to determine what will work 
best for their own retirement programs.
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2017 annual deferral limits
Each year, the Internal Revenue Service announces the annual 402(g)/457 deferral and catch-up limits available for defined 
contribution plans. Plan sponsors should refer to their plan documents to determine if different plan limits or catch-up 
limits apply. Employers who sponsor more than one plan should be aware that certain deferral and catch-up limits must be 
coordinated among plans. The charts on this page provide a high-level overview of annual limits and potential maximum 
deferral contributions for 2017. 
Please note: These charts don’t reference the applicable overall annual Internal Revenue Code Section 415 contribution limits.

Single plan limits
Plan type Annual 402(g) deferral 

and 457 limit
Age 50 catch-up limit 15-year special 

catch-up limit
Final 3-year catch-up 
limit (if applicable)

Potential maximum 
deferral limit for 2017 

401(k) plan $18,000 $6,000 Not available Not available $24,000

403(b) plan $18,000 $6,000 Up to $3,000 Not available $27,000

457(b) 
governmental plan

$18,000 $6,000* Not available Up to $18,000* $24,000 if the age 50 
catch-up applies or up to 
$36,000 if the final 3-year 
catch-up applies

457(b) Top Hat plan $18,000 Not available Not available Up to $18,000 Up to $36,000 if the final 
3-year catch-up applies

Combination plan limits
Plan type Annual 402(g) deferral 

and 457 limit
Age 50 catch-up limit 15-year special 

catch-up limit
Final 3-year catch-up 
limit (if applicable)

Potential maximum 
deferral limit for 2017

401(k) and

403(b) plan

$18,000† combined total $6,000† combined total 401(k) — Not available

403(b) — Up to $3,000

Not available $27,000 combined  
total if the age 50 catch-up 
and the 15-year special 
catch-up both apply

401(k) and  

457(b) Top Hat

401(k) — $18,000 

457(b) — $18,000

A total of $36,000 may be 
deferred.

401(k) — $6,000

457(b) — Not available

401(k) — Not available

457(b) — Not available

401(k) — Not available

457(b) — Up to $18,000

401(k) — $24,000

457(b) — Up to $36,000 
if the final 3-year catch-up 
applies

403(b) and 

457(b) 
governmental

403(b) — $18,000 

457(b) — $18,000

A total of $36,000 may be 
deferred.

403(b) — $6,000

457(b) — $6,000*

403(b) — Up to $3,000

457(b) — Not available

403(b) — Not available

457(b) — Up to $18,000*

403(b) — $27,000

457(b) — Up to $24,000  
if the age 50 catch-up 
applies or up to $36,000 
if the final 3-year catch-up 
applies

403(b) and 

457(b) Top Hat

403(b) — $18,000

457(b) — $18,000

A total of $36,000 may be 
deferred.

403(b) — $6,000

457(b) — Not available

403(b) — Up to $3,000

457(b) — Not available

403(b) — Not available

457(b) — Up to $18,000

403(b) — $27,000

457(b) — Up to $36,000 
if the final 3-year catch-up 
applies

 

401(k),

403(b) and 

457(b) Top Hat

401(k)/403(b) — $18,000 
combined total

457(b) — $18,000

A total of $36,000 may be 
deferred.

401(k)/403(b) — $6,000 
combined total

457(b) — Not available

401(k) — Not available

403(b) — Up to $3,000

457(b) — Not available

401(k)/403(b) — Not 
available

457(b) — Up to $18,000

401(k)/403(b) — $27,000 
combined total if the age 50 
catch-up and the 15-year 
special catch-up both apply

457(b) — Up to $36,000 
if the final 3-year catch-up 
applies



Page 8 of 8

Not a deposit 

Not FDIC-insured 

Not insured by any federal 
government agency 

Not guaranteed by any  
bank or savings association 

May go down in value

©2017 Lincoln National Corporation

LincolnFinancial.com/RetirementPlans

Lincoln Financial Group is the 
marketing name for Lincoln National 
Corporation and its affiliates.

Affiliates are separately  
responsible for their own financial  
and contractual obligations.

LCN-1655995-120216 
POD 1/17 Z08 
Order code: DC-CATCH-ARC002

For plan sponsor use only. Not for use with plan participants.

* Participants in a 457(b) governmental plan are not able to use both the age 50 catch-up and the final 3-year catch-up in the same 
year. If the plan provides for both the age 50 catch-up and the final 3-year catch-up, a calculation must be done to determine which 
catch-up limit applies.

 † The annual 402(g) deferral limit is an individual limit that applies to 401(k) and 403(b) plans. If a participant defers into both a 401(k) 
and a 403(b) plan in the same year, the deferral and catch-up limits must be aggregated between the 401(k) and 403(b) plans.

Note: After January 1, 2002, 457(b) deferral contributions are no longer coordinated with deferral contributions to 401(k) and 
403(b) plans. Participants can fully defer up to the annual limit in both a 401(k)/403(b) plan and a 457(b) plan. 

Note: Deferral contributions made to more than one 457(b) plan must be aggregated when applying the annual limit.

Important disclosures: 

Lincoln Financial Group® affiliates, their distributors, and their respective employees, representatives, and/or insurance agents do not provide 
tax, accounting, or legal advice. Please consult your own independent advisor as to any tax, accounting, or legal statements made herein.


