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In an effort to assist survivors of a deceased SDCERA member during a difficult time, this booklet provides

information about the benefits a survivor or beneficiary may be eligible to receive. It outlines the necessary

steps to take following an SDCERA member’s death and explains the benefits that may be available.

Personal assistance and more detailed information are available from SDCERA.

The death benefit information is provided in two sections. The first section pertains to benefits available

if the member’s death occurred before retirement. The second section pertains to benefits available if the

member’s death occurred after retirement. In addition, each section contains beneficiary information for

two types of eligible beneficiaries: surviving spouse/registered domestic partner or eligible children, and

non-spouse/non-partner beneficiaries. A definition of terms begins on page 15.

steps to take following a member’s death

1. Notify the SDCERA Call Center at 619-515-0130, or toll free at 1-888-473-2372 (4-SDCERA)

Please be prepared to provide the deceased member’s status (actively working, deferred or retired) 

and the following information: 

Name   

Date of death 

Social Security number 

State and county of death 

Also, be ready to provide the following information about the spouse/registered domestic partner

and any other surviving family members or beneficiaries:

Names  

Addresses  

Telephone numbers 

Social Security numbers

Dates of birth

Marriage dates

If an attorney is involved, please also provide his or her name, address and telephone number.

2. A certified copy of the death certificate must be forwarded to SDCERA.

Survivor and beneficiary information
for family and beneficiaries of active,
deferred and retired SDCERA members
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Once SDCERA is notified of a member’s death, the deceased member’s file is reviewed and a letter is sent

to the person(s) who may be eligible for a benefit.  

The letter contains information about the benefits available and requests various documents such as

a certified copy of the death certificate, birth certificates for the spouse/registered domestic partner

and/or children, and evidence of marriage/partnership. Benefit payment cannot take place until all

requested documents and forms are received. Payment generally occurs within one month following

receipt of the required documentation.

The member initially designates beneficiaries on the Member Sworn Statement, makes changes on the

Beneficiary Designation form, and redesignates beneficiaries at the time of retirement. The most recent

beneficiary designation on file at the SDCERA office is used to distribute death benefits. 

A designated beneficiary can be a spouse/registered domestic partner, eligible children, or any other

person selected by the member. However, in most cases, the rights of any surviving spouse/registered

domestic partner or eligible children will be superior to the rights of any other beneficiary. SDCERA

monthly survivor or continuation benefits generally are available only to a member’s surviving spouse/

registered domestic partner or surviving eligible children. For example, if the member dies before

retirement, only a surviving spouse/registered domestic partner or eligible children qualify for a monthly

benefit (see page 5). A member may not designate other beneficiaries to receive this benefit. 

Additionally, if a member dies after retirement, although a lump-sum benefit is available to any designated

beneficiary, a monthly benefit is not available to a designated beneficiary other than a surviving

spouse/registered domestic partner or eligible children unless the retired member has elected an

applicable optional form of benefit.

Beneficiary eligibility determination

The most recent beneficiary designation
on file at the SDCERA office is used to

distribute death benefits.
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OVERVIEW:

SDCERA death and survivor benefits

Death after member’s retirement
If eligible, the $3,500 lump sum benefit is paid in addition to other benefits.

$3,500 one-time Monthly survivor benefit or refund of member’s
lump sum benefit and accumulated contributions plus interest

surviving spouse/registered domestic partner  
or eligible children beneficiaries of:

Retired member. page 9

Service retirement Yes Varies**

Nonservice-connected 
Yes Varies**disability retirement

Service-connected 
Yes 100% of member benefitdisability retirement

non-spouse/non-partner beneficiary of: 

Retired member . page 11

Service retirement Yes Varies**

Disability retirement Yes Varies**

** Based on retirement option elected by member

Death before member’s retirement
Where more than one benefit is available, only one may be selected.

Member’s
Basic Monthly Combined reduced accumulated 
death survivor lump sum and contributions 

benefit or benefit or monthly benefit* plus interest

surviving spouse/registered domestic partner  
or eligible children beneficiaries of:

Active member. page 5

Nonservice-connected death (vested) Yes 60% of member benefit Yes No

Nonservice-connected death (nonvested) Yes No No No

Service-connected death Yes 100% of member benefit Yes No

Deferred member . page 7 No No No Yes

Reciprocal deferred member. page 7

Nonservice-connected death (vested) Yes 60% of member benefit Yes No

Nonservice-connected death (nonvested) Yes No No No

Service-connected death No No No Yes

non-spouse /non-partner beneficiary of:

Active member. page 8 Yes No No No

Deferred member. page 8 No No No Yes

Reciprocal deferred member. page 8

Nonservice-connected death Yes No No No

Service-connected death No No No Yes

*Surviving spouse/registered domestic partner only
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If the member was retired at the time of death, death benefit information begins on page 9 for surviving

spouse/registered domestic partner or eligible children beneficiaries and page 11 for a non-spouse/

non-partner beneficiary.

Benefits for surviving spouse/registered domestic partner 
or eligible children beneficiaries
The following benefits are payable to a surviving spouse/registered domestic partner or eligible children

based on the member’s status (active or deferred) at the time of his or her death. See pages 15 and

16 for surviving spouse/registered domestic partner and eligible children definitions.

Active member 
nonservice-connected death (vested)

The eligible surviving spouse/registered domestic partner or eligible children may choose one of the

following death benefits:

1. Basic death benefit, which includes a lump sum payment consisting of the member’s accumulated

contributions plus interest; and a lump sum payment of one month’s salary (average based on last 12

months immediately before the member’s death) for each full year of service credit, to a maximum of

six months’ salary.

2. A monthly survivor benefit (payable for life) of 60% of the nonservice-connected disability retirement

benefit (or service retirement benefit, if higher) the member would have received if he or she

retired for a nonservice-connected disability on the date of death. If there is no surviving spouse or

registered domestic partner the payment would go to eligible children while they remain eligible. 

3. A combined benefit (available only to an eligible surviving spouse or registered domestic partner)

including a lump sum payment of one month’s salary (average based on last 12 months immediately

before the member’s death) for each full year of service credit, to a maximum of six months’ salary;

and a monthly benefit as described in (2) above, reduced by the actuarial equivalent of the lump sum

payment based on the surviving spouse’s or registered domestic partner’s age. 

Death before member’s retirement
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Benefits for non-spouse/non-partner beneficiary

These benefits apply when the member does not have an eligible surviving spouse/registered domestic

partner or eligible children at the time of death.

lump sum death benefit

In addition to the benefits discussed below, if the member’s last active service was with the County

of San Diego, a one-time lump sum death benefit payment of $3,500 is made to the designated

beneficiary or estate.

service retirement or disability retirement

If one of the monthly continuance payment options was selected by the member at retirement, the

monthly survivor benefit is a percentage of the member’s retirement income based on the option

selected at retirement. If you are eligible for benefits, SDCERA will notify you of the option selected

by the member, which cannot be changed.

If the member chose the Unmodified option retirement benefit and there is no eligible surviving

spouse/registered domestic partner or eligible children to receive a monthly continuance, the des-

ignated beneficiary will not receive a monthly benefit. Instead, the beneficiary will receive the member’s

accumulated retirement contributions and interest, less the sum of the monthly retirement benefits paid

to the member prior to the date of death.

SUMMARY

Monthly survivor benefit
Death and survivor benefits $3,500 one-time or member’s accumulated
after member’s retirement lump sum benefit and contributions plus interest

non-spouse/non-partner beneficiary of:

Retired member 
Service retirement Yes Varies*

Disability retirement Yes Varies*

*Based on retirement option elected by member
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health benefits program

Coverage under SDCERA’s group health plans is available to all survivors and their dependents

receiving a monthly continuance or monthly survivor payment. 

The Health Insurance Allowance is an SDCERA payment used to offset or reduce the health

plan premium costs. The Health Insurance Allowance can be used only by the eligible survivor and

cannot be used to offset dependent coverage. The Health Insurance Allowance is based on:

• Years of SDCERA retirement service credit; 

• Eligibility for Medicare; AND

• The type of benefit being paid (i.e., surviving spouse or registered domestic partner’s monthly

continuance of a service retirement benefit, death benefit or disability retirement benefit).

For more information, including current health plans available through SDCERA, please review the

Health Benefits Program for Retired Members booklet available from SDCERA.

cost-of-living adjustment

A monthly survivor benefit may be increased up to 3% on April 1 of each year if the Board of

Retirement determines that there has been a corresponding increase in the cost of living in

accordance with the Consumer Price Index for the San Diego area.

Additionally, a Supplemental Targeted Adjustment for Retirees (STAR) COLA provides supplemental

cost of living payments to eligible survivors receiving a monthly survivor benefit. The STAR COLA

prevents the purchasing power of a retiree’s pension from falling below 80% of the purchasing

power at the time of retirement.

termination of benefits

Monthly continuance or survivor benefits cease upon the death of the member’s spouse/registered

domestic partner, or in the case of eligible children, upon death or ineligibility because of age or a

change in student or marital status.

Health Benefits Program
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Generally, all death benefits are taxable except for amounts representing a return of after-tax member

contributions. In addition, SDCERA takes the position that if the member’s death was service-connected

or if the member was retired by reason of a service-connected disability retirement, monthly benefit

amounts not in excess of 50% of the member’s final compensation should be excludable from income

under IRC section 104(a)(1).

It is strongly recommended that professional tax advice be obtained before making final decisions

concerning any SDCERA distribution. SDCERA cannot provide tax advice.

income tax withholding if 
member’s death occurred BEFORE retirement

Lump sum payments
surviving spouse/registered domestic partner

If you elect a direct rollover to an IRA or to another eligible employer plan, no withholding or tax penalties

apply to this type of distribution. A check will be made payable to your IRA or other employer’s qualified plan

and mailed to you for delivery to your IRA institution or employer’s plan. The Special Tax Notice Regarding

Plan Payments, which is provided by SDCERA if you are eligible for a lump sum payment, includes detailed

information about direct rollovers.

If you elect payout by check made payable to you, federal income tax withholding of 20% on the taxable

portion of your lump sum benefit is mandatory, and state tax withholding is optional. California state tax

will be withheld (10% of the federal withholding tax amount) unless otherwise indicated by you.

non-spouse/non-partner beneficiary

Federal tax withholding is at the rate of 10% (California tax withholding is 10% of the Federal withholding tax

amount) from the taxable portion of a lump sum benefit unless SDCERA receives other instructions from you.  

Any distribution paid to a non-spouse/non-partner beneficiary or to a trust, estate or charity is not eligible for

rollover to an IRA or other eligible employer plan.

Monthly survivor benefits

Federal and California state income taxes are withheld from monthly survivor benefits unless SDCERA

receives other instructions from you. If eligible for a survivor benefit, SDCERA will provide information on the

tax-withholding options available. Note that insufficient tax withholding may result in tax penalties and/or

estimated tax payments. Consult a tax professional for additional information.

Tax information



14

san diego county employees retirement association

income tax withholding if 
member’s death occurred AFTER retirement

Federal and California state income taxes are withheld from the $3,500 lump sum death benefit and the

taxable portion of the monthly survivor benefit unless SDCERA receives other instructions from you.

If eligible for a survivor benefit, SDCERA will provide information on the tax-withholding options available.

Note that insufficient tax withholding may result in tax penalties and/or estimated tax payments. Consult

a tax professional for additional information.

tax reporting

All payments are reported annually in January on Form 1099R, which records the total income paid in

the preceding calendar year.

Benefits from other sources
SDCERA does not administer the following benefits and does not have detailed information about them.

Social Security Administration . 800-772-1213

Survivor benefits may be available through the Social Security Administration (SSA). 

The SSA may be contacted in person, by telephone or at www.socialsecurity.gov. 

Deferred Compensation Administration . 619-531-5840

If the deceased member was enrolled in the County’s deferred compensation plan, additional benefits

may be available.

other retirement systems

If the deceased member was also a member of another retirement system, additional benefits may be

available. Following are the telephone numbers for some other systems in which SDCERA members

commonly also have been members:

California Public Employees’ Retirement System (PERS)  877-720-7377

800-352-2238

California State Teachers’ Retirement System (STRS) 800-228-5453

Federal Employees Retirement System (FERS and CSRS) 888-767-6738

Orange County Employees Retirement System (OCERS) 888-570-6277

Los Angeles County Employees Retirement  800-786-6464
Association (LACERA)
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Accumulated member contributions plus interest – Total of contributions plus interest

paid into the retirement system by an active member; does not include County contributions.

Active member – Currently employed; not retired or terminated.

Basic death benefit – The applicable lump sum benefit paid to the beneficiary when an

active or deferred member dies.

Beneficiary – Eligible person(s) designated by a member to receive lump sum and/or monthly

payments (if eligible) upon the member’s death. Generally, a vested member’s surviving

spouse/registered domestic partner or eligible children have superior rights over any other

named beneficiary. Beneficiary designations are subject to modification by court order. If no

beneficiary is named or the beneficiary is no longer living, the beneficiary will be the surviving

legal spouse or registered domestic partner. If there is no surviving spouse or registered

domestic partner, the member’s eligible children. If there is no surviving spouse/registered

domestic partner or eligible children, the member’s estate.

Children – Eligible children are those who are unmarried and under age 18, or unmarried and

under age 22 if enrolled as full-time students.

Deferred member – A member who terminates employment with five or more years of

SDCERA/reciprocal retirement service credit, leaves retirement accumulated contributions

plus interest (if any) on deposit with SDCERA, and defers retirement to the date first eligible

or a later date.

Disability retirement – A member who becomes disabled, physically or mentally, and cannot

perform his/her job duties, regardless of age, may apply for disability retirement. If eligible,

and the Board of Retirement finds this member permanently incapacitated, he/she may receive

a disability retirement benefit. The two types of disability retirement are service-connected

disability and nonservice-connected disability.

Final compensation – A  monthly amount based on the average compensation earnable

during any one year (26 consecutive pay periods) elected by a member.

Lump sum death benefit – A one-time lump sum of $3,500 is paid to the designated benefi-

ciary or estate of a retired member if the retiree’s last active service was with the County

of San Diego.

Definitions of terms used in this booklet
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Nonservice-connected death – Death prior to retirement resulting from an injury, illness or

disease that is not job related, but the member would have been eligible to retire if disabled by

such injury, illness or disease.

Reciprocal deferred member – A member who terminates employment with five or more

years of SDCERA/reciprocal retirement service credit, leaves SDCERA retirement accumulated

contributions plus interest (if any) on deposit, becomes a member of a reciprocal retirement

system (within six months of leaving service), establishes reciprocity and defers retirement to

the date first eligible or a later date.

Registered domestic partner – In the State of California, persons must meet specific criteria

to qualify as a domestic partner under the Family Code:

• The partnership must be registered with the Secretary of State

• Both persons must have a common residence

• Neither person is married or a member of another valid domestic partnership

• Both persons are at least 18 years of age

• One of the following:

Both persons are members of the same sex

If of the opposite sex, one or both of the persons must be over the age of 62

• Both persons are capable of consenting to domestic partnership

Retired member – A member who has met the eligibility requirements for a service or

disability retirement and is receiving a monthly retirement benefit.

Service-connected death – Death prior to retirement resulting from a job-related injury,

illness or disease, but the member would have been eligible to retire if disabled by such injury,

illness or disease.

Service retirement – A member who has met the minimum age and service requirements and

is eligible to receive a monthly service retirement benefit. This benefit is based on the member’s

age at retirement, final compensation, years of service credit, membership classification and

the benefit option chosen at retirement.

Surviving spouse of active member – The legal spouse of a deceased active SDCERA

member, as defined or recognized under state law. To qualify for survivor benefits, a spouse

must be married to the member on the date of death. 

Surviving spouse of retired member – The legal surviving spouse of a retired member must

be married to the member. Other qualifications for survivor benefits will depend on the option

selected at the time of retirement. 

Vested– Status of a member who has completed five years of SDCERA/reciprocal service credit.




