
Nuts and Bolts: How to Roll Over Your Employer Retirement Plan Assets
When leaving your job or retiring, you have several options available for managing your retirement plan assets. You may be able to leave the money 
in your current plan, if your employer allows. Or you can take a lump-sum cash distribution, which will be subject to income tax and a 10% penalty if 
you’re under age 59½ (unless an exception applies), resulting in a potentially significant tax bill. Finally, you can roll the money into another tax-de-
ferred account, preserving the primary tax advantages. 
There are two types of rollovers: direct and indirect. A direct rollover, or trustee-to-trustee transfer, is paid from your plan directly to your IRA or to 
your new employer’s retirement plan. The funds are never payable to you. An indirect (60-day) rollover is a payment made to you that you later roll 
over to an IRA or an employer retirement plan.1 When you request a distribution from your employer’s 401(k), 403(b), or governmental 457(b) plan 
that’s eligible for rollover, you’ll receive a statement describing the tax rules applicable to your distribution and your rollover options.2 You should 
read that statement carefully.

DIRECT ROLLOVER 
TO AN IRA:

Review your existing plan’s distribution form for instructions on completing a direct rollover to an IRA.

You can use an existing IRA account or set up a new IRA account at the financial institution of your choice 
to accept the rollover.3

Provide your IRA account number and other information to your plan administrator.

Your plan administrator will either transfer the funds directly to your IRA via check or wire transfer, or 
provide you with a check (payable to your IRA) to deposit into your account.

Contact your financial institution for assistance (most have rollover specialists who can guide you through 
the process).

2
OPTION

INDIRECT (60-DAY)
ROLLOVER:

3
OPTION

Have your plan administrator make the distribution to you.

The plan administrator will either issue a check in your name or make a wire transfer to your bank account.

If you are making an indirect rollover to an IRA, you can use an existing IRA account or set up a new IRA 
account at the financial institution of your choice to accept the rollover.3

If you are making an indirect rollover to a new employer’s plan contact the plan administrator and ask what 
it requires to accept a rollover.

Roll all or part of the funds over by the 60th day after the day you receive the distribution from your plan.4

DIRECT ROLLOVER 
TO A NEW 

EMPLOYER’S PLAN:

1
OPTION

Review your existing plan’s distribution form for instructions on completing a direct rollover to another 
employer retirement plan.

Contact the new plan’s administrator and ask what it requires to accept a rollover.

Your plan administrator will either transfer the funds directly to your new plan via check or wire transfer, 
or provide you with a check (payable to your new plan) to deposit into your account.
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Nuts and Bolts: How to Roll Over Your Employer Retirement Plan Assets
Before making any decisions, be sure to consider the potential advantages and disadvantages of the types of accounts you are considering. For 
example, while IRAs may offer a wider variety of investments to choose from, the cost structure for the investments offered in a retirement plan may 
be more favorable than those offered in an IRA.

This information is not intended as tax, legal, investment, or retirement advice or recommendations. 

1 There are two major disadvantages to indirect rollovers. First, your plan is required to withhold 20% of the taxable portion of your payment for 
federal income taxes. You’ll get credit for that amount when you file your federal income tax return, but if you want to roll over the entire distribution, 
you’ll have to come up with the 20% that was withheld from other sources. Second, you run the risk of missing the 60-day deadline, which would 
make your distribution taxable. On the plus side, you’ll have use of the funds for up to 60 days. In general, direct rollovers are the safer choice.

2 You cannot roll over hardship withdrawals, required minimum distributions, substantially equal periodic payments, corrective distributions, and 
certain other payments. Nonspousal death benefits can be rolled over only to an inherited IRA, and only in a direct rollover or trustee-to-trustee 
transfer. You may have the option of leaving your funds in your employer’s plan — consult your plan’s terms.

3 You do not need to set up a special “Rollover IRA” account (sometimes called a “conduit IRA”) to receive your rollover, although some financial 
firms may require that you do so at least initially. (You can always transfer the funds to a different IRA account later.) While not required, in some 
cases a separate rollover IRA may be helpful if: (a) you think you may want to roll the taxable portion of your distribution back to an employer plan 
at some future date, or (b) you’re concerned about protection from creditors, as funds rolled over from an employer plan (and any earnings on 
those funds) generally receive unlimited protection under federal law if you declare bankruptcy.

4 The IRS may waive the 60-day requirement where the failure to do so would be against equity or good conscience, such as in the event of a ca-
sualty, disaster, or other event beyond your reasonable control. There are three ways to obtain a waiver of the 60-day rollover requirement: (a) you 
qualify for an automatic waiver, (b) you self-certify that you met the requirements of a waiver, or (c) you request and receive a private letter ruling 
granting a waiver. Consult a tax professional. 

Note: If you receive employer stock or other securities as part of your distribution be sure to understand the tax consequences before making a 
rollover to an IRA. Your distribution may be entitled to favorable net unrealized appreciation (NUA) tax rules. Consult a tax professional.
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If other expert assistance is needed, the reader is advised to engage the services of a competent professional. Please consult your Financial
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