
TRS Beneficiary Designations: 
Simple Rules, Big Consequences

PRESENTED BY LINDSEY JAMES-WEST, CFP® 

Why it Matters

�Over 2 million members of TRS*

�A simple oversight can derail the intent of a retirement plan 

�Lawyers often encounter the fallout: probate disputes, tax 
issues, Medicaid complications 

� https://www.trs.texas.gov/about/who-we-are/fund-insights
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Basics of TRS Beneficiary Designations

TRS Form TRS 15 (for active members and retirees*)
Designation must be:
o In writing
o Received by TRS before death
o Clear on ID of beneficiary – so TRS can locate/pay beneficiary 
o If designating estate, trust or other legal entity, documentation 

needed. 
Not governed by ERISA—Texas law controls.

*For retirees, TRS 15 updates the $10,000 survivor benefit but joint-and-survivor beneficiaries  
cannot be updated. 

TRS Member Dies – What Next? 

�Notify TRS & provide required information & death certificate. 

�If death occurred while employed, TRS will request salary 
documentation to determine the correct benefit to be paid. 

�TRS will mail benefit information and forms to beneficiaries. 

�Beneficiary should file claim forms and related documents prior to 
the first anniversary of the death 

�TRS Beneficiary Resources (https://www.trs.texas.gov/pension-benefits/beneficiary-resources)
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Types of TRS Death Benefits

Active Member Benefits

    - Lump-sum payments

    - Potential annuity benefits 

Retiree Benefits

    - Dependent on option selected at retirement (Option 1–5)

Active Member Death Benefits (TRS)
OPTION DESCRIPTION >5 

YRS 

TRS 

YEAR OF 

DEATH*

NOTES

Plan 1 2x Salary Lump Sum 

($80K max)

NO YES Often chosen by those w/o 5 

years of TRS service 

Plan 2 60 Monthly Payments

(Standard Annuity)

YES YES Based on standard annuity; 

multiple beneficiaries allowed

Plan 3 Lifetime Annuity YES YES Only one beneficiary

Plan 4 Refund of Contributions NO NO Default if no other option 

selected or eligible 

Plan 5 Survivor Payment

($250-$350/month)

NO NO Ongoing support for financially 

dependent spouse, child, parent
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Find the full text of this and thousands of other resources from leading experts in dozens of
legal practice areas in the UT Law CLE eLibrary (utcle.org/elibrary)

Title search: TRS Beneficiary Designations: Simple Rules, Big
Consequences

Also available as part of the eCourse
2025 Estate Planning, Guardianship and Elder Law eConference

First appeared as part of the conference materials for the
27th Annual Estate Planning, Guardianship and Elder Law Conference session
"TRS Beneficiary Designations: Simple Rules, Big Consequences"

http://utcle.org/elibrary
http://utcle.org/ecourses/OC10589

