
1 
 

Q & A about the UW Supplemental Retirement Plan (UWSRP) 
by Robert Bowen and Stephan Siegel 

June 2020 
 

Robert Bowen is a former UW faculty member and former chair of the Faculty Council for 
Benefits and Retirement (FCBR). Stephan Siegel is a UW faculty member and former chair of 
FCBR. We provide the following information based on our approximate understanding of the 
UWSRP to assist our UW colleagues in better understanding this aspect of their retirement 
plan. None of the information provided is intended as legal, tax, or financial advice. We are not 
liable for any mistakes or omissions. 
 
1. What is the difference between defined contribution and defined benefit retirement plans? 

• Defined contribution plans are tied to your personal contributions plus any match you 
receive from the institution.  Defined contribution plans are subject to fluctuations in the 
value of the portfolio of stocks and bonds in your retirement fund (e.g., at Fidelity or 
TIAA/CREF).  Defined benefit plans are paid by the institution and are tied to your 
wages, generally your highest wages in the last few years of your career.  They are not 
subject to market volatility but are subject to the institutions ability to pay on their 
commitment to the plan participant.  UWRP is a defined contribution plan but it has a 
defined benefit floor – the Supplemental Retirement Plan (UWSRP). 

2. What is the purpose of the Supplemental Retirement Benefit feature of the UWRP?  

• The Supplemental Retirement Plan (UWSRP) is a defined-benefit floor or ‘safety net’ 
underlying the UWRP defined contribution plan.  It provides some protection for 
employees against uncontrollable declines in their retirement asset portfolio (e.g., 
TIAA/CREF).  In this way, it is similar to other State of Washington defined benefit 
retirement plans such as the PERS retirement programs. 

3. What determines the amount of the benefit? 

• Participants are only eligible to receive a Supplemental Benefit payment if the 
calculated "Goal Income" is greater than the amount of the calculated "Assumed 
Income."  The Supplemental Benefit payment is reduced by 0.5% per year for each year 
of retirement before age 65, unless the retirement was due to disability.  See the UW 
Benefits web site for a description of these calculations as well as additional 
information and sample calculations on the FBCR homepage. 

4. Who is more likely to benefit from the UWRP Supplemental Benefit and why? 

• Someone who retires when the stock market is at a relatively low point (since the 
‘assumed income’ calculation reflects current market conditions at retirement) 

• Someone whose UW salary has grown quickly late in their career (because these 24 
months of income are relatively high compared to their long-run average contributions) 

• Someone who has had a major but perhaps temporary upward blip in their UW salary 
for at least 24 consecutive months (because these 24 months of income were relatively 
high compared to their long-run average contributions) 

https://hr.uw.edu/benefits/retirement-plans/plans-closed-to-new-members/uw-supplemental-retirement-plan/
https://hr.uw.edu/benefits/retirement-plans/plans-closed-to-new-members/uw-supplemental-retirement-plan/
https://www.washington.edu/faculty/councils/fcbr/proposals-presentations-issues/
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• Someone who is married -- and more so if their spouse is up to 5 years younger 
(because in actuarial terms, two people live on average longer than one person; for 
elaboration, see below) 

• Some who retires due to disability (because they are not subject to the percentage 
reduction before age 65 applied to non-disabled employees) 

• Someone whose service at UW started before July 1, 1996 and whose tax deferred 
savings have been capped, perhaps for many years (because their contributions have 
been limited relative to their income)  

3. How is average monthly compensation determined?   

• It is based on 24 consecutive calendar months – not 24 months from the nine-month 
academic calendar.   

4. What is included (and excluded) from “income” or “average monthly compensation” in 
these calculations?  E.g., does overload teaching or receiving a supplement for being an 
administrator count in determining the 24 consecutive months of highest compensation?   

• Income includes Regular Pay, Summer Pay and any administrative supplements.  It 
includes any income source where UWRP contributions are made.  Income excludes 
leave cash-out payments, any settlement, severance or tenure purchase payments, and any 
other amounts that are not taken into account in computing UWRP contributions. 

5. Can being on professional leave hurt the amount I earn under the Supplemental Benefit?   

• Yes, if the leave period would otherwise be one’s highest period of income, since the 
calculation averages one’s income over 24 consecutive months. 

6. What are the effects of the ‘25-year maximum’ on the ‘assumed income’ calculation? 

• Eligible Years of Participation includes all time participating in UWRP up to a 
maximum of 25 years.  So, if one started at age 30 and retired at 65, AND one 
contributed 10% each year from 50 onward, the service factor would be 25 years x 2% 
= 50% -- not 35 years x 2% = 70%.  In short, it is capped at 50%. 

7. How is the “assumed income” calculation affected by marriage?  E.g., am I better off being 
married (and to a spouse who is 5 years younger)?  

• Yes, the ‘assumed income’ calculation produces a lower number if you are married than 
if you are single.  This is because actuarially, two people live longer than one.  Further, 
this calculation is affected by the age of your spouse – if one’s spouse is younger than 
the UWRP member, the expected life of the surviving member of the couple is even 
longer and the ‘assumed income’ calculation produces yet a lower number, which 
means the supplemental benefit is more likely to be positive and significant. 

9. Why can’t I get an estimate of my Supplemental Benefit well before retirement for planning 
purposes?   

• Supplemental Benefit calculations are performed only once for each qualifying retiree, 
and only at the time of retirement.  Calculations are complex, require the assistance of a 
professional actuary, and are sensitive to the actual date of retirement because of market 
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fluctuations.  Thus, UW does not currently provide projected calculations.  However, 
see the FCBR web site for sample calculations provided by individual faculty members. 

10. I started contributing to the UW Retirement Plan after March 1, 2011.  Will I be eligible for 
a supplemental benefit in the future?   

• No 
11. I was ready to retire and the stock market fell. Do I need to keep working?   

• This is a complicated question, but please be aware that the Supplemental Retirement 
Plan (UWSRP) is a defined-benefit floor or ‘safety net’ underlying the UWRP defined 
contribution plan.  It provides some protection for employees against uncontrollable 
declines in their retirement asset portfolio. For some who are already contemplating 
retirement, the best time to retire from a financial perspective may be when the 
Supplement is likely to be large.  Receiving a supplemental retirement benefit in 
perpetuity has no effect on one’s defined contribution plan assets, i.e., you get both. 
Note that this is counter to traditional thinking that suggests one may want to continue 
working if a recession hurts one’s 403b retirement account.  One may benefit by retiring 
when market prices and/or interest rates are relatively low because of the supplemental 
benefit.  Further, as one’s regular retirement plans recovers at some point after 
retirement, the supplemental plan continues to pay. 

https://www.washington.edu/faculty/councils/fcbr/proposals-presentations-issues/
https://www.washington.edu/faculty/councils/fcbr/proposals-presentations-issues/

