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A Guide for 403(B) Plan Sponsors 
 

 Is your organization a nonprofit company under section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue 
Code? 

 Do you sponsor a 403(b) plan for your employees? 

 Are you unsure if your 403(b) plan is subject to the pension rules under the Employee 
Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA)? 

If you answered yes to these questions, read on for information to help you determine which rules 
apply to your company’s 403(b) plan.  

Overview  

Nonprofit companies have sponsored 403(b) plans for decades, with little guidance to help determine 
plan requirements and administration. Over the past several years, new legislation and regulations 
have helped create a roadmap for sponsors to comply with 403(b) rules. The key question that 
remains is whether or not a company’s 403(b) plan is subject to ERISA.  

Plans sponsored by governmental organizations, as defined in ERISA §3(32), or religious organizations, 
as defined in ERISA §3(33), are not subject to ERISA. A religious organization would have to make a 
proactive election to be covered by ERISA. Public education institutions are considered state and 
local governmental entities and are never subject to ERISA.  

If your company does not meet any of these exemptions, then the following rules need to be applied 
in order to be exempt from ERISA. The Department of Labor (DOL) has provided safe harbor criteria 
detailing what employers may and may not engage in as part of the day-to-day plan administration.  

What You May Do  

These activities can be performed without subjecting the plan to ERISA rules:  

 Make participation in the plan completely voluntary 

 Engage in a range of activities to facilitate the operation of the program 

 Permit investment providers, including agents or brokers who offer annuity 
contracts/custodial accounts, to publicize product offerings 

 Request information concerning proposed funding media, products or annuity contractors 

 Compile investment information to facilitate review and analysis by employees 

 

 

Retirement Plan Services Retirement Plan Services

2018 Contribution Limits 
 

401k Pension Plan Limits
for Plan Year 2018 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013

401k Elective Deferrals $18,500 $18,000 $18,000 $18,000 $17,500 $17,500

Annual Defined  
Contribution Limit $55,000 $54,000 $53,000 $53,000 $52,000 $51,000

Annual Defined Benefit Limit $220,000 $215,000 $210,000 $210,000 $210,000 $205,000

Annual Compensation Limit $275,000 $270,000 $265,000 $265,000 $260,000 $255,000

Catch-Up Contribution Limit $6,000 $6,000 $6,000 $6,000 $5,500 $5,500

Highly Compensated  
Employees $120,000 $120,000 $120,000 $120,000 $115,000 $115,000

Non 401k Related Limits 2018 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013

403(b)/457 Elective  
Deferrals $18,500 $18,000 $18,000 $18,000 $17,500 $17,500

SIMPLE 401k Employee  
Deferrals $12,500 $12,500 $12,500 $12,500 $12,000 $12,000

SIMPLE 401k Catch-Up  
Deferral $3,000 $3,000 $3,000 $3,000 $2,500 $2,500

Social Security Taxable Wage 
Base $128,700 $127,200 $118,500 $118,500 $117,000 $113,700

Limitations That Remain Unchanged From 2017

• The catch-up contribution limit for employees aged 50 and over who participate in 401k, 403(b), 
eligible 457 plans, remains unchanged at $6,000.

• The limit on annual contributions to an IRA remains unchanged at $5,500. The additional catch-up 
contribution limit for individuals aged 50 and over remains $1,000.

• The limitation used in the definition of highly compensated employee under Section 414(q)(1)(B) 
remains unchanged at $120,000.

• The dollar limitation concerning the definition of key employee in a top-heavy plan remains 
unchanged at $175,000
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Changes for 2018

• The contribution limit for employees who participate in 401k, 403(b), and eligible 457 plans 
increased from $18,000 to $18,500.

• Total annual contributions to a defined contribution plan (i.e., profit sharing, 401(k), 403(b) and 
eligible 457 plan) has increased from $54,000 to $55,000.  

• The annual compensation limit for calculating maximum contributions is increased from $270,000 to 
$275,000.

• The Social Security taxable wage base increased from $127,200 to $128,700

The income ranges for determining eligibility to make deductible contributions to traditional Individual 
Retirement Arrangements (IRAs), to contribute to Roth IRAs, and to claim the saver’s credit all increased 
for 2018.  

Taxpayers can deduct contributions to a traditional IRA if they meet certain conditions. If during the 
year either the taxpayer or their spouse was covered by a retirement plan at work, the deduction may 
be reduced, or phased out, until it is eliminated, depending on filing status and income. (If neither the 
taxpayer nor their spouse is covered by a retirement plan at work, the phase-outs of the deduction do not 
apply.) Here are the phase-out ranges for 2018:

• For single taxpayers covered by a workplace retirement plan, the phase-out range is $63,000 to 
$73,000, up from $62,000 to $72,000.

• For married couples filing jointly, where the spouse making the IRA contribution is covered by 
a workplace retirement plan, the phase-out range is $101,000 to $121,000, up from $99,000 to 
$119,000.

• For an IRA contributor who is not covered by a workplace retirement plan and is married to 
someone who is covered, the deduction is phased out if the couple’s income is between $189,000 
and $199,000, up from $186,000 and $196,000.

• For a married individual filing a separate return who is covered by a workplace retirement plan, the 
phase-out range is not subject to an annual cost-of-living adjustment and remains $0 to $10,000.

The income phase-out range for taxpayers making contributions to a Roth IRA is $120,000 to $135,000 
for singles and heads of household, up from $118,000 to $133,000. For married couples filing jointly, the 
income phase-out range is $189,000 to $199,000, up from $186,000 to $196,000. The phase-out range for 
a married individual filing a separate return who makes contributions to a Roth IRA is not subject to an 
annual cost-of-living adjustment and remains $0 to $10,000.

This document is for educational purposes and is intended to provide a general, nontechnical summary 
of certain basic concepts applicable to plans. It should not be construed as legal or tax advice or opinion 
concerning specific factual situations, nor should it be relied upon in that regard. Some information 
contained in this document has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, but is not necessarily 
complete and its accuracy cannot be guaranteed. Any opinions expressed are subject to change without 
notice. For institutional use only. Not for distribution to retail investors

Trust services and investment products are not FDIC insured; not deposits or obligations of, or 
guaranteed by, CIBC; and are subject to investment risk, including loss of principal.
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