
What is a Beneficiary?

A beneficiary is the person or entity that you 
legally designate to receive the benefits from your 
financial products. For life insurance coverage, that 
is the death benefit your policy will pay if you die. 
For retirement or investment accounts, that is the 
balance of your assets in those accounts.

There are two types of beneficiaries: primary and 
contingent. A primary beneficiary is the person (or 
persons) first in line to receive the death benefit 
from your life insurance policy — typically your 
spouse, children or other family members. In the 
event your primary beneficiary dies before or at 
the same time as you, most policies also allow 
you to name at least one backup beneficiary, 
called a “secondary” or “contingent” beneficiary. 
If the primary beneficiaries are all deceased, the 
secondary beneficiaries receive the death benefit.

Why do I Need to Name a Beneficiary?

Many financial products — including life insurance 
benefits — are generally not governed by your will, 
so the only way to make sure your policy’s benefits 
are distributed how you intend is to make sure 
you’ve named a beneficiary for all of your policies 
and accounts.

What Happens if I Don’t Name a Beneficiary?

If you don’t designate a beneficiary, it may be 
unclear who is entitled to the funds, which can delay 
the benefit payment. For retirement accounts like a 

401(k), if you die without a beneficiary named, your 
assets will likely be held in probate — a legal process 
where a court has to sort out your financial situation 
and determine how to distribute your assets.

Most life insurance policies have a default order of 
payment if you do not name a beneficiary. For many 
individual policies, the death benefit will be paid to 
the owner of the policy if they are different than the 
insured person and still alive, otherwise 
it will be paid to the owner’s estate. 
For group insurance policies, the order 
typically starts with your spouse, then 
your children, then your parents, and 
then your estate.

How to Name a Beneficiary

Most financial services companies provide a form 
or website for you to designate your beneficiary so 
they have it on file with your other account or policy 
information. If you have life insurance or retirement 
accounts through your employer, they may keep 
your beneficiaries on file for all of your employee 
benefits — life insurance, retirement plan, profit-
sharing plan, or other benefits.

If you have investments, retirement accounts or life 
insurance through a financial professional, check 
with them to make sure you have beneficiaries  
on file.
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An important part of owning life insurance and other financial products is designating 
your beneficiaries — the people who receive the benefits from your policy or accounts 
when you die. Here is some basic beneficiary information that may help.
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What Information Do I Need to Provide?

When you name your beneficiary, be specific. Most 
beneficiary designations will require you to provide 
a person’s full legal name and their relationship to 
you (spouse, child, mother, etc.). Some beneficiary 
designations also include information like mailing 
address, email, phone number, date of birth and 
Social Security number.

Providing as much information as possible will help 
the financial services or insurance company verify 
and locate your beneficiaries, if needed — making 
it easier and faster for them to pay your benefits. 
Your loved ones may need access to those funds 
immediately for your final expenses — particularly 
life insurance benefits.
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Have any of these life events happened to you  
in the past 12 months?

 { Marriage

 { Divorce

 { Birth or adoption of a child

 { Death of the beneficiary you initially chose

Any one of these life events could mean your 
beneficiary designation needs updating. If you 
haven’t reviewed your designation in the last 
year or so, you should check it now. It’s a good 
idea to perform an annual review on all your 
beneficiary designations to make sure they 
continue to reflect your current wishes.

Perform an Annual Review


