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Important: this sheet is for general educational purposes only and is not legal, tax, financial, or investment advice. Consult a qualified professional about your individual circumstances.
1. Survivorship Benefits
What happens to a surviving spouse or domestic partner's coverage under the University of Pittsburgh Defined Dollar Benefit (DDB) Plan when a retiree passes away:
Retiree's death: The retiree's own DDB credits dissolve immediately and are non-transferable.
3-month transition period: The eligible surviving spouse/partner's coverage continues for 3 months at the same cost share or through continued DDB credits.
Starting month 4: The spouse/partner may continue University coverage but pays the full monthly premium. If they choose to leave University coverage, they cannot return.
Remaining DDB credits: Credits in the surviving spouse/partner's own account can be used until depleted or until their death; unused credits then dissolve.
When coverage ends: Eligibility ends if the surviving spouse remarries, the domestic partner enters a new domestic partnership, or a monthly premium goes unpaid.

2. Steps After a Death
If the Retiree Passes Away
Notify BMS, Securian & TIAA — report the death and provide the death certificate to begin claims processing.
Retiree's DDB credits dissolve — the retiree's DDB account closes immediately upon death.
3-month transition — the surviving spouse/partner's coverage continues via cost share or DDB credits.
After the transition (month 4) — the spouse/partner may continue University coverage at the full premium.
Ongoing eligibility — continues until remarriage/new domestic partnership or a missed premium payment.
If the Spouse/Domestic Partner Passes Away
Notify BMS — report the death.
Retiree's coverage continues — the retiree's own medical and DDB benefits are unaffected.
Spouse's DDB account closes — any credits in the deceased spouse/partner's own account dissolve and are non-transferable.
No transition period — the retiree remains eligible, so there is no lapse in their own coverage.

3. Real-Life Scenarios
Three examples from the session show how the rules apply in practice. The 3-month transition begins the first month after the death.
	Scenario
	Before the Death
	First 3 Months
	Starting Month 4

	Maria (65), retiree, dies July 29; husband (63) and daughter (22)
	Maria: Individual Post-65 plan with DDB credits. Husband + daughter: Pre-65 plan at retiree cost share (no DDB).
	Aug–Oct: Maria's plan ends July 31; her DDB credits dissolve. Husband + daughter stay on a Pre-65 Parent/Child plan at retiree cost share.
	Nov 1: Husband + daughter may continue the Pre-65 Parent/Child plan at full cost (no DDB).

	Robert (65), retiree, dies Aug 1; spouse Sarah (58), no children
	Robert: Individual Post-65 plan with DDB credits. Sarah (under 62): own Individual Pre-65 plan at full cost (no DDB).
	Sep–Nov: Robert's plan ends Aug 31; his DDB credits dissolve. Sarah remains on her Pre-65 plan at full cost.
	Dec 1: Sarah may continue her Individual Pre-65 plan at full cost (no DDB).

	David (67), retiree, dies Aug 15; spouse Michael (67), no children
	David and Michael each have an Individual Post-65 plan with DDB credits.
	Sep–Nov: David's plan ends Aug 31; his DDB credits dissolve. Michael keeps his plan and may use his remaining DDB credits until depleted.
	Dec 1: Michael may continue his Post-65 plan at full monthly cost; no new DDB credits are issued.



4. Beneficiaries
A beneficiary is the person or entity you choose to receive your benefits when you pass away, such as a spouse or partner, children or other family members, an estate or trust, or a charity. Keeping designations current ensures your benefits go to the right person and prevents delays, disputes, or legal complications for your loved ones.
Retirement Savings: Spousal Rights
If you pass away, your vested interest is paid to your beneficiary (or to your estate if no designation is on file).
If you are married at the time of your death, your vested interest is paid automatically to your spouse, regardless of any beneficiary designation, unless your spouse has specifically waived that right.
To name your children or someone other than a spouse, file a beneficiary designation with spousal consent. Prenuptial agreements, separation agreements, and divorce settlements may not govern payments (with the possible exception of certain court-issued domestic relations orders).
When to Review Your Beneficiaries
Review at least once a year, and after any of these events:
Marriage or divorce
Birth or adoption of a child
Death of a listed beneficiary
Major life changes (new job, retirement, etc.)
How to Update Your Beneficiaries
Retirement Savings (TIAA): Log in to my.pitt.edu, search for "Manage My Retirement Account," select Profile, then click Manage Beneficiaries.
Life Insurance (Securian): Visit Securian Financial's website and log in. User ID: PITT followed by your employee ID number (with leading zeros). Password: your eight-digit date of birth (MMDDYYYY) followed by the last four digits of your SSN, or the password you created if you've logged in to LifeBenefits™ before. Select Manage Beneficiaries. More tools are on Securian's Educational Microsite.

5. Empathy Program (through Securian)
Available at no cost to beneficiaries, Empathy offers on-demand tools and human support to help loved ones save time and ease their burden after a loss:
Dedicated Care Manager — live, expert guidance on all aspects of loss.
Personalized care plan — a step-by-step roadmap tailored to the family's needs.
Probate & estate settlement guidance — help navigating probate and settling the estate.
Time-saving tools — help with closing accounts, funeral planning, and more.
Emotional & grief resources — meditations, tools, and resources to help process grief.
Call 720-903-4944 (Mon–Sat, 9 a.m.–8 p.m. EST) or use 24/7 chat. Join at join.empathy.com/Securian using access code emp-securian.

6. Estate Planning Essentials
Presented by guest speaker James T. Benedek, Esq. This is general education, not legal advice; consult an attorney before acting on any of these topics.
What Estate Planning Is
Estate planning is arranging, during your lifetime, how your assets will be managed and distributed if you die or become incapacitated, while minimizing taxes, costs, and family conflict. Everyone with assets, dependents, or preferences about their own care needs a plan, not just the wealthy. A good plan helps you:
Control — decide who receives your assets and who cares for minor children.
Protect — shield beneficiaries and assets from taxes, creditors, and disputes.
Prepare — name decision-makers before incapacity happens.
Simplify — reduce cost, delay, and stress for loved ones.
Powers of Attorney & Advance Directives
Financial Power of Attorney — authorizes an agent to manage finances, pay bills, and handle property if you're incapacitated.
Healthcare Power of Attorney — names an agent to make medical decisions when you cannot.
Living Will / Advance Directive — states your end-of-life care wishes, including life support and resuscitation.
HIPAA Authorization — lets named individuals access your medical information and records.
Wills and Trusts
Last Will and Testament: directs distribution of assets in your name alone, names an executor and guardians for minor children, takes effect only at death, must go through probate, and becomes a public record.
Living Trust: holds assets you transfer ("fund") into it, is managed by you or a trustee, is effective immediately (including during incapacity), passes assets outside probate, and remains private.
Common types of trusts:
Revocable Living Trust — amendable during life; avoids probate; you keep full control as trustee.
Irrevocable Grantor Trust — used for Medicaid planning.
Testamentary Trust — created within a will; funded only after death and probate.
Special Needs Trust — provides for a disabled beneficiary without jeopardizing means-tested government benefits.
Probate Basics
Probate is the court-supervised process of validating a will and settling an estate: (1) file the petition, (2) notify creditors and heirs, (3) inventory and appraise assets, (4) pay debts, expenses, and taxes, (5) distribute remaining assets, and (6) close the estate after final accounting. Should you avoid it? It depends. More complicated estates should consider trust planning.
Estate & Gift Taxes vs. Medicaid Planning (2026)
$15 million — federal estate and gift tax exemption per individual ($30 million for a married couple with portability).
$19,000 — annual gift tax exclusion per recipient.
Portability — lets a surviving spouse use a deceased spouse's unused exemption if timely elected.
State taxes — state estate or inheritance taxes may apply at much lower thresholds; check state law.
Medicaid caution — Medicaid (long-term care) follows separate state rules. Gifts that help with tax planning can trigger a 5-year look-back and a penalty period. Medicaid planning requires early action (typically irrevocable trusts) and is relevant to most families regardless of estate size.
Planning for Major Life Events
Revisit your estate plan after any of these:
Marriage or remarriage — update beneficiaries; consider a prenup and blended-family trust planning.
Divorce or separation — revoke POAs naming an ex-spouse; retitle assets; update your will and trust.
Birth or adoption — name a guardian and set up a trust for minors.
Death of a spouse or heir — update the plan, retitle joint assets, and revisit tax elections like portability.
Starting or selling a business — add succession planning and buy-sell agreements.
Moving to a new state — re-review documents; rules vary significantly by state.
Digital Assets & Online Accounts
Digital assets include email, social media, and cloud accounts; cryptocurrency and NFT wallets; online banking and payment accounts; stored photos and files; domain names and monetized content; and loyalty program balances. To protect them:
Include digital access clauses in all your documents
Leave access instructions for your fiduciary
Understand the law governing fiduciary access to digital accounts
Use each platform's legacy tools (e.g., legacy contacts, inactive account managers)
List digital assets in your inventory of property
Store crypto keys and recovery phrases securely and separately from your will
Common Mistakes to Avoid
No plan at all — dying "intestate" lets state law decide who inherits.
Outdated beneficiaries — life insurance and retirement accounts pass by designation, overriding your will.
Unfunded trust — a living trust only avoids probate for assets actually retitled into it.
DIY documents — generic online forms often fail state-specific requirements.
Ignoring digital assets — accounts and crypto can be lost forever without access instructions.
No incapacity plan — without a POA, family may need costly court-supervised guardianship.
Contact: james@jtbfirm.com  |  412-915-3923


7. Resources & Contact Information
Links below are available on the Office of Human Resources website (hr.pitt.edu).
	Contact
	Topic / Resource

	OHR Benefits Department
833-852-2210 (Mon–Fri, 8:30 a.m.–5 p.m.)
hr.pitt.edu/contact-ohr
	Retirees main webpage; Steps Toward Retirement Checklist; Retiree Status Eligibility; Pre-65 and Post-65 Coverage; Defined Dollar Benefit Program; Beneficiary Rules

	Securian Empathy Program
720-903-4944 (Mon–Sat, 9 a.m.–8 p.m. EST; 24/7 chat)
	Securian Microsite resources; join at join.empathy.com/Securian (access code: emp-securian)

	MetLife Legal
(elect as a new hire or during Open Enrollment)
	MetLife Legal Services page on the HR website

	TIAA — Defined Contribution Plan
Pitt line: 800-682-9139 (Mon–Fri, 8 a.m.–10 p.m. ET)
Appointments: 800-732-8353
	Retirement Savings for Current Employees; TIAA's Pitt website; free meeting with a TIAA Financial Consultant

	University Pension Center
866-283-0208 (8 a.m.–6 p.m. EST)
	Noncontributory Defined Benefit Pension Plan (discontinued after 2015; grandfathered participants remain)




8. Disclosure
This guide provides a general overview of University benefit plans and related policies for educational purposes only. It does not replace or override official plan documents, University policies, established procedures, or carrier contracts, which govern in all cases. Benefits may be modified as required by law or as the University deems appropriate, and no one speaking on behalf of the plans has authority to modify their terms.
Employees in a collective bargaining unit should refer to their collective bargaining agreement, which may include provisions that differ from or take precedence over this information. Additional details are available from the carriers, the Office of Human Resources, and hr.pitt.edu/current-employees/benefits.




