
Roth or Traditional 401(k)
What’s similar, what’s different, what’s right for you?

Both have the ability 
to include a company 
matching contribution.

Both are workplace 
retirement savings 
options.

WHAT ARE THE SIMILARITIES BETWEEN A ROTH 401(k) AND A TRADITIONAL 401(k)?

Both have the same 
contribution limit.
(For 2020, the limit is 
$19,500 or $26,000 if 
you’re 50 or older)

This flyer is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information on the subjects covered. It is not, however, intended to provide specific legal, tax, or other 
professional advice. For specific professional assistance, the services of an appropriate professional should be sought.

In both a Roth and 
Traditional 401(k), 
employer matching 
contributions go into a 
pre-tax account and are 
taxed when distributed.
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WHAT IS THE BEST CHOICE FOR YOU?

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENCES?

YOUR CONTRIBUTIONSMade after tax
Contributions are made after taxes, with 
no effect on current adjusted gross 
income.

Made before tax
Contributions are made pre-tax, which 
reduces your current adjusted gross 
income.

WITHDRAWALS Not taxed
No taxes on qualified distributions in retirement 
• Money put in = withdrawals not taxed
• Employer match = taxed
• Earnings/growth = withdrawals not taxed  

Taxed
Distributions are taxed as ordinary 
income, including the employee 
contribution, employer match and 
earnings/growth.

Withdrawals of employee contributions and 
earnings are not taxed as long as the 
distribution is considered qualified by the 
IRS: The account has been held for five 
years or more and the distribution is:
• Due to a disability or death
• On or after age 59½ 

NOTE: Unlike a Roth IRA, you cannot 
withdraw contributions at any time, and the 
Roth 401(k) does not have salary limits/   
requirements in order to participate.

Withdrawals of contributions and 
earnings are taxed. Distributions may 
be penalized if taken before age 59½, 
unless you meet one of the IRS 
exceptions.

Roth 401(k) Traditional 401(k) 

ACCESS

The decision comes down to how you want to put money into the account and how you want to take money out. If you prefer to pay 
taxes now and get them out of the way, or you think your tax rate will be higher in retirement than it is now, Roth 401(k) may be a good 
choice for you. 

However, each Roth 401(k) contribution will reduce your paycheck by more than a traditional 401(k) contribution, since it’s made after 
taxes rather than before. Additionally, your tax bracket may be higher today. If your primary goal is to reduce your taxable income now 
or to put off taxes until retirement because you think your tax rate will go down, a traditional 401(k) could be the way to go.

There are other factors to consider as well, so check with a financial professional if you’re not sure what the best option is for you.


