
 
Minimum Required Distributions: When Am I Required to Make 

Withdrawals from My Retirement Funds and How Much? 
By Edward J. Walters, Jr. 

 
April 15. We all know what that means. But that’s not the only April date that has 

significance to those of us who turned 70½ in 2014 and have an IRA or other tax-deferred 
account, such as a 401(k). You had until April 1 to make your “minimum required distribution.” 
 
What Is That? 

At age 70½, you are required to start taking funds out of your retirement plan so that the 
IRS can finally collect its taxes on the retirement funds you’ve been stockpiling tax-free all these 
years. The IRS requires you to make that withdrawal or you will be hit with a huge penalty — 
you will owe a tax equal to half the amount you failed to withdraw. So if you were required to 
withdraw $4,000, and didn’t, you would be hit with a $2,000 penalty, AND you’d still have to 
make the “minimum required distribution.” 
 
Confused? Just Wait. 

The April 1 deadline applies only to the first required withdrawal. After that withdrawal, 
the deadline for the rest of the mandatory withdrawals is Dec. 31 of each year.  

Many people miss the deadline. Perhaps it is difficult for many to make the change from 
putting money into their retirement accounts to taking it out of their account, and, of course, then 
paying taxes on it. 

Some financial advisors recommend that since the required amount doesn’t have to be 
taken in a lump sum, you may want to set up partial automatic withdrawal when you become 
eligible, so you receive smaller amounts periodically throughout the year. 
 
How Much Do I Have to Withdraw Each Year? 

The minimum distribution is based on your account value and your life expectancy. The 
IRS publishes life expectancy tables at the end of I.R.S. Publication 590, available online. If your 
funds are invested with an investment company, they also have calculators available to you. 

Or you can look at Publication 590: 
 
Figuring the Beneficiary’s Required Minimum Distribution  

Beneficiary as individual. If the beneficiary is an individual, to figure the required 
minimum distribution for 2015, divide the account balance at the end of 2014 by the appropriate 
life expectancy from Table I (Single Life Expectancy) in Appendix B. Determine the appropriate 
life expectancy as follows.  

Spouse as sole designated beneficiary. Use the life expectancy listed in the table next to 
the spouse’s age (as of the spouse’s birthday in 2015). Use this life expectancy even if the spouse 
died in 2015. If the spouse died in 2014 or a prior year, use the life expectancy listed in the table 
next to the spouse’s age as of his or her birthday in the year he or she died. Reduce the life 
expectancy by one for each year since the year following the spouse’s death.  



 
That clears things up, doesn’t it? 

 
A More Simple Example 

If you have an IRA worth $1,000,000, and your life expectancy according to the table is 
17.0 years, you divide $1,000,000 by 17.0 years to get $58,823.53 as your mandatory withdrawal 
amount that year. The next mandatory withdrawal will be less, because your life expectancy will 
be less. Next year’s withdrawal may be more like 16.3, but you have to consult the table to be 
sure. 
 
What is the Tax Rate? 

Distributions from a traditional IRA are taxed as ordinary income, but if you made 
nondeductible contributions to your IRA, not all of the distribution is taxable.  
 
Can I Take More? 

Yes and you will pay taxes on it. You just can’t take less. 
 
Are There Exceptions? 

There is no withdrawal requirement on a Roth IRA, and you generally do not need to take 
minimum withdrawals from a workplace 401(k) plan if you are still working. 
 
What Can I Do if I Miss Taking the Required Withdrawal? 

If you have a reasonable explanation, you can ask the IRS to waive the penalty. You must 
submit your grounds and a Form 5329. You should have some sort of reasonable explanation and 
also explain what action you are taking to remedy the problem. 
 
Advice 

Like it says on TV, “Don’t try this at home.” Get the advice of a trained professional. 
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