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The death of a partner not only has an emotional impact, but can also have significant financial 

repercussions. While the Dutch government has cut back on survivor’s benefits, social partners have 

only partially, and in a highly fragmented manner, compensated for that in their pension schemes. 

Moreover, due to changes in the pension schemes themselves (including a decision to only offer 

survivor’s benefits as long as an employee is still employed), individuals are sometimes exposed to 

significant risk because of a lack of adequate survivor’s benefits provisions when a partner (or parent) 

dies.  

 

The great heterogeneity among schemes and the complexity of those schemes mean that many 

people have a limited understanding of what exactly their benefits are. It is worth noting that 

surreptitiously over the past few years, a greater share of the responsibility for having an adequate 

level of survivor’s benefits has shifted toward the individual. Many people do not realize this, which 

makes it impossible for them to make informed decisions. We use examples to demonstrate how 

devastating the decline in income can be upon the death of a partner for those who remain behind. 

The situation is compounded by the fact that both the labor market and the “relationship market” are 

increasingly mutable. Over the course of their lives, people generally have multiple employers and 

partners, further complicating their survivor’s pension benefits. The financial risks for surviving 

dependents are greatest in cases where someone dies prior to retirement, especially for low- and 

middle-income households and people who lose their job or have been temporarily self-employed. If 

people believe such financial risks should be addressed through the mechanisms of employment and 

pension benefits, then legislators and the social partners will have to make some radical decisions to 

protect the interests of participants and their surviving dependents.  

 

Possible solutions: 

1. Elimination of the old-age pension exemption for the survivor’s pension in the event of death 

before retirement or general incorporation of a form of insurance to cover the gap in the 

Surviving Dependents Act. The social partners could already do this. 

2. Introduce uniformity in survivor’s pensions for cases of death prior to retirement, with standard 

coverage based on a percentage of the last-earned salary, without consideration of the 

number of years employed, funded solely on a risk basis. This would require a change in tax 

legislation. 

3. Provide clarity in cases where pension schemes do not have survivor’s benefits and offer 

access to voluntary alternatives without any barriers. The social partners could already do this. 

 

The desired options regarding the amount and term of the survivor’s pension to be paid upon the 

death of the policy holder prior to retirement (i.e., the ambition) will depend on personal and social 



 
 

preferences. There are two possible starting points for this. On the one hand, the primary focus could 

be on compensating the loss of income through a long-term allowance (e.g., life-long). On the other 

hand, the risk for surviving dependents could be mitigated with a one-time payout or temporary 

inurement benefits. This would be based not on the notion of compensating the loss of income, but 

rather enabling the survivor to adapt his or her income and expenses to the new situation. Further 

research is required to determine which ambition best fits in with the survivor’s pension of the future. 

 
 


