Quick Reference Guide for Small Business Retirement Plans

2026 Small Business Retirement Plans — Quick Reference
	
	SIMPLE IRA
	SEP IRA
	Safe Harbor 401(k)
	Solo 401(k)

	Best for
	Small businesses wanting simplicity
	Businesses wanting flexible employer contributions
	Businesses wanting higher owner contributions while covering employees
	Owner-only businesses

	Employees contribute?
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Yes

	2026 employee limit
	$17,000*
	N/A
	$24,500
	$24,500

	Employer contribution
	Required
	Optional
	Generally required
	Optional

	Employer contribution basics
	3% match OR 2% nonelective
	Up to 25% of eligible compensation
	Commonly 3% nonelective OR qualifying match
	Up to 25% of W-2 compensation for an S Corp

	Catch-up age 50+
	$4,000*
	N/A
	$8,000
	$8,000

	Special catch-up age 60–63
	$5,250
	N/A
	$11,250
	$11,250

	Roth option
	Yes, if available
	Yes, if available
	Yes
	Yes

	Loans allowed?
	No
	No
	May be
	May be

	Administration
	Low
	Low
	Higher
	Low–Moderate

	Best feature
	Simple & inexpensive
	Maximum flexibility
	Strong owner benefit + employee plan
	High contribution potential with no employees


* Certain SIMPLE plans qualify for higher 2026 contribution limits.
The easiest way to think about it
SIMPLE IRA — “Keep it simple.”
A good choice for a small employer who wants employees to be able to save for retirement without the expense and administration of a 401(k). The tradeoff: the employer is required to contribute.
SEP IRA — “I want flexibility.”
The employer controls whether contributions are made each year. Great for businesses with few or no employees, but potentially expensive if there are eligible employees because generally the same contribution percentage must be provided for them.
Safe Harbor 401(k) — “I want to maximize retirement savings.”
Often attractive when the owner wants to contribute substantially while also providing a retirement benefit to employees. More expensive and administratively complex, but offers considerably more planning flexibility.
Solo 401(k) — “It’s just me (and possibly my spouse).”
Often my favorite option for an owner-only S Corporation because the owner can contribute as both employee and employer, creating excellent contribution potential.
Special note for S Corporation owners
This is an important planning point:
Retirement plan contributions are based on the shareholder-employee's W-2 compensation—not S Corporation distributions.
A simple starting point
· “I want inexpensive and easy.” → SIMPLE IRA
· “I want flexibility from year to year.” → SEP IRA
· “I have employees and want to maximize my own contributions.” → Safe Harbor 401(k)
· “I don't have employees and want to maximize contributions.” → Solo 401(k)

Important: This guide is for general educational purposes. Retirement-plan rules are highly fact-specific, and plan documents and provider capabilities can differ. Consult your CPA/tax adviser, retirement-plan administrator/TPA, and financial adviser before establishing, changing, or funding a plan.
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