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Superannuation  
contributions explained
The rules that shape what you  
can put into super, explained plainly

Who this guide is for?

Anyone still contributing to superannuation, or planning a large one-off contribution from a 
property sale, business sale or inheritance. It is written as a reference, so use the contents 
page and skip to what you need.

What’s inside
1. The two families of contribution

2. Concessional contributions

3. Carry-forward, the rule most people miss

4. Non-concessional contributions

5. The bring-forward rule

6. The form that costs people thousands

7. Contributions that sit outside both caps

8. Help from your spouse and the government

9. What changes at 67 and 75

10. Division 296, new from this year

11. If you go over a cap
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Why bother understanding this
Superannuation is Australia’s largest and most tax-effective savings system. It also comes with 
rules about how much you can put in each year and in what form. Those rules are the contribution 
caps, and the categories they apply to are the contribution types.

Get them right and super is the single most efficient way to save for retirement in this country. 
Get them wrong and you face additional tax, penalties, and in some cases the requirement to 
withdraw money you did not want to withdraw.

The rules are more complicated than they need to be. This is our attempt to explain them plainly.

Three things to know before you read on
The numbers change. Most caps and thresholds index on 1 July. Every figure here is for 2026-27, and 
it is worth confirming the current year’s numbers before you act

This is not tax advice. We are financial advisers, not tax specialists. This explains how the rules work 
in principle, and the application to your situation should be checked with your accountant

Small mistakes here are expensive. The caps are not soft limits, and breaching them has real 
consequences. If you are considering a significant contribution, particularly a lump sum, get advice 
before you make it rather than after

The 2026-27 numbers at a glance
•	 Concessional (before-tax) cap: $32,500

•	 Non-concessional (after-tax) cap: $130,000

•	 Three year bring-forward: up to $390,000

•	 General transfer balance cap: $2.1 million

•	 Downsizer contribution: $300,000 per person, not indexed

•	 Superannuation guarantee: 12 per cent

•	 Division 293 threshold: $250,000

•	 Carry-forward eligibility: total super balance under $500,000
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1.

Every dollar that enters your superannuation is either concessional or non-concessional. Which one it 
is determines three things: whether it is taxed on the way in, which cap it counts against, and how it is 
taxed if your children eventually inherit it.

Concessional means before-tax

These are contributions on which nobody has yet paid full income tax. They are taxed at 15 per cent 
as they enter the fund. Employer contributions, salary sacrifice and personal contributions you claim 
as a deduction all sit here.

Non-concessional means after-tax

These come from money you have already paid tax on. Nothing further is deducted on the way in, 
and no deduction is available. Savings, an inheritance, or the proceeds of an asset sale typically 
arrive this way.

And a third category that counts against neither

A small number of contributions sit outside both caps entirely. The downsizer contribution is the one 
most retirees will encounter, and it is covered later in this guide.

The single most useful habit you can build is to know, before you transfer any money, which family 
the contribution belongs to and which cap it is about to consume.

The two families of contribution
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2.

The concessional cap for 2026-27 is $32,500. Importantly, that is one cap covering everything before-
tax, not a separate allowance for each source.

What counts towards it

•	 Superannuation guarantee paid by your employer, currently 12 per cent

•	 Any salary sacrifice arrangement you have in place

•	 Personal contributions you intend to claim as a tax deduction

In some arrangements, insurance premiums or administration fees paid by your employer

Why they are worth making

Concessional contributions are taxed at 15 per cent inside the fund. If your marginal rate is higher 
than that, and for most people still working it is, the difference is your saving. Someone on the top 
marginal rate saves 32 cents in the dollar.

Division 293, if you earn more

If your income plus your concessional contributions exceeds $250,000, an additional 15 per cent 
applies to some or all of those contributions. It does not remove the benefit, it halves it. The threshold 
is not indexed, so more people meet it each year.

The trap worth watching

Bonuses, commissions and multiple employers are the usual causes of an accidental breach. Each 
employer pays its own superannuation guarantee without knowing what the others are doing, and 
the cap applies to you rather than to any one of them.

From 1 July 2026, employers must pay superannuation on each payday rather than quarterly. That 
makes it easier to track your position through the year, but it also means contributions land sooner 
than you may be used to.

Concessional contributions
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3.

If you did not use your full concessional cap in previous years, you may be able to use the remainder 
now. Unused cap accumulates for five years before it expires.

$175,000 is the most that could be contributed concessionally in one year using five years of unused 
cap.

The one condition

You are only eligible if your total superannuation balance was under $500,000 on the previous 30 
June. That threshold is not indexed, and it is assessed once a year, so a strong year of investment 
returns can quietly remove your eligibility.

When it earns its keep

Carry-forward is at its most valuable in a year when your income spikes: the sale of an investment 
property or a parcel of shares, a redundancy payment, or an unusually large bonus. A capital 
gain and a large concessional contribution in the same financial year can offset one another 
substantially.

Your available carry-forward amount is shown in your myGov account under the ATO’s 
superannuation section. It is worth checking before you plan a large transaction, not after.

4.

The non-concessional cap for 2026-27 is $130,000 a year. These are after-tax contributions, so no 
further tax is deducted as they enter the fund and no deduction is available to you.

Your cap may be nil

Eligibility depends on your total superannuation balance at the previous 30 June. Once that balance 
reaches the general transfer balance cap, currently $2.1 million, your non-concessional cap falls to 
zero. Not reduced. Zero.

This catches people who have contributed happily for years. The test is applied at 30 June, so the 
relevant question is not what your balance is today, but what it was at the end of the last financial 
year.

Why retirees use them

Common reasons for a non-concessional contribution

•	 Moving the proceeds of an asset sale into a lower-taxed environment

•	 Recontribution strategies, which convert taxable components into tax-free ones

•	 Placing an inheritance somewhere taxed at 15 per cent rather than at your marginal rate

•	 Equalising balances between spouses ahead of retirement

Carry-forward, the rule most people miss

Non-concessional contributions
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5.

If you are under 75, you can bring forward up to two future years of non-concessional cap and use 
them now. That allows a single contribution of up to $390,000.

$390,000 is maximum non-concessional contribution using the three year bring-forward in 2026-27.

How much you can bring forward depends on your balance

Total super balance at 30 June 2026

•	 Under $1.84 million: full three year bring-forward, $390,000

•	 $1.84 million to $1.97 million: two years, $260,000

•	 $1.97 million to $2.1 million: standard annual cap only, $130,000

•	 $2.1 million or above: no non-concessional contributions permitted

It triggers automatically

You do not elect into the bring-forward. Contributing even one dollar more than $130,000 in a year 
triggers it, and locks your caps for the following two years. That is fine if it was the plan. It is a problem 
if you were intending to contribute again next year.

Once triggered, the arrangement runs for three financial years from the year it started, regardless of 
what happens to your balance in the meantime.

The bring-forward rule
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6.

Of every superannuation error we see, this is the most expensive and the least known. If you make a 
personal contribution and intend to claim it as a tax deduction, you must lodge a Notice of Intent to 
Claim with your fund. Without it, no deduction is available.

The double penalty

Losing the deduction is only the first half. The contribution does not simply become non-deductible. It 
is reclassified as non-concessional, meaning it now consumes your after-tax cap instead, and may 
trigger a bring-forward or a breach you never intended.

On a $10,000 contribution at the top marginal rate, the lost deduction alone is worth roughly $4,700. 
The cap consequences can cost more again.

The deadlines are unforgiving

Your notice must be lodged before the earliest of these

•	 The day you lodge your tax return for that financial year

•	 The end of the financial year after the one in which you contributed

•	 Any rollover of those funds to another superannuation provider

•	 Commencing a pension with those funds

•	 Withdrawing any part of them

Where to get the form

The form is issued by the ATO as NAT 71121, Notice of intent to claim or vary a deduction for personal 
super contributions.

You can download it from the ATO at ato.gov.au/forms-and-instructions, by searching the ATO site 
for NAT 71121.

One point that catches people out. The completed notice goes to your super fund, not to the ATO. 
Sending it to the ATO does not lodge it, and the deduction will still be refused.

Most large funds accept it through their member portal and many use their own branded version 
of the same form, which is equally valid provided it captures the information the ATO form requires. 
If your fund offers an online option, use it, because you will get the acknowledgement in writing and 
your notice is not valid until the fund has acknowledged it.

The fix is procedural rather than clever. Lodge the notice immediately after making the contribution, 
as a standard part of the process, and the deadlines never become relevant.

The form that costs people thousands
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7.

The downsizer contribution

If you are 55 or over and sell a home you have owned for at least ten years, you can contribute up to 
$300,000 of the proceeds to superannuation. A couple can contribute $300,000 each from the same 
sale.

What makes it unusual

•	 It counts against neither the concessional nor the non-concessional cap

•	 There is no work test and no upper age limit

•	 Your total superannuation balance does not affect eligibility

•	 The $300,000 limit is not indexed, so it does not rise each year

The contribution must be made within 90 days of settlement, and the form must reach your fund at 
or before the time of contribution. Miss either and eligibility is lost.

Two things it does not escape. If you use the money to start a pension it counts towards your transfer 
balance cap, and once the proceeds are inside superannuation they are assessable for the Age 
Pension where the family home was not.

The CGT cap

Business owners accessing the small business capital gains tax concessions can contribute up 
to a lifetime limit of $1.935 million outside the standard caps. The rules here are technical and the 
elections are time-critical, so this is one to plan with your accountant well before the sale.

8.

Spouse contributions

If your spouse earns less than $37,000, contributing up to $3,000 to their superannuation earns you a 
tax offset of 18 per cent, or $540. The offset reduces as their income rises and disappears at $40,000. 
The contribution counts against their non-concessional cap, not yours.

Contribution splitting

Separately, you can split up to 85 per cent of one year’s concessional contributions across to your 
spouse’s account. This is a different mechanism, and often the more useful one where there is an 
age gap between you, since super held by a younger spouse below Age Pension age is exempt from 
the assets test.

The government co-contribution

If your income is below $49,293 and you make an after-tax contribution, the government adds 50 
cents for every dollar, up to $500. The benefit tapers and cuts out at $64,293. It is easy to dismiss as a 
small amount, but as a return on a $1,000 contribution it is difficult to beat.

Contributions that sit outside both caps

Help from your spouse and the government
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9.

Your age changes what you are permitted to do, and these gates matter more than most  
people expect.

The ages that count

•	 Under 67: contribute freely within the caps, with no work test of any kind

•	 67 to 74: the work test applies to personal deductible contributions only, meaning 40 hours of 
paid work across 30 consecutive days at some point in the year

•	 67 to 74: non-concessional contributions require no work test

•	 75: voluntary contributions must reach your fund no later than 28 days after the end of the  
month in which you turn 75

The age 75 deadline is genuinely final

After that date, the only contributions your fund can accept are employer superannuation guarantee 
and downsizer contributions. Any plan involving a large non-concessional contribution needs to be 
executed before it, not around it.

If you are approaching 75 and expect a large sum from a property or business sale, the timing of 
settlement may matter more than the price.

What changes at 67 and 75
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10.

This is the most significant change to superannuation taxation in years, and it commenced on  
1 July 2026. It applies an additional tax to earnings attributable to very large balances.

How it works

•	 An extra 15 per cent applies to earnings on the portion of your total superannuation balance 
above $3 million

•	 An extra 25 per cent applies to the portion above $10 million

•	 Following the redesign announced in October 2025, it applies to realised earnings rather than 
unrealised gains

•	 Both thresholds are indexed

•	 The tax is assessed on you personally rather than on the fund, and you may elect to release the 
amount from your superannuation to pay it

•	 The first assessments will be issued after 30 June 2027

What it means in practice

Superannuation remains concessionally taxed even above $3 million. A balance in that range is not 
suddenly a problem, and the answer is very rarely to withdraw money in a hurry.

What does change is the marginal case. Where the plan has been to push every available dollar 
into superannuation, that logic weakens as a balance approaches the threshold, and alternatives 
outside super deserve a genuine comparison rather than an automatic dismissal.

Because the threshold applies per person rather than per couple, balances that are lopsided 
between spouses can attract the tax where more evenly split balances would not. That is worth 
modelling well before 30 June 2027.

Division 296, new from this year
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11.

Breaches happen, and they are recoverable. What matters is acting on the ATO’s determination 
rather than filing it away.

Excess concessional contributions

The excess is added to your assessable income and taxed at your marginal rate, with an offset for 
the 15 per cent already paid inside the fund. You may then elect to release up to 85 per cent of the 
excess from your fund to help meet the bill. Left alone, the excess also counts towards your non-
concessional cap, which is how one breach becomes two.

Excess non-concessional contributions

Here you have a choice. Withdraw the excess along with 85 per cent of the earnings the ATO 
associates with it, in which case those earnings are taxed at your marginal rate with a 15 per cent 
offset. Or leave the money in the fund, in which case the excess is taxed at 47 per cent.

For almost everyone, withdrawing is the better option. The determination arrives with a response 
deadline, and missing it removes the choice.

The most common cause of a non-concessional breach is not extravagance. It is a bring-forward 
that was triggered in a prior year and then forgotten about.

If you go over a cap
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The bottom line
The caps are not a strategy. They are the constraint within which a strategy operates, and most  
of the value in understanding them lies in knowing what you cannot do before you have already 
done it.

If you take four things from this guide

•	 Know which family every contribution belongs to before you transfer the money

•	 Check your total superannuation balance at 30 June, because it drives eligibility for 
almost everything

•	 Lodge the Notice of Intent to Claim immediately, every time, as part of the process

•	 Before any large one-off contribution, confirm whether a bring-forward is already running

When to think about all this

Contribution strategy is worth reviewing at least once a year, ideally in the second half of the 
financial year, somewhere between February and May. By then you have visibility of your income 
for the year but still have time to act on it. The families we work with often use the March quarterly 
review to plan contributions for the following June, and that is not a coincidence.

Who does what

•	 Three different people, three different jobs

•	 Your accountant, for the tax deduction side and personal deductible contributions in particular

•	 Your adviser, for the strategy: which contributions, in what amounts, in which year

•	 Your super fund, to actually process them

Everything here is general information. The interaction between caps, age, balance and timing is 
where the real decisions sit, and it is specific to you. If a property sale, business sale or inheritance is 
coming, that conversation is worth having before settlement rather than after.
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Let us guide you on your retirement journey 

Drew (on the left) and Jamie  
(on the right) have been 
advising and educating  
self-funded Australian  
retirees for two decades now.  

We work exclusively with self-funded retirees and pre-retirees. The simplest way to begin is our short 
questionnaire. It takes a few minutes, there is no cost, and it gives us the context to tell you something 
useful rather than something generic.

Ready to optimise your tax position before retirement? Contact Wattle today

This guide has been prepared by Wattle Partners Pty Ltd ABN 89 145 903 840, Australian Financial 
Services Licence 383169.

It contains general information only and does not take into account your objectives, financial 
situation or needs. Everyone’s situation is different, and what works for one person may not work 
for another. Before acting on anything in this guide, consider whether it is appropriate for your 
circumstances and seek advice from a licensed financial adviser.

Contact us Melbourne 
Level 4, 125 Flinders Lane 
Melbourne, VIC 3000

GPO Box, 2031 
Melbourne, VIC 3000

Sydney 
Level 3, 63 York Street 
Sydney, NSW 2001

T: +61 3 8414 2901
E: adviser@wattlepartners.com.au 
W: wattlepartners.com.au

https://start.wattlepartners.com.au/
tel:+61384142901
mailto:adviser%40wattlepartners.com.au?subject=
mailto:https://www.wattlepartners.com.au/?subject=

