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			Praise for How to Retire

			“The financial services industry paints a picture of retirement as walks on the beach and a life of leisure, where the only key to success is accumulating enough dollars to make it happen. In reality, though, retirement is an entirely new phase of life... one that we’re often thrust into, with no context on how different it will actually be. In Christine Benz’s How to Retire, prospective retirees gain valuable perspective on why the day-to-day experience of life in retirement can be more challenging than anticipated, and how they need to prepare—both financially, and beyond their finances—to ensure they actually find fulfillment in their decades to come!” 

			—Michael Kitces, MSFS, MTAX, CFP®, chief financial planning nerd, Kitces.com

			“In a series of easily accessible interviews, Christine Benz asks the retirement questions that we are all pondering—and then lays out with clarity and specificity the steps to help answer them.”

			—Jill Schlesinger, CFP®, CBS news business analyst, author of The Great Money Reset

			“Retirement planning is hard because you only get one shot at it and everyone’s circumstances are different. This unique book gives you diverse perspectives from a wide range of experts. And it looks at both sides of every topic so you can make more informed decisions. This book has you covered when it comes to the most important financial event of your life.”

			—Ben Carlson, author of A Wealth of Common Sense

			“I’ve been a financial planning practitioner for over 40 years and How to Retire is a home run for investors. It is a unique book chock-full of important concepts and advice from an amazing list of the ‘best of the best’ brains in the financial planning world. The intellectual capital Christine captured in the book is amazing and every investor will be well rewarded by owning and reading How to Retire.”

			

			—Harold Evensky, founder, Evensky & Katz/Foldes Wealth Management

			“Forget stuffy retirement advice! Christine Benz’s book is a breath of fresh air for us all. As a Certified Financial Planner® who values holistic financial engagement, I admire how Christine and her all-star financial contributors harmoniously balance the financial IQ and emotional EQ of retirement. The research-backed and real-life strategies provide keen insight into aligning your vision, peace of mind, and retirement income, paving the way for a life well-lived in your golden years.”

			—Lazetta Rainey Braxton, MBA, CFP®, CEO, The Real Wealth Coterie

			“Imagine if you could sit down with the nation’s leading experts in every aspect of retirement, tax, and estate planning. Now you can! Christine Benz, a skilled interviewer, has asked all the questions you would have asked, plus the bigger questions you might not have even thought about. The ‘My takeaways’ at the end of each chapter are invaluable.”

			—Ed Slott, CPA, and retirement expert, author, and founder of www.irahelp.com, founder of Ed Slott’s Elite IRA Advisor GroupSM

			“Personal finance guru Christine Benz has chosen the best minds in the retirement business to interview on the most important aspects of retirement planning and execution. This is a treasure trove of retirement advice in one volume and a must-read guide to a happy, successful, and wealthy retirement.”

			—Consuelo Mack, anchor, Consuelo Mack WealthTrack

			“No one is more qualified to guide you through meaningful conversations about how to retire than Christine Benz, and this book is full of them. Treat it like a cheat code for some of the most important financial decisions you will ever make!”

			—Carl Richards, CFP®, creator of Behavior Gap

			“How to Retire channels wisdom on this most important life transition like no book before it. Christine Benz has done a masterful job curating broad and rich perspectives on both the financial and human elements of retirement, among them happiness, relationships, love, regret, and legacy. What a meaningful and inspiring book.”

			

			—Brian Portnoy, founder, Shaping Wealth

			“Are you excited to reach retirement but wish you had a financial GPS to safely guide you there? Look no further. In How to Retire, Christine Benz identifies the key questions—both quantitative and qualitative—that will enable you to craft a highly personalized roadmap. With insights from some of the top minds in financial planning, Christine has created the first truly comprehensive guide to modern day retirement (spoiler alert: it looks nothing like your grandparents’ retirement!). How to Retire will teach you the inside secrets for maximizing all aspects of your journey into this priceless chapter of life.”

			—Manisha Thakor, MBA, CFA, CFP®, author of MoneyZen and founder of MoneyZen LLC

		

	


		
			

			For Greg, forever my comfort and joy.

		

	


		
			

			Foreword: Jonathan Clements

			When i started thinking about retirement in my 20s and early 30s, I viewed it as a simple financial endeavor: Save like crazy for three or four decades, slap a 4% withdrawal rate on the accumulated savings, and then head off for a life of fun, fun, fun.

			Ah, the embarrassing ignorance of youth.

			Today, after a decade of semi-retirement, I see retirement as not just a practical financial issue but also a topic chock-full of intellectually fascinating questions about risk, purpose, happiness, family, peace of mind, legacy, and more. In the pages ahead, you’ll get a chance to noodle those fascinating questions, while picking up some useful pointers along the way.

			In this volume, Christine Benz—herself a leading voice on retirement issues, and a wonderful person, to boot—has gathered some of the financial world’s most insightful thinkers, and the range of subjects they tackle is an indication of what a rich topic retirement is. The knowledge you’ll acquire will help you turn retirement into what it should be—not simply your final financial goal, but rather a captivating journey that allows you to explore both your personal passions and the wider world.

			On your journey, the two dimensions you’ll constantly juggle are time and money. How can you best use the money you’ve accumulated and the time you have left? Planning is crucial, but you’ll also find those plans are constantly revised. You might imagine life’s turmoil stops when you quit full-time work. But don’t fall prey to the end-of-history illusion, the misplaced notion that all change is behind you and that all will be calm in the years ahead. In truth, life’s upheaval—both bad and good—will continue apace.

			

			The bad upheaval includes everything from stock market crashes to health issues to family turmoil to cognitive decline. But what about the good upheaval? And how can upheaval be good? You might enter retirement confident that you know what you want to do with your time and money—but there’s a good chance you’ll quickly discover you’re dead wrong.

			Partly, that’s because we aren’t very good at figuring out what will make us happy. But it’s also because we keep changing. What makes for a fulfilling life at age 60 will likely be quite different at age 80. But that’s the beauty of retirement: You have the time and the mental breathing room to explore what you truly want from your life.

			I’ve only been at this semi-retirement thing for a decade, and the changes have already come thick and fast. Some of the things I thought I wanted to do—like teach personal finance at the college level—proved to be a bust. Similarly, I thought I’d found the place where I’d spend the rest of my life, only to find myself moving again five years later.

			Meanwhile, what I do with my money and time keeps evolving. I’ve learned that I enjoy working so much that I don’t want to give it up entirely. My financial priorities have also shifted. Today, my two biggest expenditures are travel and financial gifts to my kids and grandkids. Who imagined, after decades of fierce frugality, that I could be so happy to spend and give away money?

			But what I’m doing with my portfolio and time is not a roadmap for you. It used to be that retirement preparedness boiled down to a single question: Do I have enough money? But as retirement has become “a thing”—not just a few years’ reprieve after four decades of toil, but rather a life phase that might account for a third of your time on earth—the questions have proliferated.

			Among them: Should I work longer or work part-time in retirement? Where will I live? Who will be my friends? How can I best use my time? How can I generate a stream of income that lasts as long as I do? How do I switch from being a diligent saver to a happy spender? What if the stock market crashes? What about inflation? How will my spending change over time? How can I best maintain my mental and physical health? What should I do if I can no longer live independently? What will be my legacy?

			

			As you’ll learn in the pages ahead, there’s no one right way to retire. Some folks will want to use retirement to retreat from the wider world to a calmer, quieter life. Others will be anxious to stay fully engaged. Some will want financial security above all else. Others will be happy to continue bearing investment risk. Some will want to leave oodles of money to charity and the kids. Others will be happy to spend it all.

			There are no wrong choices here, except choosing not to choose and instead drifting through retirement, with scant thought to how you’ll make the most of your time and how you’ll ensure you’re financially okay up until the end.

			What to do? Let me leave you with two pieces of advice. First, read the pages ahead with pen in hand, underlining the issues that are raised and the suggestions that are made. (Oh dear, is that a library copy you’re reading?)

			Second, view retirement not as a done deal, but as a long period of trial and error—which, let’s face it, is what your life has been up until now. Test drive the retirement life you want, trying out the activities you think you’ll enjoy and spending many months in the place you might move to. See if you can take a phased approach to retirement, rather than quitting work cold turkey. And don’t imagine the life you want at 62 will be the life you want at 72, or 82, or 92. As with your life up until now, you’re going to be making it up as you go—and that’s a big part of the fun.

		

	


		
			

			Introduction

			When it came to financial matters, my parents had what I’ve come to understand was a very common configuration for married couples of their generation. My mom was the household financial manager, handling all the bills (and running a very tight ship, I might add—as she did with most things). Meanwhile, my dad was the investor, and he also figured out the logistics of their retirement: how their funds were invested, how much they could spend, and when to start Social Security, for example.

			In his mid-80s, my dad began to show signs of cognitive decline. The first indication was that he began to struggle with technology, which until then had been one of his strong suits. He fell prey to a phishing scam. Always easygoing and kind, he began to get irritable about small things. When he stopped and then drove through a red light as though it were a stop sign, we realized that it was time for him to hang up the keys. That also confirmed what we had been suspecting: that we had a serious problem on our hands.

			The ensuing years were challenging on many fronts, but I was glad that I was at least there to pick up where my dad left off with his finances. When he was compos mentis, my dad and I frequently talked over investment matters; he loved that I worked at Morningstar and that he could alert his friends when his youngest daughter was going to be on CNBC. Most importantly, he and my mom trusted me. They gave me full discretion over their investment accounts and allowed me to make decisions on their behalf. Eventually I took over household bill-paying for them, including monitoring and paying their in-home caregivers.

			That experience crystallized my desire to learn more about retirement planning, and to focus my work there. My parents’ handoff of their financial affairs to me had been about as seamless as it could have been. But what about all of the people who are sorting out retirement on their own, without the help of a trusted adult child who works on investing and financial planning for her day job? Even people who have competent financial advisors need to know the right questions to ask.

			

			As I began to work in earnest on retirement planning, feedback from readers and viewers came in fast and furiously, confirming the appetite for more information. I heard from single women looking to simplify overwrought portfolios set up by commission-based advisors. Pre-retirees told me how much comfort they found in the “bucket” approach to retirement planning, which I had enthusiastically embraced since I first learned about it from financial planner Harold Evensky. When I shared my parents’ long-term care story at an individual investor conference, I couldn’t walk five feet without being deluged with personal stories and questions about aging parents, long-term care, and how to pay for it.

			Is it any wonder people need assistance? After all, we’ve seen a seismic shift in the retirement system in the U.S. since the launch of the first 401(k) in the late 1970s, with most employers in the private sector dumping pensions and shifting the responsibility for retirement savings onto their employees. As Wall Street Journal columnist Jason Zweig once memorably put it when we were both panelists on Consuelo Mack’s PBS show, the pension system was akin to everyone riding the bus toward a destination, in this case retirement. When the bus arrived at its terminus (retirement), everyone filed off in an orderly fashion and that was that. By contrast, the defined-contribution (401(k)) system requires everyone to hop into their own private cars to drive on roads they haven’t yet navigated. Some of the drivers have licenses while others don’t. They may not even be sure where they’re going! If people find retirement planning chaotic and confusing, that’s because it is.

			As I’ve proceeded on my own journey to learn more about retirement planning and to share what I’ve learned with others, one of the most heartening aspects has been realizing that I don’t have to figure out everything on my own. That’s because there are deep wells of information on various aspects of retirement planning all over the place. For matters of tax planning in retirement, for example, Mike Piper, Ed Slott, and Jeff Levine are my go-tos. For sober, research-based guidance on constructing in-retirement portfolios, I can turn to Bill Bernstein, Dana Anspach, and my colleagues in Morningstar Investment Management, among others. For every single aspect of retirement planning, there’s someone—and usually more than just one person—whose knowledge of that topic is nothing short of encyclopedic. Someone who wants to help others for the greater good.

			

			Harnessing all of that wisdom in one spot was the impetus for this book. I asked some of my favorite retirement thought leaders to go deep in conversation with me to discuss a single aspect of retirement planning. Each chapter is essentially a lesson about how to manage some aspect of retirement, taught by some of the best-credentialed people in the world.

			While managing your finances in retirement is a key thrust of the book (and my personal wheelhouse), you’ll notice that the lessons aren’t all about dollars and cents. That’s because the more I’ve learned about retirement planning, the more I’ve come to understand that whether, when, and how to retire is less than 50% related to money. Yes, you need to have funds. But more important, you need a network of people who care about you. You need to practice healthy habits and take care of your body. You need a plan for your days. You need activities that bring you joy. Those things are more important to a happy and satisfying retirement than a well-designed portfolio and a carefully calibrated spending rate.

			As you read through this book, my hope is that you’ll gain confidence in the financial aspect of your retirement. That’s a given. But most of all I hope that you’ll find real wisdom in these pages, and along with it the inspiration and courage to make this next chapter of your life as satisfying and joyful as it can be.

		

	


		
			

			Lesson 1: Michael Finke

			Visualize Your In-Retirement Lifestyle

			The first time i saw Michael Finke speak in front of a roomful of financial planners, his topic was kind of surprising to me. Michael has his PhD in finance and is a professor of wealth management, but his talk was about what makes people happy in retirement. He went on to share data about what activities and habits contribute to in-retirement satisfaction and joy, and he brought his talk to life with colorful examples of how his own family members had pursued different paths during their later years (with varying degrees of success). I witnessed that day—and I’ve witnessed on many occasions since—Michael’s genuine interest in the human aspect of retirement planning. Of course he recognizes that financial matters are important; it’s difficult to be happy or even content if you’re worrying about money. But at the end of the day everything he does is in consideration of real human beings: their relationships, their goals, their failings, what they want out of their lives. Retirement planning is not an academic exercise for him.

			So when I asked him what lesson he’d like to discuss for this book, I wasn’t surprised that he didn’t choose a nitty gritty financial topic like lifetime income or withdrawal rates, even though he has contributed some important research in those areas. Instead, he said he wanted to discuss how people can visualize their in-retirement lifestyle and then put in place habits to make it happen.

			[image: ]

			

			Structure and healthy habits

			Christine Benz: I’ve found that people seem to focus a lot on the financial aspect of retirement. But do you sense that people are overly concerned with how much money they can spend versus how they’ll spend their time and what they want their day-to-day lives to be like? And if so, why do you think that is?

			Michael Finke: Our traditional view of retirement is that it is something to look forward to, something that we toil and accumulate for so that we can finally enjoy ourselves. It is sort of a myth that we’ve built up in our heads about what retirement is. It’s freedom, it’s autonomy. It’s the ability to do whatever it is that we want to do.

			And so we focus a lot on the financial aspects, because that’s going to support our ability to have that autonomy. For some people, and especially people who are likely to read this book, it is more of a math problem, and they feel like they’ve succeeded if they have saved enough, if they’re financially comfortable, if they don’t have to worry about money. Of course that’s a very important part of living well in retirement—not feeling like money is a barrier to doing the kind of things that actually make us happy.

			But you also have to develop the skills to figure out how to be happy in a time of leisure, if that’s what you’re doing. And that’s a big question. Is this just a long weekend? Is this just a big vacation? And are you set up to be able to live?

			Christine: Let’s talk about the steps that people should take to sort through those big questions.

			Michael: You know a great way of thinking about retirement is that your life is basically a row of dots. A healthy woman, for example, is going to get 90 years of life. That’s like nine rows of ten dots, and if you retire at 65, retirement is two rows of ten dots and one row of five dots. That’s all you get.

			And then the question becomes, how do you think ahead of time about not just your money over those two rows of ten dots and that row of five dots, but also, what are you going to do to fill that time? The goal is to feel as if you have achieved something that made that period of your life worthwhile. But it’s not a big, long period of life, is it? Like two rows of ten dots and one row of five dots?

			

			Christine: No. Just thinking about it makes me feel a little panicky.

			Michael: One of the things the pandemic taught us is that a lack of structure can sometimes make time go faster. That can mean that we have these ideas about what we’re going to accomplish, but we don’t necessarily accomplish them without that structure, without the foresight to actually plan and figure it out. Have we decided what the primary ten things are that we hope to achieve in retirement? What sort of habits do we want to develop? What’s going to get us to where we want to be during those years?

			Christine: How can people develop habits and a structure that’s conducive to accomplishing things while also enjoying themselves and savoring the relaxation that comes along with not working?

			Michael: If you’re pulling away from the workforce entirely, you may lose a sense of status and purpose that you got from your job. If retirement is all about leisure, ask yourself, are you good at leisure? I’m not good at leisure—I’ve enjoyed vacations, but after a certain amount of time, I want to get back into it. If you’re that kind of person, you’re not going to be happy spending your time doing very little in retirement. You see this so often. People will say, “I don’t understand how I’m supposed to fill my days.” That lack of structure is a big problem, because having to create your own structure is something that a lot of us aren’t very good at.

			Christine: I do think a lot of people approach retirement thinking, “Well, it’s going to be like I’m on vacation, or it’ll be like a perpetual weekend. I’m going to watch all the Netflix shows I ever wanted to see. I’ll take trips.” That sounds lovely. Why isn’t that a good way to envision retirement?

			

			Michael: The weekend, or a vacation, is a relief from life in the workplace. It is doing something different. It’s relaxing. But you’re relaxing from something. And when you’re relaxing all the time, when you have a complete lack of structure, what is it that’s actually providing you joy?

			Financial services companies are great at giving you images to help you imagine why you’re saving so much money. One of my favorites is the couple who’s sitting on a beach. Every financial services company feels like they need to take a picture of a couple sitting in beach chairs and looking out over the ocean.

			And have you done that? I’ve done that before. I’ve sat by the ocean and just looked, and I can last maybe an hour. Maybe I’ll read a book. But by the time I get to the end of the week, I’m done. I’m ready to do something different. And when it’s just a vacation, it’s glorious to be on a beach where it’s warm, and to be doing something different than the regular grind. You appreciate the change in your routine. But when the leisure activity becomes the routine, is it really going to provide the same amount of satisfaction as it used to when it was the thing that you did when you were on vacation, or the thing that you did on the weekends? 

			Christine: What about people who are really purposeful about their leisure, and they come into retirement with a big bucket list of activities they’d like to pursue—the European cruise, the family trip to Disney World, and so on. What’s your take on bucket lists?

			Michael: If they are episodic, like visiting a specific place, then it is likely that accomplishing the goal won’t be as satisfying as you’d imagined. Think back to the most memorable experience you’ve had while traveling. Most of them likely involve shared experience with others that deepen long-term relationships.

			So should your goals be episodic, or should they be more about habits? To me the most constructive goals are about establishing habits. If achieving goals becomes episodic, then it can be a letdown, and there may also be a moment of, “So what?” after it has happened. “Now I’ve done it. Now what do I do?”

			

			We tend to be terrible at imagining what’s going to actually make us happy. Oftentimes it ends up being different than what we expect. And when we create our bucket list, usually earlier on in life, our estimation of what’s going to give us fulfillment and satisfaction doesn’t necessarily align with our new reality of being a retired person.

			So my perspective is that you should be very deliberate about your habits, create these grooves that you are going to follow for decades. And establish those grooves early on, so that you can develop productive habits that are not going to lead to a disappointing retirement. It seems like you probably want a combination. You want those healthy habits that you’re practicing every day punctuated with those joyful, exciting big plans.

			The role of working longer

			Christine: This is a book about retirement, but I can’t help but wonder, should more people consider working longer? It seems to tick a lot of boxes: purpose, relationships, staying active, and so on.

			Michael: One idea that is ingrained in us socially is that we just step away from the workforce at a certain age. That’s what retirement means. In the future I hope that we will increasingly see retirement as the ability to control one’s own schedule. It doesn’t necessarily mean that we stop working forever.

			Golfing is a good metaphor for this. During the working week we have so many intellectual challenges that it feels good to be able to get away from all that and just relax. So maybe we go golfing on the weekend. You have a very simple objective, you’re out in nature, you’re walking around. But when you get to play golf every single day, then, all of a sudden, golf is like work. You might want to get back to that challenging environment that you used to have. Having that variety can actually make us happier.

			

			Christine: It seems like framing is really important—working by choice versus working because you have to.

			Michael: When someone gets laid off when they’re 60 years old we consider it a bad thing. If it’s not your choice you experience a sense of rejection. In fact, the data show that it takes years to recover the same level of happiness after being laid off at the age of 60. It takes men four years to get back to the level of life satisfaction after forced retirement. For women it’s about two to three years to get back to where they were before.

			But if you voluntarily choose to retire at the age of 62, people celebrate, they give you a party, they give you a watch.

			Why is that? You’re in the exact same situation. You no longer are working full time, and you have to live off of your savings. One is planned and one’s unplanned. But is it really a tragedy that you’re no longer working at the place that you were working before? A lot of it depends on what you were doing before you retired.

			I often go on retiree discussion boards, and some of the posters hated their jobs. What they’ll often say is, “I should have retired earlier. I’m so much happier now than I was before.” These are people whose job was a major sacrifice. Getting away from that job makes them a lot happier.

			But there are a lot of other people, and especially white-collar professionals, who enjoyed their jobs, and they had a lot more flexibility to decide what they wanted to do. They were able to specialize, learn a skill. They were rewarded for that skill. They had a lot of status when they were doing that thing.

			Serotonin gets released by our body as a way of rewarding us for maintaining a higher social status, and we lose that when we leave the workforce. In fact, it’s as if we had a steady supply of a drug while we were working, and then we leave the workforce and no longer receive it. One of the things that people say is, “I used to have respect, but I’ve lost that. How do I regain that respect?” In some cases that can be difficult to do unless you’re doing the thing that you are an expert on. If your hobby is something like playing golf, where you don’t get that level of respect, then you’ve lost something. You’ve lost a part of your life. 

			

			It’s a little bit controversial to say, but all of the data suggest that as we get older we do lose our physical and cognitive capabilities, and that means that it becomes more difficult to do some of the higher-order tasks at our workplace that we used to be able to do in our 40s or 50s as we enter our 60s and 70s.

			Christine: Would one idea be to continue working but perhaps tweak the type of work to accommodate the changes that might come along with aging?

			Michael: Yes. I know people who are doing it right. We have an assistant at the American College of Financial Services who we pay to do student interaction in the Retirement Income Certified Professional (RICP) program. He’s a really interesting character. He was a former engineer, and he was very likely well paid; he probably has a pension and doesn’t need the money from work, but it’s always nice to get paid. One of the things that I admire about him is that he works to the point where he stops enjoying his job and then he tells us to buzz off if we ask him to do more.

			He likes working with students. He likes learning and explaining things. He gets a kick out of it, and those are things that he always enjoyed when he was working full time. He has identified the aspects of the job that he had before that he wants to continue doing. But he won’t do anything else. I will try to rope him into additional projects, and he’ll say, “No, I’m going to go bicycling in Europe. I don’t have time for that.” That, to me, is doing it right—asking yourself, “What about being in the workplace made me the happiest?”

			Forty hours a week is a lot of time to be at a job, to essentially hand your freedom to do what you want with your time over to an employer. If you can get some of that back because you have achieved financial independence, while at the same time keeping the parts of that job that you really enjoyed, that seems a better strategy to me than just simply giving up every aspect of the job that you had before—going cold turkey. It’s a big lifestyle change.

			

			Maintaining health and relationships

			Christine: Your research points to the importance of health and relationships in retirement, and investing in them just as we’d invest in financial assets. How do all of those things fit together?

			Michael: We have to remember, money is not what makes us happy. Money is just dots on a computer screen. It’s just green paper. It is an input into activities that can make us happy. But of course, money matters. Money is important as an input into those activities—it means that we can join a country club to have more social engagement, go on more vacations, or join our friends for dinner more often. In those examples, having money can make us happier. But money in and of itself is not actually going to make us happy. We have to give it some thought, and that means we also have to think about the other investments that we need to make to create a happy retirement. What is an investment? Investment is a sacrifice that we make today in order to live better in the future. In my research, what I find is that the best investments are in personal relationships and in health.

			Christine: Let’s talk about investing in health.

			Michael: Let’s say I want to go hiking when I retire. That’s one of the things I want to have more time to do. If I don’t maintain a good level of physical fitness as I approach retirement, I won’t be able to hike a mountain. I need to invest time and resources in working out and keeping fit to support my retirement goal. If I don’t make that investment, I can throw that goal out the window. I’m just not physically capable of achieving it. 

			

			That means that I have to make a concerted effort now, when I’m in my 50s. What’s the use of saving the money to go on a hiking vacation if I can’t physically do it? Investing that time and effort might be unpleasant. But every day I’ve got to do something that helps maintain my physical capabilities.

			Christine: And how about investing in relationships?

			Michael: It’s valuable to think about activities that enhance social engagement, and that includes where you move or where you live. In many cases our old friendships are an extremely important input into our life satisfaction. Living near our old friends can actually have a positive impact on how happy we are in retirement.

			So can living in an environment that is conducive to more frequent social interaction. Oftentimes what happens is when people reach their 80s, they’re at high risk of becoming socially isolated, especially if they’re living in their own home. I had a professor at Texas Tech who had done some research on this, and he found that people who lived in their own houses were happier throughout their lives up into their late 70s. Once they hit their 80s, people who live in apartments are actually happier than people who live in houses because they’re less at risk of becoming socially isolated.

			The other thing we can think about is: How do we create habits where we maintain these opportunities for social engagement? Does that mean going to the gym on a regular basis? You’re probably doing that to maintain your health, but also for social interaction. Or volunteering, being a docent in the art museum. That sounds like a great opportunity to have a little bit of a challenge, especially if being in front of people is something that you enjoy. If it’s something that you’re good at, make the effort to establish that habit at the beginning of retirement. Otherwise you could easily find yourself, maybe four or five years into retirement, thinking, that’s something that I ought to do. By that point you may never actually get around to doing it.

			

			You’ve created an investment policy and an investment plan, but you also have to create a plan for figuring out what you’re actually going to do. You need to set yourself up in advance, so that you can establish those habits early on.

			Christine: I was thinking about the importance of socialization, how it helps keep our brains active. But the opposite is also true: When people are isolated, their social skills might go backward, and it becomes kind of self-fulfilling. If they’re totally self-absorbed and only want to talk about whatever is going on in their own little world, that’s not very fun to be around, either.

			Michael: It’s definitely something to be aware of. I honestly feel like social media can be great. Some of these social media groups of retirees have evolved into something that is incredibly healthy, where people are honest and funny. They’re having these deep conversations with others who are in the same situation trying to navigate what it means to be retired in a modern environment. It’s great.

			But there are so many opportunities for unhealthy social interaction or isolation that are not great. And you’re right. It’s a downward spiral, you become more and more isolated. For a lot of people when they get older, they have this feeling that they’re becoming invisible. It’s one of the tragedies of aging; it does become so hard to maintain the sense of relevance.

			Christine: Let’s talk about some other ways that people might tend to change as they age, and how thinking through some of these changes in advance can help them adjust and thrive.

			Michael: We become more vulnerable to scams as we get older, as our ability to recognize when people are taking advantage of us deteriorates by the time we get to our 80s and 90s. It’s not like it was when we were in our 60s and 70s. We need to recognize that vulnerability is an important part of retirement—and to anticipate that we will change as we get older. We will lose some of these capabilities that we had when we were younger. It’s just natural, this tendency to think that we’re going to be able to maintain the person that we are at the very beginning of retirement throughout retirement. But the data show that does not happen, we do become more vulnerable, and to the extent that we can recognize that ahead of time, that’s for the best.

			

			For example, it’s a great idea to pick an age at which we will transition from our home to a different type of living environment. That’s better than having our kids force us to go into an assisted living facility, one that we may not necessarily want to go into.

			That’s not the right way to do it. It’s not the way anybody wants to make that transition. If we recognize that we’re going to want to move to a different kind of living environment as we get older, then let’s do a little bit of searching. Let’s figure out where we want to live, what kind of place we want to live in, and how much it costs, and plan for that transition at some point, start selling off our stuff as a way of getting to that point to make it easier for everybody.

			One of the ways we’re failing in retirement is that we’re not recognizing that cognitive and physical decline are inevitable, and that they are going to mean that we are different people when we’re in the latter stages of retirement than we were in the early stages.

			Christine: I met a couple who did exactly what you just suggested—they pre-emptively moved into an independent living facility in their 70s, well before many people make that transition. They said they wanted to travel; they didn’t want to burden their kids. The amazing thing is that they were both in their 90s when I met them, but they looked and acted 20 years younger.

			Michael: One likely explanation is that they didn’t become vulnerable to social isolation. It takes a lot of cognitive effort to communicate with another human being. There are so many aspects of our brain that are firing. We’re shooting stuff into memory. We’re trying to sense how the other person is responding. We’re looking for cues. It’s a muscle, and if we’re not using that muscle, then we can lose it over time.

			

			So you might have two people: one who is socially and physically active in their mid-80s, who, as you mentioned looks like they’re maybe in their early 70s, and another who just retired and watched TV and went to bingo and didn’t actually maintain their social networks or their physical capabilities. And they look like they’re 20 years apart. One looks sad and the other looks vibrant. That vibrancy is what we should be shooting for. But to get there we have to be cognizant of what we’re fighting against, and we are fighting against nature. Nature didn’t intend for us to live this long. All nature cares about is whether we lived long enough to reproduce. But there is evidence that human social groups whose elders are beyond child-bearing years impart wisdom to the rest of the social group, making the younger generations more successful. So there is an evolutionary rationale for keeping us alive for a while. But after a certain amount of time we’re gone. It’s up to us to fight against that, to be able to maintain the ability to enjoy our lives into old age.

			My takeaways

			

			
					Well before retirement begins, start thinking about some of the key things you want to achieve during your retirement years. They can be small but satisfying tasks, like finally giving the garage a good emptying out, or they can be bigger, such as writing a memoir. 

					If you like your job and are in a position to continue working in some capacity, approach your employer with the suggestion that you continue doing the parts of your job that you enjoy the most. In addition, I’d suggest you also compile a list of tasks that you want to stop doing because they sap your energy.

					Plan to build structure into your days during retirement. Your schedule doesn’t need to be as rigid as it was when you were working, but having structured activities and tasks to accomplish will help you enjoy your downtime that much more.

					Invest in relationships and your health just as you would invest in stocks: Start early and make ongoing investments.

					If a lot of your social interactions come through work, aim to expand your social reach by volunteering, joining a meet-up group, or joining a club of people with similar interests. Don’t be shy about being the first to suggest a get-together when you meet new people who you click with.

			

			Related resources

			“Michael Finke: Here’s What Makes Retirees Happy,” morningstar.com, October 2, 2019: www.morningstar.com/retirement/michael-finke-heres-what-makes-retirees-happy.

			“Examining Financial Fraud Against Older Adults,” National Institute of Justice Journal, March 20, 2024: nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/examining-financial-fraud-against-older-adults.

			“Having Your Retirement Cake and Slicing It, Too,” morningstar.com, September 30, 2021: www.morningstar.com/economy/having-your-retirement-cake-slicing-it-too.

		

	


		
			

			Lesson 2: Fritz Gilbert

			Lay the Groundwork 

			Fritz gilbert’s career had nothing to do with finance or retirement planning. But he writes one of the most useful retirement blogs out there, The Retirement Manifesto. One of the key reasons Fritz’s blog has taken off is that he has lived it. He retired from his corporate job in 2018 and is candid about the highs and lows of new retirement, as well as the planning that can make everything go smoothly. Fritz’s blog is also incredibly practical and specific. Fritz says that his most popular post ever relates to the steps you should take before you retire—not just having a plan for your days and figuring out how much you’ll need to live on, but also handling pesky details like routing personal emails to your personal address and tracking how your spending might change. That’s the territory I asked him to cover in this conversation: What steps should you take before you retire?

			[image: ]

			Setting a date

			Christine Benz: I wanted to start by talking about how to go about setting a retirement date. Do you have any wisdom to share on that front? 

			Fritz Gilbert: I remember people saying to me, “You’re just going to know when it’s time.” And I always said to myself, “What does that mean?” But I found it to be true in my case, and for a lot of people I’ve talked to.

			

			I don’t know if it’s a burnout factor, or if it’s because you’ve been planning for it, or if it’s because you’re looking at your numbers. Obviously, you’ve got to focus on the financials. And until your financials say you’re ready, it doesn’t even matter. You’ve got to get your financials to the point where you know they’re going to be able to sustain your retirement. That’s going to drive the car.

			But once you get to the point where the financials show when you’re going to be ready, if you’re a planner, you’ll know that at least a year ahead of actually quitting work.

			What I encourage people to do is take that last year and think about all the nonfinancial aspects of retirement, to make sure you’re emotionally and mentally ready for the transition as well. If you get the financial piece in order, and you’ve spent some time thinking about the nonfinancial piece, the “when” is going to become fairly obvious between the two of those combined.

			Christine: A few of the people I’ve interviewed for this book—Laura Carstensen at Stanford, the retirement researcher Michael Finke—have talked about how, for many people, continuing to work in some fashion is really the right answer. Working oftentimes brings a sense of purpose, some level of physical activity, and social engagement. Would you agree that continuing to work might be the right answer for a lot of people?

			Fritz: It might be the right answer for some people, but if financially you no longer have to work, then your decision to continue to work should not be driven by the financials. It’s surely the nonfinancial elements that you’re looking at. What I encourage people to do—and what I did in my case—is to take a year and say no to everything. Because you’re going to get opportunities. You’re going to get offers. Everybody told me I would, and I did. Consulting opportunities. People I knew who said, “Hey, can you come over to do a project for us?” after they heard I was retiring. I did accept a board of directors position, but I didn’t accept it for the financial elements as much as “Hey, that’d be kind of fun.” It was a way to leverage my expertise. It kept me a little bit involved in the industry. So I broke my own rule, and I did say yes to one thing.

			

			But I really encourage people, even if they’re thinking about working as a consultant or going back to work in some reduced capacity, to take a year before they say yes. Give yourself time to see if you can find satisfaction in replacing those nonfinancial aspects that you’re missing through things other than work. Because it may be that you get involved in a charity, and you start getting all these rewards from it. And you’re like, “Man, I’m so glad I didn’t go back to work. Now I have the freedom to do what I want to do when I want to do it, and I’m still getting that same sense of purpose and reward.”

			So going back to work is fine, but don’t make it your default. Try to explore as many different avenues as you can. Absolutely keep continuing to work as an option, but don’t keep it as the only option. Try to expand your horizons and get involved in different things, just for the experience of it. You no longer need the money, so just do it for the experience and the fun of experimenting with different ways of spending your time.

			Finding purpose and friendships

			Christine: Your retirement is a good example of continuing to pursue a purpose, finding fruitful relationships, and prioritizing physical activity. Can you talk about how you hit on your particular mix of retirement activities?

			Fritz: I tended to be pretty structured throughout my career. You’re looking at a three- and a five-year plan. You’re trying to get the promotion, and so on. My wife and I made a conscious decision to take more of a serendipitous approach to retirement and see what we got excited by. The concept is that you’ve got all these different aspects in your life, like spokes on a bicycle. You’ve got to really take some time to think about the length of all your spokes and think about where and especially when you’re moving into retirement. Some of those spokes are going to change lengths, right? And they’ll change pretty dramatically if all your relationships were at work and you’ve not been tending the home fires very well. Suddenly you’re going to have a really short spoke and it’s going to be obvious. You need to work on it. Grey divorce—divorce involving couples aged 50 or above—is a real thing. Thinking about life as a set of spokes and being intentional in trying to decide where you want to invest, to grow those spokes, is not a bad framework to think about those areas that might need some development.

			

			Christine: Can you take a minute and talk about your wife’s charity project, Freedom for Fido, that has now become your project, too? It sounds like it wasn’t an express goal as you embarked on retirement. You ambled into it. But I find it so inspiring.

			Fritz: My wife was a stay-at-home mom for the last 25 years. She worked a little bit, early in our marriage, but then she stayed at home and cared for our daughter. Our daughter went off to school, and my wife’s mother moved in with us. She had Alzheimer’s. So my wife became a full-time caregiver to her mom, and we didn’t recognize it at the time, but that was basically her job.

			Whereas in my case I was very focused on preparing for retirement, I was starting to write The Retirement Manifesto blog. I was really thinking about this stuff. We were talking about it all the time, so we had prepared for how my life was going to change, and how we thought it would affect us as a couple. But we hadn’t really thought about how much my wife’s life was going to change when her mom inevitably passed on.

			I retired in July of 2018. My wife’s mom passed away just two months later. For my wife it was akin to one of those situations where a person suddenly gets severed from their job and didn’t see it coming. She was kind of in a headspin, because we hadn’t really anticipated the change that her mother’s passing would bring to our lives.

			

			So I can relate to people who really struggle with that transition. My transition was very smooth, but hers was kind of rocky, because we hadn’t really thought about that as being the transition that it was.

			Christine: So how did she get out of it? And where did your charity, Freedom for Fido, start?

			Fritz: The broader answer is, keep your mind open and look for opportunities. My wife happened to see a show on Facebook with Mike Rowe, the guy who does dirty jobs. The show is called Returning the Favor, where he profiles different charities. She had never seen the show before, but this one time she did it was looking at this charity called Fences for Fido, based in Oregon. They were building free fences for low-income families with dogs on chains. She thought, “We need that here.” We live in Appalachia; there are a lot of dogs on chains. And I agreed. But we also wondered how we would start a 501c3 charitable organization. We’d never built fences. We didn’t know how to get volunteers. We didn’t know anything. But I said, “I think you should try it. Let’s figure it out.” So she got in touch with an accounting firm that set up the charity’s 501c3 tax status. We just started taking those first steps. Next it was, “Who knows how to build a fence? There’s a guy who runs that dog kennel—maybe he’ll help us.” He helped us build our first fence. We figured it out as we went.

			It has turned into a huge part of our retirement, and we’re absolutely loving it. We’re celebrating our 100th fence build next week. It’s not only rewarding for us running it, it’s also rewarding for our volunteers who are now involved. We have over 200 volunteers, many of them retired people, and we hear the same thing from them all the time: “This is so great. I’m outdoors. I’m working.” It’s a great group of people. We have fun, we’re

			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
					Getting ready to retire involves lots of activities that, taken together, can seem daunting. Breaking it down into smaller, phased tasks—jobs at year three, jobs at year two, and so on, can make it more manageable.

					Retirement isn’t just a transition for people who do paid work. People who have been caregivers for elderly parents, for example, might feel a loss of purpose when they’re no longer doing that “job.” They need a retirement plan just as much as the person who’s retiring from paid work.

					If you’re pondering relocation for your retirement, trial run it before you officially move.

					Be ultra-specific about what you expect your in-retirement budget will look like and consider trying to live on your projected spending amount. Is it realistic?

					Transitioning to spending from your portfolio after a lifetime of saving can be psychologically difficult. Start the process by steering new investment contributions to cash in the two to three years leading up to retirement.

					Paid work can bring relationships and purpose, but so can pursuing a passion project like the charity that Fritz and his wife started. If you don’t need to continue working for money, brainstorm about what other activities can replace the things you enjoyed the most about your job.
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