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Introduction

IMAGINE THAT YOU’RE LOOKING DOWN THE TUNNEL OF YOUR LIFE INTO YOUR future. You want to see some light in it, don’t you? After 30 or 40 years of hard slog – working to make ends meet, growing a family, tending to the lawn-mowing/dishwasher-stacking/school-uniform-ironing, and facing the challenges of every day – you know it must soon be your turn for some excitement.

I can feel it too.

The restlessness and anticipation in the next generation facing retirement is building. We’ve been responsible, diligent, and resourceful for many years now. And yet our greatest challenge is trying to plan for the period of life that lies ahead, while living in the busy-ness of the stage before.

So, congratulations! In buying this book you’ve put an important first stake in the ground toward envisioning and planning for your Epic Retirement. The years ahead in pre-retirement, part-time retirement, and full-time retirement can be the best time of your life if you take active steps to make it so.

And if you get to planning right now, the next stage of life is all about choice. You move from living purely off your own exertion to choosing what you do with your time and sourcing your income from investments, pensions, and work you really enjoy.

It is a stage of life that can be packed with curiosity, adventure, exploration and personal fulfilment, where you pursue long-held dreams, discover new interests, and travel to new and exciting places. It’s also a season where ‘time’ becomes your most valuable currency, not money.

To have an Epic Retirement, careful planning and financial preparation is crucial; setting specific goals, creating a pre- and post- retirement budget, and making smart investment and drawdown decisions with your pensions will allow you to build a fulfilling and adventurous life for yourself. And to enjoy these wonderful years, you’ll want your body to be in good health. You’ve still got a long road to travel in it.

Before we start, let me make it very clear: an Epic Retirement is not just for the wealthy! This is a stage that almost everyone can enjoy if you understand and leverage the systems that support retirement well in advance of needing them.

This book is here to help you. I’ve spent more than a decade as the founder and CEO of Starts at 60, and a few years running the Epic Retirement Institute too, listening to and learning from modern older generations and the industry of modern ageing, and I’ve put it all together to explain how modern retirement works across money, health, happiness and fulfilment, travel, and everyday living. This book is designed for the average person, the person who doesn’t have everything they want in life, and it shows you how to make the most of the situation you are in. Life is, after all, what you make of it.

Whether you’re just starting to plan for retirement or are already retired, I hope this book will provide you with the guidance and inspiration you need. So, sit back, relax, and let’s build your Epic Retirement together.




The foundations

I HOPE YOU NEVER RETIRE THE WAY PREVIOUS GENERATIONS DID. IN FACT, AS WE start, I want you to deliberately cast aside any old-school views you have of retirement. I prefer to see this phase as reinvention – a time when you get to do the things that really matter to you, after decades of doing what you had to.

HOW THE WORLD HAS CHANGED

Retirement is most commonly recognised as the practice of leaving one’s job or giving up work after reaching a certain age. The idea of retirement spans right back to the eighteenth century but it wasn’t until the industrial revolution that retirement as a concept really took hold. And it was not for the reasons we idealise it today.

In 1905, one of the world’s leading physicians and co-founder of Johns Hopkins Hospital, William Osler, prominently decried that man’s best work was done before he was 40 years old.

He called the ages between 25 and 40 the ‘fifteen golden years of plenty’. Workers between ages 40 and 60 were tolerable because they were ‘merely uncreative’. But after age 60, the average worker was considered useless and ‘should be put out to pasture’.

As farms were replaced by factories in the economies of western nations, there was an increasing fear that older workers were slowing down the factory lines. So companies started to introduce private pensions in an effort to clear older workers out of the labour force.

In the UK and the US, retirement systems evolved similarly. In the UK, the Old Age Pensions Act of 1908 provided the first state-backed pension for people over 70. In the US, the Social Security Act of 1935 laid down a similar foundation for government-supported retirement. These were game-changers, even if, at the time, life expectancy meant relatively few people would live long enough to draw much benefit. In those early days, retirement wasn’t seen as a goal or an ambition; it was simply the phase before death.

Since then, retirement funding has changed enormously, alongside life expectancy – which is surging across the western world.

In the UK, a 65-year-old man today can expect to reach the age of 85, a woman to 88, and within a couple at least one can expect to live into their nineties. There’s also a one in four chance of men reaching 92, women reaching 94, and a 5.6 per cent chance that a woman will reach 100 years of age.

Pension age in each of the major western countries is now between 65 and 67, and as people live longer, they also have to consider how they’ll fund an extra 25–30 years beyond their working life.

Let’s face it, this generation of smart, active, revolutionary Boomers and Gen-Xers doesn’t like to play by the old rules. We don’t want or need to be ‘put out to pasture.’ We want to choose how to ‘mix’ our lives so they challenge, excite, and engage us.

And that’s what this book is about – how to have an Epic Retirement! The last 30 to 40 years of our story deserve to be epic. If we understand the rules and tools that limit and enable us, the world really is our oyster, and the choices we make really can bring us joy and happiness.

UNDERSTANDING THE FOUNDATIONS OF AN EPIC RETIREMENT

When you finish this book, you’ll have created an honest picture of what is really important to you in the next 30 to 40 years of life ahead of you. You’ll also have discussed it and reflected on whether it really is possible and, hopefully, laughed about it with someone you care about. Don’t worry about whether it’s ‘right’ or if you change your mind. Your mind is certainly going to change as you work through the chapters and sections in this book. But the thoughts you have while reading this book are your baseline – or your ‘Epic Retirement vision’.

I’m writing this book for people who can see retirement in their future, or those in the early stages of it trying to find their way. It’s not really for those in their early forties – there’s a different set of rules for you to work with because of the time you have ahead. And if you’re in your seventies, you will probably recognise some of this advice as hard-learnt lessons you had to trip up to learn. But I hope the advice is useful, even if a bit late.

Before we really get into the swing of things, I want to set up the framework for an Epic Retirement.

INTRODUCING THE SIX FUNDAMENTAL PILLARS OF AN EPIC RETIREMENT

This is not a finance book. Nor is it a self-help manual. I prefer to think of it as a guidebook, like a Lonely Planet is for travellers.

I’m not a finance guru or a health expert. I’m a passionate advocate for modern, older generations, and an expert on what you need and want in the last half of your life. Over the last 15 years, as the founder of Starts at 60 and The Epic Retirement Institute, over-fifties have told me all their problems. And to write this book I’ve searched the world to find the best ways to solve them, giving you the opportunity to have an Epic Retirement. I’ve drawn together scientific research, factual information, expert advice and real, hard-learned experiences from retirees to create what I hope is a helpful and practical guidebook.

I now want to introduce you to the six really important pillars of an Epic Retirement. And I think everyone will agree that they are all essential:


	Time

	Money

	Happiness & fulfilment

	Health

	Travel

	Your home




TIME

Know how long you’re likely to live so you can allocate your time and money purposefully to things you want to do.

MONEY

Ignorance is not bliss. Understand how the retirement finance system works. It controls the next 30-plus years of your life – so you might as well master it.

HAPPINESS & FULFILMENT

Everybody wants to find true happiness and fulfilment. Learn to embrace the things you enjoy doing, grow the pursuits that use your skills and seek out a greater sense of meaning.

HEALTH

Your health is your most important priority. Learn how you can live longer and keep your body in good condition for the epic excitement ahead.

TRAVEL

You’ve got two or three decades of holidays left – make ’em epic! Be inspired by the bucket-list holidays retirees dream of, and the closer-to-home trips that make up an Epic Retirement.

YOUR HOME

As you age, the things you will need and want from the home you live in will change. Think about the types of homes you’ll want to live in at different stages of your life long before you get there.
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Before we get started

BEFORE WE GET INTO THE GUIDEBOOK, I WANT YOU TO STOP AND REFLECT FOR A moment about three things:


	 Who is on your Epic Retirement journey with you?

	 What are your goals for your Epic Retirement?

	 When should you get started on planning for retirement?



There are no right answers to these questions, only personal ones.

So take the time now to think about them.

WHO’S WITH YOU ON THE JOURNEY?

I want you to think about who is really significant to your Epic Retirement.

There are a couple of parts to this.

YOUR PARTNER

Firstly, do you have a husband, wife or significant other whom you plan to live out and enjoy your pre-retirement and retirement years with? Someone you plan to share your life and leisure with? I want you to think seriously about this, because for many, this is an important emotional decision which is driven by the desire for companionship and company. I hate to bring the cold water here, but it is also a very important financial decision as when living costs and travel expenses are divided by two, they are often a lot cheaper per person.

If you don’t have a partner, please don’t despair. Think about the people you want to share your life with instead and focus on your other close relationships that bring you joy, love, and community.

YOUR PLAYMATES

Do you have a couple of friends or a community that you consider ‘your people’ who you want to prioritise living near, doing activities with, or travelling with in your retirement? I want you to put them into your picture as you create your retirement vision.

For some people, like my parents, this is a couple or a group who they like to take regular or irregular holidays with, meeting them on cruise ships, on organised tours, and taking planned adventures together. They find it livens up the trip to have others with similar energy and spirit as their own, and it makes for meaningful memories too.

For others, like my husband’s parents, this is in their everyday life, where they have chosen to move to a regional coastal town where some of their friends have relocated alongside them. It means their mates are often around for a walk, a dinner or a game of golf, without the planning and formality of organised holidays.

And for others, there is a simple recognition that you might not have any really important playmates currently on your journey and that you are open to discovering some new friends along the way. Just as it is in your years growing a family and in business, if you live your retirement actively, the experiences you choose will bring people around you who like similar things and great friendships can grow from this.

YOUR FAMILY

I want you to take the most realistic and honest snapshot vision of your family that you can. Some of you might have kids and stepkids, many will have ageing parents, some will have strong relationships with siblings, nieces and nephews, and there might even be a few grandkids to plan around. Perhaps your family tree has some twists and turns, with branches that stretch overseas or across the country. Or perhaps you never had kids and worry about what happens as you get older. Again – there’s no right answer. All I want you to do is notice where you are today and then put yourself consciously in the middle of the picture, trying to live your retirement to the best it can be while you are fit and in good health. Family is a huge part of the lives of some of the happiest retirees I know. But to be happy, I believe you need family on fair terms.

These years are meant to be your heyday, and all those beautiful, well-loved family members will have things they need and want from you that will make their lives easier and better if you give them unconditionally. So as you read this book, I want you to note that it is all about building YOUR picture, not theirs. I want you to be in the centre of your picture. And to put them in the picture where you choose, even if it means you have to set a few healthy conditions.

Now ask yourself: what’s important to you?


	Do you want to be ‘regular’ with your grandkids? What will that mean for you in the time you need to be available for them? Perhaps you’ll have to travel to do this. What will that mean for your money?

	Do you want to spend time with your adult kids regularly?

	Do you enjoy the company of your siblings and look forward to seeing them regularly? 

	Do you need or want to be there for ageing parents?

	Do you want to regularly visit your kids who might be living in faraway or overseas locations?

	Do you want to help your kids get a good start financially – maybe to buy their first home? 

	Do you want to holiday with your family?

	Do you want to create projects or traditions with your family that are meaningful?



Got the hang of it?

WHAT ARE YOUR RETIREMENT GOALS?

This is the fun bit. Before you start, there’s nothing better than considering your wish list for the 25 to 40 years ahead of you at a high level, then reading on and looking for ways to bring the list to life as you consume the guidebook, understand the stages of retirement and learn how to make yours epic. For most people, your retirement dreams are a mix of bucket-list and happiness goals that mean something to you. They make it easier to shape your plans around what really matters – the things you’re committed to doing or showing up for – by naming them early and budgeting accordingly.

Once you’ve read the whole book, you will build your action plan for your Epic Retirement in the final pages. When you do this it is important to think about your goals, both because this gives you some things to strive for that are tangible, but also because setting goals will allow you to build a budget around them.

One precursor: your goals list is not meant to be about your financial plan but, rather, just the things that you will check off as meaningful achievements. Money is just an enabler.

What makes it onto the list is usually a mix of things that you’ll read about later in the book, and you’ll want to break them into the stages of your life that lie ahead, which we’ll learn about shortly.

TRAVEL GOALS

For most people, travel features at the top of their Epic Retirement wish list. Many modern retirees kick off their retirement with a big motorhome or canal boat journey, especially since Brexit stopped people from moving to Europe. Or they throw care to the wind and take off overseas on a big holiday. Many plan for three to five decent holidays in the first three to five years of retirement. Then they allow holidays to moderate, allocating themselves an amount out of their annual budget that they can afford to spend on travel after that. We have a whole section on holiday inspiration later so I won’t go too deep here. But my advice is to dream big about the types of travel you want to take, the places you want to see and the people you want to do it with. Then plan and budget! Create a list of dream holidays, large and small, seek out like-minded people to holiday with, and book!

If you’re on your own, either as a single person or if your partner doesn’t want to travel, there are plenty of organisations that put together groups of like-minded people. Look for tour groups using your interests as a starting point. Check out international brands like Intrepid Travel, G Adventures, and Explore Worldwide for a start and fan out to more local touring companies from there. I have no doubt you’ll find hiking tours, food & wine tours, historical tours, or even just ‘good bargain’ tours if that’s your thing. Take the time to research as there are lots of smaller companies out there taking groups of like-minded individuals on trips. In fact, once you start looking you’ll see almost every destination has a touring subculture fed primarily by the retirement market you’re about to become a part of.

FAMILY GOALS

For most people, family is a huge priority in retirement. If it is for you, I urge you to try to put some definition around what you want for your family goals. Be specific, because then you can really push yourself to achieve them.


	Do you want to spend time with your family regularly? Think about your relationship with your children and grandchildren, and set some goals.

	Do you want to live near your children? Consider whether this is important to you and how it might change your lives.

	Do you want to help your children or build independence? They’re not mutually exclusive options, but just something to think about when considering what’s important to you.

	Are there other family members who are dear to you? Consider how you will build them into your Epic Retirement plans and adventures.

	Do you need to care for ageing parents? How will this affect your plan? 



FRIENDSHIP GOALS

Your friendships and the community you build around you can play a crucial role in your happiness and fulfilment in this next stage of life. While some people have a solid, ready-to-go group of friends they treasure, it’s not uncommon to find yourself reassessing, rebuilding, or expanding your social circles as you transition toward retirement.

Take a moment to consider what your goals for friendship and community might be. Ask yourself:


	How do you want to maintain and nurture your current friendships? Life gets busy, and without intentional effort, even the strongest friendships can fade. Would you like to create regular rhythms – monthly catch-ups, weekly walks, book clubs, or annual trips – to keep those connections strong?

	Are there new friendships you’d like to cultivate? As your daily routines shift, you may find yourself craving fresh connections – people in your local area with shared interests, new travel companions, or even friendships that align with evolving passions like volunteering, creative pursuits, or fitness.

	Would you like to reinvigorate some lapsed friendships seeking out your old school pals or previous work friends or colleagues? It can be particularly important for those who’ve moved or worked a lot. 

	What kind of social experiences energise you? Some people thrive in large, lively groups, while others prefer a few deep, meaningful connections. Would you enjoy joining a community group, a sporting team, or a class where you can meet people with similar interests?

	How do you want to balance friendships with independence? While strong relationships bring joy and support, it’s also important to create space for solo growth, hobbies, and self-discovery. How can you strike a balance that feels fulfilling?



HOBBY AND LEISURE GOALS

We work for 40-plus years, and many of us do not get to ‘love’ it. In many cases, our friendships are tied to the workplace, and after you give up work, these people are not as available or interested in you once you’ve moved onto the next stage of life.

Your retirement becomes the time when you choose to do more of the things that you love and less of the things that you don’t, and find new friends who also enjoy the things you now love. But please don’t assume that selecting and finding hobbies and things to do with your leisure time is easy or comes naturally to most people. In fact, among most retirees I speak to there is a healthy amount of self-doubt and wonder at how people find new passions, pursuits, and friends in retirement that they end up loving.

The reality is that no new hobby or leisure activity is discovered overnight. You usually need to actively decide to cultivate a new interest and go out of your way to develop the routine of it, reviewing along the way whether it really does work for you. The wonderful thing about finding new pursuits is that, usually, they bring together people who have similar interests and so these activities are an excellent way to meet new ‘people like you’.

HEALTH, LONGEVITY, AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY GOALS

Many people come into retirement saying they are overweight and not their healthiest self, but they know the secret to an Epic Retirement is one-part good health. Without your health, you simply won’t be physically able to have an Epic Retirement. So why not make it one of your greatest goals?

When you think about your health, there are quite a few things to consider.


	Do you want to get healthy? For most people this means achieving and maintaining a healthy weight, improving their strength, flexibility, mobility and balance, and making healthy eating a part of their life.

	Do you want to live longer, taking proactive steps to lengthen your health span? There’s so much science coming to the fore on longevity and how to lengthen the good-quality years that lie ahead.

	Do you want to prevent major health issues or catch them early? The doctors all agree that it is far better to prevent or catch chronic and debilitating diseases early than it is to try to treat them. This requires you to do the preventive work: testing, checking and looking out for signs.



Any one or all three can be on your bucket list.

MEANINGFUL FULFILMENT GOALS

It sounds a bit idealistic to some, but as you age the meaning of life becomes much more than the money you have and the holidays you take. In fact, your true inner happiness can be a process of exploration and discovery over many years. Some people say they never want to give up work, and they keep on working for decades longer than the ‘retirement age’ dictates. Others really dig into volunteering, finding passion in using their interests, skills, and hobbies to give to communities in need. And others find sport, travel or both.

One older colleague recently retired and has taken up fixing bikes for a disabled children’s charity one day per week, enjoying the tinkering and the time spent knowing the difference he’s making. Another friend retired from his big-city hardware engineering job and took up part-time work in a nearby car restoration garage, fulfilling his lifelong dream of restoring beautiful old cars. Another retiree joined a political party and helped drive the campaigns of some of our most successful local politicians, behind the scenes. One couple I know took off to tour the world’s golf courses, playing 18 holes on more than 50 courses on five continents over a five-year period. Another bought a sailboat and spent four years living on board, travelling through the Greek Islands, Croatia, and Turkey.

We’re going to dive into purpose at length – but I want you to start thinking about what you really do find a sense of purpose in.

WHEN SHOULD YOU GET STARTED ON PLANNING FOR RETIREMENT?

Planning for your Epic Retirement should really ramp up as your children pass their driver’s tests and begin to assert their independence1 … if you have kids, that is. But even if you don’t, there’s usually a moment when things settle down a bit. You start to get more headspace, more clarity, and a bit more time to think about what’s next. That’s your cue. This newfound space in your life is an opportunity to refocus on your needs and aspirations, and to take real steps toward shaping your financial future.

If you’ve left it later, that’s okay too. You simply have to make the rest of your life the best of your life, and the only way to do that is to understand where you are today, set a goal for where you want to be tomorrow, and create a fair and realistic plan to get there.




Part 1
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TIME

RETIREES THINK DIFFERENTLY ABOUT TIME. IT COMES FROM HAVING A CLEARER perspective about how fast time passes and how little time you have left on this earth to do things that are important. Losing a few good friends and family members along the way adds to the pressure of running out of time too.

Stop and think about it. If you’re 60 today and you plan to live to 92 – which is conservative for those with a little more wealth or health than the average person, in my opinion – then you have 11,680 days’ worth of time left on this earth, if you’re lucky. If the last five years of your life are spent in poorer health, you can subtract 1,825 days, leaving 9,855 days to squeeze the best out of life.

During those 9,855 days, you’ll spend approximately one third of your time sleeping, so you can subtract 3,285 days’ worth of time for that, and your obligations and ablutions will take up at least 10 per cent of every day – again, subtract 985 days’ worth of time, leaving just 5,585 days of fulfilment for you to pursue. And that’s if you’re lucky enough to. It’s tough to talk about time right off the bat, but I think it puts the whole retirement planning process in perspective. Time is the most precious thing you have in the years ahead. You can spend it regretfully, wishing for more, or you can actively seek out greater fulfilment and enjoy your time doing things you love with people you adore. How are you going to use it?

To help you understand time better, we’re going to work through a few steps.


	First, I want you to understand how long you might live – this is so you can work on the steps that might help you live a longer, better-quality life.

	Then I want you to understand how the stages of retirement usually play out, and what to expect of the phases of life ahead of you – and where you are on that journey.

	And finally I want you to put a marker down for when you aim to retire (for the first time, anyway) and the journey you plan to take into retirement, so that you can plan and prepare for it, whether it’s a day or a multi-year exit strategy. This informs how long you have left to work, earning money from your exertion, and how soon you’ll start to draw on passive income sources.



As Helen Keller once said, ‘Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.’ And let’s face it, you’re not reading a book about how to have an Epic Retirement for nothing.




Understanding your life expectancy

THE UK GOVERNMENT PUTS OUT UPDATED MORTALITY TABLES THAT ESTIMATE HOW long we’re likely to live, on average. One important thing to know is that your life expectancy goes up once you hit age 65. If you’ve made it that far, you’ve already dodged a few bullets – and the numbers reflect that. So instead of looking at life expectancy from birth (which is lower), we look at it from age 65.

I’ve pulled the latest figures from UK actuaries for today’s 65-year-olds, and also for people currently around 50 – assuming they make it to 65 too.

It’s also worth knowing that the UK no longer has a fixed retirement age. Instead, there’s an age when you become eligible for the State Pension – but you can keep working past that point, as we’ll cover later in the book. Currently, the State Pension age is 66, rising to 67 by 2028, and 68 by 2044.2

Table: UK life expectancy from 65 years of age












	
Age Today


	
Gender


	
Life Expectancy Today





	
25th Percentile


	
Median


	
75th Percentile


	
90th Percentile





	
65


	
Male


	
79


	
86


	
92


	
96





	
65


	
Female


	
82


	
89


	
94


	
98





	
65


	
Couple (at least one of the couple expected to live to this age)


	
88


	
92


	
96


	
99







Table: UK life expectancy from 50 years of age












	
Age Today


	
Gender


	
Life Expectancy at Age 65





	
25th Percentile


	
Median


	
75th Percentile


	
90th Percentile





	
50


	
Male


	
80


	
87


	
93


	
97





	
50


	
Female


	
83


	
90


	
96


	
99





	
50


	
Couple (at least one of the couple expected to live to this age)


	
89


	
94


	
97


	
101







Source (for both tables): Office for National Statistics cohort life expectancy projections 2021–2023.3
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CALCULATE YOUR STATE PENSION AGE

The age you’ll be able to get the State Pension depends on your date of birth. You can quickly check yours using the official calculator on the UK Government website: gov.uk/state-pensionage – it takes less than a minute.



CONTEMPLATING WHETHER YOU ARE AVERAGE – OR NOT

Once you have the life expectancy data in front of you, the next thing to consider is whether you are average or not. Life expectancy numbers provide a baseline – a statistical midpoint – but they don’t capture the individual factors that can significantly shift where you fall on the spectrum.

For people who are both healthier and wealthier than average, life expectancy often stretches beyond the median, bringing them closer to or even past the 75th percentile. For instance, people who prioritise exercise, a nutritious diet, and stress management can expect lower rates of chronic illnesses like heart disease and diabetes, which are leading causes of premature death. A physically active, health-conscious person may add several years to their life expectancy compared to a sedentary person. In fact, consistent health-focused behaviours have been shown to extend your longevity by 5 to 10 years.

Wealth also plays a critical role in life expectancy. Wealthier people often have better access to high-quality healthcare, preventive health services, and health-promoting resources like nutritionists, fitness programs, and wellness therapies. Additionally, financial security can reduce the stress you’re under in life – another factor associated with longevity. Studies indicate that people with higher socioeconomic status and health-promoting lifestyles can live 10 to 15 years longer than those with fewer resources and less access to healthcare.

Together, these factors create a ‘compounding effect’ on longevity, placing healthy, financially secure people at the higher end of life-expectancy projections. These people are often more likely to live into their nineties or even reach the 100-year mark, especially as advancements in medical science continue to improve the fight against age-related diseases.

So take the time to think about how long you want to plan for, based on your life expectancy, and the health and wealth insights that might affect it.

The Australian data says I have a decent chance of reaching 95, possibly 97. My grandmother lived to 92 and my parents are both comfortably in their mid- to late-seventies, so frankly, I’m going to err on the high side for my own planning and prepare for 100 years of life.

The important thing here is getting real about how long you’re likely to live – because that’s one of the biggest factors in working out how much money you’ll need. You definitely don’t want to run out of money before you run out of life. The good news? In the UK, there’s a decent safety net with the State Pension and a solid public healthcare system.

You’ll need 35 years of National Insurance (NI) contributions to get the full State Pension, but don’t panic if you’ve had time out of the workforce. You can get NI credits for things like raising kids or claiming child benefit, which helps fill the gaps – though it’s worth checking your own record.

And while the NHS is still a brilliant system, it’s under a lot of pressure. Many employers offer private healthcare as part of their benefits package, and some retirees choose to pay for it themselves to skip waitlists or access more treatment options. It’s not essential, but it’s something to consider in your planning.

The average age people retire in the UK is around 65.7 for men and 64.54 for women, and that number is expected to get higher, as the State Pension age increases from 66 to 67 in 2028. But the truth is, there’s no single age that suits everyone. Retirement can be a gradual, personal transition – not just a cliff you fall off one day.

CONSIDERING WHEN YOU SHOULD RETIRE

For most people, the decision to retire kicks in when they reach pension age or become eligible for either the State Pension or income from their private pension. That’s what we call financial readiness – and it’s the ideal reason to retire: because you can afford to. Some lucky workers in civil service or public sector schemes can access defined benefit pensions even earlier, while those with defined contribution pensions can tap into their pots from age 55 (rising to 57 in 2028). And don’t forget: you can normally take part of your pension as a tax-free lump sum, capped at £268,275 (from April 2024). It’s still one of the biggest drawcards for many, although the government has signalled that this allowance may change in future, so it’s worth checking the latest rules before you make any big decisions.

But not everyone gets to choose their moment. Poor health is a growing reason people leave work earlier than planned. As of 2024, nearly 28 per cent of people aged 50 to 64 who exited the workforce over the past eight years said they did so due to health problems. Redundancy, burnout, or caring responsibilities also tip people out of work early – sometimes well before they expected to or were financially prepared for. For carers, there is some support like the Carer’s Allowance, but it’s means-tested and pays just £83.30 per week (as long as you care for someone 35+ hours a week).

The pandemic was a real turning point. A lot of people reassessed their lives, left the workforce, or pivoted to different types of work – especially with the ability to work from home or draw from their pensions early. That tax-free lump sum made a midlife reset feel more possible for many. It’s been a cultural shift as much as a financial one, and it’s changed how people think about what retirement can look like.

Importantly, retirement in the UK doesn’t have to be a hard stop. Some people access their pensions and keep working. Others scale back their hours or switch careers entirely. It’s about flexibility. And that means thinking beyond just the finances – you also need to plan for wellbeing, identity, and the curveballs life throws your way.

Many people approaching retirement today in the UK will be eligible for, and need to rely on, the State Pension in order to retire and will have to wait until they reach their State Pension age to qualify.

But for most, that will only make up part of the income they live on. You really also need to consider your options for generating an income from your assets.

There’s a couple of reasons why people set a retirement date:



	They pass the age where they can get access to the State Pension and an income stream from their private pension (such as workplace or personal pension) and choose to fund their cost of living with this, rather than full-time employment.

	They decide they’ve saved enough money and it’s now time to ‘retire’ and live out their retirement ambitions.

	They get fed up with working and decide to make do and move on with their lives.



For the rest it’s sadly, more often than not, a forced retirement, due to poor health, redundancy or having to care for an ageing or unwell loved one.

Retirement is a huge transition, both financially and purposefully. So before you set a date, think hard about whether you would like to try it out before you commit by enjoying a healthy pre-retirement or part-time retirement phase.

My husband has a friend at work who has been saying he’s going to retire in three years for around three years now, and they’re all watching curiously to see if he really will. To prepare himself, over the last year he’s taken 10 weeks of holidays, kicked off golf lessons, and started a new fitness regime, saying he’s ‘practising for his retirement’ while still at work. Sounds very sensible and quite enviable as an approach. And he still hasn’t committed to R-Day.

So how do you know when it is the right time to set a retirement start date? Ask yourself these questions:



	Are you financially confident?

	Are you emotionally and physically ready?

	Do you have an idea what you’re going to do when you retire?



HOW TIME ROLLS BY: THE FIVE BIG STAGES OF RETIREMENT

There are five really important stages to almost everyone’s Epic Retirement. I want you to understand them, recognise them and think about where you are on the journey. These have nothing to do with your age and everything to do with how you feel and the way you are making decisions:



	Prime Time

	Adjustment

	Your Epic Retirement

	Ageing

	Frailty



And I don’t want you to be afraid of any of them, except perhaps frailty – we should all work our hardest to prolong our best-quality years where possible.

PRIME TIME

This is that exciting, liberating stage of life that really kicks in when your kids get their driver’s licences and start finding their own financial and practical independence, or you go looking for the next stage of life. Suddenly – or sometimes gradually – you have more money, more time, and more space to think about what’s next. It’s the phase where you start leaning into your freedom and shaping life on your own terms.

For many people in their Prime Time, retirement still feels a long way off. They’re enjoying work, staying engaged, and steadily building their savings, while also locking in more of the lifestyle goals they’ve worked hard for.

This phase can last a decade or more, where the focus is on balancing work and leisure – funding new experiences through earned income rather than dipping into retirement savings too soon. It’s about making the most of now, while also setting up for what’s next.

For those who don’t have kids, the transition window can be trickier to identify. And there can be many triggers. The most common is seen as the mid-life crisis, or the time when you realise you’ve hit the bottom of your happiness curve (see here) in your late forties and early fifties or simply go looking for something more from life.

I really do believe that today’s generation of 40-, 50-, and 60-somethings are rapidly turning this pre-retirement phase into an incredibly important one that sees them ‘living it up’ and making critical transitions, working with a greater understanding of what they are passionate about and derive fulfilment from. You might not want to retire and may look to stretch this phase out for decades – and I don’t blame you. This phase is all about you! It can be your prime time of life. You’re earning, achieving, and enjoying yourself all at the same time, if you get it right.

For many, their Prime Time is also a very important time to focus on their big retirement plan, socking away money into their pensions before they stop working, potentially forever, and building a vision of all the exciting things they will do after they stop work.

Retirement, if you want it, and all its adventures are ahead of you in this stage of life and, either independently or together with your partner, you look to it with a combination of excitement and fear. Your Prime Time is one of the most exciting and anticipatory times in your life, so I want you to recognise it and enjoy it while you are in it! Sure, it is the time when you’ll want to do some hardcore planning and saving. But it’s also a time to start re-imagining yourself – after all, you’ve likely worked for 30 or 40 years without much of a break, and this might be the first huge ‘active’ change in your life in decades. As I see it, your Prime Time has three stages:



	the setup years

	the lifestyling years

	the part-timing years



Your Prime Time is a great time to ‘try before you buy’ into retirement – or become a casual or part-time retiree. It is also a terrific time to start experimenting – before you make life-changing decisions in the euphoria stage that you can’t turn back from easily. Some people use this phase to change the types of work they do to be more aligned with the things that give them joy or shift to careers where they can work in a more part-time manner. Others find themselves taking longer and longer breaks from working, injecting exciting trips into their lives that would have seemed impossible 20 years ago.

In your Prime Time, you’ll find yourself making decisions cautiously, researching well, and thinking first about the impacts. It’s a stage of life that can go on for years and, frankly, need never come to an end. Over the next decade, the number of prime timers in the economy across the western world will multiply phenomenally, as people find that balance, excitement, and leisure combine rather well. Blimey, I think I’m already one.

ADJUSTMENT

Adjustment is a period of transition at the beginning of official retirement where you actually give up work and find yourself having to reset who you are and how you find fulfilment. It is surprising how often people go from decades of full-time work to ‘retired’ almost overnight, and after the first few weeks they look around and wonder what they are going to do with the rest of their lives.

The thing nobody tells you until you get to retirement is that when you retire, all the other people who didn’t retire at the same time keep on doing their same old things, and you just aren’t a part of that anymore. Your rhythms change but theirs don’t. It’s the end of a significant stage of your life. And, as you will read about later, the result can be that people feel bereft, lonely, and like they have lost a lot of friends, when all they really did was change their daily commitment to work.

You may not realise just how many of your social circles are built around the workplace, but when it stops being part of your daily routine you find out how many things you do in your leisure time really stem from it.

It can mean you need to find new social circles, new daytime fulfilment, and a new sense of routine too. And it isn’t as easy as it sounds. But for every ending there is a new beginning, once you adjust. Adjustment has no fixed timeframe, normally lasting from the first day of formal retirement until the time you feel like retirement ‘fits you’ and you have excitement and hope for your future. You’ll see it in hindsight, but while you are living it, you may feel a bit lost. For some it can be avoided with a longer, healthier pre-retirement, or Prime Time phase. But for others it’s an important transition – and one you need to allow time to work through.

YOUR EPIC RETIREMENT

You’ve finally arrived in the joy of retirement and got over the first few months of initial fear and self-redefinition. This is the best bit: you’ve dived into it and embraced the adventure, committed to some big changes and things are going fairly well, so you hungrily seek more and more of what you love, and turn away from the things you don’t care for. You’ve planned for these wonderful, exciting, euphoric days, months and years, and goddamn it you have so much to cram into them – and you learn more about what you love from every experience! It’s all go! go! go! during the Epic Retirement years, and nothing can stop you until … ageing springs itself on you.

In the euphoria of your Epic Retirement you’ll find yourself making decisions with wild abandon, optimism and hope, more often than you’d ever imagine yourself doing. It seems weird to say this but in the euphoria you actually might still be working a little, and if you are, it’s in a more flexible, enjoyable type of work than we associate with our careers. You might even start a side hustle! And you almost definitely are travelling, enjoying family and friends, and curiously exploring new and exciting projects, epic pursuits and activities. If only the whole of retirement could be spent in this phase.

AGEING

But that euphoria of your Epic Retirement years couldn’t go on forever – not at that pace! All that adrenaline gets boring after a while, or something goes wrong with your health or your partner’s health, or you simply want to slow down a bit. Your ageing years definitely aren’t the end; they’re just a different stage of your retirement where you’ll want different things such as safety, reliable and recognisable healthcare, community and companionship, and perhaps a whole lot of family love. And it’s worth understanding what you think your needs will be well ahead of time, so you don’t neglect them on the way through those epic years.

In your ageing years, you’ll be making decisions based on your needs a little more, rather than your wants. It’s tough, but it has to happen. You’re still in complete control of your faculties and living situation; things are just prioritised a little differently. There’s plenty to look forward to in this phase. People find enormous fulfilment in being a little more settled, connected to family, community, and social activity.

FRAILTY

This is the stage in life that all of us dread. A stage where you are much more reliant on people around you to assist you and make decisions for you than you would like because of declining physical function, mobility, or cognitive health. Frailty is usually caused by age-related changes and health conditions. These can range from chronic disease and decreased muscle mass and strength, to cognitive decline and nutritional deficiencies. It’s important to note that frailty is not an inevitable part of ageing and that lifestyle factors like exercise, diet, and social factors can significantly prevent or delay its onset.

People in the stage of frailty usually need to work closely with healthcare providers and often rely on support from family members as well as in-home help to maintain independence and quality of life. And in the latter stages you may have to move into care for high-needs support.

It’s a stage of retirement that most people don’t want to discuss, research or understand. Ultimately, though, it is better to know it is coming and to plan for it by discussing with your loved ones well in advance. I’ll give you a checklist for discussions later in the book.

Now, there’s no hard-and-fast rule about how retirement is done, what age you do these stages at, or even if you are to live out all stages. I know people who will never retire, dipping in and out of work and leisure time; that is their combo of Prime Time and Epic Retirement. For others, they hope to die in their Epic Retirement, never having to navigate the challenges of ageing or frailty. It’s your retirement. Make it epic.





Part 2
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MONEY


GENERAL ADVICE WARNING

The information provided in this book – particularly in the financial sections – is intended for general information purposes only. It does not take into account your personal circumstances, financial situation, or individual goals. Before making any financial decisions, you should consider whether the information is appropriate to your own needs and seek guidance from a qualified and regulated financial adviser. This book is not a substitute for personalised financial advice. The author and publisher accept no liability for any loss or damage arising from reliance on the information contained in this publication.



A lot of people worry about outliving their money. In fact, today’s generation of people in their fifties and sixties are among the first to approach retirement with decent private pension savings, rather than relying solely on the State Pension. It’s a significant shift. They’re effectively the pioneers of a new model of retirement in which people fund their own lifestyles for what could be several decades, using the State Pension as just one piece of the puzzle.

Interestingly, experts and policy makers have noted that many retirees may actually be underspending – holding back too much and missing out on experiences they could afford. With a better understanding of how retirement income works and how to make it last, people may feel more confident loosening the purse strings and fully enjoying this phase of life. But, of course, that confidence only comes when you understand the basics of how to make your money grow and go the distance.

In this section, I’ll show you how to build your own Epic Retirement financial confidence in a step-by-step approach that is easy to understand. You’ll probably still want to get some professional financial advice, but you’ll be well prepared when you do.

We’re going to walk through 15 key areas – this is the order I believe makes the most sense when you’re planning for retirement in the UK.


	Understand how the UK pension system works
The UK has three key layers:


	The State Pension (from the government).

	Workplace pensions (set up by employers). 

	Private pensions and personal savings (things you set up yourself).



Most people will draw from a mix of these, so let’s get familiar with what’s available, how it works, and why it matters.


	Get a sense of what people really need to retire comfortably
Let’s anchor this plan in reality. What does retirement actually cost? We’ll use trusted benchmarks – the Pensions UK Retirement Living Standards – to show what a ‘minimum,’ ‘moderate,’ or ‘comfortable’ retirement looks like, so you can compare, dream big, or sanity-check your plans.


	Check your State Pension entitlements
Learn about the State Pension and use the State Pension forecast tool to see how much you’re on track to receive and when. You’ll also want to check if you can fill any National Insurance gaps to boost your amount, or if you’re eligible for Pension Credit.


	Explore your workplace pensions and private pensions 
The next step is to understand what pensions you already have in place. This includes workplace pensions (auto-enrolment, past jobs), personal pensions (like Self-Invested Personal Pensions (SIPPs)), any frozen pots from previous jobs, and any defined benefit plans (also known as final salary) you hold. It’s important to track them all down, understand them as well as when you can access the money, and understand what you could do with them.


	Contemplate any other savings or funds you might have
Your retirement plan isn’t just about pensions. It’s worth taking stock of other savings you’ve built up, like Individual Savings Accounts, investment accounts or cash reserves, and understanding how they might support you, especially if you want flexibility before tapping into your pension. And don’t forget to factor in any likely inheritance, even if it’s uncertain. It could influence the timing or shape of your retirement plans.


	Think about the role your home will play
Will you stay put, downsize, rent out part of it, or release equity? Property often holds a big chunk of wealth and deserves a proper plan.


	Create a lifestyle and cost-of-living budget
What will life cost when you stop working? Plan for basics, hobbies, travel, and potential health or care expenses. Don’t forget inflation.


	Build your Epic Retirement Savings Plan
Work through the steps to bring your big picture together and understand how much you can save before you retire.


	Consider whether you’ll work in retirement
Many people shift to part-time, freelance, or passion-based work. It can provide income, structure, and purpose – all helpful in early retirement.


	Cross-check how much you need to retire
It’s time to look top-down at how much you can safely draw from your retirement savings each year and develop an understanding of how to project your income from the top-down approach.


	Get some financial advice
Now that you understand your big picture, and are ready to start thinking about investing, it’s a good idea to get some financial advice. And the types of advice you will need really depend on your own situation. So let’s learn about those types.


	Invest! Invest! Invest! 
Depending on your timeframe and needs, decide how to invest for growth, income, or stability. The aim is to support long-term withdrawals while managing risk.


	Managing your money after you retire
Coordinate your income streams – State Pension, drawdowns, ISAs – to give yourself a reliable monthly income and avoid shortfalls. The order in which you access your money can also make a big difference to how much tax you pay. A good strategy can help stretch your savings further.


	Prepare your will and estate plan
That means sorting your will, naming beneficiaries, and setting up lasting power of attorney. It’s not just about death – it’s about control and clarity.


	Review your life insurance
By retirement, your needs may have changed. You may not need life insurance anymore – or you may wish to repurpose it for legacy planning.




By the end of this section, you’ll have a clearer understanding of how to shape your own retirement plan – one that reflects your goals, makes the most of what you’ve built, and gives you the confidence to take your next steps with purpose.





1. Understand how the UK pension system works

LET’S START WITH A SIMPLE TRUTH: MOST PEOPLE STRUGGLE TO PICTURE HOW THE average person funds 20, 30, even 40-plus years of retirement. That feels massive. Vague. Like something only very wealthy or ‘financially savvy’ people figure out.

My goal is to show you how it actually works – and how you can do it too.

Retirement income doesn’t come from one big pot or a monthly salary like you had during your working years. It comes in layers – some guaranteed, some flexible, and some entirely up to you. Once you understand how those layers stack together, it becomes much easier to build a plan that feels achievable, not overwhelming.

And the real bonus? Once you understand how it all works, you’ll feel more confident using it – making decisions, adjusting as life changes, and actually enjoying what you’ve built.

THE FOUR-PILLAR SYSTEM

In the UK, your retirement income will likely come from a combination of:


	The State Pension – your baseline, provided by the government if you’ve paid enough National Insurance.

	Workplace pensions – automatic if you’re eligible, with both you and your employer contributing.

	Personal pensions – including flexible options like personal defined contribution (DC) schemes and SIPPs, which give you more control but also require more decision-making and come with greater responsibility.

	Savings and investments outside pensions – including ISAs, property, and cash savings.



Together, these four pillars form the UK’s retirement savings system, and each plays a unique role.

Some offer stability (like the State Pension), some bring structure and long-term growth (like workplace pensions), others give you control and flexibility (like personal DC pensions and ISAs), and a few come with free money (thank you, employer contributions and tax relief).

When you layer them together, they create a retirement income that’s stronger, more resilient, and better able to support you through the decades ahead. We’ll dive deeper into each of these in the sections ahead, but this overview is designed to help you see the bigger picture.

PILLAR 1: THE STATE PENSION – YOUR INCOME FLOOR

The State Pension is the UK government’s way of giving you a steady, reliable income in retirement. It’s not flashy, but it’s stable, inflation-linked, and lasts for life, so it forms the foundation of most people’s retirement plans.

You can start receiving it once you reach the State Pension age, which is currently 66, rising to 67 by 2028. You can even keep working while receiving it, or choose to delay it and get a higher payment later on (more on that in a moment).

To qualify for any State Pension, you need at least 10 years of National Insurance (NI) contributions. To get the full amount, you’ll need 35 qualifying years. For the 2025/26 financial year, the full State Pension is £230.25 per week, or £11,973 per year. And you must remember this is treated as taxable income.

This looks meagre when you compare it with the median average full-time wage in the UK for 2024, of £37,430.5

The State Pension is adjusted each year under the triple lock, which means it rises by whichever is higher: inflation, average earnings, or 2.5 per cent. You can receive it even if you continue working, or delay it to increase your payment (by about 5.8 per cent per year if you defer).

This is your foundation. It might not be enough on its own, but it’s regular, inflation-linked, and lasts for life, so it’s a key piece of the puzzle, and over the long run it really adds up.

If you’ve spent time out of the workforce, raising children, caring for family, dealing with illness, or living overseas, you might have gaps in your NI record. But don’t panic – you might be eligible for NI credits, or you may be able to fill the gaps by making voluntary contributions.
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USEFUL TIP

Check your National Insurance record online. If you’ve had time off work (for caring, illness or living overseas), you may have gaps you can fill by paying voluntary contributions or applying for NI credits.



If you reach State Pension age and don’t need the income straight away, you can defer your payments. For every nine weeks you delay, your weekly pension increases by 1 per cent, which works out to around 5.8 per cent for a full year. This can be a useful strategy if you’re still earning or drawing income from other sources.

What about tax? The State Pension is treated as taxable income, but if it’s your only source of income, it currently sits below the personal allowance threshold, which means you won’t pay tax on it. If you have other sources of income (like a pension drawdown or rental income), it could push you over the limit and become taxable.

The State Pension may not be enough to live on by itself but it’s a solid, guaranteed base layer of income. And once it kicks in, it keeps showing up every four weeks, adjusted for inflation, and taxed just like any other income.

For many people, it’s the piece of the retirement puzzle they can count on most.

You can check your own State Pension forecast, and find out if you have any gaps, at: gov.uk/check-state-pension.


HOW PENSION CONTRIBUTIONS AND TAX RELIEF WORK ACROSS ALL TYPES OF PENSIONS

Before we dive into pillars 2 and 3 (workplace and personal pensions), it helps to understand that the government sets shared limits and tax rules that apply across all defined contribution pensions, whether you pay into a workplace scheme, a SIPP, or both.

So when we talk about annual contribution caps, tax relief, or carry-forward rules, they apply to your total pension contributions across the year, not just one pot. More on those after we’ve introduced workplace schemes and individual pensions/SIPPs.



PILLAR 2: WORKPLACE PENSIONS – AUTOMATIC AND POWERFUL

Workplace pensions are one of the quiet success stories of UK policy. While employer pensions have existed for decades, the big shift came with the introduction of auto-enrolment in 2012, which made it compulsory for employers to enrol eligible workers into a pension scheme. It was phased in over five years, starting with the biggest companies and finishing with the smallest by 2017.

Now millions of people are building up pension savings by default – without needing to lift a finger. Employers must contribute, and you get tax relief from the government too. It’s simple, consistent, and one of the best foundations for long-term financial security.

That said, auto-enrolment was always meant to be just the first step. The current minimum contribution of 8 per cent (including your share and your employer’s) is likely too low for many people to retire comfortably. Policymakers have long talked about raising it in future stages, but for now individuals need to top up their pension contributions when they can.

If you’re aged 22 or over and earn more than £10,000 a year, your employer must automatically enrol you into a workplace pension scheme. That means contributions are coming out of your salary, your employer is adding to them, and the government’s chipping in via tax relief. You don’t need to lift a finger to get started, but it’s worth understanding how it all works so you can get the most out of it.

HOW CONTRIBUTIONS WORK

By law, the minimum total contribution to your pension is 8 per cent of your qualifying earnings:



	3 per cent from your employer

	5 per cent from you (including tax relief)



Some employers go above and beyond, offering to match extra contributions – so if you can afford to contribute more, it’s worth asking what’s on offer. The more you put in, the more you get back, and the faster your retirement savings grow.
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USEFUL TIP

If your employer offers to match contributions – whether it’s 5 per cent, 8 per cent, or even more – make the most of it. Some employers even offer higher contributions based on how long you’ve been with the company or as part of bonus schemes. It’s free money toward your future, so don’t leave it on the table.
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WHAT IF YOU HAVE A DEFINED BENEFIT OR FINAL SALARY PENSION?

If you’ve worked in the public sector, or for a company that offered more traditional pension schemes, you might have what’s called a defined benefit (DB) pension. These are quite different from the auto-enrolment pensions most people have today.

A DB pension pays you a guaranteed income for life. That income isn’t based on how much you or your employer paid in, or how your investments performed. It’s based on your salary and how long you worked for that employer. Think of it like receiving a regular wage in retirement.

There are two common types:



	Final salary pensions base your retirement income on your salary at the end of your career (usually the final or best-earning years, so more favourable to you).

	Career average pensions work out your pension based on the average salary you earned across your whole career, often adjusted for inflation.



You’ll find these in:



	NHS, teachers’, and civil service pension schemes

	local government schemes

	final salary pensions from larger private-sector employers



A pension like this is increasingly rare, but if you have one, you’re in a strong position. It’s one of the most stable income layers you can build your retirement around, and many people without one would love to swap places with you.

You don’t need to worry about investment decisions or market swings. It’s all taken care of for you. But it’s still worth checking a few important things:



	When your payments begin (the normal pension age for your scheme).

	Whether you can take a tax-free lump sum at the start.

	What happens to the pension after you die – are there spousal or dependent benefits?

	How this pension interacts with your State Pension.



Even if you’ve lost track of your DB pension over the years, it’s worth chasing up. That income could make a big difference to your retirement lifestyle.



PILLAR 3: SIPPS – YOUR FLEXIBLE RETIREMENT TOOL

If you’re self-employed, freelance, or simply want more control over where and how your retirement savings are invested, an individual pension, particularly a SIPP (Self-Invested Personal Pension), could be a great option.

SIPPs work in a similar way to workplace pensions: your money is invested, it grows tax-free, and you can start accessing it from age 55 (rising to 57 in 2028). You get the same tax relief benefits as other workplace contribution pensions, and the same contribution limits apply. But unlike workplace pensions, SIPPs give you more flexibility.

What sets SIPPs apart:



	You choose the provider – instead of going with your employer’s default, you can shop around for lower fees, better investment options, or digital tools.

	You control the investments – from simple ready-made portfolios to direct shares, exchange traded funds (ETFs), and commercial property, SIPPs give you more hands-on choice (if you want it).

	You can contribute at your own pace – making lump sums or regular contributions when they suit your cash flow.



They’re especially handy if:



	You don’t have access to a workplace pension (for example, if you’re self-employed).

	You want to consolidate old pensions into a single, easy-to-manage pot.

	You’re looking to invest in a broader range of assets or prefer DIY investing.



But with that control comes more responsibility. You’ll need to choose a provider, pick an investment approach, and stay on top of fees and risk. For confident investors, that flexibility can be a huge advantage. For others, a low-cost SIPP with a managed or default investment option can still offer great value, without needing to micromanage.

CONTRIBUTION LIMITS AND TAX RELIEF: HOW THE UK PENSION SYSTEM REWARDS SAVING

Now that we understand the types of pension, and before we dive into pillar 4, it’s worth understanding one of the most powerful features of the UK pension system: tax relief.

Put simply, when you save into a pension, the government rewards you by letting you keep more of your money, either by topping up your contribution or by reducing your tax bill. It’s one of the best tax perks available, and it can seriously boost your retirement savings.

ANNUAL LIMITS

Each tax year, you can contribute up to £60,000 to pensions across all sources, or up to 100 per cent of your earnings, whichever is lower. This includes personal and workplace pensions combined.

If your income is over £200,000, your limit may be reduced under tapered annual allowance rules, potentially down to as low as £10,000 per year. And if you’ve accessed your pension flexibly already, you may

WHAT IS TAX RELIEF?





	You contribute from your net (after-tax) pay. Your provider then claims 20 per cent tax back from the government and adds it to your pot.

	You pay £80 → it becomes £100 in your pension.

	If you’re a higher-rate taxpayer (40 per cent), you can claim an extra £20 via your tax return, reducing your net cost to £60.

	If you’re an additional-rate taxpayer (45 per cent), the net cost could be as low as £55.

	If you’re a higher or additional-rate taxpayer using relief at source, you’ll need to claim the extra tax relief through your Self Assessment tax return. That part doesn’t land in your pension automatically. 






	Contributions come out of your gross salary before tax is calculated. This means you automatically get tax relief at your full marginal rate. There’s no need to claim anything back. But if you earn under the personal allowance (£12,570), you won’t get any tax relief at all, because you weren’t paying tax to begin with.










WHAT IF YOU DON’T EARN MUCH?


USING ‘CARRY FORWARD’ TO BOOST CONTRIBUTIONS





	You’ve had a windfall, like an inheritance or business sale.

	You’re in a high-income year and want to reduce your tax bill.

	You want to catch up on missed contributions.





WHAT HAPPENS TO YOUR WORKPLACE AND INDIVIDUAL PENSIONS WHEN YOU RETIRE? 




	Drawdown, where you keep the funds in your pot invested and withdraw income gradually via regular income payments.

	An annuity, where you exchange some of your pot for a guaranteed income for life.

	Cash, the most popular option but sometimes the least sensible. 










HOW ARE PEOPLE ACTUALLY USING THEIR PENSIONS?



	Drawdown is now the most popular choice for people in retirement. Around 280,000 pension pots were accessed using drawdown, up 28 per cent on the previous year. People like the flexibility to keep their money invested and take income as needed.

	Annuities have dropped off since 2015. Only around 10 per cent of pots accessed for the first time were used to buy a guaranteed lifetime income (annuity) in 2023/24. But annuity sales were up 39 per cent on 2022/23 (thanks to higher interest rates).

	Many are cashing out completely. More than half of all pots (53 per cent) were fully withdrawn, but most of these were small pots under £30,000. In fact, 90 per cent of full withdrawals were for pots below this amount.













	cash ISAs and Stocks & Shares ISAs

	investment accounts

	rental property income or a business

	premium bonds, term deposits, or high-interest savings

	emergency funds or ‘slush funds’ for lump-sum spending







	Bridge a gap between work and the State Pension when you might want more flexibility in your Prime Time years.

	Fund a big trip or renovation without touching your pension.

	Cover unexpected expenses or health costs.

	Smooth out variable income in semi-retirement.

	Create a sense of financial freedom and choice.




LET’S TALK ABOUT ISAS





	Cash ISAs – these are tax-free savings accounts, best for using on short-term needs or to hold your emergency funds.

	Stocks & Shares ISAs – these let you invest in the market, with long-term tax-free growth potential.






SUBJECT TO CHANGE




WHAT ABOUT PROPERTY?



DON’T FORGET THE TAX


HOW THIS PILLAR SUPPORTS THE OTHERS




	It’s accessible. Unlike pensions, where you’re locked out until at least age 55 (rising to 57 in 2028) or your State Pension age of 66–67, you can dip into your ISA whenever you like – earlier, later, or anytime in between.

	It’s flexible. You control how and when you spend it, whether that’s monthly top-ups or one-off splurges.

	It’s independent. An ISA doesn’t interfere with your contribution limits elsewhere, your retirement strategy, or your eligibility for the State Pension.

	It complements your other layers. You can leave your pension invested a little longer, reduce your taxable income in certain years, or simply breathe easier knowing you have a backup pot.




SO, HOW DO YOU PUT IT ALL TOGETHER?
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