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Chapter 1



Superannuation decoded

Australia has a superannuation system that is the envy of many other countries – yet investing in super simply isn’t taught in any structured or effective way. ‘Superannuation school’ doesn’t exist. Financial literacy as a wider topic has been taught in Australian high schools since 2015 but, somehow, the crucial subject of superannuation is largely left out of the mix. While some references to it may now appear in various school textbooks, on the whole we are not taught how to prepare for or manage what will be around one third of our life.

Financial literacy is very often the key difference between a rich woman and a poor woman – and knowing your super options and how super can fund your retirement is a key part of this financial literacy. Think of superannuation as a Formula 1 race, requiring lots of know-how and experience. Now imagine finding yourself in the race, having had little instruction or training; no doubt, you’d either crash, or drive extremely cautiously. Rich women are those who have sought out tuition and invested in training, so they can cross the superannuation finish line comfortably, safely and well ahead of the rest of the pack.

This book is all about addressing the super knowledge gap and making sure you take your place on the rich woman starting grid.

Superannuation is deeply beneficial to us all; it can help us live a long and comfortable life once we move out of the workforce in our later years. However, what many women struggle with is their perception of forgoing present-day monies in order to contribute to their super. Rich women see the long-term benefits that super offers, whereas poor women only view money as providing for their current situation.

To improve your understanding of superannuation, I’d like to introduce an analogy. Superannuation is a lot like exercise. While we know that exercise is good for us, the immediate appeal of the couch and a glass of wine can seem undeniable after a hard day. However, think for a minute about the short- and long-term benefits of exercise:

• Exercise helps increase the levels of feel-good hormones released in the short term.

• It improves your mental wellbeing.

• You’re pleased with yourself for getting up and moving more.

• As you continue exercising, you start to see positive changes over time.

• The more you put into exercise, the more you get out of life.

Now, apply this thinking to saving for your financial security through superannuation. When you contribute to super, you feel good that you’re putting some money aside for your later years. You give yourself a high five for your sensible long-term thinking. As you continue to see money diverted into your superannuation account with each pay cycle and your super balance slowly growing, you start to think that perhaps it’s not such a bad idea after all. After a certain point, it becomes exciting to watch the numbers in your super account balance become bigger and bigger. Breaking through six figures is satisfying, and then it becomes even more exciting to break through $200,000, and then $300,000 and so on. The more your super balance grows, the more confident you become that you will be able to enjoy a comfortable lifestyle in later life.

What’s in a name?

Isn’t superannuation a terrible word? Putting aside any preconceptions or understanding you may have on the topic, the very term is so unappealing. Superannuation is ‘the act of being superannuated’, a word first used in English in the 1600s. ‘Super-annuari’ means ‘to be old’; when we break it down, ‘super’ comes from the Latin, meaning ‘over or above’ and ‘annus’ meaning year. Given that English is heavily informed by Latin, when we hear the word ‘superannuation’ our subconscious is recoiling from the concept of being old from the get-go. Strike one to the government for choosing a bad name.

Now let’s think about the glossary of terms that surrounds the topic – including a range of off-putting words such as ‘preservation’, ‘sacrifice’ and ‘hardship’. None of this is endearing. Then we have the complex terms that many of us (including some experts) would be hard-pressed to define correctly; I’m thinking of ‘reversionary’ and ‘commutable’ among others. The language of superannuation is hardly something we wish to engage in; it’s complex and alienating. And yet the government wants us to wrap our arms around superannuation and embrace it? Strike two!

Let’s imagine we’re a creative agency with a new brief from a client. The brief is to name a new financial product that will fund our lifestyles in the third chapter of our lives. The brief specifies the proposed name should achieve the following:

• provide investors in the product with a sense of ownership of their future

• make investors interested and engaged

• fill investors with the idea anything is possible.

What name could you come up with to capture this? For fun, I’ve listed a few ideas here:

• NextGen Me

• MaxiLife

• Future Bloom

• LifeRipe

• Rizer.

While I may not score a job at an advertising agency any time soon, you get the idea. These names variously evoke a sense of promise, that you’re going to maximise your life and potential, and that you’re managing your own journey. Even the worst of my naming suggestions is 100 times better than the name we ended up with – superannuation!

Beyond the label

Names aside, the very nature of this topic is challenging, because thinking about retirement also means thinking about ageing. This brings up unpalatable thoughts about failing health, constrained mobility and a deepening sense of mortality, as Chris Hemsworth experienced first-hand in his Limitless documentary. And it’s not just failing physical health either – according to 2022 data from the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, dementia is the number one cause of death for Australian women above the age of 75. (In contrast, coronary heart disease is the leading cause of death for men in all age groups from age 45 and up.)

As we all know, only two things in life are certain – taxes and death. It’s an inevitability that we will die. Prior to death, we will age, resulting in some form of physical and mental impairment. We want to live those retirement years as comfortably as we can – so isn’t it best to wrap our heads around this superannuation concept now and prepare accordingly?

What is superannuation exactly?

Superannuation is a way to ensure you save money for a point in your future when you stop working. The basic premise is that, during your working lifetime, a percentage of your employment earnings is paid by your employer into a superannuation fund of your choice. Your employment contract will state whether your annual salary includes the superannuation guarantee (SG) or whether the SG is paid on top of your base salary. By the way, if starting a new job, you should definitely clarify during the interview process whether the SG is included in or on top of base salary – rather than be disappointed when the employment contract is offered to you.

On the plus side – and it’s a pretty big plus – super savings enjoy favourable (concessional) taxation to encourage us to make additional contributions. On the negative side, these savings, once made, are locked away until retirement or reaching a certain age. (Known as your preservation age, this is between 55 and 60, depending on when you were born.) However, in extreme circumstances, such as incapacity, severe financial hardship or on compassionate grounds, you might be able to take out some of your super before retirement or reaching your preservation age.

The amount that you save during your working lifetime is designed to cover the majority of what you need in your retirement. The government may also pay you a pension if you meet the eligibility criteria; however, the pension amount that you receive on a fortnightly basis will be relatively small, because it’s designed to be a small supplement to your retirement savings. The amount of pension you receive also depends on whether you’re single or a couple, and what other assets and income you have. (I cover how the Age Pension stacks up against likely retirement expenses in more detail in chapter 3.)

Many Australians – especially those working for local or state governments – used to enjoy what was called a defined benefits scheme, where you worked until you retired and then your employer paid for your retirement during your retirement, by paying a specified annual amount – or ‘defined benefit’ – until you died. However, all that ceased in 1992 when the number-crunching government boffins realised that employers would be crippled financially if they were forced to support the ever-ageing and retiring workforce. So it was thanks to Paul Keating, Australia’s then prime minister, that we moved to a defined contributions system. In this system, employees save for their retirement during their working years. This is also known as superannuation.

As part of this system, the SG ensured that employers were required to make specified superannuation contributions on behalf of their employees. For the 1992 employee whose base salary was $100,000, their employer was required to contribute 3 per cent – or $3000 – per annum to the employee’s superannuation fund. At the time of writing, the SG is 11.5 per cent, increasing to 12 per cent from 1 July 2025.

As a result, we have a ‘forced saving’ system where every employer in Australia contributes roughly 12 per cent of every employee’s salary to the superannuation pool. With 14.2 million people in the Australian workforce all contributing around one-eighth of their salary every year to the superannuation pool, it’s no wonder Australia is the envy of countries the world over when it comes to provisioning for retirement. The value of the superannuation sector at time of writing is $3.5 trillion – yes, that’s trillion. This number is so vast that Australian super funds need to look offshore, investing globally in infrastructure projects such as building toll roads or energy projects in the United Kingdom, or rebuilding bridges (the actual, not the metaphorical, kind) in the United States.

As mentioned, in order to encourage further contributions to the superannuation pool, over and above the mandated SG contributions, successive federal governments have made superannuation an incredibly tax-efficient way of saving for the long-term. A number of different tax strategies encourage you to maximise your superannuation contributions; for example, superannuation earnings are taxed at a rate of 15 per cent, compared to the 30 to 48 per cent rate (depending on your marginal tax rate) applied to investment earnings outside superannuation. Essentially, the more you contribute of your pre-tax salary, the better off you are from a tax perspective.

Choosing your super fund – it’s your money

As a consumer, you can choose where you invest your superannuation. You can invest it with a retail or an industry superannuation fund that will manage your assets on your behalf, for example, or you can manage your super yourself, via a self-managed super fund (SMSF). This is kind of like the difference between paying for a personal trainer and having the discipline to manage your own workouts. The table overleaf outlines the basic pros and cons of each path.


Comparing industry, retail and self-managed super funds
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At the time of writing, over 610,000 SMSFs exist in Australia, with 1.1 million members. People choose this option because they feel that they can do a better job than the retail or industry superannuation funds, and they enjoy and have the time to spend managing their own money. However, SMSF compliance can be onerous and penalties for non-compliance are tough.

Outside of SMSFs, 95 per cent of Australians direct their superannuation contributions to existing superannuation funds. These include corporate, such as Telstra and Qantas, and public sector funds; however, the majority of people are in either an industry or a retail fund. Broadly, retail funds are privately owned by banks or other institutions, whereas industry funds were created to cater for specific industry workforces – for example, HESTA for those in the healthcare sector, REST Super for those in the retail industry and CBUS Super for those in the building industry. The main difference between industry and retail super funds comes down to what they do with their profits. Retail super funds are a commercial entity, and are focused on delivering profit and returns to their shareholders. Industry super funds are either not for profit, or are for member-profit; either way, they return their profits to their members. Money made from the investments is paid back into the fund, and fees charged are those related to covering costs of management and investment activities.

Both industry and retail funds combine your superannuation contributions with the monies of other members to invest in a range of assets, including equities (also known as stocks or shares) in Australian or global businesses, infrastructure (remember those bridges?), property, fixed interest (also known as bonds) and cash. With this mix of equities, property, fixed interest and cash, you can think of your superannuation fund as being similar to any managed investment fund – but you just can’t access the invested funds or sell down for some years.

Your super, your investment choice

Whether you manage your super directly in a SMSF or pay your super into an industry or retail fund that manages your money for you, you still have choice. It is your money. You might not be able to access it for some years, but it is yours. This is one message that rich women appreciate. It’s their money and they own it – in every sense of the word.

When you choose your super fund, as well as ensuring that they maximise your investment returns, make sure your money is invested in a way that aligns with your values. Worried about the environment? Find a super fund that invests in renewable energy. Are environmental, social and governance (ESG) considerations high on your agenda? Ensure that your super is invested in or managed by a group that meets the requisite ESG criteria or aligns with the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals.

An example of the power of choice comes from the fascinating story of Dr Bronwyn King AO, a radiation oncologist, whose job involved assessing patient X-rays of lung cancers. I had the privilege of meeting Bronwyn some years ago, and heard the story directly from her. When she joined her new employer, Bronwyn accepted her employer’s selection of corporate superannuation fund. In 2010, over a coffee meeting with her superannuation fund representative, she discovered, to her horror, that her fund’s investments included Philip Morris and British American Tobacco. She was absolutely dismayed to realise she was part-owner, via her superannuation fund, of the products that caused death and disease in the patients who walked through her door each week. At that time, 15,000 deaths in Australia and 6 million deaths globally each year were caused, directly or indirectly, by tobacco products.

Bronwyn started a personal campaign, engaging with superannuation fund executives and boards to encourage them to divest their portfolios of tobacco stocks. Three years after she started that campaign, she had convinced 14 superannuation funds to do so. By 2023, Bronwyn had convinced 35 Australian superannuation funds to divest from tobacco stocks worth approximately $2.5 billion. Bronwyn has now taken her campaign international, and convinced a few of the massive international investment funds from Sweden, France and the United States, all investing for their members’ pensions, to divest tobacco stocks from their portfolios. (For more on Dr King’s amazing campaign, check out her TED Talk, ‘You may be accidentally investing in cigarette companies’.)

While I’m not suggesting that you undertake campaigning on a similar level to Bronwyn’s, the point remains: it’s your money, so make sure you’re directing it in a way that resonates with you.

Increasingly, super funds are putting their very-significant monies into specific areas of focus. For example, HESTA aims to have 10 per cent of its portfolio invested in climate solutions such as renewable energy and sustainable property by 2030. Aware Super offers four socially conscious investment options, managed to various screens based on climate change, ethics, conventions and controversies. You may think the value of your super account is too small to make any significant difference but when combined with everyone else’s super monies, it does make a difference. Think of it as the power of the collective. Not only that, but you’ll probably also sleep a little easier at night knowing that your money is working where you want it to.

Working out your appetite for risk

One last consideration when choosing your super fund and investment option is your risk profile. In general, younger women can afford to invest in riskier options – what super funds refer to as ‘growth’ investment strategies – whereas women closer to retirement age might choose a more conservative investment strategy. Leaving your superannuation just in the one type of fund for decades is not a good idea – as you and your circumstances change, so too should your super choices. I cover various life changes that can dramatically impact your superannuation more in chapter 10.


Just what is a ‘balanced’ approach?

A word to the wise when it comes to choosing your investment strategy within your super fund: the industry doesn’t have a standardised definition for common strategies such as ‘balanced’ or ‘growth’. So what one fund calls a ‘balanced’ investment strategy may actually be categorised as ‘growth’ by another. Recently, my friend Glen James of the Retire Right podcast highlighted the need for regulation of nomenclature on this front. He advises:

No two ‘balanced’ funds are the same. The balanced part refers to the mix of growth versus defensive assets they’ve built into the portfolio, but the percentage of each differs from fund to fund. Some have a split of 60 per cent growth and 40 per cent defensive. The fund next door might be 70/30 or 80/20 – it’s inconsistent across the industry. And it doesn’t exactly represent the idea of ‘balanced’, which most people would think of as 50/50.

In short, make sure you understand the specifics of the investment profile of your chosen superannuation fund.



Returning to the exercise analogy, you’ve engaged a personal trainer to lead your exercise regime. You’ve completed a fitness assessment and stated your goals. However, as time wears on, perhaps you find that you’re not seeing the results you had expected, although you continue to pay your fees. Wouldn’t it be time to review the relationship, and consider finding someone else?

Or, say you started with a particular trainer when you were working at one company. Then you changed employers, and your new employer recommended a different personal trainer. Now you find you’re paying two sets of fees, even though you only have time to attend training sessions with the new trainer. Again, time to reconsider your circumstances – and for more on this, see the following section.


Rich woman strategy

When it comes to choosing a super fund and their appropriate investment options, a rich woman strategy is to first consult a financial adviser. The adviser can help you get a sense of your risk appetite and what type of fund– for example, high growth, growth or balanced – the adviser recommends to you, based on your risk appetite. To find an adviser who’s right for you, check out the Financial Advice Association Australia (faaa.au). On their website, you can sort by postcode to find advisers either near your home or your work. Also make sure you then do some due diligence on your short list of selected advisers – use Adviser Ratings (adviserratings.com.au) for help with this.

Another option is to research the particular superannuation fund you’re already with or interested in. The fund website should have some kind of tool to help you assess your risk profile and choose which kind of fund is right for you. You can also access a number of self-directed financial advice platforms to help with your decisions, including InvestSMART (investsmart.com.au) and Stockspot (stockspot.com.au). And don’t forget the independent comparison tools to help you understand how various funds are performing – for example, Canstar (canstar.com.au/superannuation/) and Super Ratings (superratings.com.au).



Finding and consolidating your super

The Royal Commission into Misconduct in the Banking, superannuation and Financial Services Industry, also known as the Hayne Royal Commission, found – among a whole lot of other things – that 40 per cent of Australians had more than one super account. In fact, when averaged across the adult population, the number of active superannuation accounts in Australia worked out to be 2.3 accounts for each adult. In the past, an employee was often encouraged to set up a new superannuation account with that employer’s corporate super provider when they started at the firm. Often these employees forgot about their previous super fund, and so in setting up the new fund, they ended up paying two, or sometimes three, sets of super account fees.

Of course, consolidation of your superannuation funds had always been encouraged but the theory of it was very different to the execution. Perhaps you remember the very public – and true – story of Josh Wilson, who tried for months and months to consolidate his superannuation from his old employer to his new. Josh battled endlessly with his old super provider, which made it extremely difficult for him to move his balance across. Citing the need for security and privacy – which is understandable – the provider eventually sent a letter to Josh’s address, asking him to contact them to confirm his address before they could release the funds. Huh? The circular nature of this process, in addition to all the other obstacles the fund set up, meant it was over 12 months before Josh could finally consolidate his super – during which the super provider had been able to earn fees on Josh’s superannuation balance. As they say, turkeys don’t vote for Christmas.

The Protecting Your Super legislation, resulting from the Hayne Royal Commission, states that if a member has not contributed to their super fund in 16 months and has not been in touch with the fund, despite repeated contact attempts, the fund must turn off a member’s default super insurance. If the balance of the inactive account is below $6000, that member’s super monies are transferred from the super fund to the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) for safeguard. This is to ensure that the value of the member’s monies is not eroded by super fund fees and that the member can eventually be reunited with their monies.

Using tech to stay on top of your super

One problem with superannuation is its long-term approach. In making super contributions, women can feel ‘deprived’ of this money now, particularly if they are unsure of where it is and how it is performing – in a perfect example of ‘out of sight, out of mind’.

Historically, all super fund members received an annual superannuation statement – and most of us chose to ignore it, or put it in ‘the circular file’ (the bin). The super funds welcomed this because it led to greater member apathy. Few members chose to take an active role in managing their super. They didn’t move their money, and the fund could continue to collect its fees for doing little actual ‘management’.

Indeed, the Hayne Royal Commission found that all funds – and particularly many of the retail funds – had been under performing. This chronic underperformance meant that a disproportionate number of members were reaching retirement with significantly less money than they had hoped. The finding prompted a slew of changes, including the implementation of a performance test – where if a fund fails to reach certain stated growth targets within a particular time frame, it must close.

The superannuation sector has also been dragged, with a little kicking and screaming, into the technological age, with most super funds now offering members an app to track their fund. Instead of trying to find that paper statement or that lost password for your web login, staying up to speed with your superannuation – including the fund balance and fees charged – has never been easier.

You can also use tech to compare your existing super fund’s performance with other funds – for example, by using the YourSuper comparison tool available via your ATO online services on myGov (my.gov.au). And don’t forget the power and value of social media community groups when it comes to being informed of the various benefits and downsides of superannuation and other investments. In particular, check out Retire Right (retireright.com.au for the podcast and facebook.com/groups/retireright for the Facebook discussion group) and She’s on the Money (shesonthemoney.com.au and facebook.com/groups/ShesontheMoneyAUS).

Technology has democratised both the way you can access information relating to superannuation and the nature of this information. This information is now yours for the taking. Like exercise, you should be reviewing your super’s performance and fees regularly. Stay engaged with it – this is your money, and your future.


Chapter 10



Maintaining and updating your strategy

By now, you’ve done an incredible amount of work. You’ve:

• created your three-step plan to becoming a rich woman by designing a retirement that suits you

• crosschecked the plan aligns with your values

• sought validation of your plan by someone who is qualified.

You’re ready to implement your plan. The next most valuable thing you can do is to schedule some regular check-ins with your plan. After all, you visit the dentist every six months – why wouldn’t you do the same with your super?

The one constant in life is change

I learned this lesson in my mid-20s thanks to one of my work colleagues. He intoned those words in such a way as to make them profound… as though he was Yoda and was imparting one of the secrets of the universe. Oddly enough, my colleague was talking about the architectural plans of a new building, but I understood how his words could be applied more widely.

Change as the one constant is true – really, what else stays the same in life? Very little. People change, trends iterate, technology advances. And while the superannuation framework stays largely the same, albeit with the odd tweak as a result of policy changes here and there, life itself does not stay the same.

Here’s a little list of superannuation-review-worthy life events: 

• starting a job

• changing jobs

• being made redundant

• starting a business

• winding up a business

• selling a business

• getting married

• separating or getting divorced

• critical illness

• birth of a child

• death of a partner

• death of a parent.

Each of these events has the potential to impact your superannuation, for better or worse, in some way. If you’re in any doubt about how closely correlated life events are with superannuation, hopefully the following convinces you:

• Selling a business means your super could benefit from a CGT-free boost.*


• Any life event involving employment, business or illness has the ability to either increase, decrease or cease your SG and salary sacrifice contributions.

• Getting married, separated or divorced all have implications for spousal contributions and spousal splitting.

• If you decide to have children, the birth of a child is going to impact your ability to contribute to your super if you step out of the workforce to care for the child.

• The death of a partner means that your superannuation may receive a boost if your partner nominated you the beneficiary of their super.

• The death of a parent means that some or all of any inheritance may be contributed to your super.

How many of the 12 life events in the earlier list have happened to you at some point in the last decade? Now, another question – prior to reading this book, when was the last time you reviewed, or thought about, your superannuation strategy? Joining those sets of dots then… are you now going to be more proactive around checking in with your superannuation strategy on a more regular basis, rather than waiting for one of life’s big events to force you to take action? Good.

It’s evolution, not revolution

Another key reason to check your super regularly is because you change. Putting aside those external factors that shape our superannuation – such as jobs, births, illness and deaths – internal factors can also influence your retirement plan. It’s only natural that you evolve over time; you’re shaped by your experiences throughout your life and that, of course, has a bearing on your mindset and outlook.

For example, let’s say you were in your mid-20s when you created your first plan to become a rich woman using superannuation. As part of your retirement budget creation, you deemed it vital to be able to eat out at fancy restaurants three times a week. However, in your mid-50s, you now find yourself with a number of serious dietary issues and you’re happier to eat at home. Or perhaps you’re becoming increasingly concerned about climate change and what kind of planet will be left for your children, so you’ve vowed to do without a car in retirement. Or, as many people find the older they become, you now need fewer material things – and value health and wellness over a new handbag, for example.

However your preferences may change, what’s certain is that they will change. So why would you continue to provision for a premium retirement lifestyle when a more comfortable – and modest – lifestyle will do the trick?

Maintenance is everything

Let’s think back to our exercise analogy


Rich woman strategy















Just keep on keeping on














Two sets of eyes are better than one
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