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A Guide to Retiring With Confidence

Among the things that keep people awake at night, retirement issues — finances, health, protecting assets to pass on to others — rank near the top. The good news is, the public’s confidence about having enough money for a comfortable retirement, as measured by the Employee Benefit Research Institute, increased in 2014 after plummeting to record lows between 2009 and 2013. Likewise, 42% of Americans feel on track for retirement and 67% report positive emotions about retirement, figures that both reflect increases over 2012, according to an Ameriprise Financial survey from 2013.

Still, for many Americans, retirement confidence — and the finances that underpin it, such as having a nest egg large enough to last a lifetime — remains tenuous at best. Indeed, EBRI found that one in four American workers (24%) are “not at all confident” about retirement.

When a person’s confidence about retirement flags, says certified financial planner Leon C. LaBrecque, JD, CPA, CFP, CFA, managing partner at LJPR, a wealth management firm in Troy, MI, it’s usually because they haven’t recognized two things:

1. There are certain steps they can take proactively — factors they can control — to better prepare for retirement and thus, boost their confidence about that phase of life.

2. There are certain factors that will impact their retirement for which they can prepare but that they ultimately cannot control.

Those two realizations constitute the foundation for strong retirement confidence. Personal finance experts suggest taking the following additional steps to further solidify that confidence: 

Size up your nest egg. One of the biggest challenges for retirement-minded people is determining how much they need to save to live comfortably during retirement. That calculation involves a range of factors, including what they have already (the assets in their nest egg, and the extent to which those assets are increasing in value), who they intend to support with that nest egg, what’s coming in (income), what they owe (debt), necessary expenses (for food, shelter, healthcare/medical, etc.) they need to cover now and in the future, and whether they desire to pass assets to heirs. Only 23% of respondents to the 2014 EBRI survey report that they’ve calculated this number, largely because it’s a difficult one to peg without the help of an expert. Thus…

Consult a personal finance professional. There’s too much at stake to tackle retirement issues yourself. “It’s really important to get more than one perspective on your situation, whether you get it from a financial planner or an accountant or other type of advisor who you trust,” LaBrecque says. Having an expert who’s looking out for your best interests gives you a better chance of working through key retirement issues, which in turn inspires confidence. Maintain that confidence by meeting at least once or twice a year with your advisor to help keep you on course, he suggests.

Don’t waste energy fretting about the wrong things. “With something like the Social Security system going broke, the odds of that happening are about zero,” says LaBrecque. “You’re better off focusing on real issues such as the probability you’ll need some form of long-term care in your lifetime.”

Be clear about things you can’t control but can plan around — things like inflation, investment rate-of-return, interest rates, changes in tax rates, etc. A financial advisor can steer you toward tools to help address the uncertainty around these issues. 

Be clear about things you can control, then take steps to control them. Factors such as, the timing of your retirement, your spending habits, how you allocate your investment portfolio and how you take care of yourself physically — these are issues largely within your control that can have a major impact on your retirement outlook. Here are several other areas where you have control of your own destiny:


• Participating in a retirement plan. Saving for retirement via a vehicle such as an individual retirement account or employer-provided 401(k) plan is key to a comfortable retirement — and to retirement confidence. EBRI found, for example, that half of workers who lack a retirement plan are not at all confident about their financial security in retirement, compared with only about one in 10 who have a plan.

• Addressing debt. “You shouldn’t be wasting money paying high-interest rates” on credit cards and the like, says LaBrecque.

• Planning for potential health and medical expenses, including long-term care. Nearly half of respondents in the Ameriprise survey identified covering healthcare expenses as one of the financial issues they expect to be most challenging in retirement. Whether via specifically earmarked funds or some kind of insurance policy with long-term care or critical illness coverage, people need to figure out how they’ll cover the potentially high costs of medical care during retirement, LaBrecque says.

• Working with a certified financial planner or other financial professional to develop a financial plan that addresses the above issues, and that’s flexible to accommodate changing life circumstances. "Retirement success has some critical moving parts: what you need, how long you need it and what you think it will take to keep it,” observes LaBrecque. “If we put those together in a plan, we can make retirement work. Confidence comes from knowing the variables."

A CFP is specifically trained to do just that for clients. Visit the Financial Planning Association’s national database of financial planning experts at http://www.fpanet.org/PlannerSearch/PlannerSearch.aspx to find one in your area.
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