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R e t i r e m e n t  P l a n n i n g

Retirement Planning  
Beyond the Financials
by Alan Spector | Consultant and Rick Storms, CEBS | Alerus

Despite all of the efforts in our industry to better edu-
cate on and prepare employees for their personal fi-
nances and retirement planning, we are regularly 

reminded that more needs to be done. Multiple studies con-
firm that roughly 50% of employees say financial stress dis-
tracts them at work. Many admit they spend about three 
hours per week on the job dealing with their personal fi-
nances. Do the math on that, and you know that we as indus-
try professionals need to try more creative and effective 
methods to reach and help these employees. As we focus on 
retirement planning, one approach is to look beyond the fi-
nancials and help employees consider all aspects of their life 
in retirement. This may seem like the “soft stuff,” but the soft 
stuff is hard, and it significantly shapes the hard stuff. A 
clearer vision of their whole retirement plan, both financial 
and nonfinancial, will help employees transition into and 
through the retirement they have worked so hard to deserve. 

Individual Perspective
To analyze how to go beyond the financials, let’s consider 

the soft parts of retirement from the perspective of an indi-
vidual preparing for retirement.

Envision a time in your life when you have the freedom 
to choose what to do, when to do it and with whom you 
want to do it. It is a time in your life when you are full of 
energy and contented at the same time. Your life is full of 
close relationships with family and friends; you are contrib-
uting your time and resources to helping others; and your 
days, weeks, months and years are filled with activities that 
you love, that help you grow and that are just plain fun. 
You awaken each day with a sense of purpose and a positive 

attitude. You have the resources and general well-being to 
live the life that makes you happy and can foresee living it 
well into your future. You take advantage of newfound op-
portunities, and you deal well with life’s inevitable setbacks 
because you are resilient and have a plan that helps guide 
you through them. 

Is that the retirement you would like to create and live?

Challenges and Opportunities
Retirement is one of life’s significant transitions. Virtually 

everything changes. During your career, you merely need to 
show up each day to be exposed to many of the things that 
make up a fulfilling life. Your work gives you a sense of pur-
pose. You are nurtured by the relationships you have with 
colleagues. You are energized by the self-esteem you achieve 

A T  A  G L A N C E

• To succeed in the transition to retirement, future retirees 
should develop a written retirement life plan before retiring, 
practice that plan while they are still working and have the 
relevant crucial retirement planning conversations with 
those closest to them.

• Key elements to address in a retirement life plan include life 
purpose, passions, attitude, financial security, giving back, 
healthy relationships, growth, fun and wellbeing.

• Retirement life planning tools that may be helpful include 
making a bucket list of activities, writing down strategies for 
supporting key elements and creating a detailed plan for an 
ideal life.
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because you are good at what you do, and others recognize 
it. You attain a level of financial security from a regular pay-
check. You are comforted by the predictable structure of 
your days, weeks and years. You are intellectually stimulated 
by ever-changing circumstances. 

One day, all of that is yours. Then, because of a decision 
by your boss, “the organization” or by personal choice, you 
retire. The day after your retirement party, all that your ca-
reer provided is gone. You must find your life’s meaning and 
basis of self-esteem elsewhere. You realize few collegial re-
lationships were really lasting friendships. The security of a 
regular paycheck must come from other sources. You need 
to find a way to rebuild a daily, weekly and yearly structure 
and replace the intellectual stimulation that so readily came 
from your work.

Despite being excited about your new phase of life, if you 
are like most others, you also approach retirement with a 
healthy dose of anxiety. You may be unaware of the challeng-
es you may face, and you may not be prepared to identify and 
take advantage of the opportunities that will come your way.

Unless you replace what your career provided, understand 
and address the challenges, and recognize the opportunities, 
you and those close to you may not live the retirement you 
have worked so hard to deserve. Fewer than half of retirees 
enjoy their first year. Many experience symptoms of depres-
sion. The segment of society with the fastest growing divorce 
rate is couples over 55, reflecting the difficulty of having to 
live together in new life circumstances. 

The intent of sharing all of this is not to suggest that your 
retirement will be a disaster. In fact, your retirement can and 
should be fulfilling, satisfying and successful. Rather, the in-
tent of making you aware of what you could be facing is to 
begin a conversation about what you can do, starting now, to 
make your retirement what you want it to be. 

The best way to prepare for the transition, stave off the 
challenges, and identify and take advantage of the opportu-
nities is to develop a written retirement life plan before you 
retire, practice that plan while you are still working and have 
the relevant crucial retirement planning conversations with 
those closest to you. We’ll address practicing retirement and 
crucial conversations later. For now, let’s get started on your 
retirement life planning. 

Despite most people having extensive planning experi-
ence at work (such as business strategies, lesson plans and 
customer meetings) and at home (such as vacations, home 
improvements and entertaining), most tend not to suffi-
ciently plan for retirement. Of those who do plan, most focus 
solely on the financial aspects. While doing so is critical, it 
is far from sufficient. In this article, we’ll build a framework 
upon which you can develop your retirement life plan—be-
yond the financials.

Importantly, doing so will also enable you to create an 
even more meaningful financial plan. Your financial advisor 
will tell you that he or she would prefer you to say, “Here is 
what I plan to do in retirement. Let’s work together to build 
a financial plan that supports my life plan.” A less-preferred 
statement goes something like, “I’m planning to retire. Make 
sure I don’t run out of money.”

The reasons, therefore, to have a written retirement life 
plan are to have a smooth and quick transition into retire-
ment by replacing those important life components that 
your career provided, to increase the odds that you live 
the retirement you deserve, to have a more robust finan-
cial plan and to enable you to practice retirement while 
still working.

Why should it be a written plan? If you write your plan, 
you increase the odds that it will be well-thought-out and 
that you will actually live the plan. In addition, you will cre-
ate something you can show to your advisor as a basis for 
developing your financial plan, as well as to others, such as 
family and friends, to align them to your plan.

Your Retirement Life Plan
The book Your Retirement Quest identifies the “ten key 

elements of a fulfilling retirement.” These components are 
the building blocks of your retirement life plan.1 We’ll review 
each key element in this article and, as we do, consider the 
following two things.

1. How are you positioned to transition into retirement 
for each key element? Candidly assess which of these 
statements apply:
a. I’ve never thought about this key element before, or 

I’ve considered it but haven’t really done anything 
about it.
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b. I have positive aspects of this key element in my life, 
but I certainly have room for improvement.

c. This key element is already a fulfilling part of my life.
2. What would you need to begin doing, or perhaps stop 

doing, to make each key element a more fulfilling part 
of your life, especially as you transition into and 
through retirement? 

Once we’ve reviewed all of the key elements, we’ll discuss 
some simple tools you can use to develop your written plan.

Key Element—Life Purpose
Many of us characterize our identity by the role we play— 

teacher, executive, doctor, engineer or pastor. When we retire 
and that role ends, how do we establish our new identity? 
What is our real life purpose? 

There are a number of online resources to help you craft 
your life purpose or life mission statement. And you can be 
guided by your answers to the following questions: (1) Envi-
sion your 15-year-old grandchild asking you, “What has your 
life been about?” You could answer, “I was a __________ (fill 
in the blank based on your career),” but, you’re not anymore. 
What would you answer that grandchild in language he or 
she would understand? (2) If you had complete freedom and 
were told you had a year to live, what would you do with your 
remaining time and, importantly, why?

Create a purpose statement that is meaningful to you and 
then align your activities to be consistent with that purpose.

Key Element—Passions
Just as it is important to identify your life purpose and 

align your activities to it, it is also important to identify your 
passions and pursue them. What are your passions?

What do you love to do? What excites you to look for-
ward to, learn more about, tell others about? What do you 
do that makes you lose track of time? What makes you want 
to jump out of bed in the morning and get started? What are 
you good at?

If you are still struggling to identify your passions, try 
asking yourself the question, “What did I love to do when I 
was ten years old?” When you were ten, you were old enough 
to make choices about what you enjoy doing but, at that age, 
other aspects of life had not yet gotten in the way of pursuing 

them. Many retirees find that remembering those passions 
triggers something for them.

Key Element—Attitude
Research consistently shows that having a positive atti-

tude makes a difference in both quality of life and longev-
ity—as much as a seven-year difference. 

Many believe that attitude is hardwired into their per-
sonalities. This is not the case. You can positively affect 
this key element. As examples, work on gratitude—Begin 
and end your day by expressing appreciation for all that 
is right in your life. Sincerely say “thank you” more fre-
quently. Surround yourself with people who have a posi-
tive attitude. Look for—or better yet—create opportuni-
ties for random acts of kindness. Act like Tigger instead 
of Eeyore.

Key Element—Financial Security
Many treat financial security as the only key element of a 

fulfilling retirement, assuming everything else will take care 
of itself. Yes, financial security is important, but it is only one 
of the key elements. Achieving financial security will enable 
you to focus your time and energy on the meaningful non- 
financial aspects of your retirement. Consider these three 
facets of what it takes to achieve financial security:

1. Match your lifestyle (budget) to your available re-
sources. It’s not about the size of your nest egg but 
about managing spending.

2. Develop a support team with the necessary expertise 
and coordinated by your financial advisor. 

3. Ensure you and those closest to you (such as your 
spouse, partner and adult children) understand and are 
in alignment with your financial plan.

Key Element—Giving Back
Why should helping others be an integral part of a fulfill-

ing retirement? Certainly, if you apply your time, talent and 
treasure to helping individuals and organizations, it’s good 
for your community. But let’s be selfish about this—What’s 
in it for you? Research has shown time and again that the 
person giving back (volunteering) actually gets more from 
the experience than the person on the receiving end. 
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When asked whether they plan to volunteer in retirement, 
70% of Baby Boomers answer yes. Yet, less than 30% actually 
do. Those who don’t are missing an opportunity for more life 
satisfaction.

Key Element—Healthy Relationships
Low social interaction, being isolated and not having 

healthy relationships has the equivalent longevity effect as 
smoking 15 cigarettes per day or being an alcoholic, is more 
harmful than being inactive and is twice as harmful as obesity.

But what is a healthy relationship? It is spending real face-
to-face personal time with friends and family. It is being a 
part of networks of people with common interests. And it 
is having many, some say as many as ten, two-o’clock-in-the-
morning friends. These are the people in your life—family 
members or friends—who you would have no qualms calling 
in the middle of the night to ask for help and know that with-
out hesitation, they would be there for you, and vice versa. 

Key Element—Growth
Many retirees struggle to replace the intellectual stimula-

tion that came naturally in the workplace. Keeping mentally 
active is critical as we transition into and age through retire-
ment. We are inundated with information about the value of 
keeping the mind active and, unfortunately, most of us know 
someone who is dealing with or has dealt with dementia, ei-
ther personally or as a caregiver.

The adage “use it or lose it” is true when it comes to the 
mind, so continued intellectual growth is key to a successful 
retirement. It is all too easy to find ourselves settling into a 
very small comfort zone. What if instead of limiting your ac-
tivities to what you are comfortable with, you use your new-
found freedom to stretch yourself? What if you engaged in 
new, exciting activities instead of passively sitting in front of 
television or social media?

There is nothing wrong with either of those, unless they 
dominate your time. The things you can do to stimulate your 
brain and get you fully engaged in life can be big things, like 
taking a class at a local community college, getting involved in a 
new volunteer project, learning a new language or traveling to a 
place you’ve never been before. Or they can be small things. The 
next time you drive to the grocery store, take a different route. 

Brush your teeth with the opposite hand (seriously, try it). Eat 
dessert first. Read different genres. Expand your comfort zone. 
Keep your mind active and sharp. Listen for, say “yes” to, and 
enjoy new and different opportunities. Use it or lose it. 

Key Element—Fun
Your career may be something you love to do, and it can 

be fun . . . at times. But regardless of whether you view your 
career as fun or not, as you look forward, do you know how 
to build fun into your retirement, and will you?

It is well-accepted that fun—and the frequent laughter that 
comes with it—have health benefits. They improve the body’s 
immune system, help stave off the physical and emotional 
characteristics of stress, have a positive effect on blood pres-
sure and heart function, and decrease pain. Fun and laughter 
strengthen relationships, help reduce conflict and promote 
group bonding. Laughter (and fun) is the best medicine.

You can plan fun into your life, or you can take advantage 
of being spontaneous. In either case, will you have activities 
in your retirement life that are just plain fun to do? 

Key Element—Well-Being
A holistic approach to thinking about well-being is to fol-

low the daily habits that create the personal energy you need 
to do what you want to do now and that will sustain your 
energy into your future. Energy derives from four compo-
nents: physical energy, emotional energy, mental energy and 
the energy of purpose. Sound familiar? Attitude, healthy re-
lationships, growth, purpose and the other key elements can 
and should be your sources of energy. Add in the daily habits 
of good nutrition, exercise and sufficient sleep, along with 
the right attention to your medical health, and you have a 
formula to create and sustain energy.

Key Element—Retirement Life Plan
You would not expect to be successful in your career with-

out a plan. The same applies in your retirement life. To be 
successful, the plan should be holistic, in that it incorporates 
all of the key elements. 

One of the tenets of a robust financial plan is to have a 
diverse portfolio of investments. To be holistic, your life plan 
should also have a diverse portfolio of meaningful activities. 
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The concepts and tools we’ll cover through the remainder of 
the article will help you create that holistic plan. 

Crucial Conversations
Crucial conversations about retirement life planning are 

intended to make your plan even better and to make sure that 
those closest to you have been involved in its development. 
This is not only about discussions with a spouse or partner. 
Consider who else in your life will significantly affect your 
retirement and whom your retirement will significantly af-
fect. It might be aging parents, adult children or other rela-
tives, or it might be close friends.

The objective is to have these sometimes-difficult conver-
sations up-front to ensure there are no surprises later. Some 
possible subjects to discuss are whether your plans—both life 
and financial—are mutually understood and agreed to; when 
is the right time to retire; where you will live; who else should 
be involved in the retirement life planning discussions; and 
what financial and caregiving commitments you will make to 
parents, children and grandchildren. 

If you have a spouse/partner, what tends to work best 
is to actually have three retirement life plans—your plan, 
your partner’s plan and your joint plan. Thinking (and talk-
ing) about each of these enables each partner to pursue his 
or her path while also ensuring you have a path forward 
together. 

Practicing Retirement
Your life plan should include activities you are looking 

forward to doing in retirement. The concept of practicing re-
tirement is to bring those activities into your life as much as 
you can while you are still working, even if in a small way.

There are a number of reasons to do this. You may find that 
something you thought would excite you does not have that ef-
fect, enabling you to change your plan prior to your retirement 
transition. Your life plan informs your financial plan. Practicing 
retirement can help you confirm what you want your finances to 
support and allows you to work with your advisor on that basis.

The most compelling reason to practice retirement is that 
if you’ve identified those things you are excited about doing 
in retirement, why not bring as much of that into your life 
now? Why wait? The best time to begin is now.

Retirement Life Planning Tools
There are a number of simple, yet useful, tools you can use 

to develop your retirement life plan. As you consider each 
one, keep in mind the key elements and your assessment of 
how you are positioned to transition into retirement for each 
element. In essence, that assessment is your first step in the 
planning process. The second step, which we’ll address as we 
review the tools, is to develop your plan for how you want 
to improve from where you are. The third step is to actually 
live your plan. And the final step is to review and renew your 
plan periodically or when circumstances warrant. 

Following are some examples of retirement life planning 
tools.

Bucket List
There is a more uplifting approach to this planning tool 

than was presented in the 2007 movie, The Bucket List. Think 
about your list as those things you are excited about and look-
ing forward to doing—You feel excited about planning to do 
them, actually doing them, relating to others, reminiscing af-
terward and deciding whether you’d like to do them again. 

Most people think about bucket list items as the big 
dreams, such as traveling to Australia/New Zealand, writing 
a novel or hiking the Appalachian Trail. The big dreams are 
great and should be included, but the items can be smaller 
as well. They could include going to that new neighborhood 
restaurant, seeing a live performance of Porgy and Bess, 
teaching your granddaughter to play gin or visiting each of 
the county parks in your area.

Sit down with a pen and paper or at your computer and, 
without making any judgment about whether you will actu-
ally be able to pull them off, just begin writing items on your 
list. You will find that just creating the list is energizing and 
that once you have it, you will add to it as you come across 
new ideas. When you complete an item, physically check it 
off. It just feels good to do so. 

The bucket list can be a good way to get the planning juic-
es flowing, so you may want to consider using this tool first. 
Remember, no judgment. Just write!

Start/Stop/Continue
The next tool is based specifically on the key elements. 
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Create a chart with two columns—Label the first “Key Ele-
ments,” and list them down the column. Label the second 
column “Start/Stop/Continue.” 

To begin, select one or two of the key elements you as-
sessed as needing a lot of improvement. Eventually, you’ll ad-
dress each of the key elements—Remember, you want your 
plan to be holistic. 

For each key element you’re working on, think about two 
things: 

1. Are there things missing from your life that if you be-
gan to do them, they would enhance that key element? 
These are your potential “start” items. An example for 
well-being would be “Start taking a one-mile walk at 
least five days each week, increasing the length and in-
tensity over time.”

2. Are there things in your life that are getting in the way 
of enhancing that key element? These are your poten-
tial “stop” items. Another well-being example would be 
“Stop drinking soda and eating M&Ms.”

Once you get some practice by working on your first key 
element or two, move on to the others. You’ll find that it will 
not take an inordinate amount of time to get to a doable and 
meaningful plan. You’ll also find that a start or stop in one 
key element will positively affect others.

A final point before moving on to discuss the “continue” 
part of the plan—Keep your starts and stops specific. For 
example, you may be addressing well-being because you 
haven’t spent much time over the past years (or decades) ex-
ercising. If you write a start item that reads “Get fit,” it’s too 
broad to act upon. Rather, write something actionable like 
“Take a daily walk” or “Join the local gym and engage a per-
sonal trainer.” 

If you have assessed yourself for a key element as being 
already fulfilling, there may not be any “starts” or “stops” to 
capture. Instead, there are likely things you are doing in your 
life that are making that key element go well. Write down the 
key things you would want to continue. Doing so acknowl-
edges what’s working for you and, if sometime later that key 
element needs a boost, you may find that you had failed to 
continue what was working, and you’ll know what to restart. 
An example would be “Continue having the immediate family 
over for dinner every other Sunday” (healthy relationships).

Find the Magic
One way to think about choosing what you may want in 

your life’s diverse portfolio of meaningful activities is to “find 
the magic” using this tool. Envision three overlapping circles. 
One is labeled “Passions,” another “Strengths,” and the third 
“Needs.” Where the three overlap is a smaller, but powerful, 
circle labeled “Magic.”

 To use this tool, write down answers to the following 
questions: 

1. What are you passionate about? There will likely be 
more than one answer.

2. What are your strengths? What are those things you are 
great at and have experience with? These may have de-
rived from your career or other activities you’ve been 
involved in.

3. What does your community need? Said another way, 
where can you passionately apply your strengths to 
make a difference in something that matters? Magic! 

Ideal Life
This tool helps you create the retirement you want by 

helping you figure out how to spend your most valuable re-
source—your time. And, in doing so, it helps you address the 
loss of the structure that was provided by your career.

As you’ve become accustomed, it’s time to write it down: 
Create a two-column table, labeling the first “Time” and the 
second “Activity.” In the first column, list times in half-hour 
increments, starting with when you would like to wake up 
for your ideal day and ending when you would like to go to 
sleep.

The activity column is where you enter how you would 
prefer to ideally spend those half-hour time slots. You can 
adjust timing by combining rows in the table. For example, 
if your ideal day includes a workout from 8:30-9:30 a.m., 
merge the 8:30 a.m. and 9:00 a.m. rows. 

The ideal day exercise gives you a benchmark to which 
you can compare your days as they are currently unfolding. 
Making the comparison can help you strive to move your life 
toward your ideal.

Once you’ve got some experience with ideal day, move on to 
ideal week and ideal year. There are likely things in your ideal 
life that you want to include but not every day. A chart show-
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ing an entire week will help you manage this. For example, you 
may not want to work out every day, but over the course of 
your ideal week, you may want to build in four workouts.

An ideal year chart (months across the top) enables you to 
add infrequent occurrences in your ideal life. For example, you 
may want to visit your grandchildren who live in a different city 
a few times a year or take two major trips each year. Neither fits 
in ideal day or ideal week, but both fit well in ideal year.

When to Retire
You now have some key concepts (crucial conversations, 

practicing retirement) and some key retirement life planning 
tools (bucket list, start/stop/continue, finding the magic, 
ideal life) in your arsenal. But when is it the right time to 
actually retire?

Although retirement timing is sometimes dictated by an 
organization, plan or, unfortunately, by health concerns, one 
of the choices you may have as you develop your retirement 
life plan is to decide the right time to retire. To do so, ask 
yourself the following four questions. When the answer to all 
four is “yes,” it’s time to retire.

• Do I have enough? This is the question of whether 
you have a sufficient level of financial security.

• Have I had enough? Despite having a successful ca-
reer, it may no longer light your fire.

• Will I have enough to do? Another way to ask this 
question is “Do I have a written, holistic retirement life 
plan that includes a diverse portfolio of meaningful ac-
tivities that promise to be fulfilling?”

• Does my spouse/partner or someone else close to me 
want me home 24/7? This is an assessment of whether 
you have had sufficient crucial conversations regard-
ing retirement life planning.

You’ll notice that there is no question about age—Rather, 
it is about these four questions. There is no right or wrong 
answer about if and when to retire, just as there is no pre-
scription for a retirement plan. One size does not fit all. The 
key is to use the concepts and tools in the context of your life 
circumstances to create a personalized retirement plan that 
is right for you.

Creating and living your plan and knowing when to retire 
will enable you to make the rest of your life the best of your life.

Closing Employer Perspective
Going beyond the financials positions individuals for a 

full and well-planned retirement. Providing this approach 
will make existing financial wellness programs even more 
effective. It’s good for retirees, preretirees and younger work-
ers. As it helps all employees, the employer benefits from in-
creased work performance, thereby maximizing the return 
from financial wellness programs.  
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