


CHAPTER 3: YOUR RETIREMENT & YOUR MONEY 
WHERE ARE YOU GOING? 

The numbers shouldn’t come first in retirement planning. You need to get to the heart of the matter: What do you want out of life? You 

must define your destination first, and then we can work out the numbers to get there. Why did you set aside all that money? It’s high 

time to define what matters most to you. 

It is always exciting when I first meet with a couple. This is where it all gets started. After a few minutes of introduction, the next thing 

that usually happens is a pile of papers is pushed across the table. It may include bank and brokerage statements, a tax return, wills and 

trusts, and maybe an insurance or annuity policy. This is followed by “So how are we doing?” or “Do we have enough money to retire?”

My response is to carefully move all those papers off to one side and say, “We’ll get to that in a minute, but first I need to get to know 

about you.” 

Many who walk through my door frankly haven’t figured that out yet. I’ve found that a good place for them to start is to take a long look 

at where they came from and how they developed their attitude toward money.

EARLY EXPERIENCE WITH MONEY 

I didn’t grow up in a wealthy family. Our house in Margate, two towns down the shore from Atlantic City on Absecon Island, was on a 
twenty-five-by-seventy-five-foot lot. My parents had an air conditioner in their bedroom, and there was one in the dining room, so on 
simmering summer nights, I slept on my orange sleeping bag under the dining room table. Our dog kept me company. Nobody could step 
on us there. 

If I wanted anything, I had to earn it. At age eleven, I started delivering the Philadelphia Bulletin, the afternoon paper. It was a start, but 
my real goal was to work my way up to delivering the local Atlantic City Press. After about a year, I finally got my route. The Press came 
out at 4 a.m. and had to be delivered by 7, so I got up daily well before dawn.

In Atlantic City in the summer, everyone worked on the boardwalk, at a hotel or restaurant. When I was fourteen, my father drove me 
to the inlet by the Steel Pier and dropped me off. It was about a dozen miles up the boardwalk. “Here’s the deal,” he said. “You start 
walking home, and look for a job all along the way. When you get one, give me a call. I’ll come and pick you up.” I applied all along the 
boardwalk, and I finally got a lifeguard job at one of the motels. I called my dad: “Hey, I got a job! Come get me.” As expected, he told 
me to take the bus. My father believed in being very self-reliant. 

After a few weeks, my father decided I wasn’t working enough. “I’ve found another job for you,” he told me. 

WHEN DEVELOPING A WEALTH STRATEGY, THE BEST PLACE TO START IS NOT WITH YOUR INVESTMENTS. IT HAS TO START WITH 

YOU. WHAT ARE YOUR VALUES? WHAT DOES MONEY MEAN TO YOU? WHAT IS ALL THAT MONEY THAT YOU SAVED OVER THE 

LAST THIRTY YEARS GOING TO DO FOR YOU, FOR YOUR SPOUSE, FOR YOUR FAMILY? 



It was as a bus boy at Mary’s Restaurant on Tennessee Ave., where he stopped for breakfast across the street from his office. “You can 
work there for a couple of hours before going to your lifeguard job. Then you can come back and bus tables at dinner time.” 

Later I worked my way through college at a five-star restaurant where, even in 1982, dinner was $100 a person. That exposed me to a 
whole other world.  

Those experiences helped to mold my relationship with money in a way that persists today. I gained an appreciation for how hard one 
must work to be successful and to save. When couples come to see me, I understand that it took them years of hard work to accumulate 
their retirement savings. I think back to my childhood and what I had to do to make just a couple of bucks. Everybody has a story like 
that. Everyone’s relationship with money is different, and it influences how they manage their resources. Most of us can think of a time 
long ago that began to shape our financial views. In our past are clues to what drives us, and when we understand that, we can see more 
clearly where we want to go—how we want our money to work for us. 

HOPES, AMBITIONS, DREAMS

At some point in life (the earlier the better), people realize their working years won’t go on forever, and perhaps soon, they will be retiring. 

So they start to save, unsure how much money they should be putting away weekly or monthly or what target they should be aiming to 

hit. 

They typically are individuals or couples, several years from retirement, who realize they need guidance. 

The majority of financial professionals will greet you and quickly get down to a point-blank question: “So how much money do you 

need to live on?” Husband and wife are likely to look at each other and shrug. A typical suggestion is that you should figure on a 

retirement income that is perhaps 70 percent of what you currently are making. The advisor may advocate a formula based on some 

study recommending a “safe” withdrawal rate of 3 or 4 percent of the prospective retiree’s portfolio. Then, after Social Security and other 

income sources are figured in, if the result reaches the 70 percent threshold, all (supposedly) is well.

This is no way to plan a retirement. I believe it is a backward approach. It looks at the money first and then defines the lifestyle you can 

have. Notice that using this approach, what you want out of life seems like almost an afterthought. Your lifestyle is determined by a preset 

formula created in some faraway ivory tower. That’s what you get with such a planning-by-numbers strategy. It is generic and pays little 

attention to your individual situation. 

I think again of Paula, the woman in the chapter 1, who retired from her executive job and pursued her dreams. Before she came to 

me, her first advisor told her she didn’t meet the 70-percent-of-current-income criterion and therefore should give up on this notion of 

retiring. 

Since when? On what reality is that based? Here’s another idea: Suppose we start out by talking about how you see your life unfolding 

in the next thirty years. What does retirement look like to you? What are your hopes and ambitions and dreams for you and your family? 

MANY PEOPLE JUST PUT AWAY WHAT THEY FEEL IS THEIR OBLIGATION TO SAVE. SOME PUT AWAY ENOUGH TO MAXIMIZE 

THEIR EMPLOYER’S CONTRIBUTION TO THEIR 401(K) PLAN. SOME DON’T THINK ABOUT IT AT ALL UNTIL RETIREMENT IS 

STARING THEM IN THE FACE. THAT IS OFTEN WHEN THEY COME TO ME FOR THEIR FIRST VISIT.



What is your vision of retirement?

In other words, we need to define your desired lifestyle first, and then we can figure out how to work the numbers to get there. Only when 

you know what you want to do can you determine how much it will cost. 

We need to position your money to meet the realities of the life you anticipate. If you need 70 percent or more of your current income at 

the beginning of retirement, will that still be the case when you are seventy-five or eighty? Probably not. For some people, the 70 percent 

target will hold true. Others will need a lot less. Some might need considerably more, but only for the first few years—while they are 

indulging themselves in their long-postponed travels, for example, or pursuing an expensive hobby—after which they will back off on 

their spending. There is no formula. So much depends upon what you will be doing with your newfound time.

TO THE HEART OF THE MATTER 

This is your life. You’re not a number. All those robo-advisors and number crunchers have been turning financial planning into a commodity.

They simply peddle asset allocation models. They might do it cheaply, with their economies of scale, but you get what you pay for. You are 

flesh and blood, and you deserve a plan tailored to your aspirations in life, not some sterile algorithm that will never be able to understand 

what truly matters to you. 

These are questions that get to the heart of the matter. They serve as a springboard for people to engage in deep reflections on where 

they have been, where they expect to go, and why they feel it’s important to get there. It comes down to getting your life priorities in 

order. What was the point in setting all that money aside? How do you intend to use it during your lifetime? Are you expecting to leave 

anything to your family, or to charity?

On the next page you will find my mind map. It is the script I use when I work with clients to discover their vision for retirement: what is 

important to them and who is important to them.

THESE ARE THE SORT OF QUESTIONS—ABOUT VALUES, GOALS, AND RELATIONSHIPS—THAT I WOULD ASK 

YOU AT OUR VERY FIRST MEETING: 

•  WHAT’S IMPORTANT TO YOU ABOUT MONEY AND WHY?

•  WHAT ARE YOUR TOP ACCOMPLISHMENTS? 

•  WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE THEM TO BE?

•  WHAT ARE YOUR PERSONAL GOALS?

•  WHAT DO YOU DO (OR WANT TO DO) FOR YOUR CHILDREN? FOR YOUR PARENTS? FOR OTHER FAMILY MEMBERS OR  

    CLOSE FRIENDS? 

•  WHICH FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS (SPOUSE, CHILDREN, SIBLINGS, PARENTS, ETC.) ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT TO YOU?



MIND MAP

This excerpt comes from 
Road Rules for Retirement: 

Set Your Destination & Enjoy the Journey 
by Mark Fried

The full book is available here.

https://www.amazon.com/Road-Rules-Retirement-Destination-Journey/dp/159932797X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1509921731&sr=8-1&keywords=road+rules+for+retirement&dpID=61Dq5NCI4WL&preST=_SY344_BO1,204,203,200_QL70_&dpSrc=srch

