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Retirement InSight and Trends is the quarterly newsletter for the International Foundation for Retirement Education’s Certi�ed Retirement Counselors® (CRC®s) to help

retirement professionals with the practical application of new retirement readiness, counseling, planning and income management concepts for the mid-market. Find out

more about the CRC® and InFRE here.

This issue is worth one free CRC®, CFP®, ASPPA, and the American College’s Professional Recerti�cation Program (CLU®, ChFC®, CASL) CE credit upon reading all the

articles and successfully completing the online quiz. An email will be sent to you and InFRE upon successful completion (score of 70% or more) of the CE exam.

Click here for the Continuing Education Exam that corresponds to this issue. Click here to see other free issues that you may read. Recent issues are eligible for CRC®,

CFP®, ASPPA, and other CE credit when you pass the online exam.

To report CE:

Your score will automatically be sent to InFRE for CRC® credit and/or the CFP Board CFP® credit.

You are responsible for reporting your CE hours for ASPPA recerti�cation and the American College’s Professional Recerti�cation Program (CLU®, ChFC®, CASL).

Looking for additional CE opportunities? Visit the continuing education section of the Retirement Resource Center store to �nd hundreds of additional professional

development and continuing education options by leading experts, the way you want to learn, at the level that’s right for you.
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Earlier this year, the CRC® Board of Standards and Policy Development (BOS) passed a new policy that will generally require CRC® Candidates to schedule their CRC®

examination within two years of their registration date.

Prior to this policy, a candidate could maintain their registration inde�nitely.   The new policy is as follows:

A CRC® Candidate’s registration for the CRC® program will expire when a Candidate does not schedule their CRC® examination within 24 months of their program

registration date. A Candidate who fails the CRC® examination within six (6) months of their registration expiration date will automatically receive a 12-month

extension on their expiration date.  After a Candidate’s registration expires, individuals may re-register for the CRC® program by submitting a new CRC®

registration form and an expired registration fee of $150 to InFRE.  The Candidate will then be assigned a new CRC® registration date.

An additional 12-month extension may be added to a CRC® Candidate’s registration for health reasons or other extenuating circumstances.  All requests for a

registration extension must be submitted prior to a Candidate’s registration expiration date and will be considered by the BOS on a timely basis.

Candidates who have been registered for the CRC® examination for more than two years as of March 1, 2021, must schedule their exam by the April 2022 testing

window to avoid an expiration of their registration and Candidates who have been registered for less than two years as of March 2021, must schedule their exam by

April 2023.

Have a question about this new policy? Contact our Customer Care.

October, 2021 InFRE Update: New CRC® Candidate Registration Expiration Policy

https://infre.org/board-of-standards-and-policy-development/
https://infre.org/contact-us/
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Kathi Balasek, MA, Grief Communication Consultant for Financial Professionals

Editor’s note: This article is an adaptation of the live webinar delivered by Kathi Balasek in 2021. Her comments have been edited for clarity and length.

You can read the summary article here as part of the 3rd Qtr 2021 Retirement InSight and Trends Newsletter, worth 1.0 CE when read in its entirety (after passing the

online quiz.)

You may also choose to take the full length course “Grief Literacy for Financial Advisors: Engaging the Bereaved Client for 1.0 hour continuing education (CE) credit.

By Kathi Balasek, MA, Grief Communication Consultant for Financial Professionals

In short, grief literacy is simply normalizing the conversation surrounding grief and, speci�cally, our grief responses. As advisors, you are much more comfortable with

charts, graphs, and numbers, so that’s very natural, and you’re �uent in that type of conversation. Conversation about grief can be quite uncomfortable, so we’re going to get

into practice so that you’ll be ready when it happens.

The Language of Loss

I like this quote: “Courage isn’t absence of fear. It is the awareness that something else is important.” Nobody ever taught us the language of loss. Grief, death – it’s a

universal experience, yet it’s not a universal language.

You hear it all over, and it’s over 70% right now. Over 70% of women leave their �nancial advisor the �rst year after the death of their spouse. I was at the other side of the

desk, so I speak widow. As an educator and connector, I want to help you with awkward things that you are facing. I teach �nancial advisors how to communicate

effectively, to engage, retain, and attract widow clients. I do that with an approach to building communication, action, relationships, and empowerment.

Why focus on widows? I didn’t have any long-term planning knowledge as a young wife, a mother, then a caregiver, and then a widow. What we want to be clear on is that

widows are very, very different. When you lose a brother or a sister or a mother or a friend or a child, that type of loss and grief is one thing, but it’s �nancial when you lose a

spouse.

The �nancial impact is huge. Half of the income is now gone, yet your bills are still there. Here’s one interesting thing that a lot of �nancial advisors don’t understand. Yes, it

is a blessing to receive life insurance funds when a widow. I was well taken care of; my late husband had a pension. But with this money comes a lot of emotions – guilt,

sadness, and regret because it came with such a high price.

Why Focus on Widows/Women Now?

You’ve heard about the great wealth transfer with Baby Boomers. Seventy percent of all married Baby Boomers will experience widowhood. These are females. The great

wealth transfer is coming, and it’s passing approximately $30 trillion over the next several years. Widows will be �rst in line, and they also could be dual inheritors from a

spouse or a parent. For advisors, this is huge information.

It makes sense to market to widows and women. How many widow clients do you have currently? Maybe a few? How many clients do you have currently? Sadly enough, of

your women clients, the data predict that they will be future widows.

You simply cannot ignore the numbers. While researching this topic for several years, one of the things that still stands out to me is that pie chart where 80% of men die

married. That is a tough pill to swallow. Many of these widows are not the grandma/granny sitting in a rocking chair knitting and with nine cats. The demographic of

widows is much more different.

There are an estimated 258 million widows worldwide, 13.6 million in America. Worldwide, 2,800 a day are widowed, or one million a year. This is sad, sobering, and a

subject that some people don’t want to talk about. It seems disrespectful, but the more you know as �nancial advisors, the more we’ll be ready.

What is the number one rated most stressful life event? Loss of a spouse. There’s more information that this stressful event is most vivid the �rst year. Who will be there for

them? Widows today are younger. The average age is 59, living 15 years on her own. For widows, those 15-plus years will probably be a different �nancial picture and have

different �nancial goals than what they did before the death of their spouse.

Grief Literacy for Financial Advisors: Engaging the Bereaved Client
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Most widows are educated. They have careers. They’ve overseen their career, raising a family, �nances, and budget, but very few of them have had an equal part in the

investment planning. They lack con�dence in long-term planning. What we want to think about is who in�uences their money decisions moving forward? They don’t have

anybody to bounce those ideas off any longer.

I’ve found this study very insightful. It was based on interviewing widows and how they move forward. Widows were asked if they could respond to one to three of their top

in�uences.

You can see that �nancial advisors are still most turned to, but you’re going to need a different approach in the future, and that’s grief literacy.

Levels of Grief Literacy

When we think about death, dying, grief, all of those things, our body language changes. We talk in hushed voices. We want to �ip that, so ask yourself some of these

questions.

These are awkward, uncomfortable conversations. As with anything, it takes practice. It takes rehearsal. We want to get advisors to a point where it’s like the �re drill we all

did in school. We practiced the �re drill multiple times, so we know exactly what to do when it happens. We don’t even need to think about it. That’s where grief literacy can

help you.

It’s important to know that grief literacy does not �x grief. It doesn’t take it away. It doesn’t ask the bereaved person to move on, let go, or get over it. On the contrary, the

absence of grief literacy skills can lead us to cause harm to the very people we serve.

As a lifelong teacher, I’m not here to judge you or your skills. I’m here to help you along. When we think about this, grief literacy, widows, what do widows want from their

�nancial advisors?

Actions Desired by Widows from Financial Planners

Here are a couple of studies; actions desired by widows from �nancial planners and qualities desired in a �nancial planner. The number one action desired by widows of

advisors is communication. They want to be able to communicate with you.
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I’m sure for many of you who have worked with bereaved clients, you know there are barriers put up before they come in to see you or when they speak with you. For

example, assume you’ve bought a 1,000-piece puzzle, and you’ve spilled it all over the carpet. When you’re a widow, you don’t even get to see the picture on the box because

you don’t know what the �nancial picture looks like.

You have so many missing pieces, and you don’t know what the future will be. It is just completely overwhelming, so you desire an advisor who can communicate with you,

be a decision partner with you, and walk alongside you as you grow and walk through this grief.

What is relevant and valid in the pie chart is to point out is that gender was of little importance. I think we make many assumptions that the gender of �nancial advisors in

an industry that historically leans male would be more important. Truly, regardless of gender, anybody can be a champion for widows.

C A R E

Gauge your qualities. Where are you? How are your skills and qualities in these areas for widows? This is my primary curriculum.

I’m a teacher, so I love a good acronym, and I also believe in simplifying it and making easy, actionable steps. When we talk about CARE, we mean:

Communication, what you say

Action, what you do

Relationship, what you’ve built, and

Empower, how you help your bereaved client grow.

Ask yourself, currently:

What do you or your company have in place for widows?

Is there a handbook? Are there resources? Are there forms?

Is there a priority list or timeline when a bereaved client comes into the o�ce?

What ways are you engaging widows or women currently?

Is this a part of your practice? In what ways are you building this part of your practice?

What’s missing? Where are the gaps?

Think about you as the grief leader. This is something you cannot pass the buck for; they are looking for you, your staff, and your team to show grief leadership. Teach your

whole team what to say, what to do, how to build, how to grow.

Financial advisors, like coaches, know how to play offense. You know how to anticipate, forecast, prepare, and practice. You know that value, so that should be your same

approach to working with women and widows. I love this quote by Wayne Gretzky, the Great One: I skate to where the puck is going to be, not where it has been. So, where

is the puck heading? It’s heading toward widows and the wealth transfer of Baby Boomers.

Communication

Let’s start with the �rst part of our acronym, or what to say. This is where we seem to get most stuck. We get tongue-tied, it’s awkward, and it’s not �uent. It’s sort of like

when you go to a foreign country, and you order something at a restaurant, and you don’t know if you ordered the right food because you don’t know the language yet.

Underneath communication, there are several things. Our body language tells the story, speci�cally when we are not con�dent. When we are nervous or unsure, it shows.

One thing that’s important in body language research is that women read body language better than men. When a female doesn’t understand the message, they will read

the body language �rst.

That is key when we’re talking about grief literacy and practicing body language. We want to listen to understand, not solve, and practice those listening skills around grief,

around death.

It seems to be noted that there’s much bias in the types of death. The unconscious bias that we can bring to the table means we approach types of death differently. We

have a set of unconscious emotions that we need to make sure that we’re not showing in our meetings, in our conversations with our bereaved clients whether someone

died of old age and they had a wonderful life, or if their death is suicide or overdose, or if they died very young with several children.

“I’m sorry.” That is our go-to. When somebody says, “My husband died, “My brother died,” we say I’m sorry. “I’m sorry” isn’t enough when someone you know is experiencing

grief. This is your client. It’s what everyone says. It’s overused, programmed, and lacking original thought. Mostly though, it doesn’t cultivate connection and engage

conversation. You want the conversation to continue with a bereaved client.

If you’ve ever had children or junior high students, you pick them up from school, and you say, “How was your day?” “Fine.” “What did you do?” “Nothing.” Those are

conversations that don’t continue, so we need to learn how to ask better questions. We need to learn what you should say and what you shouldn’t.

When I talk about mirroring the grief terms, every grief therapist out there will say you should use the present terms like death, died, funeral rather than passed or loss.

Those are ambiguous terms; however, you should mirror the terms that your bereaved client says.
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If they say they lost their husband, then you mirror that, but if they don’t, then you say, “How are you dealing with the death of your husband? How are you dealing with the

death of John?” Overall, we want to put this into practice. These are fundamentals we practice over and over and over. We roleplay. We script practice. The language will

start to become natural, automatic, and authentic.

I’m sure many of you have had some training on what not to say. Here is what you should never say. I’ve put these into four categories; justifying, dismissive, manipulation,

and my favorite, the takeover artist, who wants to make it all about them. What these statements are called is “disenfranchised grief.” This is a type of grief and loss that

isn’t validated. It’s not recognized, and it’s not acknowledged, so there is no connection. It’s a disconnect. If I had a dollar for every time somebody said these statements to

me – and they still do say them to me – I’d be taking my �nancial advisor on a trip on a yacht somewhere in the south of France. Let’s look at some of these.

Justifying: “Well, at least they didn’t have to suffer. It’s God’s plan.” What they’re saying is that your grief doesn’t matter, and we’re just going to justify that it doesn’t, and I
don’t want to continue to talk about it.

Dismissive: “You’ll be �ne. You’re young. You’ll move on”.

Manipulative: “You really should get back out there again.” Raise your hand if you like to be told what to do. I don’t know anybody who does.

The Takeover Artists make it about them. Some of the things that were said to me I can’t even believe: “Well, my cat died. I know exactly how you feel.” Or, “You know, I
bet you’ll go back to Montana, back where you grew up,” or, “You’re young. You’ll get married again. Let me set you up.” You’d be surprised at what people say.

This might seem out of the ordinary in a �nancial, professional setting. However, we get nervous and don’t know what to say, so we revert back to maybe things that we

heard or what was said to us.

What are things we can say? I love this quote by Brene Brown. “Connection is the energy that is created between two people when they feel seen, heard, and valued.” Those

three words, you’re going to hear a lot from me, seen, heard, and valued. We want to make a connection. Communication is one thing, but we want to think about how it’s

landing. We’ve got to stick the landing here.

Some engaging questions:

I can’t imagine your suffering.

Can I just sit with you?

Do you want space or more people around you?

What has your friend and family support been for you?

Do you see how all these questions are leading into a conversation? I want the conversation to continue because, during that �rst month, there are some things �nancially

that will need to get done. There are forms to be completed, but if you have not engaged and connected �rst, those will be tasks that are not going to be done easily.

Be sure that your statements validate, respect, and honor the deceased person. For me, it’s been 15 years. I never ever get tired of somebody saying my husband’s name or

telling me a story or a memory that they had of him.

Use the name in their statement or question. Use the terms death, died, deceased, accident, and cancer, but mirror theirs if they don’t use them. You’ll want to prepare what

you’re going to say before meeting with them. When you go to the funeral, the service, the memorial service, you need to have something prepared that you know you’re

going to say. It cannot be about you being an advisor or any decisions that need to be made. It needs to be a human connection so that they feel seen, heard, and valued.

Action

The second in our CARE acronym is Action. What do you do? What type of help beyond the numbers can you provide because if you can do more than what you’re truly paid

to do, in the long run, you will reap those bene�ts?

There are so many tasks to be done that it is overwhelming from a widow’s perspective. Let’s talk about a few of the immediate things, such as your �rst contact. I

encourage all of you to be reading the bereavement and obituaries of your local paper. You need to know your community because you need to make that call. When you

know a client has passed away, their spouse has passed away, you call immediately. They might not pick up, but you call, leave a message, and make that contact. Yes, you

go to the memorial service. Yes, have something prepared.

That �rst o�ce visit, we want to set them up in a place where it’s a comfortable environment. I believe that widows shouldn’t be kept waiting. That �rst time they come in,

make sure that your team gets them right back to you as soon as possible. We don’t want to have to tell our story to three different people before we meet with you. It’s hard

enough. We want to set up and break down as many barriers as we can in the o�ce visit. Lots of caring acts and small gestures.

What do you send? Typically, it’s �owers, but the better you know your clients, you will know what they will need. Flowers aren’t always the best option. Speci�cally, there are

some religions out there where that is not a respectful thing to send, so you want to be aware of your client. There are so many other things and resources to send right

now. How about donating in that person’s name?

If they have kids in school, donate to the high school. Throughout the year, those small gestures matter, speci�cally with women, speci�cally with widows. Which dates and

holidays do you need to reach out?

I remember getting a birthday card for my late husband from an insurance professional two years after he died. This just shouldn’t happen, so we want to keep those

calendars, maybe the �rst anniversary, the holidays, December – those are really tough times for widows.
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They’re overwhelmed. Help them organize tasks and paperwork. Offer your help.  There should be things that you have in place right now that are now, soon, and later of

�nancial tasks. Do you have priorities set up with your �rm or set up with a widow packet or widow checklist of what needs to be done that �rst week, month, and so on?

You should be a part of helping them do that, even if you feel them out yourself.

Widows don’t want to be handed a long handbook. With the organization of tasks and paperwork, it’s important that we don’t overwhelm them with the �nancial picture

because grief fog, it’s a real thing. The number one question that new widows want to know is cash �ow. They want to know if they will be okay and how the cash �ow is

going to work the �rst year. Any �nancial decisions beyond that �rst month, be more of the decision partner them.

Don’t make long-term decisions because, with the grief fog, they’re going to forget it. As a widow, your memory lapses. You don’t remember what they say. You’re forgetful.

It’s a real thing. Sometimes they call it grief fog, widow brain, or widow fog.

Brian Korb focuses on widows and �nancial advisors. He provides �ve main tips that he came out with when he interviewed widows and �nancial advisors.

1. Communicate well. You need to learn to communicate con�dently when talking with widows, thus the reason for grief literacy.

2. Provide for their current needs. We’ve talked about cash �ow. Make sure they are okay that �rst month.

3. Be a decision partner. Widows go into decision fatigue. When you think about it, how many decisions do you make in a day? How often do you bounce them off
someone else? When you’re a widow, you don’t have that privilege anymore. You’re doing it all on your own. Shift from advisor to guide, partner, and listener and be that
back-and-forth to bounce ideas.

4. Prepare for their unique future. This is really important. It goes back to when I say the word widow, we have this connotation of just an elderly grandma. Your women
widow clients could be in their 30s with children. They could have college-age children. They could be a person approaching Social Security retirement age. There will
be a different context and scenario, so make sure that this is not the Amazon shopping, one-size-�ts-all.

5. Provide them with some support services. What do you have currently with your company in grief resources? Are there some documents that they could read? Is there
a handbook of managing grief that �rst year? Are there resources or recommendations for support groups in this area? These are things that you could put in place
now.

Relationship

The third in our CARE acronym is Relationship, or what you build. With relationship, rapport, respect, you will have referrals for your lifetime. Widows want you to know them,

and they really want to know you, so how do you keep a professional relationship yet still have personal conversations?

One of the things that you need to do with all your women clients right now is to create a better client pro�le. I can’t even tell you how often my advisor or other people that I

dealt with �rst year kept on asking me the names of my children, how old they were, or mixing it up and saying, “How are your two girls,” and me having to repeat that no, I

have �ve children, three girls, and two boys. If you make a better client pro�le, you can have conversations with these people upfront before you need it.

You should know where they grew up. You should know if there are family in the area, what groups they might belong to. What’s their lifestyle like? Do they like to travel? The

more we know about our clients when you’re a �nancial advisor, the better you can relate to them when a relationship is what’s truly needed.

We all love a recipe from scratch, right? It usually tastes pretty good, but this is not when you can start from scratch with a new window. They do not want to build a

relationship with you during grief, so we want to front-load this with every woman widow client you have.

Overall, remember that the death of their spouse does not de�ne these people. There’s so much more than this, and they need to be understood and valued and respected

because, bottom line, women are very relationship driven. They’re conversational-driven. They go by word-of-mouth of their friends. They’re very tribal. They take

recommendations from friends. We want to make sure that you build this relationship with them before they become a bereaved client.

Here are some ways to accept that widows are your current and your future client, so you start to relate to them better. I’m involved in many widow’s and Facebook groups,

and I sometimes poll 5,000 – 10,000 widows.  I ask them what an advisor or �nancial professional said to them. Some of their responses are, “I hardly knew them. They

mostly talked to my husband.” Or “I just couldn’t relate to them because they were talking about rates of return and �nancial terms that I didn’t understand.”

These are four things you can start doing now.

1. Always use the term “my clients,” not “this is my client and his wife.”

2. Initially, talk about basic �nancial terms without sounding condescending. You want to gauge where they are and meet them where they are. I didn’t know any �nancial
terms before my husband’s death. I trusted him to work with our �nancial advisor. I didn’t have a strong desire to do it until I needed to. It’s very, very intimidating, the
�nancial literacy and not understanding the terms.

3. When you meet, meet with both partners together.

4. You should be asking the partner questions, joint goals, individual goals; you should know both spouses. Sometimes, it isn’t feasible with our busy schedules, but it
should be an objective to get to know both as best you can.

Empower

The fourth component of CARE is Empower. That’s a word you see almost everywhere right now. I think about it in these terms. It’s empowering to protect because one of

your main jobs in being a �nancial advisor to a widow is to protect them and teach them how to move forward. Here’s a quote by Ann Heath, and she says it best: “Grief is in

two parts. The �rst is loss. The second is remaking a life.” You have the distinct privilege of helping widows remake their lives.

These are proven ways that can help you.
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Financial education – this can be a big part of your business. Short workshops, easy take-home materials, opportunities to engage with other women widows; get all
your women clients together.

Introduce your widows to other support groups.

Get them some grief literature.

Provide them with resources moving forward. They’re going to have new professionals, new people that they’re going to have to deal with on their own.

I was always so afraid to call somebody to repair something in my home because I didn’t want anybody to know I was alone with children. There are so many opportunities

for you to protect and educate these widow clients because they get taken advantage of quite a bit.

Initially, they may need a little handholding. I always think of the analogy of a kindergartener. When you take a kindergartener to school for the very �rst day, you’ve got them

all ready, you’ve prepared them, and they’re ready to go. Well, you wouldn’t just drop them off in the parking lot and say, “Okay, good luck. Hope it goes well.” We have to take

that approach with new widows. They are a very fragile population, and they get taken advantage of, so what do you currently have in place? Do you have some resources in

place for them? Do you have some referrals in the community that you could send them? We want to start working towards that.

Here are four takeaways based on that information. These are things they prefer.

1. Widows want frequent, consistent, and shorter-duration workshops. Have you ever taken that university class where it’s like, oh, it was a three-hour lecture? We don’t
want this. Short, frequent, to-the-point; give me a one-pager to take home.

2. A bespoke program – we want the unique experience tailored to them. You may want to have some programs or workshops for widows who are retiring or widows
who have children in school. I remember my �nancial advisor helping me �ll out forms for college entrances, the FAFSA forms. That was a huge help. I didn’t have any
clue how to do this. We want to make sure that whatever programs you’re doing, you’re tailoring it to their needs and age.

3. You want to create community. A widow’s workshop should promote social interaction, active participation, group participation, and a little F-U-N. Widows are smart.
They are witty. They relate to one another, and they want to have fun. So, the more you can do this, the more open and inclusive this will be for your widow clients.

4. The last thing is the take-home materials. Whatever you have in place now or don’t, keep it short and sweet. Make it very easy and personalized for their current and
future needs.

Key Takeaways

We’ve gone over much information. There are so many takeaways that we can think about, but jot down three things that you could do today for widows. Also, jot down two

statements that you could say to a brand-new widow because you’ll want to establish yourself as a �nancial professional who advocates for widows.

1. I want you to shout it from the rooftops that you work with widows. Become the expert. People will come to you because, as we talked about, there’s going to be a
volume of widows coming your way. We want to talk about understanding the unique �nancial needs of widows. Loss, death, grief are monumental things. You’ve
experienced, and we’ve watched this last couple of years with COVID, so much death, so much loss, so much grief. It’s incredibly sad, but when it’s a widow, it’s
�nancial.

2. Can you imagine giving half of your income away tomorrow? Could you survive and have the lifestyle that you want with half of what you have currently? That’s what
they’re experiencing, and there is so much fear and guilt around money that it’s hard for them to want to keep it and invest it. Many of them just want to get rid of it
because it’s associated with some different emotions. It came with such a high price.

3. You’ll want to recognize the impact of wealth, the wealth transfer. This is going to be the most signi�cant wealth transfer in our lifetime. Let’s get ahead of it. Can you
get ahead of the curve? That Baby Boomer generation, sadly enough, is going to be a Death Boom, and it’s beginning.

4. Practice, practice, practice; I want you to practice grief communication skills, what you say, your responses, what questions you ask, your body language, making sure
those skills build connection, continuing the conversation. That’s the goal.

5. Create better opportunities to engage your current women widow clients. You’ve heard me say it. Your current women clients will be your future widow clients. The
data isn’t lying, and the trends aren’t reversing, so what are you doing now? Are you doing workshops? Are you providing some resources, some pamphlets, and some
things that could help support them? Put those in place now so when the �re drill happens, you’ll have them in place.

�. Start applying best practices and delivery methods. In your events, they want shorter workshops. They want them more frequently. They want them to be social. They
want to have some fun in these workshops. They want to engage with other women and widows, and they want it speci�c to their age group, to their needs. When you
are a 32-year-old widow or a 67-year-old widow, there are very different needs �nancially.

7. Provide community resources for widow clients. Get to know what’s in your community. Who can you recommend, grief counselors, grief groups, what people can you
recommend for windows? I call it “When a widow walks on a car lot.” I had no clue how to buy a car. I got taken advantage of; I paid too much. I knew I was getting
taken advantage of. I just was too tired or exhausted to deal with it. That’s the reality of a widow.

�. Lastly, you’ll want to educate your team with grief literacy workshops and training sessions. We really must practice this. It’s like a piano recital. It’s rehearsing it, script
practice, knowing the dos and don’ts. The more you can do this, the more �uent you will become in grief literacy. Bottom line: when you care beyond their portfolio,
don’t be surprised if you become a better parent, partner, and community member, basically a better human.

About Kathi Balasek, MA, Grief Communication Consultant for Financial Professionals

https://www.retirement-speakers-bureau.com/kathi-balasek-grief-literacy-retirement-expert-speaker/
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Kathi Balasek, MA, is an Empathy and Grief Communication Corporate Coach and Consultant, University Lecturer, Speaker,

Educator and Podcast Host who is on a mission to cultivate a grief literate culture by improving the language of loss with

clients. She is currently a lecturer at California State University where she trains future teachers.

After 20+ years of teaching and coaching, she has found that the art of engaging bereaved clients hinges on �nancial

advisors’ competence and con�dence in grief conversations. She knows that connection, empathy and meeting people

where they are is what builds relationships.

Kathi is a widow advocate and teaches advisors necessary skills to serve this vulnerable yet growing population in an

authentic, yet professional way.

We will ALL experience grief and loss. Most people were never really taught how to communicate with people going through

grief and loss.

This became very evident when she became a young widow raising �ve children. She had to re-learn how to navigate the

world not only for her family but for her future. She learned very quickly that what people do and say will either help or hurt,

connect or disconnect.

Are you looking for a retirement speaker for your next conference, consumer event or internal professional development

program? Visit the Retirement Speakers Bureau to �nd leading retirement industry speakers, authors, trainers and

professional development experts who can address your audience’s needs and budget.

©2021, Kathi Balasek, MA, Grief Communication Consultant for Financial Professionals®. All rights reserved. Used with

permission.

https://www.retirement-resource-center.com/grief-literacy-for-financial-advisors-engaging-the-bereaved-client/
https://www.retirement-speakers-bureau.com/
https://www.retirement-speakers-bureau.com/


10/27/21, 3:28 PM Social Security WEP: FOMO, IDK, or LOL?? – 2021 2nd Qtr Issue - Estate Planning, Annuites, Social Security - Retirement InSi…

https://www.retirement-insight.com/?print-my-blog=1&post-type=post&statuses%5B0%5D=private&rendering_wait=0&columns=1&font_size=small&im… 1/5

Posts .

Michael Wilson, CFP®, CRC®, RICP®, Integrity Financial Planning

Editor’s note: This article is an adaptation of the live webinar delivered by Michael Wilson in 2021 His comments have been edited for clarity and length.

You can read the summary article here as part of the 3rd Qtr 2021 Retirement InSight and Trends Newsletter, worth 1.0 CE when read in its entirety (after passing the

online quiz.)

You may also choose to take the full length course “Social Security WEP: FOMO, IDK, or LOL?? for 1.0 hour continuing education (CE) credit.

By Michael Wilson, CFP®, CRC®, RICP®, Integrity Financial Planning

When it comes to WEP and Social Security, your workers, your employees, or you – if you work for a Social Security exempt agency – may have a fear of WEP (the Windfall

Elimination Provision).

FOMO means Fear of Missing Out. IDK stands for I Don’t Know. And then there’s LOL. I think sometimes we could mean laugh out loud, or lots of love. In this case, I think it

means lots of luck in terms of, “Can I understand how the WEP works?”

If it is challenging for us who are in the industry to understand the WEP, you can imagine how challenging it is for the average worker who is working for a Social Security

exempt agency. How in the world are they going to understand it?

Social Security 101

The word “pension” in Social Security language sometimes is different than what we think in the retirement planning industry. Usually, when we think about a pension, we

think lifetime paycheck. Even if someone says, “Well, I am just going to take a lump sum payout, and maybe roll my pension over to an IRA. Therefore, I do not have a

‘pension’ from the traditional mindset.” Social Security is still going to say, “Wait a minute. What about that lump sum payment? That is still a pension even though it is not

being paid out for the rest of your life, and even though you rolled it to an IRA.” So, really when you think about this from Social Security’s perspective, pension in the

traditional sense means pension.

Also, let us say you work for a state agency, city, county, or local government agency that only offers a de�ned contribution plan as your primary bene�t. This is considered

“a pension” from Social Security’s perspective. So, the term “pension” in Social Security’s world means an employer-paid retirement bene�t like a 401(k), 457, 403(b), or

traditional pension.

If a worker pays into Social Security as shown on their paystub, they are paying FICA taxes.  If they have paid in for at least ten years, they have earned 40 credits, so they

are now eligible for some Social Security retirement bene�t. In 2021, if you were earning at least $1,470 a quarter or roughly $6,000 over the course of this year, you would

earn four Social Security work credits for the year.

Social Security calculates your worker bene�t based on your highest 35 years of earnings. This is very different from the way pensions are calculated. Many pensions may

look at your high three years, or high �ve years, of earnings to calculate your bene�t. This can be an eye-opener for members in your retirement systems who do not

understand how Social Security works.

Remember that Social Security started in 1935 as a welfare program to provide more income for lower-income workers and less income for higher-income workers. It was

not designed to be a primary retirement bene�t. It was designed to be a supplement to provide a safety net. The Windfall Elimination Provision addresses the workers who

look like they are low income if they worked for an employer who doesn’t withhold Social Security taxes from salaries.

Let’s say you have a worker who only has 15 years of Social Security earnings and has worked the rest of their career for a county that doesn’t participate in Social Security.

They are going to look like a low-income person to the Social Security system. If you only have 15 years of earnings, Social Security averages in 20 years of zeros. Divide

that all by 35, and that is going to pretty much look like a low-income bene�t.

Now, some good news. The WEP does not impact the bene�t provided by your agency; it only affects the Social Security bene�t itself. In contrast to the high 35 years of

income used by Social Security to calculate a bene�t, the WEP is based on the number of years of “substantial earnings.” Each year, Social Security de�nes what substantial

earnings are for that particular year.

Social Security WEP: FOMO, IDK, or LOL??
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For instance, in 2021, to have a year of substantial earnings, you would have had to have earned more than $26,550 in a job that pays into Social Security or where you are

paying FICA taxes. 2020 it was roughly $1,000 less. The same goes for the year 2019. They adjust the dollar amount each year for in�ation.

To have a year of substantial earnings, you must meet that speci�c year’s minimum in a job paying into the Social Security system. Note that “substantial earnings” are not

the same as the earnings credit. Earnings credit is relatively small to qualify for, let us say, four quarters of earnings credit. Substantial earnings are very, very different; a

different dollar amount as you see listed above.

Where can you �nd how much your earnings were for a particular year? Your Social Security statement. Here you can see for each year what your income was for that

particular year, as reported by an employer. This is going to match whatever is on that member or that worker’s W-2 statement. For instance, someone who has worked

from 1976 up through 2002 has 27 years of paying into Social Security. 2003 came along, and suddenly there are no additional taxed Social Security Earnings recorded.

When does WEP Apply?

If you only have wages from jobs you have paid into Social Security, the WEP does not apply.  Typically, nearly all private-sector jobs, most federal jobs, some state and local

government jobs pay into Social Security. It depends on the state and local government and whether they pay into Social Security or not.

Again, good news. Folks who have paid their entire careers into the Social Security system by paying FICA taxes have no worries whatsoever as the WEP is not going to

apply to them whatsoever. It gets tricky when someone has some years where they paid into Social Security, but other years where they have not. It depends, again, on

whether the agency is Social Security exempt. It also depends on the number of years of substantial earnings. Once you have 30 or more years of substantial earnings, the

WEP does not apply whatsoever.

So, let us look and compare. Let us look at an average calculation for a worker’s Social Security bene�t, and then we will look at how the WEP might impact it. Social

Security identi�es your high 35 years of earnings to calculate AIME or your average indexed monthly earnings. There are three what are called bend points, or three buckets

if you will, the Social Security formula uses to calculate the worker bene�t. For 2021, a worker gets 90 percent of their �rst $996 of monthly earnings. If they have averaged,

say $4,000 or $5,000 a month, they receive 32 percent of up to the next $6,002 in monthly earnings. If they have earnings beyond that, such as average monthly earnings of

$8,000, they get 15 percent of the remainder past $6,002. Add all that up, and that is the worker Social Security bene�t.

The WEP comes into play on that �rst bucket or the �rst $996 of earnings. After that, the dollars are treated the same, just like someone who has paid into Social Security

their entire career. What determines whether someone is going to receive 40 percent or 90 percent of that �rst $996? It is their years of substantial earnings. Let’s say

someone has only 12, or 14, or 17 years of substantial earnings. They will only receive 40 percent of that �rst $996 in Social Security bene�ts. The more years of substantial

earnings you have, the smaller the WEP reduction is going to be.
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Once you get to the 30-year mark of substantial earnings, there is no more reduction as far as the WEP is concerned. You get treated just the same as someone who has

paid into Social Security their entire career.

How is the WEP Social Security Bene�t Reduction Calculated?

Let’s look at an example of someone who has average monthly earnings of $6,500 and has 30 or more years of substantial earnings. To calculate their Social Security

bene�t, we start with 90 percent of their �rst $996 in average monthly earnings, or $896. They will also receive 32 percent of the next $6,000, and then 15 percent of the

remainder, for a monthly bene�t of almost $2,900.

Let’s say instead of over 30 years of substantial earnings, someone has only 20 years. The signi�cant impact is on that �rst bucket or the �rst $996. Instead of receiving

$896 (90 percent of $996, the full bene�t Social Security worker would receive for the �rst bucket), they only get $398, or 40 percent from that �rst bucket. After that, they

are treated just like everybody else in the Social Security system. The bottom-line bene�t for the partially exempt worker here is around $2,400. The maximum monthly WEP

reduction in 2021 is $498 a month or roughly $6,000 a year.

What about a lower-income worker whose average monthly earnings are only $2,500 a month or roughly $30,000 a year. Same formula, right? They received 90 percent of

the �rst $996 and 32 percent of the next $1,504, capping them at monthly earnings of $2,500, or $481.

Suppose they worked part of their career for a Social Security exempt agency and had only 10, 15, or 20 years of paying into Social Security with substantial earnings. In

that case, the dollar reduction is still the same, or $398. Their WEP reduced bene�t is now $879. Instead of getting maybe almost $1,400 in Social Security monthly bene�t,

they are down to $879.

The longer someone waits to start Social Security, the bigger their bene�t is in dollar terms. This also means that the Windfall Elimination Provision reduction might be

higher in terms of dollar amounts. These will offset each other to some degree.

What if you want some information on this that you can share with your agency employees if you are the employer? Or that you can look at yourself? There is an excellent

little two-page publication on the Social Security website. They update it every year because they list the substantial earnings amount for each year. There is also a WEP

calculator that is probably the best tool to estimate the WEP impact.

Limits to the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) Reduction

https://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10045.pdf
https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/anyPiaWepjs04.html
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The maximum WEP reduction is limited, though, to a maximum of one-half of your pension from what is called “non-covered employment.” Non-covered employment

means, “I am working for a Social Security exempt agency where I receive a pension, 401(k) or other retirement bene�t.”

Let’s say someone worked just a few years for a Social Security exempt agency. For most of their career, they were paying into Social Security. Maybe they have a $400 a

month pension coming from those few years of working for a Social Security exempt agency. Instead of the maximum $498 a month reduction, the WEP reduction is

limited to one-half of their $400 monthly pension, or $200.

When will Social Security know that you had exempt earnings working for a Social Security exempt agency? Not until you �le for that Social Security bene�t. Social Security

is going to assume you have not been working for an exempt agency. If it turns out you have, the WEP will apply. You do not want to rely on your Social Security statement

as the bene�t will probably be overstated. If you want a rough ballpark estimate, knock the bene�t down $500 a month. However, to be more precise, use the WEP

calculator and the SSA.gov website.

What Can I Do to Minimize the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP)?

Let’s say you have a supplemental plan such as a 457, 403(b), or 401(k) from non-covered employment. It is not the primary bene�t from that agency, but maybe it is a

voluntary option where either the employer could put money in, or the employee could put money in. The WEP calculation will not include your supplemental plan if it only

contains your employee contributions. Say your employer puts matching money in a 401(k) on your behalf instead of paying into Social Security. Those employer

contributions will be counted as a pension, as far as the WEP is concerned.

Theoretically, it could make the WEP reduction larger as well. So, word to the wise: If your employer is putting money voluntarily for you into a 401(k), if you have it, then

make your employee contributions to the 457 plan. As long as that 457 or another plan has employee contributions purely, it is invisible as far as the WEP calculation is

concerned.

Now, the question sometimes comes up: My employer does match to a 401(k) plan. I also have a 457 plan. Should I put money in the 457 and give up that match? I would

say no. Any time you get an employer match, depending on what the match is – 50 percent or 100 percent – that is free money from the employer. You do not want to give

that up. Even if it does result in getting dinged by the WEP a little bit more, mathematically, in nearly all cases, if your employer is offering a match contribution, take

advantage of it. It may ding you a bit in terms of the WEP. Overall dollars, you will come out ahead in the long run by taking advantage of those matching contributions.

What else can you do to minimize the WEP? You have probably already drawn some conclusions yourself. Just work more years in a job that pays FICA, pays into Social

Security, and earns enough each year to qualify as substantial earnings.

That might be easier said than done. For instance, say you are a full-time worker at a Social Security exempt agency. Maybe you are in a school system that does not pay

into Social Security, and you are a full-time teacher. You must earn more than $26,550 in substantial earnings in 2021 during the year or maybe during the summer when

you are off. Earning enough to count as a substantial year sounds like a great idea, but it is a high hurdle to overcome.

Does the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) A�ect Spousal Social Security Bene�ts?

WEP itself does not affect a worker’s spouse’s own Social Security bene�t. Let’s say I am married and work a Social Security exempt agency. I have worked some years in

the private sector, some years for this exempt agency. The WEP affects my Social Security bene�t. However, if my wife has worked her entire career in the private sector, it

has no impact on her own Social Security bene�t. The WEP only affects me directly when I have years of income earned in Social Security and out of Social Security.

Sometimes people think they’ll get around the WEP if they don’t take their pension, but instead a lump sum payout, so now they don’t have a ‘pension.’ Nope. Social Security

is on to that game. They will consider that lump sum amount and make an estimate of your life expectancy and what the monthly equivalent bene�t would be. That is what

they are going to call your “pension.”

As far as a spouse who has paid into Social Security in the private sector their entire lives, they can start their own Social Security bene�t when they retire.  If a spouse

never worked outside the home, they would be entitled to the spousal bene�t, which is one-half of mine at my full retirement age. This is a whole other issue as well.

Let us assume, to keep things simple, that my bene�t is $2,000. My spouse would get half, or $1,000. If I worked part of my working years paying into Social Security and

part of years not, the WEP affects my worker bene�t, reducing my Social Security bene�t. When my spouse takes a spousal bene�t, their bene�t is now going to be reduced

as well.

How do things change when I pass away?  Logically, you might think, “Well, the WEP was reduced for the spousal bene�t while I was alive. Wouldn’t the same happen to the

survivor bene�t?” As it turns out, Social Security essentially ignores the WEP when this happens. Let’s say I collect a $1,502 per month WEP-reduced bene�t, where the

bene�t should be $2,000. Instead of my spouse receiving just a $1,502 survivor bene�t when I die, they receive the total $2,000 a month bene�t.

Other Earnings Situations

The other question that comes up sometimes is, “What if I do not have enough earnings in a particular year to count as substantial earnings? Was it a waste? It did not

count; it did not help me reduce the WEP.” What happens to those dollars that I paid into Social Security, say on a part-time basis? Assume we have a schoolteacher who

works nine months out of the year for an exempt agency that does not pay into Social Security. Before becoming a teacher, this person worked 13 years and had substantial

earnings working in the private sector. They now have a side gig doing construction in the summer when they have June, July, part of August off and earn $15,000 a year.

This $15,000 is way below the $26,550 for substantial earnings in 2021, which did not help as far as the WEP is concerned. What happens to those Social Security dollars

based on that $15,000 income? Do they disappear? Does that go into the system and bene�t someone else?

Remember, Social Security looks at your high 35 years earnings when they calculate your Social Security bene�t. In this person’s case, they already had 13 years of

substantial earnings. Now they have a year with $15,000 of earnings, eliminating a zero from their 35-year calculation. The $15,000 easily quali�es for quarterly earnings of

https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/anyPiaWepjs04.html
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credit. It has boosted their Social Security bene�t ultimately. It is just not going to help them when it comes to reducing the WEP adjustment itself.

Let’s say we have a Social Security exempt worker. They have worked their entire career for an exempt agency. They have a stay-at-home spouse who has never worked

outside the home. There is no WEP. Why not? They never paid into Social Security, so they will not be entitled to a Social Security bene�t.

Key Takeaways

1. The WEP could affect the worker’s own Social Security bene�t. It does not affect a spouse’s worker bene�t. It is not going to reduce the agency’s bene�t.

2. To minimize the WEP, work more years in a job where you pay into Social Security. Get those substantial earnings.

3. The worst dollar reduction in 2021 Social Security bene�t 2021 is $498 per month.

4. If you have not yet seen it, Social Security is transitioning to newer statements. Historically, they showed three dollar amounts for three ages: age 62, someone’s full
retirement age, and then age 70. The new statement shows bene�ts for ages 62 through 70. I have been in a few counseling situations with folks who have received
these new statements. It has been fascinating to hear their reaction to the new layout. From a behavioral �nance standpoint, it will be interesting to see if people
change their behavior by waiting to start their Social Security bene�t because they know the year-by-year dollar increment for waiting.

About Michael Wilson, CFP®, CRC®, RICP®, Integrity Financial Planning
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and budget.

©2021, Michael Wilson, CFP®, CRC®, RICP®. All rights reserved. Used with permission.

https://www.retirement-resource-center.com/social-security-wep-fomo-idk-or-lol/
https://www.retirement-speakers-bureau.com/
https://integrityplanner.wordpress.com/
https://www.retirement-speakers-bureau.com/


10/27/21, 3:29 PM The Psychology of Retirement – 2021 2nd Qtr Issue - Estate Planning, Annuites, Social Security - Retirement InSight and Trends

https://www.retirement-insight.com/?print-my-blog=1&post-type=post&statuses%5B0%5D=publish&rendering_wait=0&columns=1&font_size=small&im… 1/4

Posts .

Robert Laura, CKA, AAMS, CPRC, CMFC, CRPC

Editor’s note: This article is an adaptation of the live webinar delivered by Robert Laura in 2021. His comments have been edited for clarity and length.

You can read the summary article here as part of the 3rd Qtr 2021 Retirement InSight and Trends Newsletter, worth 1.0 CE when read in its entirety (after passing the

online quiz.)

You may also choose to take the full length course The Psychology of Retirement for 1.0 hour continuing education (CE) credit.

By Robert Laura, CKA, AAMS, CPRC, CMFC, CRPC

Many people perceive retirement as nothing but addition, as gains, as positive things that they will get. People don’t realize that problems can be multiplied simply because

you have more time and fewer distractions.

The challenge with traditional retirement planning is that we don’t drill down and look at the person. We spend all our time on the calculations. To help people live

meaningful lives and make a successful transition to retirement, we must look at how they’re thinking and behaving.

We need to help people avoid wasting the �rst few years of retirement, trying to �gure it out on their own. This is all too often what happens as people are in this transition;

they kind of fumble around and what I call “suffer in silence.” The reason that happens is that there’s a stigma associated with retirement. You have enough money not to

work and all the time to do whatever you want. And so, you can’t tell anybody that retirement’s not going well. If it’s not going well, what’s the matter with you, right? Ninety

percent of what goes on in retirement is like an iceberg; it’s below the surface. We want to help people avoid that and gain basic strategies to �ght the dark side every time.

There’s a perception that there’s a hard side and a soft side of retirement and that the hard side of the dollars and cents is what matters. However, over 80 percent of our

retirement decisions and success in retirement have nothing to do with money.

Brainwashed About Retirement

Traditional retirement planning is fatally �awed. People have been brainwashed for the last 20, 30, or 40 years. It’s portrayed as not running out of money, not taking Social

Security at the wrong time, and not being a burden on other people. This makes the process complex. Many people work with a �nancial professional because it’s complex,

overwhelming, and stressful.

People also assume that the personal side will fall into place, that it will magically work out like, “Hey, we go on vacation, we do some things, we miss some things, but it all

works out okay.” That’s not always the case. People also assume that work is bad and leisure is good. They assume that with more time and fewer obligations, it’s just

going to be the best thing ever; that’s what they’ve always wanted. That’s not the case. We don’t want to talk about what people are going to lose compared to what they

think they’re going to gain.

Another �awed assumption is that couples like and know each other. Often couples aren’t even on the same page, let alone in the same book. Both individuals in that

couple think the other assumes the same for retirement. Guess when they most of the time �gure it out? After they’re already spending 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

It’s fertile ground for arguments and is a big reason we continue to see increases in silver divorce.

Another fatal �aw or assumption is that having more time means less stress. When people understand this, they will be able to make a better transition because we can

establish their mindset; we can look at their behaviors and help them see them from a fresh perspective. Often, they head into the retirement decision without the whole

picture. We need to break it down and share the psychology or be sure the mental, physical, and spiritual aspects are included.

How to Win at Retirement

One of my favorite questions to ask people is, “How do you win that retirement?” Think about someone you know who’s a successful retiree. What makes them successful?

It’s a powerful question.

There are six components to making a successful transition to retirement. It requires planning ways to:

1. Replace your work ability
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2. Fill your time with meaningful tasks

3. Stay connected and relevant

4. Keep mentally and physically �t,

5. Have a way to express your spiritual beliefs, whatever they may be, and

�. Help you feel �nancially secure.

A person can likely check off four or �ve or six of these boxes. But often, when people make the transition to retirement, they’ve only got one or two boxes checked, and

they can’t �gure out where the voids are.

New retirees can waste two to three years trying to �gure it out. Just like we tell people that you need to have a written �nancial plan for your retirement income, how long

it’s going to last, and how much they can take out, we need a written plan for the non-�nancial aspects as well. People need to understand how to win at retirement. They

don’t have that context. They don’t know. They just kind of �oat around and, again, do mundane tasks. We think that being busy is better, and that’s not always the best way

to live and make that transition to retirement. Psychology is the study of the mind and behavior. If we’re going to change people’s mindsets, perceptions and even in�uence

their behavior in the future, we have to get rid of some old and outdated stuff.

Out-of-Date Language

There is out-of-date language that we must get rid of in retirement today. Ten thousand people retire every day, right? Wrong. Ten thousand people don’t retire every day. Ten

thousand people turn age 65. The new approach should state that between 4,000 to 5,000 people out of 10,000 who reach age 65 will fail at retirement. It’s a very different

conversation.

Why are they failing at retirement? Because they don’t have a plan for the non-�nancial aspects, they’re not prepared for what takes place beyond the dollars and cents. So,

they struggle. Guess what? They can’t tell anyone. We’ve got to change the conversation from things people already know to things they don’t know that add value and

stimulate conversation.

Another one that shows up often is that people prefer to plan a two-week vacation over planning their retirement. Sixty percent of people who escaped from prison are

caught within the �rst 24 hours, and 80 percent of people who escaped are caught within the �rst week. If you think about it, people who escaped from prison spent most

of their time �guring out how to get out, and once they got out, they didn’t know what to do. They didn’t have the tools, resources, or support. That’s the same thing with

retirement. People are so focused on getting out of the workplace that they don’t know what to do when they’re in this transition. This is a much more valuable conversation

than just saying, “Hey, did you know people prefer to plan a two-week vacation versus their retirement.” This concept doesn’t help them.

There’s something called the Holmes Rahe Stress Inventory. Two psychologists looked at 43 of life’s most stressful events – events that can make people physically sick.

Guess what Number 10 is on the list? Retirement. If you look at the complete list of 43 events, 20 of them intersect with a person’s life at, near, or in retirement. That’s

overwhelming. And so, we’ve got to look at retirement from a different perspective because there’s a lot more to it than, “Hey, and you’re 65 and got a million bucks; you’re

good to go.”

The following out-of-date phrase we really must get rid of is, “You need to retire to something.” Do you? You’re essentially saying, “Hey, you should put off doing the stuff

that’s important to you and wait till you’re retired to try to �gure it out.” Human behavior doesn’t work like that. I can’t tell you how many times in my workshops people say,

“Oh, once I retire, I will work out every day, eat healthily, hang out with the grandkids, and play golf,” and I want to say, no you are not.

First, we make our habits, and our habits make us. Taking your habits with you is ten times easier. So, it will be best if you retire with something. Don’t put off your best life,

don’t put off getting healthy, and don’t put off spending time with your family until you retire. Because when you get there, you may �nd that you can’t. We’ve got to start

changing that behavior now.

Another out-of-date belief is that retirement will make you happy. We got to quit being Pollyanna about retirement. It doesn’t make you happy. Yes, it feels good at �rst, but it

doesn’t work like that. There’s a dark side to retirement, depression, addiction, suicide. There are scary things that lie below the surface. Add now there’s the pandemic and

the isolation. These are massive factors that people aren’t prepared for, and they’re easy to fall into. If you think a stock market crash or in�ation’s a problem, try dealing

with addiction or depression or even the loss of a loved one due to suicide because they lost purpose. It’s scary stuff to which we must pay attention.

Another big mistake people make with retirement is they assume retirement means they don’t have to work. That’s not correct. It just reorients work. Yes, you don’t have to

go to work and deal with your boss, deadlines, or other work-related things. You do have to work on yourself, your connections, relationships, your mental and social

wellbeing. It still takes work. Many times, these skills are rusty because you’ve been doing other things in the workplace. Retirement doesn’t eliminate work; it just reorients

it. People don’t know that they need that context and awareness. It’s like, “Oh gosh, I guess I never thought about it like that.” And I think that’s where the differentiation

comes in. No matter what profession you’re in, if you’re adding value to people’s lives and they experience these “aha” moments, you’re getting results, and that’s what gives

you value.

And �nally, a successful retirement isn’t one without problems, but one in which you learned to overcome them. It’s not going to be perfect. I think everyone assumes that

when they’ve retired, they’ll move to the beach, walk on the beach every day, work on their memoirs, i.e., what we see in commercials. That’s technically not true. We send

people out to retirement with these vague ideas and assumptions and instead should be asking, “Do you have role models, examples of a successful retirement?” This is

the kind of information you can put into newsletters, articles, workshops, and general conversations.

The Tie-In with Positive Psychology
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Martin Seligman, the president of the American Psychological Association late last century, challenged the group to start focusing on human �ourishing rather than disease

and de�ciency. Walking backward, a lot of psychology work has focused on how we help someone who’s at a negative four get to a negative two. There wasn’t much

research focused on, “How do we take someone who’s operating at a level two or three and get to a level four or �ve?”

Seligman started identifying these principles of human �ourishing and came up with the acronym PERMA to describe the principles of positive psychology.

P is for positive emotions

E is engagement

R is for relationships

M is for meaning, and

A is for achievement.

We need to create environments where people can use and allow this method to foster, and that’s not what’s happening. Remember, how do you know you’re winning at

retirement? It’s not only just replacing your work identity, but you stay relevant, connected mentally, physically active, express your spiritual beliefs and feel �nancially

secure. These are underlying components of the PERMA model. This is where advisors have a huge opportunity.

We get some positive emotions from the workplace. When the workplace is removed, we need to know how to replace positive emotions. The same is with engagement. I

love professional conversations and the people with whom I’m involved. It’s engaging. If I don’t have this, how am I going to replace it?

For example, one client really struggled with the transition, and he had just retired from a job where he had turned around an organization that had been in the red for ten

years. Everything was going well, and he left. Well, he didn’t have any other projects. He was moping around the house all day. He needed to set some goals for himself and

to get motivated.

One thing that helps people successfully transition to retirement is to write down what a perfect day and a perfect week are for them. Most people can do the perfect day,

right? Wake up, have coffee, read the newspaper, go for a walk, read a book, take a nap. It’s simple, but when we apply this to seven days a week, Monday starts Tuesday,

Wednesday, and Thursday.

Key Takeaways

Traditional retirement planning is fatally �awed and needs to be revamped to include a focus on non-�nancial aspects. People really do need a written non-�nancial plan.
It’s the same reason why they do a �nancial plan. When you break stuff down, it does something different. It transitions, and it transfers people that give some things to
think about, but also, to look back on. People need a written retirement plan to address the mental, social, physical, spiritual aspects of retirement. It’s a huge thing.

There are �ve things to do for a successful retirement transition. The plan should address the mental, social, physical, spiritual, and �nancial aspects of retirement. Most
people have just the �nancial piece. It’s essential to have all �ve pieces to be providing genuinely holistic or comprehensive retirement planning.

Making a successful transition takes work, knowledge, skills, and a fresh mindset for clients to work through the challenges. It’s about setting people up for when they
get knocked down because it’s going to happen. So instead of saying, “Retirement is going to be perfect, you’re going to love this,” say, “There are going to be some
challenges, and when you have them, here are some resources.”

The other opportunity for all professionals is to expand your centers of in�uence. You should probably have a personal trainer, a nutritionist, a therapist, and just some
other people in your Rolodex; that when people have a question or an issue or something comes up, you can refer them out to your professional. That’s a big part of that
holistic or comprehensive approach.

About Robert Laura, CKA, AAMS, CPRC, CMFC, CRPC, Retirement Activist,  founder of RetirementProject.org and the

Retirement Coaches Association

Robert Laura, CKA, AAMS, CPRC, CMFC, CRPC, is the Retirement Activist who is committed to changing the way people think

about and prepare for every aspect of retirement. His nationally syndicated columns at Forbes.com and Financial Advisor

magazine re�ect his ground-breaking efforts to challenge the status quo of traditional retirement planning.

As a former social worker and certi�ed personal trainer turned money manager and author, he has found that retirement is

among the most fascinating, yet least understood, phases of life. Through interviews with celebrities, professional athletes,

entertainers, leading experts, and his own clients, he’s developed a powerful message to tackle the mental, social, spiritual,

and �nancial aspects of retirement. His objective is simple: to help people create a no-regrets retirement plan.

As the RETIREMENT ACTIVIST, Robert runs the Certi�ed Professional Retirement Coach Designation, founded

RetirementProject.org and Retirement Coaches Association. He has authored Naked Retirement, Retirement Rx, and a

number of guides to help individuals succeed in this next chapter of life. In addition to his own writings, he frequently

appears in major business media such as Wall Street Journal, CNBC, and Investor’s Business Daily, Yahoo Finance, The Street, and more.

Robert conducts training for other �nancial professionals, as well as workshops and webinars for individuals and couples, designed to help people prepare for every aspect

of retirement. He has been speaking and teaching economic, investment, and retirement programs for nearly 20 years.
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Retirement Speakers Bureau

Are you looking for a retirement speaker for your next conference, consumer event or internal professional development

program? Visit the Retirement Speakers Bureau to �nd leading retirement industry speakers, authors, trainers and

professional development experts who can address your audience’s needs and budget.
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