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“Most people don’t plan to fail, they fail to plan.”  Words as true today as they were when first spoken by John L. 
Beckley decades ago.  Many people want to plan, but don’t know where to start.  Others simply want to know, “Am I 
on the right track?”

Life’s cocktail of competing goals layered with varying time horizons is a recipe for uncertainty that can lead to stress 
and anxiety.  Coming up with the right plan can quickly become both daunting and complex when thinking about 
retirement, buying a home, or starting a family just to name a few objectives.

It is essential to have goals to help identify what is most important, but, as Antoine de Saint-Exupéry purportedly 
quipped, “A goal without a plan is just a wish.”  Life is constantly changing with one curve ball after another, which is 
why it is important to have a plan.  

While each person’s situation is completely unique, in this month’s Insights we have taken a pass at mapping out an 
age-related financial planning checklist.  Each age group is broken out by decade to highlight what an individual of a 
certain age may want to focus on.  As stated by Alan Lakein “Planning is bringing the future into the present so that 
you can do something about it now.”  Hopefully, this checklist helps to clarify and identify the order in which to 
prioritize some of life’s financial decisions. 

20s - Time to Start 
• Learn to budget - Be honest with yourself and determine the difference between “wants” and 

“needs.”
• Start saving!  Your most important asset is TIME.  If you start to contribute $200 per month 

to a retirement account at age 22, (consider a Roth IRA),  with a 5% annual rate of return, 
it will grow to $362,236 by age 65.  Keep in mind, you have only invested $103,200!

• Be sure to take advantage of employer matching in work retirement accounts.
• Pay down high interest rate credit card debt.  Better yet - don’t accumulate it!
• Start paying off student loans/other debt.
• Start saving to a taxable account – this will be your down payment on a home.

30s - Build a Solid Foundation 
•Continue to pay yourself first.  If you’re not already maxing out retirement account contributions, 

make that a priority.
•Life Insurance & Disability insurance – a must if you have small children or other dependents.
•Estate planning documents – set up wills, health care proxies, powers of attorney, possibly 
trusts.
•529 Plans – college is expensive and inflating more than 5% per year.  Set a realistic plan to 
cover cost, maybe 1/3 each:  parents - student - loans/aid.  DO NOT sacrifice retirement savings 

for your children’s education.  There are a number of ways to pay for college.  You can take loans 
to pay for college but not for retirement.  By focusing on retirement first your money will have a 

longer time horizon to grow, in turn giving you a larger net worth down the road.  
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40s - Hang in There! 
• Now that you have some assets consider adding an Umbrella policy to your Home 

Owner’s policy.
• Keep taxes in mind - 401ks are great, but people are often surprised with the amount 

of taxes they need to pay when taking distributions during retirement.  In addition to 
the money you're saving to retirement accounts be sure to set some money aside in a 
taxable savings or brokerage account.

50s - Retirement, so close yet still so far away 
•  In your retirement accounts take advantage of catch-up contributions. 
•  Evaluate long-term care insurance.
•  Be wary of a second home or toys - “people don’t own things - things own people.” Don’t 
enter this phase too soon as it can lead to a bad place.  “People tend to enter the toy phase of 
life way too early,” Glenn Frank.

60s - Here at Last! 
• Determine when to start taking Social Security to maximize your benefit.
• Gifting/Philanthropy – is it time to set up a Donor Advised Fund?
• Consider Roth conversions during low income years. 
• Consider working longer to preserve assets – consult or work less but with flexible 

hours.

70s and beyond - Enjoy the fruits of your labor 
• Downsizing your home - make sure you are living where you have access to help with maintenance, 

transportation and a community to socialize with.
• Travel or find other ways to enjoy your retirement.  You worked hard to get there!
• Eldercare planning – make sure you have these difficult conversations before they are needed.

In closing, always hope for the best but plan for the worst.  Be prepared for the 
unexpected and make sure to dream about what retirement will be like – you need 
to be able to see it to plan for it.
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