
Smarter Retirement Planning

CURRENT FINANCIAL STATUS

The Advice The Reason The Result

WAIT 2 YEARS
TO RETIRE

If Jack and Diane work another two years—until Jack is 67 and Diane 
is 65—they’ll boost their Social Security benefits and the amount of 
savings they can safely withdraw by more than $600 a month. 

Increases income  
by $648 a month

HOLD OFF ON 
DOWNSIZING

Jack and Diane found a smaller home for $275,000, but Achtermann 
projects the move probably won’t yield savings. At today’s interest rates, 
their monthly payment would be about $85 higher than what they’re 
paying now—without factoring in moving and transaction costs.

Avoids a $1,000  
a year mistake

I N CO M E 

$120,000  
a year  

before taxes 

 

SAV I N G S 

$800,000  
in 401(k) accounts, to 

which they add $12,000              
each year 

D E BT 

After refinancing in 2020 
at a 3% interest rate, they 
owe about $300,000 on 

their Virginia home, which 
is valued at $400,000   

C U R R E N T M O N T H LY  
E X P E N S E S 

$6,750

If you’re just a couple of years 
from retirement—or even  
a few years into it—you might 
assume that it’s too late to 
benefit from the advice of a 
financial planner. Not so. 

“The decisions you make 

during this period are crucial,” 
says Bobbi Rebell, a planner and 
author of “Launching Financial 
Grownups” (Wiley, 2022). 

Important areas that a 
planner can help with include 
retirement budgeting, minimizing 

taxes, maximizing Social 
Security, real estate decisions, 
and healthcare planning. 

 For a look at what this 
advice might involve, we asked 
Gordon Achtermann, a planner 
in Fairfax, Va., to describe  

how he might advise a couple 
we’ll call Jack and Diane,  
who are considering retirement 
this year. Here’s their current 
situation, as we’ve set it up 
(with our detailed assumptions 
in the footnote). 

MAKE MEASURED 
WITHDRAWALS

A traditional guideline says you can safely withdraw 4 percent of your 
savings in the first year of retirement. (In today’s market, some experts 
recommend a more conservative 3.5 or even 3 percent rate.) Each year 
after that, Achtermann would adjust their withdrawals based on spending 
patterns, market performance, the inflation rate, and other factors.

Minimizes their  
risk of running out  
of money during  
their lifetime

REDUCE THEIR 
LIFE INSURANCE 
COVERAGE

Jack and Diane have life insurance that will replace lost income if one  
of them dies. They don’t need as much in retirement, Achtermann says, 
just enough to cover the Social Security benefits of the lower-earning 
spouse. Such a policy will save them about $300 a month. 

Reduces expenses  
by $300 a month

I N CO M E
 $5,488/mo.

I N CO M E
 $6,136/mo.

E X P E N S E S $6,400/mo.

E X P E N S E S $6,100/mo.

~$11,000 ANNUAL DEFICITIF JACK AND DIANE 
RETIRE NOW

A BALANCED BUDGETIF JACK AND DIANE  
FOLLOW THE ADVICE

Jack 65, Diane 63

Additional assumptions: Retirement income of $5,488/mo. (now) and $6,136 (in two years) is based on Quick Calculator at ssa.gov and 4% annual withdrawal from assets of $800K (now) and $824K (in two years). 
Preretirement expenses are mortgage ($1,250/mo.); real estate tax and insurance ($500); utilities ($500); out-of-pocket healthcare costs ($750); misc. spending ($1,300); federal and state income tax ($2,000); and life 
insurance ($450). Retirement expenses add Medicare premiums ($350) and additional spending (to $1,800), and reduce taxes (to $800). Mortgage savings assume a 30-year loan for $300K at 3% vs. $225K at 6%.
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