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en thousand Americans retire every day. 
And they do it in 10,000 different ways. 

With such infinite possibility comes 
boundless anxiety, which is why no finan-

cial rite of passage inspires more hope — or dread — 
than retirement.

What does retirement even mean in 2019? To many, 
it still marks the beginning of the end of life, a ride off 
into the Sun Belt in a golf cart (or hearse). But now that 
we are living, working and loving longer than ever be-
fore, retirement might be better described as the end of 
midlife. The typical retirement lasts decades, far longer 
than we spend in school, longer even than some careers.

Given these changes, our institutions, financial 
instruments and even our vocabulary no longer seem 
adequate to cope with the challenges of retirement. We 
need new ways of talking and thinking about this life 
stage (and all life stages).

This is the driving force behind MarketWatch’s Best 
New Ideas in Retirement, an exploration of the most in-
novative thinking on the subject, from how we save for 
it, to how we spend it, to what it all means. 

A fascinating paper by Joseph Coughlin and Chai-
woo Lee from MIT’s AgeLab found that the  
language people use to talk about retirement is, at best, 
far from “clear or realistic.” It’s no surprise, as     

etirement ain’t all it’s cracked up to be. In fact, if they’re not careful, a lot of 
folks will crack once they retire.

 Perhaps no other stage of life triggers such intense feelings of excite-
ment and liberation, on the one hand, but, on the other, fear and anxiety. 

Retirement for many entails a leap of faith after decades of routine. You’re not simply at 
work Friday, doing your job, and retired Monday, dancing for joy though. Retirement 
is a major transition that unfolds over many years, as we move from the life we know 
into the life we will get to know.

Many pre-retirees do not fully comprehend how dramatically their lives will change. 
 “I struggled with it,” Nancy Schlossberg says of retiring more than two decades ago 

from a university teaching career. “It wasn’t what I expected.”
 And she’s an expert on transitions and how to navigate them; as the author of “Too 

Young to Be Old: Love, Learn, Work, and Play As You Age” and other books on aging 
and creator of a respected academic theory about transitions.

 A few lucky souls know exactly what their retirement looks like. The rest of us fig-
ure it out as we go. If we go, that is. Many people are simply not psychologically ready 
to retire, even if they’re financially able. Their job is their identity. They believe that “I 
work, therefore I am,” and its plaintive corollary, “Without work, what am I?”

Research shows that adjusting to retirement is difficult for such people, who report 
more boredom, anxiety, restlessness and feelings of uselessness. 

Sociologist Phyllis Moen suggested that “people spend more time planning a wed-
ding than planning retirement,” says Schlossberg, who at 90 years old enjoys a      
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prolifi c second act as an author and public speaker. “It’s 
very important to think about your identity and what 
you’re losing, and how you get a new identity. What 
would give you a sense of meaning and purpose?”

There is no one-size-fi ts-all solution, but there 
are ways to carry the relevancy of your work life into 
retirement. Constructing a framework for your retire-
ment should start at least three to fi ve years before the 
planned date. Assessment and course correction occurs 
about a year before. A year or so after retirement, the 
honeymoon period will likely have waned; it’s time 
then to review how things are going. Give yourself 
another couple of years for retired life to become your 
new normal. That’s a six- to eight-year journey that will 
require fl exibility and resilience.

“This is an entirely new experience,” says gerontol-
ogist Ken Dychtwald, co-author of the 1989 best seller 
“Age Wave” and founder of a consulting fi rm that bears 
the same name. “You’ve been in patterns for decades. 
How is a person to know what will satisfy them?”

 Start by fi nding your spot on the retirement tran-
sition curve. Dychtwald has identifi ed fi ve phases of 
retirement: imagination (15 to fi ve years before retire-
ment); anticipation (fi ve years prior); liberation (fi rst 
year of retirement); reorientation (years 2 to 15); and 
reconciliation (more than 15 years after retirement).

three years to retirement: anticipation
You’re past the imagination stage. The anticipation 
stage is reality. Friends are retiring; you’re tired of 
working, the fi nish line is in sight. It’s time to seek wise 
advice on how to handle feelings about leaving regular 
employment and the supportive social network it typi-
cally provides.

 Set aside any money concerns for now. Of course, 
money matters, but there’s plenty of guidance for retir-
ees about your fi nancial portfolio, not so much about 
your emotional portfolio.

 “People make the decision to retire based on an 
economic state rather than a life state,” says retirement 
coach Mitch Anthony, who teaches investment advis-
ers to help clients plan their life in addition to their fi -
nances. “Retirement is a mental-health consideration,” 
he adds. “We’ve treated it as if it’s something you have 
to do, then, ‘Do you have enough money?’ — and con-
versation over.”

 Being emotionally grounded going into retirement 
will likely lead to better, more mindful fi nancial deci-
sions in retirement. 

 In this anticipation stage, ask yourself how you’ll 
spend time in retirement, which could span 25 years or 
longer. What activities, interests and lifestyle would be 
compatible?

Think about retirement not as the end of work but as 
the start of a late-career transition. “Use some of the tools 
you might use in conceptualizing a career,” says gerontol-
ogist Karl Pillemer, a professor of human development at 

MarketWatch’s Jonathan Burton writes, that pre-
paring mentally for retirement may be as important as 
preparing fi nancially.

The root of the word retirement connotes a retreat 
from battle, a stepping back to safer ground. This some-
what defeatist conception does not capture the range of 
retirement adventures many embark upon today. 

Nor does the word get at what’s behind the re-
tire-early movement, which, as Maria LaMagna writes, 
redefi nes retirement as fi nancial independence rather 
than simply bowing out of the workforce. 

And how to pay for all of this? Everything is far from 
401(k). Current retirement-saving patterns coupled with 
threats to our Social Security system suggest we may 
be woefully unprepared, as Alessandra Malito writes. 
Meanwhile, as health-care costs continue to mushroom, 
and automation upends entire professions, some worry 
that the word retirement could soon describe a retreat 
not to safety, but to even worse conditions. 

Our increasing longevity and the changing nature 
of work may require a more radical rethinking of life 
stages. Laura Carstensen at Stanford’s Center on Lon-
gevity has argued that we should abolish retirement 
and spread periods of work, education and sabbatical 
throughout our lives, abandoning the old school/work/
retirement timeline. 

Our goal here is to inspire more hope than dread. Let 
me know what you think, and please share your own 
thoughts and experiences. 

Cornell University. “What are my aptitudes? What are 
things I like to do?”

one year to retirement: check-in
 It’s time for a pre-fl ight review. Says Norman Abeles, 
emeritus professor of psycholo�  at Michigan State 
University and an expert on aging: “Develop concrete 
steps. What am I going to do the week after I retire? 
How about six months after that? Talk with your part-
ner — what are the two of you going to do together? 
After you visit the grandchildren and have done the 
traveling, what are you going to do day by day?”

 Schlossberg says, “There will be many surprises 
along the way, but over a couple of years you will de-
velop a new sense of purpose, a new sense of who you 
are, and a new way of negotiating relationships and 
building new ones.” 

first year of retirement: liberation
You made it; you’re free to be ... who, exactly? Schloss-
berg has identifi ed several types of retirees: “adventur-
ers” who shake things up; “searchers” looking to fi t in; 
“easy gliders” who live one day at a time; “involved spec-
tators” who are still connected to their careers; and two 
kinds of “retreaters” — those who pause to regroup and 
those who essentially don’t leave their rocking chair.

 You may take on several of these personas. Studies 
show that older people tend to be happier than younger 
people. “Learn to have fun again, to make new friends, 
to have less structure,” says Dychtwald.

 At the same time, the loss of structure and routine 
understandably can bring up sadness and depression. 
“Ask retirees what they miss most, and No. 1 is the so-
cial connection,” Dychtwald says.

three years post-retirement: 
reorientation 
The honeymoon’s over. By now, ideally, you’re a year 
or so into the reorientation stage of retirement. You’ve 
taken twists and turns, and, fi nally, you’re settling in.

 “The most important thing people need is to reframe 
their mindset in terms of what they have to o� er the 
world, and their perspective on aging,” says Chip Conley, 
author of “Wisdom @ Work: The Making of a Modern 
Elder.” After selling the successful boutique hotel chain 
he founded, Conley, 58, is now an adviser to Airbnb.

 Conley views retirement as a time to reinvent yourself. 
He notes that according to the Kau� man Index of 

Startup Activity, entrepreneurship in the U.S. is grow-
ing fastest among people over age 55.

 “The storyline of retirement will be less about 
winding things up and more about transforming one-
self,” adds Dychtwald. “Rather than just becoming 
elderly, we become elders — wise, well-traveled and 
deeply experienced.” 

Jonathan Burton is a MarketWatch columnist.

editor’s note CONTINUEDpsychology CONTINUED

a few lucky 
souls know 
exactly 
what their 
retirement 
looks like. 
the rest of us 
figure it out 
as we go.”
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magine if Social Security were a hybrid sys-
tem, with one part funded through payroll 
taxes and another operating similarly to a 
401(k) plan.

 Along with the monthly benefi t check that Ameri-
cans already receive in retirement, retirees would have 
an additional pool of money to withdraw from, accumu-
lated through years of contributions.

Under this system, the fundamentals of Social Secu-
rity wouldn’t change much. Employees and employers 
would still split responsibility for the payroll deduc-
tion, and retirees would get a check starting as early as 
age 62. But, under the proposed second branch of So-
cial Security, Americans would be able to save on their 
own in a supplemental retirement account, regardless 
of whether they have access to an employer-sponsored 
401(k) or similar account. The money would be con-
tributed through payroll deductions, just as the payroll 
tax is taken out of a paycheck to fund the system now, 
and placed in an account similar to the tax-deferred 
Thrift Savings Plan that the government uses for fed-
eral employees.

Most Americans are underfunded for retirement 
partly because some lack access to a 401(k) or other 
employer-sponsored plan. The proposed hybrid system 
would be a fi rst step to ensuring fi nancial security in re-
tirement, as it would make it simple for working Amer-
icans to set aside money for the future at levels they’ve 
determined, says Chad Parks, an advocate of such a 
plan. He’s the founder and chief executive o�  cer of 
Ubiquity Retirement + Savings, a company that provides 
retirement plans to small businesses. Paying into Social 
Security is already mandatory for most workers, and 
it isn’t attached to any company, he notes. Employees 
and employers share the 12.4% tax (unless the worker 
is self-employed, in which case he or she pays all of it). 
The second prong of the hybrid Social Security account 
would be funded with contributions in excess of that 
12.4%. “Maybe even up to 20%,” Parks says.

Proposals have been written around ideas like this. 
Marc Goldwein, senior vice president and senior policy 
director for the Committee for a Responsible Federal 
Budget, a bipartisan nonprofi t that educates the public 
on issues with fi scal-policy impact, and his colleagues 
drafted a proposal for Social Security reform recently 
that included incorporating an automatic supplemental 
retirement account, saying that doing so would ensure 
Americans have a nest egg to fall back on when they re-
tire, in addition to a Social Security check. 

Their proposal suggests workers automatically begin 
funding the supplemental account with 2% to 3% of 
their wages, but with a choice available to opt out of the 
program. Studies have shown that workers are more 
likely to stay in a plan if they’re automatically enrolled, 
especially if an employer match is included. (Companies 
would not be required to add or match contributions to 
these plans under this proposal.)  

how we got here
The trust funds that fuel Social Security are expected 

to run out of money by 2035, and if that occurs the 
program will rely on revenue from current taxes to pay 
out benefi ts. Should nothing change before then, future 
retirees would still get a benefi t check, but for only 80% 
of what they’re owed, according to the Social Security 
Administration’s recent trustees report. 

“Unless we take action, which Congress has the 
ability to do, millions of retirees will be in a precarious 
situation when they retire,” says Alan Barber, policy di-
rector at the Congressional Progressive Caucus Center, a 
left-leaning political action committee.

Americans are already in the midst of a retirement 
crisis. The average 401(k) account balance for all inves-
tors was about $104,000 in 2017, and the median was 
just over $26,000, according to Alicia Munnell, director 
of the Center for Retirement Research at Boston Col-
lege. There are a small number of accounts with large 
balances (typically those of a�  uent participants), which 
causes such a large discrepancy between the mean and 
median. For comparative purposes, the average account 
balance for participants between 55 and 64 — those 
closest to retirement — was $191,000 in 2017, while the 

median was $71,000.
And that’s if workers are even o� ered a 401(k), which 

most are not. Only 14% of companies had 401(k) plans 
for their employees in 2012, according to a 2017 report 
by two U.S. Census Bureau researchers who reviewed 
W-2 tax forms. The companies that did were mostly 
larger, and only a third of workers with access to a 
401(k) were actually contributing. States have stepped 
in to o� er, and in some places mandate, retirement 
plans, in the form of individual retirement accounts that 
automatically enroll employees. One caveat, however, is 
that these and all IRAs have signifi cantly lower contri-
bution limits. An individual can save $19,000 a year in 
a 401(k) plan, plus an additional $6,000 if they’re over 
50, compared with only $6,000 for an IRA, plus $1,000 
in catch-up contributions for people 50 and older. And, 
unlike many 401(k) plans, these programs do not allow a 
company match.  

The uneven success rate of personal savings is why 
Social Security serves as a lifeline for many older Amer-
icans and their families. One-third of retirees receive 
nearly all of their income from their benefi t checks, 
according to the Social Security Administration. The 
average monthly Social Security benefi t check was about 
$1,400 in January 2019, according to the SSA.

Experts are hopeful the program will avoid insol-
vency in the next decade and a half. “Social Security 
never reached a point where it couldn’t pay full benefi ts 
because Congress always eventually steps in,” says 
Steve Goss, chief actuary at the Social Security Admin-
istration. 

a 401(k)–style social security
There’s no set way the funds in a supplementary 

Social Security account would be invested. Proposals 
like Goldwein’s and Parks’s incorporate choosing from 
a list of diversifi ed funds across stocks and bonds. Were 
such a plan to move toward implementation, legislators 
would need to address numerous other considerations, 
such as whether the government would provide match-
ing contributions or how workers would withdraw as-
sets, says Melissa Favreault, a senior fellow at the Urban 
Institute, a Washington, D.C.-based think tank.

This is not the fi rst time an add-on has been proposed 
for Social Security, but the notion has a better chance 
to stick as Americans grow increasingly anxious. Law-
makers, by and large, haven’t wanted to touch Social 
Security legislation. 

This idea falls in the midst of other suggestions to 
fi x Social Security, such as changing the way benefi ts 
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1in5
americans has 
no retirement 
savings

are calculated and increasing the full retirement age at 
which one would get 100% of the benefi t owed (the full 
retirement age currently stands at 67 for people born in 
or after 1960). It’s di� erent from George W. Bush’s pro-
posal to privatize Social Security in 2005, which would 
have invested workers’ contributions in equities instead 
of the Treasury bonds that the program uses. 

A hybrid approach would mean workers would 
have retirement savings they know they can fall back 
on, if they chose to participate. “I think this would put 
me out of business, but in a way that’s OK as long as 
we accomplish fi nancial security for everyone,” says 
Parks, of Ubiquity Retirement + Savings. Of course, in a 
new hybridized system, companies could still o� er re-
tirement accounts to employees, and investment fi rms 
would still have IRAs and other plans for those who 
want to save even more.

Still, a supplemental account wouldn’t prevent Social 
Security from running out of money, and the program 
itself still needs immediate attention and infrastructure 
changes made possible through law. 

why it all matters
Americans in or near retirement are safe for now, but 

the country as a whole is facing an impending retire-
ment crisis. 

 Decades ago, retirement income was based on three 
sources: a worker’s pension, his or her own savings, 
and Social Security. But most private companies have 
moved away from traditional pension plans. Some fi -
nancial advisers tell younger clients with doubts about 
receiving Social Security not to consider it in their cal-
culations at all. 

 “I would rather tell investors to take ownership 
themselves,” says Bill Van Sant, senior vice president 
and managing director at Girard Investment Services in 
Souderton, Pa., e� ectively endorsing a central concept of 
supplemental retirement accounts. “Rely 100% on what 
you can control.” 

Alessandra Malito is a MarketWatch reporter.

ne Seattle-area marketing professional told us 
she plans to retire from full-time work in 2020 
— when she’ll be 30 years old. She says she 
will spend her life traveling the world, starting 

in Australia and New Zealand. She goes by the moniker 
“A Purple Life” online, and doesn’t disclose her real name 
because it’s easily identifi able and she doesn’t want her em-
ployer to know she’s thinking of retiring soon. 

“I’m still planning to decide this upcoming November 
if my numbers are looking good enough to retire in Oc-
tober 2020,” she says. 

Her net worth, which she credits to scrimping, 
now totals $340,000. To retire, she wants to reach 
$500,000, with dividends and other fi xed payments, 
she hopes, seeing her through adulthood.

She isn’t alone in her dream of fi nancial indepen-
dence: freedom from debt — and from the rat race. 

In recent years, interest in retirement at middle age, 
or even earlier, has taken o� , helped, in part, by a pop-
ular blog by “Mr. Money Mustache.” The blog’s author, 
Pete Adeney, writes about his own experience of fi nan-
cial independence, living o�  investments and savings. 
Adeney, a former software engineer from Canada who 
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now lives in Colorado, retired in 2005 at age 30.
The movement has a name: FIRE, or fi nancial inde-

pendence, retire early.
There are no statistics on the number of FIRE adher-

ents. Still, the number of people who share stories on 
social media is exploding. There are more than 14,000 
members in a Facebook group called Mustachians in 
Practice, in a nod to Mr. Money Mustache. Adeney says 
his blog, which has birthed dozens of others, has at-
tracted tens of millions of visitors.

Those who aspire to early retirement live frugally. Some 
are known to ride bicycles instead of drive cars, live in so-
called tiny homes or vans, grow their own food, make their 
own clothing and home products, and forgo modern con-
veniences such as smartphones and home Wi-Fi.

Once they’ve saved a sum they estimate will enable 
them to live without steady work in the future, they 
quit their full-time jobs and settle into early retirement. 
Many take on part-time, seasonal or occasional work to 
help make ends meet.

How much money is enough? First, set a “FIRE 
number,” a calculation based on the funds required for 
an extended retirement. Mr. Money Mustache has devel-

oped guidelines for determining that number, factoring 
in the often-recommended 4% withdrawal rate during 
retirement. 

If you think FIRE sounds impractical, you’re not alone. 
“It is the biggest mistake, fi nancially speaking, you 

will ever, ever make in your lifetime,” says best-selling 
personal-fi nance author Suze Orman. Unexpected 
hardships, including sickness, accidents and unforeseen 
expenses, lurk around every corner, she says.

Another reality check: Most Americans won’t retire 
early, if they can a� ord to retire at all. One in fi ve has no 
retirement savings, according to fi nancial-services com-
pany Northwestern Mutual.

For all its newfound popularity, FIRE is really just 
a new way of talking about an old concept, says Ed, a 
50-year-old who hasn’t worked a full-time job since he 
was 36. (He doesn’t use his last name online or when 
speaking to the media because “talking about how much 
money you have is tacky.”)

Ed runs the Early Retirement Dude blog. He says 
information about how to retire early is so readily avail-
able now because so many people are documenting their 
journeys online.

The growth of the movement has coincided with a 
bull market in U.S. stocks that began 10 years ago. The 
2010s have produced an annual average return of 13.2%, 
observes the fi nancial company Convoy Investments, 
compared with the long-term average of 9.6%. Weaker 
returns or stock-market crashes, as occurred in 2000 
and 2008, could limit or scuttle FIRE fans’ plans. 

Maria LaMagna is a MarketWatch reporter.

financial independence 
is the new retirement
BY MARIA LAMAGNA

could this hybrid plan 
save social security?
BY ALESSANDRA MALITO

$104k
the average 401(k) account balance for 
all investors was about $104,000 in 2017, 
with the median just over $26,000

14%
only 14% of companies had 401(k) plans 
for their employees in 2012, and only 
a third of workers with access were 
actually contributing to the plans



ventually, I’ll stop working.” Most of us 
think that and know it will happen, but 
millions of us worry whether we’re saving 
enough to live on once we do. We want to 

know: How much of my earnings should I set aside?  
What’s the magic number? 3%?  5%? 10%? More?

Unfortunately, the retirement industry has spent 
decades largely avoiding the question. “There’s no magic 
number for everyone,” some say. “It’s complicated,” say 
others. And then they o� er, sometimes for a fee and 
sometimes for “free,” to take our money and invest it 
for us — often without telling us whether it’ll be enough 
when the time comes.

Why will no one give us an answer? They don’t want 
to be legally responsible when the number turns out 
to be too low, which, for some of us — especially those 
whose pay is low or whose investments are poor or who 
live long and need a nursing home for years — it will. 
The legal jitters are understandable, but they leave us in 
the dark about how much to save. 

Don’t give up hope. There’s research that can help 
— from institutions that don’t have a confl ict of interest 
because they don’t invest or give advice. My favorite is 
the Employee Benefi t Research Institute in Washington, 
D.C. EBRI, as it’s called, gathered anonymous informa-
tion on tens of millions of people and how they actually 
save. It won’t tell people what to do, but from its research 
there’s a pretty useful rule of thumb for young people: 
Count on your fi ngers and …

save 10% — now
Between you and your employer, set aside at least 

10% of your paycheck. If your employer contributes 
3%, then your share is at least 7%. If the company kicks 
in 5%, then you save at least 5%. If your employer does 
nothing, set aside at least 10% of each paycheck on 
your own.

Of course, there will be times when you’re between 
jobs or you need your money for a pre-retirement-age 
emergency. In those cases, you can put your money in 
a Roth individual retirement account (IRA). That way, 
you can take your contributions out without penalty. 
(There are also Roth 401(k) accounts, though they have 
more complicated withdrawal rules.) Don’t let the fact 
that you might need money someday keep you from sav-
ing for retirement now.

It’s perfectly OK to consult a fi nancial adviser and get 
more personalized recommendations, but if you can’t or 
don’t want to — or while you’re waiting to “get around 
to it” — set aside enough so that, together with your em-
ployer match, you’re putting aside at least 10%.

america’s no. 1 fear: golden years 
minus the gold

People are living longer. That’s both good news and 
bad: We hear about baby boomers moving into posh “ac-
tive adult” communities, but we also hear about disabled 
and bedridden elderly requiring years’ worth of health 
aides and the constant help of their children. Either way, 
longer lives seem expensive.

And our capacity to lay the groundwork for retire-
ment can feel pinched from all directions. Life can be ex-
pensive even in our earning years, with college tuition, 
housing and medical costs in the stratosphere. Student 
loans and credit-card debt intrude. Social Security, we’re 
told, is at risk. Lifetime pensions are, for most, a thing of 
the mythical past. All that most of us feel we can count 
on is a retirement account that’s at the mercy of the mar-

kets and, we suspect, doesn’t have enough in it. Many, of 
course, don’t even have that.

Experts often tell us how complicated this is to fi gure 
out — and why we should hire them to do it for us. And 
it is easy to make it complicated: We can try to decide — 
now, decades before we’re ready to even think about re-
tiring — what our future earnings will be and how long 
we’ll work, what lifestyle we’d prefer in retirement, how 
much health care will cost decades down the road, how 
long we’ll live after retirement (with a margin for error, 
of course), how our money should be invested and what 
our investment returns will be (with, again, a margin for 
error). Not complicated enough? Add whether or not 
we’ll need funds at hand to support children or parents 
or other family members.

The result is confusion. Some people get fi nancial 
advice. Others turn to online retirement calculators. 
Many, sadly, do nothing at all, falling back on a vow of 
resignation: “I’ll just keep working.” (Spoiler: Almost no 
one who says they’ll work until they die ends up doing 
so.) For still others, it means saving too little.

modeling for millennials
How can EBRI’s model help? It estimates the risk of 

running out of money after retirement by taking into 
account many more factors than the usual online cal-
culator:  contributions, market changes, Social Security 
benefi ts and salary growth, as well as a range of health 
outcomes and longevity prospects. It can then estimate 
the risk that — for particular savings rates and income 
levels — a person’s expenses in retirement will over-
whelm their savings plus Social Security benefi ts.

For this article, EBRI provided projections for today’s 
25-year-olds at multiple income levels; we’ll interpo-
late the results to refl ect the median income of today’s 
25-year-olds, which is $30,000. (The projections as-
sume that people will earn more as they get older.)

We then applied EBRI’s projections to three millen-
nials. Their names have been changed, but they are all in 
their mid-20s. We’ll assume they’re average earners:

•   Phillip, working in a startup, contributes 3% of pay 
to a retirement account. His employer contributes 
nothing.

•   Ida, an o�  ce worker, contributes 3%, which her em-
ployer matches, for a total of 6%.

•   John, working for a fi nancial fi rm, contributes 8%. 
His employer contributes 4%, for a total of 12%.

Are they contributing enough, too much  or too 
little? Here’s how, based on EBRI’s model, our millen-

E

25%-
100%
annual price 
increases on 
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nials and their di� erent savings practices would end up 
at retirement:

•   If Phillip, from a current salary of $30,000, contin-
ues to contribute just 3%, he has a 56% chance of 
running through both his retirement savings and 
Social Security in his lifetime. (If he were earning 
$40,000 now, the odds improve, but his chance of 
running out of money still exceeds 40%.)  Clearly, 
then, 3% isn’t enough.

•   Ida, being a woman, will likely live longer, so her 6% 
total contribution will have to last longer, and the 
probability that neither it nor Social Security will be 
enough is 47%.  Sounds like 6% is too low, as well.

•   John, contributing 12% of pay, has less than one 
chance in four (23%) of running out of money. 

Overall, the EBRI simulation model suggests that, in 
the income ranges of most millennials, a contribution 
rate of 10% starting in a worker’s mid-20s cuts the risk 

fter surviving cardiac arrest in 2013, Martin 
Faga left the hospital to begin his recovery at 
home. It didn’t go smoothly.

While his health improved over time, the 
retired chief executive of Mitre Corp., a nonprofi t orga-
nization that runs federally funded research-and-de-
velopment centers, knew he’d want more support if he 
needed in-home care again. So in 2015, he and his wife 
jumped at the chance to join a newly launched program 
o� ered by Goodwin House, a local nonprofi t continu-
ing-care retirement community.

 As members of Goodwin House at Home (GHAH), 
the Fagas stay in their home in Falls Church, Va., while 
receiving long-term-care benefi ts that kick in if they 
experience cognitive or physical decline and need help 
with activities such as eating, bathing or dressing. Those 
benefi ts include an insurance contract that covers costs 
related to long-term care — such as paying for home 
health aides — and care management from a licensed 
social worker who can coordinate the hiring of in-home 
aides, oversee care after discharge from a hospital and 
evaluate the type of nursing home or other facility that 
would make the most sense if the couple ultimately 
needs to move out of their home.

 The couple paid an upfront membership fee of 

A
more than $180,000 — and continue to pay about 
$1,000 a month — for a plan that’s 90% refundable if 
they terminate the contract. In return, the couple can 
receive a daily benefit up to $402 to pay in-home care-
givers if either of them cannot perform at least one 
daily-living action, with a maximum lifetime benefit 
of about $1.1 million. It is one of five plans that GHAH 
offers; others have lower upfront fees based on one’s 
age and benefit level.

“At fi rst blush, the care-management component may 
seem like a minor secondary benefi t,” Faga says. “But it’s 
not. It’s equally important to the long-term-care-insur-
ance component.

Faga, who is 77, isn’t alone in his concern about where 
to turn if physical or cognitive decline set in. 

Since the 1980s, some people nearing retirement 
have mitigated this concern by buying long-term-care 
insurance. But that’s no longer a popular option, as pol-
icies have become more restrictive with longer waiting 
periods before benefi ts kick in, lower monthly benefi ts, 
shorter benefi t periods and less protection against rising 
costs due to infl ation.

Meanwhile, annual price increases ranging from 
25% to over 100% have put the plans out of reach for 
many retirees. 

As insurers either pull out of the long-term-care mar-
ket or price their products so high that few can buy them, 
more people are ill-equipped for the staggering cost of 
dementia, chronic disease or other perils of old age.

As pre-retirees peer into the future, they need to 
expand their horizons and consider new solutions 
to gird for higher long-term-care costs. Advances in 
longevity mean retirement can last for 25 years or 
more. About one out of every four 65-year-olds today 
will live beyond 90, according to the Social Security 
Administration.

But living longer comes at a price: More than half of 
people (52%) turning 65 will need at least some long-
term-care services in the future.

The median cost of a nursing home is about 
$100,000 a year, an assisted-living facility costs an an-
nual $45,000 and in-home care goes for $33,000 a year 
for 30 hours of care per week, according to the AARP 
Public Policy Institute.

Contact your state insurance department to see if any 
of these still-evolving programs exist where you live. But 
don’t get too excited: Aside from the steep upfront fee, 
you must be in fairly good health as you may undergo a 
medical screening to qualify. 

Morey Stettner is a freelance writer and the author 
of fi ve business books.

An analysis of millions of savers 
shows that 10% is the magic number
BY JOSHUA GOTBAUM

a new way to save for the single
biggest expense in retirement
BY MOREY STETTNER

the new math of 
saving for retirement 

30%
the chance you’ll run out of money 
in retirement if you save 10%

“

how these millennials would end up in retirement
 phillip Ida john 
What % of pay contributed? ($30K salary) 3% 6% 12%
How much $ at age 65 (in today’s $) $167K $334K $669K
Chance of running out of $ in retirement 56% 47% 23%

of running out of money in retirement to about 30%, less 
than one chance in three.  Contributing more than 10% 
when you can will give you a better cushion. 

Of course, everyone’s situation is and will be di� erent, 
so 10% is a guideline, not a guarantee. (Furthermore, if 
you start later in life, 10% won’t be nearly enough.)

digital piggy banks
By now you’re probably thinking, “This is easier said 

than done.” And you’re right.  Saving for retirement is 
like dieting in that we’re better at making resolutions 
and excuses than making progress.

But technolo�  makes the savings part easier, too. 
More employer plans will sign you up automatically. 
If your employer doesn’t have a plan, you can set up a 
Roth IRA with a bank or an investment company and 
have a portion of each paycheck deposited automatically. 
Some states, including Oregon, Illinois, California and 
Maryland (whose program I chair), are setting up IRA 
programs for small businesses that don’t o� er retire-
ment plans.

The good news is that, in one respect, retirement sav-
ing is easier than dieting: If you fall o�  the wagon, you 
can start again and feel better immediately.

Yes, life is complicated. But if, while worrying about 
everything else, we each adhered to the 10% rule as 
much as we are able, there would be a lot less retirement 
insecurity and a lot more gold in the golden years. 

Joshua Gotbaum is a guest scholar at the 
Brookings Institution focusing on retirement issues.
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or 40 years, Vicky and Kyle have lived in 
their suburban home. The house is where 
they’ve collected a lifetime of memories. 
Every square foot of their three-bedroom 

split-level is a monument to their shared life’s work. But 
the aging couple now finds this symbol of their shared 
success is becoming a challenge.

 Vicky and Kyle’s unspoken strategy is divide and 
conquer. Kyle takes the lead on yard work, car mainte-
nance and appliance repairs. He can still do most jobs 
around the house. But certain tasks, like seasonally 
hauling out the ladder to change the batteries of the 
dozen smoke alarms scattered throughout the house, 
have gone from rituals to major chores.

 Vicky is effectively the home’s chief purchasing offi-
cer, taking charge of grocery and pharmacy shopping. 
She takes the lead in arranging doctor’s appointments 
and helping Kyle maintain a diet and medication regi-
men to manage his diabetes. Diagnosed with macular 
degeneration, she does most errands during the day as 
driving at night has become more difficult.

 Vicky has an idea of the challenges ahead. While 
caring for her parents, she saw how all the big and 
little tasks that are required if one is to live at home 
independently can eventually become unmanageable. 
Neither Vicky nor Kyle is certain how long they can 
keep it up.

 They are not alone. According to an AARP survey, 
77% of adults over 50 would like to stay in their current 
homes as they age. However, only 46% believe they will 
be able to do so.

 How can older adults like Vicky and Kyle solve 
for what amounts to a constellation of challenges in 
maintaining their homes and their independence? The 
solution probably won’t come in the form of a singular 
moonshot (e.g., a discovery of the Fountain of Youth), 
but rather as a battery of small innovations working 
together to accomplish something greater.

 What my MIT AgeLab colleague Chaiwoo Lee and 
I imagine is a convergence of sensor, communication 
and AI technologies that transform the home into a 
platform of services to keep us connected, provide con-
venience and deliver care as we age. 

 The growing intelligence of everyday digitized ob-
jects has made it possible for everything from kitchen 
appliances to home heating systems to manage tasks by 
themselves. Many of these products are well-known: 
the Nest thermostat, the internet-enabled refrigerator, 
smart televisions, home-monitoring systems, even the 
humble Roomba. While automation of home security 
and entertainment is not new, the introduction of AI-
based smart speakers, such as Amazon’s Alexa and 
Google Home, has made connecting and controlling 
various technologies throughout the home far easier for 

people of all ages. These smart “hubs” are a bedrock for 
future connected homes.

 Kyle’s home-maintenance routine will be far 
easier with home systems that not only monitor the 
home but automatically connect to trusted service 
providers. Notion, for example, offers a multisensor 
system that can detect everything from air tempera-
ture to water leaks. Major home insurers are now 
offering insurance discounts for homeowners who 
use such systems.

While detecting a leak is important, fixing it is the 
hard part. Notion has gone further in teaming up with 
Home Advisor, a professional pre-screening company 
for repair services, so that once a leak is detected the 
homeowner is then connected to an available plumber. 
Intelligent device-plus-service transforms a simple sen-
sor into a comprehensive home service.

 The home is also evolving as a platform for con-
nected health care. AI-enabled devices and services 
help people manage medical conditions, such as Kyle 
with his diabetes, as well as detect changes that might 
predict a health event. 

In addition to connecting residents with care pro-
viders, the home can also be an active health and safety 
monitor. MIT startup Emerald is introducing fall-de-
tection and health-measuring technology that doesn’t 
require users to wear a pendant or sensor. Instead, 
Emerald monitors activities and detects changes in be-
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ouise Rausa, 72, lived in world-class cities 
including Paris and New York, and she spent 
part of her adulthood in co-housing com-
munities in the western United States where 

residents shared a kitchen, garden and outdoor space. 
So when it was time to retire, there was little chance 

that a sedate retirement community would make a 
suitable destination for the active, now-single Rausa, 
who shares her knowledge of cuisine in workshops for 
neighbors and regularly hosts her grandchildren. 

A little over two years ago, the former registered 
nurse opted for an apartment in North Hollywood, Ca-
lif.’s NoHo Senior Arts Colony, where hallways are a ro-
tating gallery, studio space is available for residents to 
mix their own paints and a theater occupies the ground 
floor. Some of the most notable features? “Salon-style 
discussions of history and politics with ethnic food to 
share and personal IT help for residents,” says Rausa.

It’s the evolving priorities of Rausa and her contem-
poraries, including the financial burdens associated 
with living longer than prior generations did, that 
challenges a U.S. formula for senior housing that hadn’t 
changed much in decades. Yet if the demanding, sav-
vy-consumer baby boomers taking over where their 
Depression-era parents left off have their say, the era of 
grin-and-bear-it acquiescence is no more. 

Today’s target market for senior housing comprises 
a large and influential demographic. The number of 
households with people age 80 and over jumped 71% 
from 4.4 million in 1990 to 7.5 million in 2016, accord-
ing to Harvard’s Joint Center for Housing Studies in 
its “Housing America’s Older Adults” report. As baby 
boomers age, the number of households in this group 
will more than double by 2037. 

Many of today’s best available senior-housing 

L

vices, according to architecture firm Perkins Eastman. 
Evergreen Real Estate Group in Chicago, for ex-

ample, is developing two urban projects that include a 
technology-focused, all-ages public library and media 
center on the ground floor topped by three stories of 
affordable senior rental apartments. Annual income 
for eligibility is capped at $38,000 per person. Some 
units are supported with rental-assistance subsidies, 
while others rent at $740 monthly for a one-bedroom 
and $890 for a two-bedroom apartment. “It’s part of a 
broader move in real-estate development that says the 
way we built cities, with commercial space below and 
then we lived ‘above the store,’ so to speak, well, there’s 
a certain amount of wisdom in that,” says Evergreen’s 
director of development David Block.

Technology, especially leveraging the sharing econ-
omy, can help satisfy boomers who want to age in place 
or are rightfully demanding more from their assist-
ed-living options. (Think of services spanning Uber or 
Lyft rides to in-home wellness programming.)

“Transportation-on-demand, dining-on-demand 
and online learning are all trends that really play well 
in the senior market,” says Dan Hutson, a long-time 
strategist in the senior-housing space in California. The 
sharing economy has a place at the provider level, too, 
he says. “With food delivery, who says that a senior-liv-
ing community even has to have a commercial kitchen? 
Or a fleet of vans? You can virtualize a lot of that and 
reallocate those dollars to other aspects.”

Many seniors say they prefer “aging in place” to 
moving in with family or packing up for multistage 
assisted living. Amy Schectman, chief executive officer 
at 2Life Communities, which serves the housing needs 
of about 1,500 mostly low-income seniors in the Boston 
area, says “aging in community” is more important. 
That’s because isolation is a serious health danger. It’s a 
bigger threat than obesity and smoking, and can double 
the rate of dementia, she says. 

For budget-minded Schectman, her sharing-econ-
omy approach is micro; she’s piloting a program in 
which residents take on roles in reception, dining or 
continuing education, for instance, in order to cut down 
on the costs of paying for staff in those positions and at 
the same time reinforcing a sense of community. 

“Boomers are the children [raised by] the ‘Because I 
say so’ generation,” says Jane O’Connor, principal at 55 
Plus LLC in Charlemont, Mass. In rebellion, and with 
many more options, “they’re going to retire just how 
they want.”  

Rachel Koning Beals is a MarketWatch news editor.
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This new technology can turn any 
home into a retirement home
BY JOSEPH COUGHLIN

Why the reitrement community of 
the future will be more like a WeWork
BY RACHEL KONING BEALS

how boomers are
remaking senior housing

how robots and your 
smart fridge can keep you 
out of a nursing home

options are really a nod to the past: higher-density lo-
cales, homes suited for multiple generations, and com-
munity support and stimulation that keeps retirees 
active and healthy. 

It’s clear that the U.S. is little match for Europe when 
it comes to rethinking elder care. The Netherlands, for 
instance, is home to a memory-care village, a complete 
indoor-outdoor community for dementia patients. 
Holland has also piloted a program pairing afford-
able-housing-seeking college students as roommates 
with companion-seeking seniors. 

The needs and likes of these age groups aren’t so var-
ied. In fact, it’s where, as much as how, seniors live that 
may take a page from the millennial and Generation 
Z handbook: a migration back into cities and denser 
suburbs for an active lifestyle and readily available ser-

havior, such as a lack of movement or a change in gait, 
that predict the probability of a fall.

 Taken together, these technologies could help Kyle 
and Vicky live better as they age and remain in their 
home longer. But such a sweeping array of devices also 
presents new questions and responsibilities for their 
users, not to mention for the companies hoping to make 
a profit by selling them.

 How will the home-as-service be marketed, sold and 
maintained? These are the questions that have scarcely 
been answered even as the internet-of-things balloons 
as a product category. Consumers may find major value 
in the bundling of technologies and services that might 
at first glance seem worlds apart. 

 A final question returns us to the older buyers 
and users who would benefit most from a home ser-
vice platform: How will retirees like Kyle and Vicky 
be able to afford this? Saving for retirement has 
always involved accounting for big-ticket costs such 
as housing and health care. Technology-enabled ser-
vices loom as a new and heretofore unaccounted-for 
retirement expense. Aging baby boomers have come 
to believe that Wi-Fi connectivity is a basic need. 
Soon, tech services that were once considered a con-
venience will be vital to care and a necessary cost of 
retiring well.

 That cost may prove to be a moving target. It’s hard 
enough to predict what technologies will be available in 
the next few decades, without having to forecast what 
their prices will be. Potentially high costs may also 
present an equity issue as far as the less affluent being 
able to afford vital tools for aging well.

 Given the widespread desire among older adults to 
age in place, many people will consider the expense to 
be worth it. The internet has made our lives easier in all 
sorts of ways, and transforming the home into a service 
platform — not to mention a more livable place — ap-
pears to be the logical next step. 

Joseph Coughlin is director of the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology AgeLab.



t’s a simple routine: stretches, sit-ups, push-
ups, leg raises. Bending. Stooping. It’s not 
overly strenuous, but it gets the blood fl owing 
and makes Richard Kane feel a sprightly 70. 

Which is terrifi c, given that Kane is 97. 
“I’ve been doing this same, 26-minute routine three 

or four times a week since the Eisenhower administra-
tion,” he says proudly. (That’s the 1950s, folks.)

The former Air Force pilot, who lives in Alexandria, 
Va., fl ew during the Berlin Airlift and later served as 
an intelligence o�  cer, and he’s at the extreme end of a 
growing wave of Americans who are living longer than 
prior generations — in some cases far longer. 

Call it a “silver tsunami.” Even as the U.S. popula-
tion as a whole is expanding at its slowest pace in eight 
decades, the number of older Americans is growing 
explosively. It’s not just the 76 million baby boomers 
between the ages of 55 and 73; there are some 25 million 
people older than that. And within that group, there are 
8 million to 10 million so-called super seniors who, like 
Kane, are 85 or older. 

To illustrate how fast this cohort is growing, con-
sider that in 1950, when America’s population was 150 
million, about a million people were at least 85 — just 
two-thirds of 1% of the population. The Census Bureau 
says that by 2016 that percentage had nearly tripled to 
1.9% of the population, and by 2040, just two decades 
from now, it will double to 3.8% of the population. 
Think about that: Nearly one in 25 Americans will be 
over the age of 85.  

So many people are living so much longer, in fact, 
that “the myth of what being elderly looks like has 
changed,” says Mike Braham, chief executive o�  cer of 
Trapollo, a Virginia-based connected-care provider. He 
says the new image is one of people who are physically 
active, engaged and focused on fi nding meaning. Bra-
ham calls this combination, for those able to achieve it, 
a “health dividend” that can last — as it has for Richard 
Kane — decades. 

How seniors do two of those things — engage with 
others and fi nd meaning — can take many forms. It’s 
the same with staying physically active. But by “phys-
ically active,” it’s important to emphasize that this 
should mean more than just walking. 

“Walking is great,” says Dan Ritchie, co-founder of 
the West Lafayette, Ind.–based Functional Aging In-
stitute, “but it is not su�  cient.” Ritchie is 44 and has a 
Ph.D. in health and kinesiolo� .

In fact, Ritchie, who is also co-founder of Miracles, a 
fi tness club that focuses on baby boomers and seniors, 
including those with various medical conditions, ad-
vises clients to “think less about fi tness itself and more 
about what you want your life to look like.” He calls this 
“functional ability.”

“As we age,” he says, “having the functional abil-
ity to do basic things can become more challenging. 
What if you want to get down on the fl oor to play with 
a grandchild? Kick a soccer ball in the backyard? Or 
carry in the groceries?” It is around such basic desires 
that Ritchie designs his training programs.

“I have clients that can do push-ups and scamper 
around,” he says. 

One of them is 86-year-old Joyce Field, who began 
training at age 78. Think you can handle her Mon-
day-Wednesday-Friday routine? It begins with a 
30-minute warmup: a cross-trainer machine, ab exer-
cises, stretches and wall push-ups. 

Then the actual workout begins, with her trainer, 
Johnny, mixing it up each time.  

“I do mountain climbers for cardio. Resistance 
bands, weight machines, and work on my balance,” she 
says. There are also squats and burpees. “Just did 45 
today.” On birthdays, she really pushes herself: one rep 

of everything for each year of her age.  
And she fi nishes with 60-second planks, with a 

45-pound weight on her back — three reps. 
Just to repeat, she’s 86. 
By the way, all those mountain climbers and squats 

that Field does make it far less likely that she will fall, 
a common senior fear. The risk of falling grows with 
age, because after 40 or so we tend to lose about 1% of 
muscle mass each year. Decades later, leg muscles can 
atrophy to the point where some seniors can topple over 
— and be forced to rely on a walker. Things like yoga 
and tai chi also help people avoid future balance issues.

And talk about gratifying: Once a month Field visits 
a massage therapist, who says her muscle tone is better 
than many clients half a century younger.

“I don’t even consider chronological age anymore,” 
the octogenarian says. “I don’t know how 86 is supposed 
to feel, or how I’m supposed to act. The warranty on my 
body parts may have expired, but I’ll keep going.”  

One example of just how many seniors have de-
cided to keep on going — and going — is refl ected in 
the number of them doing triathlons, which comprise 
back-to-back-to-back swimming, biking and running. 
According to data provided by Colorado-based U.S.A. 
Triathlon, the national governing body for triathlons 
and other multisport disciplines, the number of Ameri-
cans age 70 or older who participated in o�  cially sanc-
tioned “tris” (covering races of varying distances) grew 

I

76M
there are 76 
million baby 
boomers between 
the ages of 55 and 
73; there are some 
25 million people 
older than that 

1 In 25
by 2040, nearly 
1 in 25 Americans 
will be over the 
age of 85

168%
the number of 
americans age 
70 or older who 
participated in 
triathlons grew 
168% between 
2009 and 2017

$1.9B
consumers spent 
$1.9 billion on 
digital brain 
health and 
neurotechnology  
apps in 2018

168% between 2009 and 2017. 
This is more than a health and fi tness story, though. 

It is also a growing business opportunity for health-care 
entrepreneurs. “Most health clubs are not built for the 
over-60 crowd,” Ritchie says, despite the fact that “older 
clients are willing to pay more” to attend a fi tness facility 
in which they can feel comfortable. That’s often not the 
case with big-box � ms, where rock music may be blaring 
as millennials and other younger members do their thing. 
Ritchie predicts smaller, boutique clubs will spring up to 
accommodate the booming senior population.  

While staying healthy doesn’t come cheap, it’s a bar-
gain compared with the alternative. Field, for example, 

shells out up to $500 a month for her thrice-weekly 
workouts. That’s a lot, but she points out that she has 
no major medical issues, and her blood pressure con-
sistently hovers around a healthy 115/70. She had a 
hip replacement at age 72, which spurred her to begin 
working out, and “I am not,” she vows, “going to have 
another one.” 

But while she can a� ord a nice health club, many 
seniors don’t have an extra $500 lying around each 
month. Those who don’t may want to explore whether 
nearby community centers or local colleges have pro-
grams or facilities that can be accessed for considerably 
less. Seniors can also band together and hire trainers 
for more a� ordable group classes. One possibility is 
Silver Sneakers, a lower-cost exercise program that is 
available at 16,000 locations nationwide — and is in-
cluded with many Medicare plans. 

And, of course, exercise is only one part of the health 
challenge. In addition to working out on a regular basis, 
seniors like Kane and Field share another common 
behavior: They eat well. Plant-based diets are good. 
Processed foods? They’re best avoided.  

Kane relishes what he jokes is his “go-to-hell break-
fast” — a big salad bowl fi lled with fruit. For Field: eggs, 
avocado, homemade bread, apples, kiwis and oranges. 
Kane skips lunch; Field opts for salad with grilled 
chicken. Both emphasize fi sh or seafood for dinner. Both 
avoid carbs and drink lots of water, though in the eve-
ning Kane treats himself to a cocktail or two. “I am infa-
mous for my Manhattans,” he says, so much so that when 
he and his daughter go to their favorite restaurant (they 
walk), “I walk in, and they don’t even have to ask.”   

Kane is a longtime patient of Dr. Foster Montalbano, 
of Inova VIP 360, who has practiced internal medicine 
in the Washington, D.C., area for more than 30 years. Of 
his senior patients, he says, “they’re aware that there’s a 
delta between the way they think and the way their body 
behaves. They eat little and exercise regularly.”

He has another key guideline: Avoid social isolation. 
Montalbano says single seniors — who number in the 
millions — especially need to get out of the house and 

interact with others. “If you’re church-going, there’s 
evidence you’ll live longer, just because of the support 
network,” he points out. “Even owning a pet helps. But 
fi nd something to do that gives you pleasure and brings 
you into contact with others.”

Kane, Field and other super seniors get this; they un-
derstand the value — and sheer enjoyment — of being 
sociable. 

Kane’s advice: “Be happy. One of my friends says, 
‘I never see you without a smile.’ ” 

Paul Brandus is a Washington, D.C.-based 
fi nancial writer.

andra Wisham had never heard of cognitive 
training until her senior center in Coral 
Gables, Fla., hosted a seminar on aging and 
invited attendees to enroll in a brain-fi tness 

course. Intrigued, she signed up.
 “I want to remain independent as long as possible,” 

says Wisham, 76. She works hard to keep herself phys-
ically fi t, going to weekly body conditioning and Zumba 
classes at the senior center. It made sense to her to do 
the same for her mind, she says.

 Cognitive, or brain, training refers to exercises 
aimed at improving specifi c aspects of a person’s cog-
nitive functions, such as processing speed, reasoning 
and memory. The exercises can be computer- or smart-
phone-based.

 With an aging population worried about cognitive 
decline and dementia, such training programs have seen 
a burst in popularity in recent years. Consumers spent 
an estimated $1.9 billion on digital brain health and neu-
rotechnolo�  apps in 2018, a fourfold increase from $475 
million in 2012, according to global data from Sharp-
Brains, an independent market-research fi rm.

 But despite the rising interest in cognitive training, 
evidence of its benefi ts is still a mixed bag, experts say.

That’s why it’s important to focus on what recent 
research says does work. For example, there is some 
evidence that a so-called multipronged approach — a 
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in search of brain training that works
BY SARAH TOY
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combination of brain training, healthy diet, exercise 
and vascular monitoring — can improve or maintain 
cognitive function. 

 One major study looked at 1,260 adults 60 to 77 
years old in Finland with mild cognitive issues or car-
diovascular risk factors like high cholesterol, hyperten-
sion or obesity — things that increase the risk of devel-
oping dementia. Trial subjects were randomly divided 
into two groups: One received general health advice 
at the beginning of the trial, while the other received 
both general health advice and four additional services: 
nutritional counseling, a tailored exercise program, a 

cognitive-training program and consistent monitoring 
of cardiovascular risk factors.

 After two years, researchers found that although 
cognition had improved in both the intervention and 
control groups, the intervention group showed signifi -
cantly more improvement in overall cognitive function, 
processing speed and executive function, the cognitive 
domain responsible for problem solving and planning.

Wisham began attending the brain-fi tness course at 
her senior center, o� ered by the Brain Fitness Pavilion, 
a center for cognitive training that’s part of the Uni-
versity of Miami Health System. She worked with two 
programs: Posit Science’s BrainHQ, which uses com-
puter games to help hone a person’s processing speed, 
attention, memory and reasoning, and i-Function, a 
set of computer-based exercises that help people learn 
or relearn certain practical life skills, such as how to 
do their banking online or how to refi ll a prescription 
through a drugstore’s website. 

People who enroll in these programs hope the exer-
cises will keep them sharp mentally and perhaps delay 
or prevent the onset of dementia in old age. 

And even though there isn’t enough evidence to defi n-
itively state that brain training can prevent or delay de-
mentia, it does have other potential benefi ts. Some stud-
ies have shown that speed training can help reduce the 
incidence of at-fault motor-vehicle collisions among older 
drivers. Others have shown that certain cognitive-train-
ing exercises can lead to improved performance in daily 
living activities and protect against depression. 

Sarah Toy is a MarketWatch reporter.

Extreme fi tness is helping people 
live longer, healthier lives
BY PAUL BRANDUS
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may be as important as 
your financial adviser
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the weather 
systems are 
already off, 
and I don’t 
think it’s 
hyperbolic  
to be a little 
apocalyptic.”
Lori Rodriguez

ori Rodriguez, a 27-year-old communica-
tions professional in New York City, is not 
saving for retirement, and it isn’t necessar-
ily because she can’t afford to — it’s because 

she doesn’t expect it to matter.
Like many people her age, Rodriguez believes 

climate change will have catastrophic effects on our 
planet. Some 88% of millennials — a higher percentage 
than any other age group — accept that climate change 
is happening, and 69% say it will impact them in their 
lifetimes. Engulfed in a constant barrage of depressing 
news stories, many young people are skeptical about 
saving for an uncertain future.

“I want to hope for the best and plan for a future that 
is stable and secure, but, when I look at current events 
and at the world we are predicting, I do not see how 
things could not be chaotic in 50 years,” Rodriguez 
says. “The weather systems are already off, and I don’t 
think it’s hyperbolic to be a little apocalyptic.”

Mental-health issues affecting young adults and ad-
olescents in the U.S. have increased significantly in the 

past decade, a study published in March in the Journal 
of Abnormal Psychology found. The number of individ-
uals between the ages of 18 and 25 reporting symptoms 
of major depression increased 52% from 2005 to 2017, 
while older adults did not experience any increase in 
psychological stress at this time, and some age groups 
even saw decreases. 

Study author Jean Twenge says this may be at-
tributed to the increased use of digital media, which has 
changed modes of interaction enough to impact social 
lives and communication. Millennials are also said to 
suffer from “eco-anxiety,” according to a 2018 report 
from the American Psychological Association, with 
72% saying their emotional well-being is affected by the 
inevitability of climate change, compared with just 57% 
of people over the age of 45.

Meanwhile, two-thirds of millennials — defined by 
Pew Research Center as the generation born between 
1981 and 1996  — have nothing saved for retirement, 
according to the National Institute on Retirement Se-
curity. The millennials who are saving had an average 

balance of $25,500 and were contributing 7.3% of their 
paychecks as of the second quarter of 2018, figures 
from Fidelity showed. While most millennials say they 
are not saving because they simply can’t afford to,  for 
others it’s about the feeling that they may not have a 
future to save for, says Matt Fellowes, chief executive of-
ficer of United Income, an online retirement investment 
platform based in Washington, D.C.

“There is a certain fatalism in this population,” 
Fellowes says. “Psychologically, this population has 
had more shocks to expectations about their futures 
than past generations. From a perception point of 
view, I hear a lot of cynicism about the ability to build 
retirement savings or whether they will be able to 
retire at all.”

Climate change may also have direct, and devastat-
ing, effects on the finances of young people, an August 
2016 study from environmental advocacy organization 
NextGen Climate found. The median 21-year-old college 
graduate in the class of 2015 will lose over $126,000 
in income over her lifetime to climate-change-induced 
costs and $187,000 in wealth if that income were to 
have been saved and invested, the study, titled “The 
Price Tag of Being Young,” found.

Of course, personal-finance experts do not recom-
mend avoiding saving for retirement because of the 
possibility of a climate catastrophe. And Fellowes says 
United Income research shows that, when it comes 
to retirement, millennials respond most favorably to 
peer pressure.

“A good solution to help people save is to tell them 
what people in their income profile are doing, essen-
tially asking, what’s wrong with you? Your peers are 
doing this, and you should do better,” he says. “Of 
course, we wouldn’t use that wording.”

While he considers climate-change concerns valid, 
some millennials may be using them as an excuse not to 
save, says Brad Klontz, associate professor of practice 
at the Financial Psychology Institute. Setting aside 
money for the future rather than using it in the moment 
is fundamentally difficult for human beings, he says, as 
a tendency to avoid thinking about the future is hard-
wired into our brains. In hunter-gatherer societies, 
people only saved as much as they could carry to the 
next location.

To override the natural resistance to saving for 
things like retirement, people have to home in on posi-
tive visions of the future, studies show — or extremely 
negative ones, Klontz says.

People who create specific visions of what they 
want from retirement — where they will live, whom 
they will spend time with, how they hope to spend 
time — are more likely to save, a 2011 Stanford Univer-
sity study found. 

Alternatively, Klontz offers, young people can be 
scared into saving money. Because one thing that’s 
worse than not having a future is not being prepared for 
a future that comes to pass anyway. 

Kari Paul is a former MarkerWatch reporter.
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