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15 Answers to the Most Critical Pre-Retirement Questions

Are you ready to retire?  Are you on the right path?  
A lot of folks are approaching retirement or may have been forced into early retirement with more 
questions than answers.

Have you tried this yet?  
Go to any internet search engine and type in “how to create a financial plan”.  I tried this on Google 
and received 1.7 billion results in 0.69 seconds. Great, now what?  The experience was like having 
someone dump a 10,000-piece puzzle out on the table with no picture of what the completed puzzle 
should look like.  What a mess.  Naturally, we would start asking questions.  However, many times the 
answer to one question creates more questions.  This can lead to frustration, agitation, anxiety, and 
the desire for a retirement “easy button” to solve all the issues without having to spend a lot of time, 
money, or effort.

I created this list to pull back the curtain on many issues surrounding retirement.  While this list is not 
meant to be all inclusive, my hope is it will help you wrap your arms around financial planning and help 
you start getting your ducks in a row.

LET’S BEGIN!

Intro01. 
INTRO
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WHAT QUESTIONS SHOULD I 
BE ASKING?What questions should I be 

asking?
02.

After almost 20 years serving clients, this question has probably been the least asked yet the most 
impactful.  You as an individual consumer should be asking your current, or potentially new advisor this 
question, as it will give insight into how they operate.  Are they product focused or planning focused?  Are 
they focused on themselves or focused on you?  Are they an effective guide to coach you on finding the 
best solutions for you?  There is an old cliché: You don’t know what you don’t know.  By asking 
this question you can open up a dialogue with the advisor to see if you are philosophically aligned, and the 
services they provide are in fact what you are looking for, rather than the advisor trying to convince you 
that you need whatever they happen to be offering.    
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WHAT INVESTMENT 
STRATEGY SHOULD I BE 
USING TO WITHSTAND STOCK 
MARKET VOLATILITY?

What investment strategy 
should I be using to 
withstand stock market 
volatility?

03.

 » Pardon the industry jargon.  Let’s break this down a bit more.  The term “stock market 
volatility” refers to how rapidly the markets move up or down.  Historically speaking, if the 
markets are “doing well”, volatility is low, and the markets are moving positive most days.  This is 
sometimes called a “bull market”.  You may have a few negative days in the mix, but not a bunch 
of negative days in a row.  The down days are not huge, 1-3%, and the up days are not huge either, 
1-3%.  When volatility is high, that means the markets are swinging more wildly, having 3-5% days 
or even greater in EITHER direction.  Another way to put it, low volatility is a simmering pot and 
your noodles are cooking nicely, high volatility is a rolling boil spilling over the edges and all over 
your stove!

 » Now, why is this important?  We have all been told “the stock market performs over long 
periods of time at 8-10% per year on average, depending on what resource you are looking at.  This 
historical measurement is over the ENTIRE history of the market which is over 100+ years.  So, 
who cares if the markets are volatile sometimes?  I’m certain your investment timeframe is less 
than 100 years, so the “history of the market” has little meaning.  What really matters is how the 
markets behave during YOUR investment timeframe.  If it evens out over a relatively short term 
like 25-30 years, why should you care?  The answer is simple: You shouldn’t!  unless of course you 
plan to withdraw your money in the next 5-10 years, and here is why.  When we experience periods 
of high volatility (large swings) and you are trying to take money out to live on you could be selling 
low which can greatly reduce how long your nest egg will last.  This problem is known as “sequence 
of returns risk” and “reverse dollar cost averaging”.  What that means is if you get poor returns 
at the wrong time such as when you are trying to take money out early in retirement, it can have 
DRASTIC results on your long-term outcome.  The other challenge we face is with the “historic 
8-10% return of the markets” statistic.  In 1966 the Dow Jones Industrial Average hit 1,000 points; 
an all-time high.  In 1982, the Dow Jones was at 1,000 points.  16 years of up and down, good years 
and bad years but essentially no growth.  In 2000 the markets hit a peak but after the tech bubble 
popped and the ’08 financial crisis fast forward to 2013 and we are at the same level as the year 
2000.  13 years the market returned 0%.  Now I know what many of you are thinking:  Jason, I 
made money in my 401k or other accounts during that period, so why does this matter to me?  The 
reason is simply because if you were working during that period, and putting money in, you were 
BUYING when the markets were low.  If you were retired during this time, you would be SELLING 
when the markets were low.  Therefore, having a strategy to control volatility is important if you are 
within 10 years of your desired retirement date or already in retirement.

 » There are several methods to lower volatility. You can actively trade ETPs (exchange traded 
products) that combat volatility or use minimum volatility ETFs (Exchange Traded Funds) such as 
iShares® Smart Beta series.  This may result in lower returns in certain environments, but many 
studies have shown that an investment account with a high rate of return with high volatility while 
withdrawing funds will give you a poorer result than an account with a lower return and lower 
volatility. 
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WHAT IS THE BEST WAY TO 
WITHDRAW FROM MY INVEST-
MENTS IN RETIREMENT

What is the best way 
to withdraw from my 
investments in retirement?

04.

Here we go again!  
Ok Google, “what is the best way to withdraw money in retirement?”.  
151 million answers, some of them ads for financial firms, a few calculators that do not ask for enough 
data to give a meaningful output, and half-ass articles that do more harm than good.  Forbes says: “Take 
money from non-qualified (non-retirement) accounts first, then start withdrawing from tax-deferred ac-
counts, such as your variable or fixed annuities or retirement plans such as a traditional IRA or 401(k), 
where your gains incur tax as ordinary income. Finally, withdraw from tax-free accounts such as Roth 
IRAs and Roth 401(k)s.” 1 WRONG!!  This answer is NOT the best for EVERYONE!  It is a broad generaliza-
tion that leaves a TON of considerations on the table.  Blindly following this advice without performing 
an analysis could leave over $100,000 or more on the table. They don’t even talk about Social Security!  
Ridiculous!

The answer to this question is actually quite simple: It depends!  
Every person is unique and therefor there is no straight answer that applies to all.  While there are some 
general “rule of thumb” guidelines that exist, those anecdotal examples and generalities are often OK, 
but not the BEST for you.  To find the answer that applies to your specific situation requires more than a 
calculator or some spreadsheets.  Tax laws are very complex, Social Security is its own animal.  It’s part 
art, part science to produce the best outcome over time.  If a calculator or software program existed that 
could answer this question, financial planners would cease to exist.  The reality is the human element is 
required to achieve the best results, and that person must possess the skills and expertise to not only 
identify the most efficient path but also monitor, maintain, and adjust the withdrawal strategy over time.
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HOW DO I MINIMIZE TAXES 
LEADING UP TO AND IN 
RETIREMENT?

How do I minimize taxes 
leading up to and in 
retirement?

05.

Most individuals have accumulated the bulk of their wealth in pre-tax accounts like IRAs, 401Ks, 
403Bs, and so forth.  Great skill and understanding of the tax laws are required to reduce the 
amount of taxes paid overtime, resulting in more of your hard-earned dollars being spendable rather 
than shipped off to the US Treasury Department.  

CPAs (Certified Public Accountants) are facing tremendous pressure from clients to “get as big 
a refund as possible and pay as little tax as possible TODAY”. This creates in inherent problem, 
because paying a dollar less in taxes today could result in hundreds of dollars in extra tax later.  Does 
that mean you shouldn’t do pre-tax savings like IRAs and 401(k)s?  Of course not, each situation is 
different.  

The key here is to understand the 4 money types and utilize all 4 (if allowed per IRS rule) to 
maximize your situation.  The 4 types are pre-tax deductible, pre-tax non-deductible, post tax (non-
qualified), and post-tax tax-free (ROTH).  Using the 4 money types lay out a strategy that gives you 
the most tax benefit and flexibility.  
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HOW DO I DEAL WITH LTC - 
LONG TERM CARE (NURSING 
HOME) EXPENSES?

How do I deal with LTC - 
Long Term Care (nursing 
home) expenses?

06.

There are a handful of ways to deal with potential nursing home expenses. However, we 
need to clear a few things up first. Each state has different rules.  
Search your state department of health website for the rules that govern your state for Medicaid as it would be 
impractical to cover all 50 states here.  With that said, here are the 6 strategies that apply in most situations.

Divest yourself of any assets and go on Medicaid.  Essentially give everything away to meet 
federal and/or state guidelines for poverty which in many states must be done 5-7 years prior to 
going into a facility for care.

Buy Life (life insurance) based long term care insurance.  Certain life insurance contracts 
have an LTC benefit as an optional additional feature.  For a fee, the insurance company will 
permit you to take a portion of the death benefit to pay for long term care expenses.  This can be 
a good option as an estate planning and tax planning tool as life insurance does have significant 
tax benefits when utilized properly.  Another nice feature is if you never enter a nursing home, 
a properly structured policy will pay tax free to your heirs.  The challenge, however, is that life 
insurance is typically hard to qualify for at reasonable rates, the fees can be very high, and the 
insurance company (as with all insurance policies) must stack the odds against you to maintain 
profitability.  These polices work best only with a substantial financial commitment over many 
years.

Use legal documents.  Commonly referred to as a form of estate planning you must enlist the 
services of a licensed and qualified professional to discuss estate planning such as a Certified 
Financial Planner, notary (in certain states), or estate planning attorney who specializes in this 
area.  It is worth noting that not all estate planning attorneys or Certified Financial Planners 
specialize in nursing home planning, so it is important to verify experience, credentials, and areas 
of expertise.

Combination of the 5 items previously listed

Buy Traditional long-term care insurance.  Typically, the monthly premiums for a traditional 
policy will be higher than with other policies discussed below, but the coverage tends to be greater; 
more benefit, longer coverage periods, greater inflation protection, etc.

Buy Asset (annuity) based long term care insurance. Conceptually this is like high 
deductible health insurance.  You place a lump sum of money (can be IRA or non-IRA) into an 
annuity, and then a Long-Term Care policy is attached.  You earn interest on the lump sum deposit, 
while paying premium on the insurance part.  If you enter a care facility, you must spend the lump 
sum deposit first before the insurance would kick in.  For example, you place $100,000 in the 
lump sum account, you can think of your LTC policy as having a $100,000 deductible before the 
insurance kicks in.  The advantage to this type of policy is if you never enter a facility, the lump 
sum deposit is passed on to your heirs and the premium for the insurance portion is typically 
significantly less than option 3 above.  The disadvantages are you no longer have access to 
the lump sum deposit unless you cancel the insurance which could result in penalties, and the 
insurance portion often will have less coverage than option 3.
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WHAT IS THE BEST 
MEDICARE PLAN AND 
MEDICARE SUPPLEMENTS?

What is the best Medicare 
plan and Medicare 
supplements?

THIS ONE IS A BIT 
TRICKIER THAN IT 
USED TO BE.

07.

There are now so many options available, and the 
options can vary from state to state and even by 
county!  

The key here is to find two professionals.  There are a few 
companies that only offer their products through what is known as 
a “captive agent”, meaning the agent can ONLY sell that company’s 
product.  Check them out, they might be a good fit.  

Then I would go to an independent agent that has access to all the 
other companies.  The independent agent will NOT be able to offer 
you what the captive agent can offer but can offer you everything 
else.  Then compare and voila! 

Don’t forget to keep your financial planner in the loop with what 
you are doing so they can adjust your plan accordingly.  Also, it is 
worth shopping it out every couple of years, particularly if something 
changes with your financial plan or your health.
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WHEN IS THE OPTIMAL TIME 
TO START TAKING SOCIAL 
SECURITY?

This answer is a simple one: IT DEPENDS!  
I know, what a lame answer, but it truly does depend on your situation.  

If you look at just Social Security and nothing else the answer is quite simple: age 70.  Why?  Well 
if we do the math for all the different ages you can file between 62 and 70, right around your 79th 
birthday is the breakeven for all ages.  In other words, if you file at age 62 and then compare that to 
filing at age 70, the total amount of dollars you received are about the same right around age 79.  Life 
expectancy today is between 85-88 years, so by waiting until 70, every month after age 79 you are 
ahead (have been paid more social security dollars) by delaying until 70.  

However, it’s not what you are paid that matters, it’s what you get to keep.  Social Security benefits 
can be taxed depending on your situation.  That means you may have been “paid” more but actually 
“kept” less by choosing a certain age over another.  Social Security MUST be analyzed in conjunction 
with taxes and your need for income over time to determine the optimal time to file.  You must also 
make assumptions regarding life expectancy for yourself and your spouse (if you have one).  

When is the optimal time to 
start taking Social Security?

08.

 » There is also what is known in the areas of 
finance as the TVM (Time Value of Money).  
This means a dollar today is worth more than 
a dollar tomorrow, because of time.  TVM 
calculations can be very complex and confusing, 
so covering it here is impractical.  If you 
don’t know how to do TVM calculations, seek 
guidance from a professional who does. 

 »Widows and divorcees have special rules 
and benefits available to them.  With all due 
sincerity, if you are widowed or divorced use 
caution when considering another marriage 
as it may have very dramatic effects on your 
benefits, and read up on the Social Security 
website about all the special rules that only 
apply to you.  Most widows I meet are unaware 
they can earn delayed credits on their Social 
Security Benefits. 
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WHAT DO I DO ABOUT 
HEALTH INSURANCE PRIOR 
TO AGE 65?

What do I do about health 
insurance prior to age 65?

09.

Plan, plan, plan.  

COBRA is continuation of coverage from 
your workplace after you no longer work 
there.  This is generally a more expensive 
option but should be examined.

it is worth noting that if you purchase 
health insurance from the Marketplace 
under the ACA, the cost is the same 
regardless if you do it 100% on our own or 
you use an insurance agent to help you.

I recommend using an agent, provided they 
have experience in working with a financial 
planner to help you minimize your cost.  
If you are using a financial planner, the 
insurance agent and the planner should be 
working together to find the right solution 
for you.

Under the ACA (Affordable Care Act) the net after tax cost of the EXACT SAME 
insurance from one household to the next could be different by as much as $20,000 per 
year!
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Should I pay off my 
mortgage?

10.
SHOULD I PAY OFF MY 
MORTGAGE?

This answer is a simple one: IT DEPENDS
Yeah, I know I’m sounding a bit like a broken record, but the answer to this question 
requires thorough analysis to determine the best course of action.  I have found the 
answer is sometimes counterintuitive, but the math will guide you here.

 » Taxes, need for income, social security, 
retirement date, and current loan terms are just 
a few of the factors to measure when answering 
this question.  I always recommend running the 
analysis showing paying it (the mortgage) off 
now versus running the full term of the loan to 
see how much of a difference there is.  Once 
you see how big (if any) a difference there is 
you can start to run scenarios in between the 
two extremes to find the sweet spot for your 
circumstance.

 » There are a few financial planners (more 
often life insurance sales people) that may 
propose NEVER paying off your mortgage, to 
be mortgaged up to your eyeballs until the day 
you die and use the money you borrowed to buy 
investments or life insurance.  While the math 
does support using such a strategy, rarely is 
this strategy successfully executed and frankly 
can be quite dangerous.

I rarely find mortgaging to the hilt to be a viable tactic for people. 
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How do I know if I am on 
track?

11.
HOW DO I KNOW IF I AM ON 
TRACK?

Online calculators and most financial planning software tend to do more harm than good 
in my opinion.  Many of the software programs out there are just a sales tool to convince 
you to buy financial products.  Online calculators lack sophistication and are over 
generalized, resulting in an output that can be very misleading.  

For example, NerdWallet has a calculator here: 
https://www.nerdwallet.com/blog/investing/early-retirement/ 

It makes these assumptions:
Calculator estimates projected early retirement date based 
on user-provided investment return and rule of 25, which says 
at retirement, your total savings balance should be at least 
25 times your annual spending. Numbers are not adjusted for 
inflation. Wait…. so, it simply takes your income, multiplies it by 
25, and says “that’s how much you need to retire”. It doesn’t 
even ask how much is in pre-tax versus post tax, how to draw 
the money out, or why 25 times your current income has 
anything to do with your desired spending in retirement? What 
a bunch of garbage.  Not only is this totally incorrect, it could 
lead people to the wrong conclusion and put them in harm’s 
way. Ultimately what is at your disposal are bookkeeping 
programs and calculators with often meaningless output.  

If a software program existed that could figure out where you are, where you want to 
go, manage your risk and need for income, determine the best time for filing for Social 
Security, which account to take money from and at which time, what tax strategies to 
use and when, navigate your insurance needs, and answer your questions when things 
come up to prevent poor decisions, financial planners wouldn’t exist. 

To stay on track requires establishing a plan and then constantly monitoring and updating 
the plan as your life unfolds and your needs evolve.  It doesn’t matter if you have $10,000 or 
$10,000,000, almost everyone can benefit from some level of financial planning.  Tracking your 
progress along the way by comparing your projected outcome to your actual outcome over time will 
help you identify if your boat is taking on water and sinking or if you are in good shape, well before it 
becomes an irreparable problem.

https://www.nerdwallet.com/blog/investing/early-retirement/
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Can I afford to retire early?12.
CAN I AFFORD TO RETIRE 
EARLY?

Having the proper plan in place can be extremely rewarding.  
Early retirement means different things to different people; work optional, switching jobs, traveling, 
volunteering, etc.  I suggest starting with setting some goals.  If you find yourself asking “what is the best 
thing to do” before deciding “WHAT you want to do” you may end up with analysis paralysis.  I have seen this 
many times with folks.  They get wrapped up in trying to find the best solution before identifying the goal.  

For example, you may be asking yourself if you should stay in your current home or downsize.  Which option 
makes the most financial sense?  In my opinion, this is backwards because you may find that what makes the 
most “financial sense” may not be what you truly want.  I recommend first deciding what you want, and then 
finding the most financially advantageous way to get there.  Sure, moving into a 1-bedroom tiny apartment 
might make sense financially, but if it doesn’t make you happy then what’s the point?  

Start with goals and work backwards to find the best path.
Worst case scenario, you find out you can’t meet your goal based on your current situation, so you need to 
either adjust your goal, or adjust your current path.

Oh boy…I think you know the answer to this: IT DEPENDS
Early retirement is riddled with potential pitfalls and risks.



CASH 
FLOW
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HOW DO I CREATE A 
SUSTAINABLE INCOME FOR 
MY LIFETIME?

How do I create a 
sustainable income for my 
lifetime?

13.

It’s all about cashflow: the movement 
of money from one place to the next.  

When we are working, we have cash flowing into 
our household in the form of wages.  Some of that 
money gets spent (cash flow out), some of it gets 
saved.  When we retire, our wages typically go 
down or shut off completely.  At retirement we are 
left with the obstacle of replacing that incoming 
cash flow from the sources we have available; 
Social Security, pension (if you are lucky), savings, 
investments, and/or part-time work.  

Online calculators can be very misleading and only 
give you a snapshot based on the assumptions you 
make when inputting data. These calculators do not 
automatically run multiple scenarios to determine 
the best course of action, you are left on your own 
to figure that part out assuming you have a deep 
understanding of the 70,000 pages of IRS tax code, 
and assuming the calculator is even capable of 
letting you “tweak” things. 

The best place to start is determining what 
amount of spendable dollars are needed and 
wanted.  Then you start working backwards to 
determine the best way to generate those dollars 
from all the sources you have available, without 
ignoring taxes.

If you ask this question and are pitched a financial product, RUN!
Products are not the answer, planning is.
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When will my money run 
out?

14.
WHEN WILL MY MONEY RUN 
OUT?

Survey after survey shows this is one 
of the biggest fears when it comes to 
retirement, particularly early retirement.  
Again, the answer here is not financial 
products.  

Many consumers fall prey to annuity sales tactics 
when confronted with this fear.  While an annuity 
MIGHT be the answer, it is not a solution on its 
own.  In general, an annuity that is offering a 
“Lifetime Benefit” typically has a very low rate 
of return.  By shifting your longevity risk (risk of 
living too long) to the insurance company, they 
(the insurance company) must hedge their bet 
by not paying you very much in return to take on 
that risk.  A typical annuity with a payout that is 
guaranteed for your lifetime will generally deliver 
about 3% interest over time if you live to be 90 
years old.  If you die earlier, your return is even 
less.  I’m not saying an annuity shouldn’t be used, 
I’m simply stating that it may or may not be the 
best solution for you.

A solid financial plan will address this 
issue with a carefully laid out steps to 
not only deliver your desired income, but 
sustain that over time, and adjust as things 
change.  

If you are considering using an annuity, ask the 
annuity seller what the IRR (Internal Rate of 
Return) is if you die at 90 years old.  They should 
be able to whip out their calculator and show you.

If they can’t, won’t, don’t know how, or the 
amount is lower than 3% I would say “pass” in 
almost every case
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DO I REALLY NEED A 
FINANCIAL PLAN? DO I HAVE 
ENOUGH MONEY TO NEED 
ONE?

Do I really need a financial 
plan? Do I have enough 
money to need one?

15.

Everyone can benefit from some form of financial planning even if 
you don’t think you have a lot of money or have no money at all! 

For some folks, general guidance is all they need, others require more sophisticated work to be done.  
That is one reason my team offers multiple levels of financial planning, from pro-bono (free) to very 
sophisticated (not free).  Not every office is like that, some only do the free stuff, some only do the very 
sophisticated stuff.  

When considering hiring a financial planner, ask their specialty and level of financial planning 
expertise.  Today the buzzword is “fiduciary”.  While I do believe being a fiduciary is REALLY important, 
by no means does being a fiduciary make you a good financial planner.  That takes years of training, 
studying, continuing education, and experience.  I’m sure there are a few DIY (do it yourself) folks 
reading this that think they know what they are doing and don’t need a professional.  I adamantly 
challenge that notion.  The Certified Financial Planner™ designation requires a significant investment of 
time and application of knowledge to obtain.  

According to the Certified Financial Planner website, prior to sitting for the 8-HOUR EXAM you must 
complete the education requirements. There are two main parts to the education requirement: 

 » Completion of CFP Board-approved coursework, and a bachelor’s degree in any discipline from an 
accredited college or university.  
 » As part of earning your CFP® certification, you’ll need to complete college or university-level 

coursework through a CFP Board Registered Program. 
 » You’ll become well-versed in these major personal financial planning areas: Professional Conduct 

and Regulation, General Principles of Financial Planning, Education Planning, Risk Management and 
Insurance Planning, Investment Planning, Tax Planning, Retirement Savings and Income Planning, Es-
tate Planning, Financial Plan Development (Capstone Course)

The stack of books for the education is almost 2 feet tall, and the pass rate for the exam is not very high.  
I’m not saying this to brag or show off, I’m sharing this because I hope you understand that there is way 
more to financial planning than most individuals can possibly know if they don’t do it for a living.  In fact, 
many “financial professionals” don’t know a lot of this stuff.  
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How do I start?16.
HOW DO I START?

To start working with my team, all you must do is get on the 
schedule for your initial consultation!  

In my opinion, the best place to start is finding the right person to work with.  Not all advisors are created 
equal, they have different investment philosophies (which is VERY important to ask about), thoughts 
on taxes and Social Security, specialties, and so forth.  I believe you should find an advisor you are 
philosophically aligned with and get along with, because it’s going to be a long road and you want to take 
the journey with someone you enjoy working with.

If you don’t work with us, here is a list of additional questions 
I recommend asking beyond what I’ve already covered. 
 

 » What can I expect when working with you?
 » Are you a fiduciary?
 » How many financial plans have you created, and can you   

show me an example?
 » What is your investment philosophy?
 » Can you help me with my company 401k (or similar) plan?
 » How does billing work?
 » What if I’m not sure I can afford financial planning?
 » Can you advise me on tax related issues?
 » Can you advise me on estate planning issues?
 » What is your area of expertise?
 » Who is your favorite football team?

 

For me it’s the Green Bay Packers, hopefully that isn’t a deal breaker for you!

Cheers!

Jason Glisczynski
CEO – Silvertree, LLC.
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Disclosure18.DISCLOSURE
Footnotes & Legalitys

1. https://www.forbes.com/sites/lawrencelight/2015/07/13/how-to-withdraw-retirement-money-the-right-
way/#4c61f4b13d4e

Investment Advisory Services offered through Brookstone Capital Management (BCM) LLC, a Registered 
Investment Advisor. Silvertree, LLC and BCM are separate companies. Fiduciary duty extends solely to 
investment advisory advice and does not extend to other activities such as insurance services. Past 
performance is not indicative of future results. There can be no assurance that the future performance of 
any specific investment index referenced will equal any corresponding indicated historical performance 
level.

2715 Post Road - Suite A
Stevens Point, WI 54481

+715.544.1610
info@silvertreeplan.com
www.silvertreeplan.com

https://www.forbes.com/sites/lawrencelight/2015/07/13/how-to-withdraw-retirement-money-the-right-way/#4c61f4b13d4e
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lawrencelight/2015/07/13/how-to-withdraw-retirement-money-the-right-way/#4c61f4b13d4e

