
 

 
 

Financial Success and the Journey of Salmon 
 

By Michael Steinhardt CLU, ChFC, AIF, CPFA, C(k)P 
 

As many of us know, salmon will swim upstream to lay their 
eggs.  In my three decades plus as a financial advisor, what I 
have seen is we seem to mimic this behavior with our 
financial decision making – meaning, we make it more 
difficult for ourselves time and time again.  Please allow me 
to expand and explain. 
 
Because of our behavior as consumers and investors, I 
believe we are more prone to financial failure than 
successes.  Like several of other habits we “battle”, financial 
success is dependent upon sound decision making, long 
term planning, “stick-tuiativeness” and discipline.  It is much 
easier to not eat healthy than it is to eat healthy.  It is much 
easier to not exercise than to be disciplined to exercise.  And 
it is much easier to spend money versus having the discipline 
to save for your future.    
 
Here is a partial list of reasons and scenarios that the “current 
is against us or we are choosing to make it difficult” (in no 
particular order): 
 

 We start (too) late and want to retire too soon -  And 
to cap it off, we are living longer, so our retirement 
years are much greater than in the past.  Many are 
outliving their money, when we would like our 
money to outlive us. We are living 3 decades plus 
into retirement.  A dramatic shift from 50 years ago. 

 We tend to invest emotionally – we react to market 
drops and dips and this is done out of fear and 
panic, not out of any plan that was created.  

 Ease of use with a credit card - In addition to this 
convenience of how we pay, we tend to assign a 
lower cost when charging whereas, when you use 
cash, we tend to assign a greater cost. So we 
spend more freely using credit. 

 Consumption is at a faster pace and there is a lot 
more in terms of items to choose from - A few 
examples:  

o Many years ago, people would buy 
stereo’s – separate components.  
Receiver, turntable, speakers and cassette 
deck.  And they kept them for 
decades.  Today, people buy ipods and 
MP3 players and grade them every 2 
years. 

o This can for many hobbies and passions 
but let’s take golf – it used to be 
equipment and accessories lasted years.  
Today, avid players will upgrade and 
replace items most every year or two. 

o And the abundance of selection today 
over a generation or two ago …, there 
used to be only a limited selection of styles 
and colors.  Today, the amount and array 
of choices is near unlimited.  For example, 

there used to be one type and color of 
jeans, today you can have dressy jeans, 
jeans of different colors, jeans with holes 
(those used to be the ones you threw out), 
faded jeans, low rising jeans, wide leg 
jeans, tight jeans and so on.   

 Access to the ability to buy is much easier - Can be 
broken into two elements: 

o Used to be you had to buy items at the 
store, so the hours were limited.  Today, 
you can shop from home/computer 24/7.  
Essentially, the “store” is always open. 

o Used to be a limited number of items 
could be financed, like a car.  Today, you 
can finance most anything (roof, windows, 
washing machines and more).  

 Delay gratification versus the joy and immediacy of 
consumption - Take a $5,000 cruise or $5,000 to your 
retirement plan for your future say 30 years 
off.  Which sounds better?  Which one can be 
“delayed”?  Would you rather upgrade or update 
a room in the house or put money towards your 
“old age”? 

 We underestimate the true cost of retirement and 
overestimate our ability to resolve it. We are trying 
to estimate how much we need to invest for 
decades down the road and how long those 
dollars need to last (also decades).  And we are 
trying to “budget” for things we don’t even know 
will be invented that we will surely spend money on.  
Generations ago saved for what their lifestyle was 
and they didn’t have many commodities that they 
are consuming in their retirements years today, so 
they couldn’t have known to save for certain items.   

 The changing of the work place “guard”: has led to 
a more difficult road to financial freedom.  It used 
to be, many and most large companies GAVE 
retirement benefits in the form of pension plans.  So 
employees were essentially free to spend and 
consume all of their take home pay with the luxury 
of knowing their financial future was being 
addressed.  Today, that is the exception and not 
the rule.  The responsibility has been passed to the 
employee (via the most popular retirement plan, 
the 401(k)) and it is now essentially the responsibility 
of the employee to fund their own retirement.  With 
this equation, the responsibility falls squarely on the 
shoulders of the employee/participant. 
 

 Changing of the work place guard part II – 
Generations ago, people would work for 1 or 2, 
maybe 3 companies in their adult lives.  Not today, 
not even close.  Today, we are trending to have 
upwards to 10 employer relationships in our lives.  



The effect on this is devastating in two specific 
areas: 

o Most companies that sponsor a retirement 
plan often have a waiting period (say a 
year) so more often, this job change 
means people won’t take the initiative to 
invest during that year and add this up for 
those 10 job changes and that has a 
devastating effect on compounding. 

o For the first few job changes, young 
workers have small retirement account 
balances and often have various forms of 
debt, so way too often, they tend to cash 
out these balances to consume instead of 
rolling them over.  Again, devastating 
results that rear its ugly head at the back 
end when those dollars are not available 
to accumulate and compound.  Let’s look 
at an example, say a 35 year old that has 
accumulated $30,000 and leaves 
company A.  Instead of rolling the monies 
over to a new plan or IRA, he cashes out 
and buys a new car.  His net proceeds 
after taxes and penalty will be roughly 
$20,000.  So what is the cost at retirement 
(a question very few are asking)?  At first 
blush, you might say $10,000 of taxes and 
penalty, but if we project the money to 
double say every 10 years, then we have 3 
doubles, so $30,000 turns to $60,000 to 
$120,000 and lastly $240,000.  Essentially, 
that car today cost his future self nearly a 
quarter of a million dollars.  That better be 
one nice car! 

 Thinking minimums not maximums – companies 
often will offer an incentive to enter their 401k plan, 
like offering 50 cents on the dollar up to 5%.  Many 
people let the tail wag the dog.  Meaning, they will 
enroll in the plan and defer up to that limit, but no 
more.  No more, because they are not being 
matched above those limits, so they cut off their 
long term accumulation noses to spite their short 
thinking, current consumption short term 
faces.  And on top of that, they stay static for years, 
never bumping up their contributions as if the 5% 
were a locked in number.  This form of inertia has 
lasting negative consequences. 

 Monthly and annual dues/memberships – it used to 
be when you bought something years ago, that 
was the cost.  Nothing else.  Today, when you buy a 
television, there comes the cost of premium 
stations.  Cell phones have large monthly costs.  
You have to pay memberships to shop at bulk 
stores, pay “rights” to buy sports tickets, pay 
monthly costs to listen to music, pay fees to monitor 
your credit and on and on.  These items really add 
up and cut into your ability to save for your future. 

 The instant and immediacy of results and 
information often times also works against us.  We 
can log into our accounts and check out 
performance, balances and results.  This, more than 
often leads to action and reaction.  This is the 
disease more than it is the cure.  The ability to see it 
more often, to change it more often puts decision 
making more in the hands of consumers and we 

tend to sabotage ourselves while trying to do what 
is best.  As Pogo Possum said, “We have met the 
enemy and he is us.” 

 Pessimism reigns more heavily than reality - Many 
investors have a long term pessimistic view of the 
markets and the economy, yet long term results 
state a different story. Media has a lot to do with 
this, there are more negative stories (sells better), 
inflammatory verbiage to scare consumers and to 
keep them “tuned in” and a general theme of 
negativity.  But yet, reality says something different.    

 Associating risk and volatility as the same -  The real 
risk consumers fail to see is that they most likely will 
outlive their money.  The risk they focus on is the  
short term of the equity market that is really 
volatility.  The equity markets in the long term has 
reduced risk, as you look at longer holding periods, 
the number of down or negative years declines.  To 
get those long term results, we must be in the 
markets at all times, as no one can predict market 
movements.  It’s like taking medicine, we despise 
it.  The elixir often tastes nasty even though we 
know it works.  The discipline to stay the course, 
under any adverse conditions, is and can be the 
most difficult element.    

 A portfolio is not a plan - Many fail to implement a 
well thought-out comprehensive plan.  Most 
investors think the act of investing is the plan when it 
really is just a component of the plan. When a 
comprehensive plan is present, real life results tend 
to outpace investors that make decisions on a 
whim.   

 We are helping our parents and kids – sometimes at 
the same times.  We didn’t readily plan for these 
expenses and they are taking future resources.  A 
drain of tremendous magnitude. 

 Education and information are not enough – we live 
in an age where access to information is in 
abundance yet specific to long term 
accumulation, this has not been a factor in closing 
the gap of saving more. The chasm of knowing and 
doing is still large. 

 
As you can see, investors have many challenges to be 
financially secure.  Reading this article may be a nice “read” 
but unless we institute change and the discipline to stick to 
that change, these words are nothing more than a 
Sasquatch sighting.  There are real solutions and financial 
independence can be achieved but it will take conviction, 
discipline, (often times) a trusted relationship(s), faith in the 
future, the desire to forego something today and 
determination to make it happen.   
 
How many of the above elements have you encountered?  
How many can you put in the past and work to eliminate?  
How can you make the current against you reverse itself and 
have the current with you; help your cause, make the 
journey easier, not harder?  You have the ability to reverse 
the course you are on by understanding some of the points 
above and acting on them.  Create a plan, stay on track, 
seek professional guidance and continue to build upon what 
you learn.  These elements and more will yield better long 
term real life results. 
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