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Most financial advisors pride themselves on their retirement planning expertise. But 
the truth is, most advisors—and their clients—are participating in a vast demographic 

experiment, making it difficult to predict how well our expertise will translate into 
achievement. That demographic experiment: self-funded retirement in the era of long 
life-spans. Millions of Baby Boomers are retiring, and many of them are healthy and 
active. They want to travel, to learn, to make the most of their hard-earned leisure. And 
yet, most of them lack pensions beyond Social Security, and in many cases their savings 
are insufficient to sustain a long, active life. Beyond avoiding working with all but the 
most affluent Americans, what can we do to increase the odds of our clients’ retirement 
success?

Addressing this question is as essential to the success of financial planning overall as it 
is to the retirees and near-retirees who partake of your services. In addition, your ability 
to increase the odds of success by deploying the best tools at your disposal is essential 
to the viability of your practice. Whereas developing a wealth-accumulation strategy 
is, in most cases, relatively uncomplicated, a decumulation strategy is complicated to 
the extreme—especially when you take into account the confluence of expanded life 
expectancies, low interest rates and sequence-of-return risk. And yet, this may be the 
greatest value that financial planners can provide.
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Abstract: Financial planning is the ideal means for 
advisors to move up the value chain while increasing 
clients’ odds of retirement success. Yet most advisors 
don’t create plans for every client. 
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So we are engaged in the monumental task of providing meaningful, powerful advice 
to people whose futures depend on it. At the same time, advisors are feeling business 
pressures of their own. Portfolio management is becoming commoditized and fee 
compression is real. But clients need good advice, and recognize its worth. The challenge 
for advisors today is to move up the value chain from investment manager to wise 
counselor—and we believe that the way to do so is to make sure that the advice they 
deliver is genuinely based on the clients’ best interests, and will help them enjoy a 
comfortable, secure retirement.

The most valuable financial advice has more to do with strategy than with products. This is 
why our firm, PIEtech®—the creators of MoneyGuidePro®—believes that every client needs 
and deserves a quality financial plan. (We believe this so strongly, in fact, that we’ve set 
the words into the floor at the entrance to our offices. You can’t help but see them when 
you walk in the door.) The plan provides a context for advice and motivates clients to 
make better decisions. It makes the advisor-client relationship stickier. And yet, in our own 
survey of more than 1400 advisors, only 27% of respondents provided financial plans to 81 
– 100% of their clients. Something is missing from financial practices. 

High-Value Advice

Anyone who has created a retirement income projection for a client knows that its long-
term predictions may not be totally accurate. Economies change, assets change, and as 
investors learned in 2008, portfolios can spin out of control with little warning. Inflation 
eats away at purchasing power. And no one can be sure that Social Security and Medicare 
benefits will continue to pay out at their current rates. As registered investment advisor 
Allan Roth wrote recently in Financial Planning magazine, he tells clients, “I’m charging 
you $450 an hour to tell you that I don’t know the future.” 

High-value advice will take such unknowables into account and try to mitigate them. 
It’s a complex process that a quick “savings to goal” Monte Carlo simulation just won’t 
cover. So let’s start to define high-value advice. You may be tired of the phrase “holistic 
financial planning,” but that’s what people need; and when they get it, they’re amazed 
and delighted. You need to spend some time in discovery mode (just not all at the first 
meeting, please!). Do you know about all the clients’ assets, including held-away accounts 
and their impact on your allocation recommendation? Are they adequately insured? Are 
they employed in a stable or a volatile industry? Do they have to provide for children, step-
children, even siblings or parents with special needs or health issues? When is college? Are 
they worried about health care costs, now or in retirement? Have they considered their 
claiming strategy for Social Security? This is just the tip of the financial planning iceberg. 
Typically, clients will have some tough decisions to make. 

Goal-setting and budgeting may feel less intellectually satisfying than managing a 
portfolio, but these activities have more significance for the client. Once you embark upon 
a goal-setting discussion you are having an intimate conversation, talking about a client’s 
life’s purpose and how to achieve it—or, if necessary, how to modify it to make it feasible. 
From the client’s point of view, this is what the planning relationship is all about. It is where 
the financial journey begins.
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Follow the Client’s Journey

A client’s experience of financial planning is very different from that of the practitioner. A 
client comes to you with concerns: “Do I have enough money to live the life I want? Will 
my family be okay if something happens to me? How do I manage my financial resources 
while I’m busy pursuing my career? How much should I be saving?” These are not 
academic questions—for the client, they are the key to a life well lived. 

At the same time, the client may be hesitant to share much of his or her financial life with 
you. Advisors ask clients to reveal a lot of personal information from the first meeting, with 
little reward—creating a plan takes time. In addition, some clients may be embarrassed 
about their financial situation. They may worry that they haven’t saved enough, or owe too 
much, or are living too well. Will they seem silly to you? Or worse, financial failures? It’s 
your challenge to collect enough data to be able to give valid advice, without coming off 
as prying or judgmental. 

Interestingly, financial software creates a “safe space” for clients and advisors to 
collaborate and discover together what the clients need most. Clients can enter their data 
from home, in private, with their partner—and discover what they both want to prioritize 
most about their retirement lifestyle. The software, rather than the advisor, plays the part 
of the interlocutor, leaving the clients feeling less exposed. Quite the opposite, in fact—
clients report feeling empowered. The software encourages them to share ideas about 
their future, and make choices they hadn’t considered. Coming into the advisor’s office, 
they are motivated to work on their plan, rather than shy away from difficult questions. For 
the advisor, the software needs to act as a guide to enhance their recommendations.

Working with clients who have some clarity about their goals enables advisors to deliver 
their best work. They can be co-authors, with their clients, of a workable, meaningful, truly 
personal plan—one that the clients will buy into. We all know that people are more inclined 
to stick to a plan they’ve helped create. Does every one of your clients get this kind of 
value from your relationship today?

Creating a Secure Income

At its foundation, the primary goal of a financial plan is to fund a financially secure 
retirement. The goal-setting, the budgeting, the asset allocation, the deferred 
gratification—clients choose their course in order to attain pleasure, comfort and security 
at the cessation of their careers. As an advisor, you know this. But even so, at PIEtech® the 
majority of plans we see are driven by asset allocation. 

Somehow, the assets that are accumulated during the client’s working years will be 
converted into a steady stream of cash that will replace a paycheck. As challenging a 
project as that may be today, it’s going to become even more so. A study by Steven Sass 
of the Center for Retirement Research at Boston College predicts that by the time affluent 
Gen-Xers reach age 67, their retirement income will replace a 21% percent smaller share 
of working income than current retirees replace today. Sass assumed that retirees would 
collect Social Security and, at retirement, annuitize 80% of their portfolios at a low cost. 
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He points out, however, that many future retirees will fare even more poorly, because 
annuitizing is so unpopular.

At PIEtech®, spurred by our financial planning consultant and friend Harold Evensky, we 
have been reconsidering our software’s approach to planning for retirement income. Many 
advisors avoid annuities, for a variety of reasons. According to Evensky, however, low-cost 
annuities have the potential to extend the likely survival of a plan by 10% to 40%. From an 
investment standpoint, they can contribute to a superior potential outcome because they 
free the advisor to manage the remaining assets more aggressively. From a tax standpoint, 
they can defer some liability. But annuities’ greatest value is behavioral: the guaranteed 
income provides a comfort level that will help investors ride out volatility and market 
corrections without panicking and selling at the bottom. “It’s been about 10 years since I 
changed my mind about annuities. At this point, a fiduciary has to consider them,” he says.

We now have approximately 11.5 million millionaire households in the United States, 
according to the Spectrem Group. Even these wealthy families may have trouble 
maintaining their lifestyle in retirement, depending on their lifestyles and health —and, 
of course, the future course of asset markets. Now that sophisticated estate planning 
is history for all but a very select group, high-value advice for millionaires will likely 
focus on tax management, retirement income and health planning along with portfolio 
management. Changing tax laws have brought millionaires’ needs in line with those of the 
mass affluent. 

A Higher Standard

Financial planners can take a leadership role in the great demographic experiment 
of retirement. Engaging fully with clients to co-create meaningful financial plans is 
a challenge requiring focus, empathy and creativity. Yes, it’s hard. It’s also what will 
engender lasting value and enduring relationships with clients. 

At PIEtech®, we are continuing to innovate and upgrade our software, MoneyGuidePro®, to 
help you deliver meaningful plans. We are developing new approaches to income planning 
that will help you model and compare the features and complexities of many income 
solutions while incorporating market portfolios. In addition, we’re adding more depth 
and detail to our healthcare module—medical costs are a major concern for retirees, one 
that’s often missed or even ignored by planners. This summer, we will debut G5, a new 
generation of MoneyGuidePro®. We are adding flexibility and ease while we expand our 
functions to enable you to give the highest-value advice.

Software innovations are changing the very fabric of financial services. Artificial 
intelligence will make portfolio management more effective, efficient and accessible. 
Advisors can flourish—if they move up the value chain to deliver personalized, expert 
advice in a compassionate manner. The human connection cannot be duplicated. 

Imagine your next prospect meeting. No surprise—you’re sitting with a couple who are 
about 10 years away from retirement and wondering what to do. What do you talk about 
first? How do you establish a connection? Chances are, it’s not by going over their portfolio. 
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The so-called soft skills are the irreplaceable skills. Your ability to foster a deep and 
enduring relationship, based on knowledgeable advice, is what makes you valuable and 
relevant. Clients count on you to guide them through their great retirement experiment, to 
help them prepare and counter obstacles that come up along the way. Every financial plan 
can be meaningful, and every client deserves it. u
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