
Retirement by Design, Not Default 

Two very different ways to arrive at retirement 

I've noticed something after years of sitting down with people at this stage of life: there are really 
only two ways anyone arrives at retirement. They design it, or they default into it. 

Defaulting into retirement looks like this: you claimed Social Security whenever it felt right, 
without running the numbers. Your 401(k) sits in whatever fund it landed in when you were 
auto-enrolled fifteen years ago. Your withdrawal strategy, if you can call it that, is "take out what 
I need and hope it lasts." You haven't thought much about long-term care because it's 
uncomfortable to think about, so you've quietly decided to think about it later. 

None of that makes someone careless or foolish. It makes them human. Our financial systems 
are built on defaults precisely because defaults are easy, and most people are busy living their 
lives, not studying tax code and actuarial tables in their spare time. But here's the uncomfortable 
truth: a retirement built on defaults is a retirement built on assumptions nobody actually 
verified. And assumptions have a way of costing real money at exactly the moment you can least 
afford it. 

Designing your retirement means something different. It means every major piece — your 
income sources, your investment allocation, your tax strategy, your protection against the risks 
that can derail everything — was chosen deliberately, because it fits your specific life, not 
because it's what happened by default. 

This guide is about that second path, and specifically about the four risks that, in my experience, 
do more damage to "by default" retirement plans than anything else. 

Risk one: market risk, and the danger of bad timing 

Markets go up over time. Most people know that, at least in the abstract. What fewer people 
internalize is that the timing of a downturn matters enormously more than the fact that a 
downturn happened at all. 

If you're still working and contributing to your 401(k) when the market drops 20%, that's 
actually good news in disguise — you're buying more shares at a lower price, and you likely have 
years for the recovery to play out. If that same 20% drop happens the year after you retire and 
you're now withdrawing from that same account to live on, you're selling shares at depressed 
prices to fund your lifestyle, permanently locking in losses that a market recovery can no longer 
undo for those specific dollars. This is often called sequence-of-returns risk, and it's one of the 
most misunderstood dangers in retirement planning, precisely because it's invisible until it 
happens. 

Designing around this risk means structuring your portfolio so you're not forced to sell growth 
assets during a downturn — often by keeping a portion of your assets in more stable, accessible 
reserves specifically earmarked to cover near-term spending, so market timing simply doesn't 
dictate your income. 

  



Risk two: withdrawal rate risk, or how fast is too fast 

Even without a market crash, pulling money out of your portfolio too quickly can quietly deplete 
it years ahead of schedule. This is a math problem as much as a market problem — if your 
withdrawal rate consistently outpaces what your portfolio can sustainably generate, the erosion 
compounds year after year, often invisibly at first. 

The "right" withdrawal rate isn't a single universal number, no matter what a headline might 
suggest. It depends on your time horizon, your other income sources, your risk tolerance, and 
how your specific portfolio is allocated. A default approach treats this as a set-it-and-forget-it 
percentage. A designed approach treats it as something to calculate specifically for your 
situation and revisit regularly as conditions change. 

Risk three: longevity risk, or the good problem that still needs a plan 

Here's a risk that's really a blessing wearing an uncomfortable disguise: living a long life. A 65-
year-old today has a genuine chance of living into their 90s, and for couples, the odds that at 
least one spouse lives that long are even higher. 

That's wonderful news. It's also a real planning challenge, because it means your money needs to 
last considerably longer than earlier generations typically needed theirs to last. A default 
retirement plan, built around outdated assumptions about life expectancy, can run out of steam 
right around the years when you're least equipped to go back to work or adjust your lifestyle. 

Designing around longevity risk generally means building in guaranteed income that you 
literally cannot outlive — Social Security optimized for your specific situation, and in some cases 
supplemental guaranteed income sources — so that the risk of "living too long" is transferred 
away from your personal portfolio and onto a structure designed to handle it. 

Risk four: medical and long-term care risk, the one nobody wants to 
talk about 

This is the risk I see ignored most often, not because people don't understand it intellectually, 
but because it's genuinely uncomfortable to sit with. Nobody wants to picture a future version of 
themselves needing help with daily activities. So the default response is avoidance — a quiet 
decision to think about it later, or not at all. 

But the numbers are hard to argue with. A significant portion of people turning 65 today will 
need some form of long-term care during their lifetime, and the cost of that care, whether at 
home or in a facility, can be substantial enough to undo decades of otherwise careful saving. 
Medicare, contrary to what many people assume, covers only limited long-term care — mostly 
short-term, skilled care following a hospital stay, not the extended custodial care that most long-
term needs actually involve. 

A default plan handles this risk by not handling it at all — by hoping it doesn't happen, or 
assuming Medicare or family will cover it if it does. A designed plan looks at this risk directly: 
What would extended care cost in your area? How would it be funded — through insurance, 
through dedicated savings, through a hybrid strategy? Who would make decisions if you 
couldn't make them yourself? These aren't comfortable questions. They're necessary ones, and 
answering them while you're healthy and have options is infinitely better than answering them 
in a crisis with limited choices left. 



What "by design" actually looks like in practice 

Designing a retirement isn't about predicting the future perfectly — nobody can do that. It's 
about building a plan that holds up reasonably well across a range of futures, instead of one that 
only works if everything goes according to an unstated, unexamined assumption. 

In practice, that means: 

Your Social Security claiming strategy was calculated for your specific situation, not chosen out 
of habit or a rule of thumb you heard from a friend. 

Your portfolio allocation reflects an actual withdrawal strategy, not just "growth" left on 
autopilot from your working years. 

You know, specifically, how a market downturn in your first five years of retirement would affect 
your income — because you asked the question before it happened, not after. 

You have an actual plan for long-term care costs, even if that plan is simply "we've calculated the 
cost and set aside dedicated assets for it" — because a plan you've examined honestly is 
fundamentally different from a risk you've avoided thinking about. 

You revisit all of the above at least annually, because a plan designed once and never checked 
again slowly drifts back toward default, one unexamined year at a time. 

The real difference between design and default 

I don't think most people choose the default path because they don't care about their retirement. 
I think they choose it because nobody ever sat down with them and made the four risks concrete, 
specific, and personal. It's easy to feel like these are abstract, someday problems — until you see, 
in real numbers, what a bad sequence of returns in your first retirement years would actually 
cost you, or what your specific Medicare and long-term care exposure looks like given your 
specific health and family history. 

That's the shift I try to create in every conversation I have: moving these four risks from 
abstract, someday concerns into concrete, quantified parts of a real plan. Once you can see them 
clearly, "by design" stops being a slogan and starts being simply how you'd naturally want to 
handle something this important. 

Your retirement is going to happen either way. The only real choice is whether you're the one 
designing it. 

 

About Jim Cooper 

Jim Cooper is a Certified Financial Fiduciary® and National Social Security Advisor with New 
Insight Financial. Before moving into financial services, Jim spent 30 years in the defense 
industry, an experience that shaped his belief in careful, methodical planning under real-world 
constraints. For more than a decade, he has hosted seminars across the community on Social 
Security, retirement income planning, Medicare, and long-term care — always with the same 
goal: helping people replace financial uncertainty with a clear, workable plan. Jim's approach is 
built on a simple principle: People First, Money Second. 



Ready to design your retirement instead of defaulting into it? 

Contact Jim Cooper at jimcooper@newinsightfinancial.com or (863) 589-6850 to schedule a 
complimentary consultation. 

This material is intended for general educational and informational purposes only and does 
not constitute personalized financial, tax, or legal advice. Please consult with a qualified 
financial, tax, or legal professional regarding your individual circumstances before making 
any financial decisions. 
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