
Retirement 
Plan Checklist
with Retirement & Age-Based Timelines



To learn more about the Guided Retirement System™, use the camera 
app on your phone to scan the QR code and click the link that pops up. 

Or visit us online at: modwm.com/about

Learn More

https://modwm.com/about


Table of Contents

The Retirement Timeline

Things You Should Be Doing When You’re Ages 50 & Up

Retirement Plan Checklist

1

7

9



913-393-1000  |  modwm.com Retirement Plan Checklist  |  1

Depending on when you wish to retire, there are certain things you 
should check off at certain points in advance on your Retirement 
Plan Checklist. Some of these things will revolve around you reaching 
a certain age, whether you’re retired or not (such as Medicare). Other 
items on your checklist should be done according to your proximity to 
retirement, and not necessarily how old you are. 

In this report, we’ll attempt to build two timelines: one based around 
how close you are to retiring, and the other based around how old you 
are. Then, you’ll find The Checklist to monitor your progress toward 
retirement. Just remember, you can never plan for everything life throws 
your way. Not all of this will apply to everyone, so you need to be flexible 
and willing to make changes.

RETIREMENT TIMELINE

10-15 Years from Retirement

THE

You’ve still got a way to go before you hand in your keys and go on that 
celebratory retirement cruise. However, taking actions now to prepare for 
your retirement can pay off big. 

• Create a budget and monitor your spending. “Budget” does not have to 
be a four-letter word. Many people get to retirement, never bothering to 
take note of what it’s costing them to live month-to-month. Get started 
by simply tracking your spending behavior. Review each month what 
you’re spending money on, and how much of your paycheck is being 
saved for the future.  
 
By working with a financial planner, you can determine if your savings 
rate is adequate. If it’s not, you can work with your financial planner 
to determine where you can adjust your spending. And just like that, 
you’re budgeting! 

10 - 15 Years

10 - 15 Years

5 Years 2-3 Years 1 Year
Retirement

Retirement
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More to Learn

401(k) Planning
Podcast

Podcast with
Ed Slott

• Evaluate your investment plan. At this stage, it’s likely that most of what 
you’ve saved for retirement is tied up in your employer’s retirement plan, 
such as a 401(k). You may be limited in what you can choose to invest in.  
 
You’ve still got a decade or more to go before you retire, so if the stock 
market were to experience a large decline, you should think about that as 
if stocks have “gone on sale.” This far out from retirement, you can most 
likely ride out the next market correction.  
 
You don’t want to be greedy here, but you do want to give yourself a good 
chance at growing your retirement accounts for the future. You can work 
with a financial planner to determine how much of your investments 
should be in aggressive investments, like stocks or real estate, and how 
much should be in more conservative investments, like bonds or money 
market funds. (See Questions 7 & 10 of The Checklist on page 10) 

• Should you save to a Traditional (pre-tax) IRA or a Roth (after-tax) IRA? 
There’s usually no clear-cut answer to this, unless you can accurately 
predict what tax rates will be in the future. The general rule of thumb 
is this – if you determine that you will be in a lower tax bracket in the 
future than you are now, you want to delay (defer) paying taxes until you 
get to retirement. Therefore, a Traditional IRA would make sense.  
 
Conversely, if you estimate that in the future that you’ll be in a higher tax 
bracket, it would be better to pay the taxes now as opposed to later. In 
that case, a Roth IRA would make sense. You should have a good idea of 
what your current tax situation is. By working with a tax professional or 
financial planner, you can also make some educated assumptions about 
your future tax situation. (See Question 22 of The Checklist on page 12) 

• Estate planning is not just a tool for the 1%! Many people wrongly 
assume that since they don’t have a net worth number that is at least 
seven or eight figures, they don’t need an estate plan. In fact, there’s 
much more to estate planning than the transferring of assets upon death. 
For example, a typical estate plan should consist of (at a minimum) a last 
will and testament, advanced medical directives, and a power of attorney.  
 
If you’ve not already created an estate plan, now is the best time. An 
estate planning attorney or financial planner can help determine the 
type of estate plan that best fits your family’s needs. Once you have your 
documents in order, store them in a safe location, and review your plan 
annually. (See Questions 3 & 4 of The Checklist on page 9)
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Ed Slott and Dean 
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If you don’t have a financial plan in place at this point, that’s OK. There’s still 
plenty of time to get a plan in place. However, it’s time to buckle down. You 
want to find out as soon as possible if you’re on the right track, and if you 
need to make any course corrections. 

• If you don’t have a clue about what your household monthly spending 
looks like, or what you think retirement will cost, start tracking your 
monthly spending. Even better, compare what you’re spending today 
with what you expect your spending to look like in retirement. Plan on 
vacationing more in retirement, but dining out less? Will you continue to 
give charitable donations in retirement?  
 
Most likely, you won’t be completely accurate with your projections, but 
going through this exercise puts you in a far better position than most 
pre-retirees when it comes to planning. Once you have a retirement 
spending budget figured out, try to adjust your current spending habits, 
and see if you can live on that budget today.  
 
You have five years or so to dial this in, but the sooner you can get 
acclimated to living on a (likely) reduced budget, the better. (See 
Question 5 of The Checklist on page 9) 

• Speaking of spending, you need to plan for inflation. Have you noticed 
that as each year passes that a dollar doesn’t buy what it used to? Over 
time, the things you spend money on increase in price.  
 
This is especially important to consider in retirement, as you’ll likely be 
living on a fixed income made up of Social Security, investment income, 
and possibly a pension. Over the last 100 years or so, inflation has been 
measured at about 3% per year. However, there are periods in time 
where we’ve seen inflation in the double digits.  
 
Also, it’s important to note, some things will inflate in price higher than 
others. For example, your grocery bill may increase by 3% year over year, 
but the cost of a private room in a nursing home may increase by double 
that. (See Question 1 of The Checklist on page 9) 

• Plan on unexpected expenses. Preparing for the unexpected may seem 
impossible, but it is a worthwhile endeavor. Do you ever notice how your 
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car’s brakes need to be replaced at exactly the worst time? Things like this 
will continue in retirement. You’ll need to replace the roof after a hailstorm.  
 
You might need to make a cross-country trip to be with a family member 
or friend. Build a cushion into your retirement budget to account for these 
things. If it doesn’t get spent in one year, consider that a bonus that stays 
in your savings. (See Question 11 of The Checklist on page 10) 

• Start looking at health insurance options. Are you retiring before 65? 
You may need to find health insurance coverage before becoming eligible 
for Medicare. Can you stay on your employer plan? Should you apply for 
COBRA, or get insurance through the exchange marketplace?  
 
If you’re unsure of the best option, or what health insurance policies will 
cost, you can start your search online, or with a health insurance broker. 
Finding an independent broker who will work with you to match the right 
policy for you can save you time, money, and headaches. 

• Now is a great time to review your life insurance needs. Do you have group 
insurance through your workplace? The policy will likely be terminated 
when you retire. If this is your only form of life insurance, you may find 
yourself in a position where you are under-insured.  
 
You can work with an independent insurance agent or a financial planner 
to determine what your insurance needs are. They can help you from the 
application process to the underwriting process, all the way up to obtaining 
a new policy. On the other hand, a fiduciary advisor (someone who has an 
ethical and legal obligation to act in your best interest) may determine that 
you no longer need life insurance. 

• It’s a good time to consider adjusting your 401(k) investments. When 
you were 10-15 years out from retirement, you could afford some larger 
swings in the value of your retirement accounts because you had time to 
make up losses. However, a major market crash could set your retirement 
back a few years if it were to hit now. Make sure you stress test your 
financial plan for a market crash and determine if you can withstand a 
potential major decline.  
 
You should have a good mix of multiple investments to diversify. You 
don’t want a portfolio of investments that act the same all the time. While 
a diversified portfolio may reduce your long-term average return, it can 
reduce how much your investments are drawn down when the next market 
decline occurs. (See Question 23 of The Checklist on page 12)
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You can see the light at the end of the tunnel. Ideally, you should have a 
plan in place that addresses all the items above. If you haven’t started yet, 
consider hiring a financial planner who can save you some time by doing a 
lot of the legwork. 
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2-3 Years from Retirement

• It’s time to develop an income plan for retirement. By now, you should 
have an idea of what your monthly spending will look like in retirement. 
If you anticipate having a monthly pension from an employer, you 
probably have multiple options of how to take the benefit. There could be 
different amounts payable to a survivor (or none at all), and maybe even 
a lump sum option.  
 
Chances are that your Social Security benefit alone is not going to be enough 
monthly income to cover your expenses in retirement. What’s the best way 
for you to withdrawal funds from your retirement accounts? If you have 
multiple accounts that are taxed differently (i.e.: a pre-tax 401(k), a 
Roth IRA, and a brokerage account), in what order should you spend them 
down? (See Question 27 of The Checklist on page 12) 

• Speaking of Social Security, you need to determine the optimal 
claiming strategy for your retirement plan. If you’re married, you may 
have even more decisions to make (claiming a spousal benefit, delaying 
your own, etc.). Consider your life expectancy (and your spouse’s life 
expectancy, if married), health, desire to work and have earned income, 
and your investment accounts and other sources of income. It’s not as 
simple as running a breakeven analysis because you can’t look at Social 
Security benefits in a silo. (See Questions 2, 15, 16, 18, and 29 of The 
Checklist on pages 9-12) 

• Develop a long-term care plan. This may or may not include purchasing 
a long-term care insurance policy. Get familiar with the cost of care, and 
the different forms of care. In 2022, Genworth estimated that the annual 
cost of a private room in a nursing home in the Kansas City area was 
more than $94,000.  

2-3 Years
Retirement

More to Learn

More to Learn

Social Security
Podcast

Video on
Asset Allocation
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It’ll be here before you know it. Hopefully, you’ve got a plan in place that 
addresses your spending needs, income sources, investment strategies, tax 
management, insurance needs, and estate plan. If not, strongly consider 
hiring a fiduciary financial planner who specializes in retirement planning. 
This way you can fast-track your planning.

Talk to your family about your own desired form of care. Do you want to 
remain in your home until the day you die? It is possible to bring skilled 
nursing care to your home, although it’s going to cost a lot more than the 
average cost of an assisted living facility. Whether you’re working with a 
financial planner or not, make your wishes known, and stress test your 
financial plan for an extended long-term care need. (See Question 12 & 13 
of The Checklist on page 10) 

• Do you have any home repairs you’ve been putting off, such as a new 
roof, bathroom remodel, or kitchen update? It’s a good idea to get these 
things done while you’re still working and have the income to cover 
them, just in case you go over budget.
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1 Year from Retirement

• Do you have a 401(k) plan that holds stock in the company you work 
for? The IRS has special distribution rules called Net Unrealized 
Appreciation. Normally, you would do a rollover from a 401(k) to an IRA, 
selling the investments at the time of the rollover, and moving the cash 
into your IRA, resulting in a tax-free transfer. 
 
However, employer stock may qualify for special tax treatment. The stock 
can be transferred to an after-tax account, and you would be taxed on the 
cost basis of the underlying stock. You could then sell the stock and pay 
a favorable long-term capital gains rate on the difference between your 
basis and the value of the stock.  
 
A tax professional can help determine whether such a transaction 
would be beneficial and estimate the tax savings you would reap. (See 
Questions 8, 9, 17, 21, 23, 24, 25, 26, 29, & 30 of The Checklist on 
pages 10-12)

1 Year
Retirement

More to Learn

Tax Planning
Podcast
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50

Things You Should Be Doing When You’re Age...
Catch-Up Contribution provision
• Once you reach 50 years old, the IRS allows you to make additional contributions 

to your retirement accounts. People under 50 can contribute $6,000 to a 
Traditional or Roth IRA, and $19,500 to a 401(k) plan. However, beyond age 50, 
the IRS allows for an additional $1,000 of contributions to IRAs, and an extra 
$6,500 to 401(k) plans. This is especially helpful for people looking to retire in the 
next five to 10 years who are looking to sock away as much as possible into tax-
favored retirement accounts. 

Eligible for Social Security survivor benefit if disabled
• If your spouse has passed away, and you are disabled, you are eligible for a Social 

Security survivor benefit.

Withdrawals from other retirement accounts (Traditional & Roth IRAs)
• At this age, the IRS allows for penalty-free withdrawals from retirement accounts 

such as Traditional IRAs and Roth IRAs. If you’ve retired from your employer, 
this may be the age at which you decide to rollover your retirement accounts into 
a Rollover IRA. 

Many employer-sponsored plans allow for an in-service withdrawal.
• If you decide to work beyond this point but wish to transfer the contents of your 

employer-sponsored retirement plan, such as a 401(k), many plans allow you to 
perform an in-service withdrawal. Typically, you can transfer the entire balance of 
your 401(k) or similar plan into a Rollover IRA. This is usually done if you dislike 
the investment options in your employer’s plan, or if you are attempting to reduce 
investment fees.

Penalty-free withdrawals from 401k plan
• If you plan on retiring around this time, age 55 can be a big milestone. Prior 

to this age, withdrawals from employer-sponsored retirement plans, such as a 
401(k), were subject to a 10% “early withdrawal” penalty. However, at 55, the IRS 
allows you to take withdrawals from the plans without paying this penalty. The 
withdrawals may still be taxable, depending on the type of plan, but for people 
retiring before 59 ½ (the age at which penalty-free withdrawals can be made from 
IRAs), this can be a big opportunity to create an income stream.

Eligible for reduced Social Security survivor benefit 
• If your spouse has predeceased you, and you’ve reached age 60, you’re eligible 

for a survivor’s benefit from Social Security, albeit a reduced amount. At this age, 
you’d receive about 70% of the amount you would get if you waited until your full 
retirement age from the survivor’s benefit. Still, depending on the circumstances, it 
may be beneficial to make a claim now.

55

60

591/2

913-393-1000  |  modwm.com Retirement Plan Checklist  |  7



Required Minimum Distributions (RMDs) begin
• In December 2022, Congress passed more rules surrounding RMDs as a part of 

SECURE Act 2.0. These rules increased the required beginning date from April 1st of 
the year you turn 72, to April 1st of the year you turn 73, and it will continue to increase 
until eventually hitting 75 by 2033. The new rules took effect on January 1, 2023, so 
unfortunately, if you’ve already started your RMDs, you’re stuck with them. The real 
lucky few are those who turn 72 in 2023, they get another year before having to start 
taking their RMDs on April 1, 2024. 

• This is the age at which the IRS is tired of waiting for you to make withdrawals from 
retirement accounts such as Traditional IRAs or 401(k) plans. At this age, the IRS will 
determine an annual minimum amount you need to withdrawal from each type of 
retirement account, based on your birthday and the Uniform Lifetime Table.

72+

62
Social Security retirement benefit claiming can begin (reduced amount)
• This is the earliest age at which you can apply for your own Social Security benefit. 

Depending on the year you were born, you would receive 70-75% of the benefit you 
could get at your full retirement age (between 66 and 67 years old). If you decide to 
claim a benefit now, and at the same time, maintain employment, you will be subject 
to the earnings test. The earnings test will apply until you reach your full retirement 
age. In 2021, the earnings limit is $18,960. For every $2 of earnings in excess of this 
amount, Social Security will withhold $1 in benefits. The earnings limit is increased 
annually with the national average wage index, although some years it will remain flat. 

Eligible for Medicare coverage
• Enroll up to three months before your 65th birthday (or up to three months after)
• Turning 65 can be a big milestone for pre-retirees and retirees alike. This is the age 

at which you’ll need to make some decisions with your health insurance. Generally, 
at this age you become eligible for Part A and Part B, which provides hospital and 
(some) medical insurance coverage. There are several other parts to Medicare, 
such as Part C (also referred to as Medicare Advantage), Part D (prescription drug 
benefits), and Plans F and G (Medicare Supplement plans).

Delayed credits no longer accrue for Social Security benefits
• Delayed retirement credits stop accumulating at this point. If you’ve not 

already begun receiving Social Security benefits, you will begin receiving them 
automatically, whether you file a claim or not.

Full Social Security retirement benefits can be claimed (if not claimed already)
• If you’ve reached your full retirement age and are already receiving Social 

Security benefits while maintaining employment, you are no longer subject to 
the earnings test.

• If you’ve not yet begun receiving Social Security benefits, you are now eligible to 
receive 100% of your Social Security benefit. You may choose to delay claiming 
beyond this point to receive a larger benefit down the road. For example, if your full 
retirement age is 66, it will grow by about 0.7% each month you delay your benefit. 
This works out to be 8% per year. You can delay this benefit until age 70, at which 
point you could receive 132% of your original benefit from Social Security.

65

70

66
67

to
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The following section on proper retirement planning may be thought of as a “Cliff Notes” to retiring. 
It’s a checklist of all the things you need to consider as you prepare for and navigate retirement. Your 
retirement will be one of the biggest events of your life. 

It’s important to educate yourself on all aspects of retirement distribution planning so that you will know 
what questions to ask your financial and legal advisors when creating your plan. 

Use the checklist to be sure you and your advisors have covered all the key points of income, tax, asset, 
and risk planning in creating your plan. Check “yes” for each item you have attended to. For items that you 
have not yet taken into account, check “no,” and make a note to bring these up with your advisor. Nothing 
should be overlooked or forgotten.

We also welcome the opportunity to review your responses to the checklist. At the end of the checklist you’ll 
find an opportunity to access our industry-leading financial planning tool from the comfort of your home. 

I have taken into consideration 
inflation and have been conservative 
in my planning, using a 3 to 4% per 
year inflation rate.

I have thought about the amount of 
money I want to leave behind for my 
heirs in my retirement plan, and my 
spending budget is set to allow for that.

I have taken into consideration 
what is important to my family and 
me, and my retirement plan is built 
around those goals.

I have thought about additional budget 
items during my retirement, such as 
new cars, housing expenses, dental, 
medical, grandchildren’s college, etc.

1

3

4

5

YES

YES

YES

YES

NO

NO

NO

NO

I have assumed a life expectancy 
beyond normal lifetime in my 
retirement plan.

My retirement plan allows me to see 
my progress toward my long-term 
goals and measure my path to success.

2

6

YES

YES

NO

NO

RETIREMENT PLAN CHECKLISTTHE
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My retirement plan allows me to 
know how market changes will 
affect my ability to maintain my 
retirement goals. 

My retirement plan has been 
stress-tested to determine the 
impact of a long-term care expense 
versus the cost of long-term care 
insurance to make sure my money 
is used most efficiently.

I have included in my retirement 
plan the possibility of using life 
insurance instead of long-term 
care insurance since mortality 
is 100% and there is no way to 
determine if long-term care 
expenses will be incurred. 

My retirement plan takes into 
consideration the effects of taking 
Social Security early and the long-
term impact of not only how much I 
will receive from Social Security, but 
how it affects my ability to meet my 
long-term goals.

My retirement plan is built to allow 
me to have the highest possibility of 
achieving my goals and do so with 
the least possible amount of risk.

My retirement plan takes into 
consideration the possibility of 
higher taxes.

My retirement plan is based on net
numbers so it can easily be adjusted
for changes in the tax code.

My retirement plan has been stress-
tested to take into consideration the 
possibility of poor market conditions 
at any point in my retirement.

My retirement plan has been stress-
tested to take into consideration 
the possibility of a pre-mature 
death and the effects on the 
surviving spouse.

7 12

13

15

14

8

9

10

11

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO
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My retirement plan takes into 
consideration the possibility that 
Social Security can be taken tax-
free even with spendable income 
of more than $50,000 per year.

My retirement plan considers 
taxes in such a way that I will know 
which account to spend from first 
to keep taxes as low as possible.

My retirement plan includes 
calculations to determine when 
my spouse should start taking 
Social Security, and if he/she 
could take the spousal benefit 
first and defer to 70 to maximize 
the benefit.

My retirement plan can alert me if 
I have gotten off track so that my 
advisor can give me suggestions 
for getting back on track.

Most of my retirement plan is 
tailored specifically to my family’s 
long-term and short-term goals, and 
the question “what could possibly go 
wrong?” has been asked in all areas. 
Contingencies are also in place to 
mitigate the risk of not achieving 
those goals.

I have conducted a Roth Conversion 
analysis by first completing my 
comprehensive retirement income 
strategy, then overlaying the results 
of the Roth conversion to determine 
the appropriate (if any) amount of my 
traditional IRA to convert to a Roth.

During my accumulation years, 
I built up money in taxable, tax-
deferred, and tax-free accounts in 
the proper amounts to keep my 
taxes flexible in my distribution 
(retirement) years.

16

17

18

19

20

22

21

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO
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I have considered the effects of NUA on 
my 401(k) distribution and how it may 
or may not reduce future income tax.

My current retirement plan is 
forward-looking and utilizes today’s 
tax laws to attempt to minimize 
taxes in the coming years. 

My retirement plan has included 
looking at annuities to see if their tax 
benefits would work in my situation. 

I have based my retirement plan on 
the assumption that taxes will be 
higher in the future and taken all the 
steps necessary to help mitigate the 
effects of higher taxes.

I have a proactive retirement 
planning advisor and CPA who work 
together to help lower my current 
taxes and in years looking forward. 

I have been through an exercise that 
allows me to see the best way to 
spend my assets during retirement.  

I have tested my plan to see which 
fixed income investments could be 
of value.

I understand that Social Security 
income is tax-free unless I 
disqualify myself. 

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

TOTAL ANSWERED YES

TOTAL ANSWERED NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO
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If you marked any of these items “No” it might be 
time to start taking a deeper look at your plan. 

Start building your plan from the comfort of your 
home today with our industry-leading

financial planning tool. 

Click here or scan the QR code 
below to get started. 

Or give us a call at (913) 393-1000

https://modwm.com/retirement-planning-tool/download/


More from Modern Wealth Management

Investment advisory services offered through Modern Wealth Management, LLC, an SEC Registered Investment Adviser.

Lenexa, KS
13550 W. 95th Street  
Lenexa, KS 66215
Tel: (913) 393-1000

Lee’s Summit, MO
211A NW Executive Way 
Lee’s Summit, MO 64063
Tel: (816) 554-3736

Troy, MI
990 E South Blvd Suite 100
Troy, MI 48085
Tel: (248) 828-8000

Bingham Farms, MI
30200 Telegraph, Suite 210
Bingham Farms, MI 48025
Tel: (248) 828-8000

Kansas City, MO (North KC)
1201 NW Briarcliff Prkwy - Suite 259  
Kansas City, MO 64116
Tel: (913) 393-1000

America’s Wealth Management Show

The Guided Retirement Show

Start Building Your Plan on Your Own

Saturdays at 11AM on 98.1FM KMBZ in Kansas City

New Episodes Biweekly on Tuesdays

Access our industry-leading financial planning tool.

Listen on-demand via podcast on these platforms and more.

Listen Now

Listen Now

Start Planning

Find it on your favorite podcast app and YouTube.

Click here or scan the QR code to get started on your plan.

Coming Soon
to Your Favorite Podcast App!

MODWM.COM

https://modwm.com/radio-show/
https://modwm.com/podcasts
https://modwm.com/retirement-planning-tool/download/
https://app.rightcapital.com/account/sign-up?referral=1PVtsEOKNOFlxFlH7rUzTg&type=client

