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INTRODUCTION


Retirement Bites


But the question remains: What are we going to do now? How can we repair all the damage we inherited? Fellow graduates, the answer is simple. The answer is…


[The wind blows away Lelaina’s speech cards]


The answer is, I don’t know.


—Lelaina Pierce


Reality Bites, 1994


Are you freaking out about retirement?


That’s what many Gen Xers may be feeling. The oldest of the generation have reached that magical age of 59½, which is when you can dip into retirement accounts such as 401(k)s and IRAs (individual retirement accounts) without getting dinged by an early withdrawal penalty. The youngest have another 20 years to go before they turn 65 and become eligible for Medicare. That’s not as far away as you might think. But you’re probably still busy thinking about all the other responsibilities coming down the pike, like paying for your kids’ college or caring for your aging parents. Maybe saving enough for a comfortable retirement of your own has taken a back seat for now. Maybe you feel like you’re only slightly behind—there’s still time, right? Or maybe, just maybe, you’re up late with a calculator and a 401(k) statement, not sure how to make it all make sense.


That’s okay. Seriously. First of all, you’re not alone. We’re thinking about this, too. And just look at these sobering stats:




	One in four Gen Xers don’t have a retirement account at all, while the typical household for the generation has just $40,000 in retirement savings, according to the National Institute on Retirement Security.1



	More than three in five Gen Xers are not confident in their ability to achieve a dream retirement,2 while nearly half believe they could outlive their savings.3 


	The majority of the 64 million Americans born between 1965 and 1980 expect to postpone their retirement.4






“Gen Xers have far less confidence in their financial futures than other generations,” Kelly LaVigne, vice president of Consumer Insights at Allianz Life, told us.


No kidding. But here’s the thing. Despite being tagged as slackers growing up, that’s not why many of us are behind on retirement readiness. Actually, there were some pretty big forces working against us—namely vanishing company pensions and the slow evolution of the 401(k) into “the” retirement savings vehicle. We’re not entirely to blame. Let’s go over how we got here, starting with pensions.


VANISHING PENSIONS AND THE SLOW RISE OF 401(K)S


While pensions are still commonplace for public-sector state and municipal employers, they have all but vanished in the private sector. Today, just 15 percent of private-sector employees have a pension,5 compared with 32 percent in the early ’90s.6 More than half of private-sector employees participate in a 401(k) plan, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.7 But about 48 percent of Americans don’t have access to either a pension or 401(k)-type plan at work.8 


Just 25 percent of our generation reported in 2012 that we would have income from traditional employer pension plans when we retired, while 39 percent of the oldest Baby Boomers and 49 percent of the youngest of the Silent Generation—our parental units—said they would.9 That older estimate for Gen Xers may have been generous. A 2021 report found that only 14 percent of us have a pension plan, as more companies continued the trend of closing these plans to new employees.10 


“The retirement landscape shifted dramatically for this generation, and they’re at risk of falling through the cracks,” Catherine Collinson, CEO of Transamerica Institute and Transamerica Center for Retirement Studies, told us.


Pensions, or defined benefit retirement plans, really began to phase out in the mid-1980s when Gen X was just entering the workforce. At the same time, more employers were adding 401(k)s after new regulations in 1981 allowed contributions to these plans to be made from a worker’s wages and salary, not just from a profit-sharing bonus. Still, these 401(k)s were not the robust savings vehicles they are today. For a long time, they were largely viewed as supplemental to pensions, and Congress, for whatever reasons, did not foster the growth of these plans from their inception through the mid-1990s, right when the earliest Gen Xers needed to start saving. Congress was needed to enact reforms because of the tax-avoidance structure of 401(k)s and its predecessors.


In the ’80s and ’90s, the government did nothing to support the 401(k) system. For instance, in 1983, the maximum annual contribution limit to 401(k)s from both employees and employers was reduced to $30,000 from $45,475 and was frozen there for 17 key years.11 And under a 1986 provision, an employee could contribute no more than $7,000 in pretax dollars to 401(k) plans. That was hardly enough to get you where you needed to go to fund your own retirement without a pension.


It wasn’t until the oldest of us were 36—in 2001—when Congress increased the total maximum contribution to 401(k)s and loosened rules around the pretax cap for employee contributions. That year also saw more options for rollovers between plans and created the Roth 401(k). Five years later—when the youngest of us hit our mid-20s and the oldest were over 40!—Congress finally passed legislation that encouraged employers to automatically enroll workers into 401(k) plans and allowed employers to provide default investments, two efforts to increase participation as it became more obvious that the 401(k) was a main pillar for a comfy retirement.


Those efforts, and the education around saving, have worked—but were maybe too late for us. Think about this: The average Gen Xer started saving for retirement at 31, while Millennials and Gen Z got the savings message much earlier.12 They started saving at 24 and 18, respectively. And they are saving to the max: Millennials contribute 12 percent of their annual pay to their retirement, while Gen Z socks away 20 percent. Gen X puts just 10 percent away.13


“The American Dream of retirement is going to be challenging for most Gen Xers,” Dan Doonan, executive director of the National Institute on Retirement Security, told us. “This really isn’t surprising given the terrible retirement hand that has been dealt to Gen Xers: Most don’t have a pension plan, they’ve lived through multiple economic crises, wages haven’t been keeping up with inflation, and costs are rising.”


DISAPPEARING HEALTH BENEFITS IN RETIREMENT


As if our meager savings weren’t bad enough, Gen X can also look forward to much lamer health benefits than the Baby Boomer generation. The number of employers who provide supplemental health care insurance in retirement is fast approaching nada. The share of large companies—defined as those with 200 or more employees—offering retiree health care insurance coverage was 21 percent in 2023, down from 29 percent in 2020 and way down from 66 percent in 1988, according to KFF, a nonprofit health policy research organization.14 


Why is this important? Health care spending becomes a huge expense in retirement, especially in the latter years. And while Medicare is awesome, it doesn’t cover every penny. There’s no monthly premium for Medicare Part A, the hospital insurance, but there is a premium for Medicare Part B, the medical insurance part. There’s also a deductible, copays, and co-insurance, where you typically pay 20 percent of the cost for a service. Some retirees now purchase a Medigap plan to pay for these out-of-pocket costs, but it used to be that some employers offered supplemental insurance that covered these instead. Not much anymore.


There are two big reasons for this. Employers are tapping out from providing this benefit because health care costs keep going up. Unions, which often kept pressure on employers to offer this benefit, are also on the decline. Medicare has also improved some during that time, with the prescription drug benefit added in 2006 and Medicare Advantage plans offering extra benefits, so that the incentive for employers to provide supplemental coverage has waned.


“There’s just a whole shift that kind of caught up with Gen X and I think that they don’t realize,” said Judith Brown, a fellow Gen Xer and a certified financial planner. (Judith drove a 1984 Buick Skyhawk back in the day, blasting the Eagles on the radio.)


CONCERNS OVER SOCIAL SECURITY’S FUTURE


Not to continue to pile on, but add to all that the growing, unaddressed concerns over Social Security. The reserves for the social program that retirees depend on are expected to run out sometime in the early to mid-2030s—estimates change year to year—at which time benefits to seniors will be cut by around 20 percent.15 That’s such heinous timing. The oldest of Gen X will be turning 70.


No wonder 55 percent of us are unconvinced that Social Security will be there to support us when we need it.16 Lawmakers likely will address that shortfall, but the longer it takes for a solution, the harder it is to plan accurately. Tellingly, the financial planners we interview regularly model out what a client’s retirement would look like if Social Security benefits are cut. You know, just in case.


“Being able to project what you’re going to receive is an important piece that will potentially dictate someone’s lifestyle in retirement,” Brian Ellenbecker, a certified financial planner and financial adviser at Shakespeare Wealth Management in Pewaukee, Wisconsin, told us. “When planning, making an adjustment for reduced future benefits is prudent.”


OTHER OBLIGATIONS


But it’s so hard to plan for any of this when there are big things in the way. We get that. Did you know that Gen X carries the most credit card and student loan debt of all generations? The average credit card debt for us is over $9,200—almost 40 percent more than Boomers and Millennials and 175 percent more than the Silent Generation and Gen Z!17 Some of us also hold a huge amount of the nation’s student loan debt, averaging over $44,000 in loans—the most of everyone. (Even more than Millennials!)18 And we have to deal with not just our student loans, but maybe even a Direct PLUS loan we took out for our kid’s education if we couldn’t save up enough in the meantime to pay for tuition. No wonder our hard-earned dollars are going toward whittling down those ugly balances rather than beefing up our retirement savings.


And even if Brenda and Brandon leave the nest, that doesn’t mean they aren’t depending somewhat on our wallet and credit cards. That leaves many of us sandwiched between our children and our aging parents, who require more of our time and financial resources. More than seven in 10 Americans between 35 and 60 have caregiving duties for both their children and parents.19 These same people said they are struggling financially because of it, with three-quarters saying it’s difficult to save for retirement and almost two-thirds reporting they’re living paycheck to paycheck.20 And similar to many of our friends, you may feel like time is running out, especially if the economy falters again.


But we’re here to say it’s not time to give up. Quite the opposite. Gen Xers, the answer is simple. The answer is not “I don’t know,” as Lelaina said in Reality Bites. The answer is to rise to the challenge.


“They’re starting to reach that critical window in preparing for retirement, which is usually about 10 years before leaving the workforce,” said Kelly LaVigne, vice president of Consumer Insights at Allianz Life. “This is the time when many people can really start buckling down.”


Our generation is nothing but resilient and undaunted, traits borne from our earliest years as latchkey kids who weathered divorces, rode bikes—without helmets!—in search of pirate booty and dead bodies, and who subsisted on Spam, Pop-Tarts, and Stouffer’s microwavable mac and cheese at home alone. We ushered in a music revolution. We jump-started the computer age. We raged against the machine.


In fact, we’ve already bounced back from one major whammy—the Great Recession. While Gen X lost the most wealth of all ages in the years after 2008, we also were the first generation to recover it all 10 years later, especially in housing equity.21 That’s propped up a bunch of us. That equity has only grown since housing’s go-go years during and after the pandemic. That’s great news for the 72 percent of Gen Xers who owned their homes in 2023.22 Overall, total home equity in the United States has recently hit new highs, and housing values are expected to grow until Baby Boomers move to a nice golf community or move on completely.


We’re also not a monolith. Depending on where you fall in the Gen X spectrum, your retirement outlook may differ. For instance, older Gen Xers are more likely to have pension plans than younger ones. But those born in the mid-1970s and later may have missed the brunt of the economic headwinds those born in the mid- to late 1960s faced. Later Gen Xers didn’t feel the pain of the tech bust in the early 2000s because many were either in school or had very little money invested in the stock market.


“With Gen X, you’ve got to split us right down the middle. You’ve got young Gen X and older Gen X. And they hit things very differently,” Bradley Schurman, author of The Super Age, who was born in 1977, told us. (By the way, The Goonies was and remains his favorite movie today, although Footloose came with his family’s first VHS player, so it got a lot of rotation as well, he told us.) “Many Gen Xers my age really weren’t knocked back financially by some of those forces in the way those ahead of us were.”


Plus, if you’re in the younger Gen X set, your retirement vision may get a boost from the Great Wealth Transfer. Between now and 2045, an estimated $84 trillion will be passed down to heirs. The bulk of those assets, more than $53 trillion, will be transferred from Baby Boomers to their children.23


“The Boomers really have created more wealth than any other generation in US history,” Schurman said. “And younger Gen Xers and early Millennials are going to be the ones that get the first wave of this from their parents.”


The other big plus is that most of us are in our prime earning years. In fact, we’re pulling in almost $127,000 on average before taxes.24 Sure, a lot of that is going to those obligations we talked about earlier, but that’s still a lot. With some finagling here and adjustments there to your budget, priorities, and mindset, you can get on track to a better retirement outlook—no matter what bumpy road lies ahead. And that’s where we come in. We’re stoked to help you find your way.


Kerry Hannon (who just missed the Gen X cutoff but is an honorary member of the generation for our purposes) is an authority on retirement, jobs, career transitions, entrepreneurship, leadership, and personal finance. She’s an award-winning author of 14 books on retirement, working, and personal finances. She’s also a senior columnist at Yahoo Finance where Janna Herron, the other coauthor of this book, also worked before. You may have seen Kerry or Janna on TV or radio, or read one of their articles or columns.


For Janna, this book is really personal. She’s at the tail end of Gen X—born in 1979. Her inner circle are all part of the MTV generation. Her son is in high school and the empty nest years loom large—as do college costs. She’s talking to her parents and her in-laws about their future care and needs. And she and her husband are dreaming of buying a teardrop camper and road-tripping across the US. Her friends, siblings, and colleagues are facing similar circumstances and having those same kinds of conversations. All of it takes money and she’s right there with you, hoping, planning, strategizing for those golden years. Janna is not only writing this book for you, but she’s also writing it for herself.


And then there’s Yahoo Finance, spawned from Yahoo—the brainchild of fellow Gen Xers and now billionaires Jerry Yang and David Filo. Yahoo is basically the garage band of search engines. While at Stanford University in a campus trailer in 1994, Yang and Filo created the site to keep track of their favorite interests on the internet. As it grew more popular among their classmates and beyond, it morphed from “Jerry and David’s Guide to the World Wide Web” to an acronym for “Yet Another Hierarchical Officious Oracle,” according to an archived Yahoo press release.25 But the dudes insist that the actual dictionary definition of Yahoos, characters in Gulliver’s Travels who were rude, unsophisticated, and uncouth, was the real reason they chose the name.


“David and my titles were Chief Yahoos… and after a while, David, because he was running a lot of our expenses, he became the cheap yahoo,” Yang told Yahoo Finance during a 30th Yahoo anniversary interview. “We really tried to create an environment where hierarchy is not really the key that makes everything run. It’s really this idea of teamwork and trust, and building a great brand and great product being the most important thing.”


And a byproduct of that business counterculture was Yahoo Finance, born in 1997. It has been there with you during the boom and bust of the dot-com era, during the long slog of the Great Recession’s aftermath, and during the double whammy of a generational pandemic and meteoric rise in inflation. Yahoo Finance is in it for the long haul and wants to see you through to retirement.


Here’s what to expect from our book and how to use it.


Retirement Bites lays out a blueprint for Gen Xers to take control of their assets and financial future in a manageable, realistic way. We go over the retirement challenges our generation faces combined with straightforward action steps you can take now. You’ll find insightful contributions from leading workplace experts, economists, and financial advisers, as well as voices of everyday Gen Xers at different stages of their retirement savings journey. Our ultimate goal is to get you to where you can visualize a comfortable retirement—even as new challenges may arise—but not be overwhelmed by the steps you need to take to get there.


The book is organized in four parts:


“Part One: Getting Started” should motivate you. It should first get you focused, so you can fight inertia, fear, and other factors that hold you back from acting and building wealth. Then, get set to envision your dream retirement and feel excited about this journey rather than dreading it. After you know what you want for your golden years, we’ll help you figure out how much you need to save to make that dream a reality and provide the road map to get there.


“Part Two: Saving and Investing” goes over the nuts and bolts of retirement accounts and how best to allocate your investments so you reach your retirement goals.


“Part Three: Increasing Your Cash Flow” provides the different ways Gen Xers can up their income before retirement. That includes tips on how to stay in the workforce longer, ways to get the most out of Social Security, and advice on how to tap other assets for retirement income.


“Part Four: More Than Money” addresses a host of money-adjacent considerations when preparing for retirement, including how to juggle saving for your children’s education while also socking away for your own retirement and caring for your aging parents. We’ll dive into how to plan for your health needs, the financial and lifestyle factors at play if you consider relocating, how to find the right financial professional to help you achieve your financial goals, as well as how to plan for what happens to your wealth after you’re gone. Last, we provide tailored advice for business owners facing retirement.


We promise you’ll be so much chiller about your retirement prospects after reading this book and following the advice we lay out. Taking control of your finances now allows you to build a rewarding future. You can finally look forward to the years to come instead of covering your eyes. Let’s get ready to tackle your financial future.
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PART ONE


Getting Started
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YOUR MONEY MINDSET


The Psychology of Money and Retirement


Close eye. Trust. Concentrate. Think only tree. Make a perfect picture down to last pine needle. Wipe your mind clean, everything but tree. Nothing exists whole world. Only tree.


—Mr. Miyagi


The Karate Kid, 1984


Thinking about money issues can make you an emotional mess and stir up all kinds of emotions, positive and negative. It can make you feel anxious. It can make you feel confident. It can make you feel generous.


Our guess is that one big reason you might be desperately seeking retirement savings salvation right now is that the whole concept of managing your money—regardless of whether it is spending or saving—just turns you inside out and upside down. But this is not a yada-yada situation to gloss over.


Saving for retirement can ratchet up that fear of facing your finances a notch or two, or ten, for plenty of reasons. That’s because the bucket of dough that you ideally should set aside must potentially see you through three decades of life post-career. That amount can easily glide over the million dollar mark. That sum honestly seems daunting. It’s pretty tough to believe you can actually accumulate that much, especially if you got a late start.


Even though making decisions about retirement savings can feel overwhelming, your attitude is something you can control. In finance, most people do not make decisions in a spreadsheet. So says Morgan Housel, author of Same as Ever: A Guide to What Never Changes, and The Psychology of Money: “They make them at the dinner table. They make them in the conference room with their coworkers. It’s not just numbers and charts. It’s this whole collision of emotions and psychology and hormones and your past experiences all colliding against each other.”


So let’s talk about your mindset when it comes to saving for retirement. We’ll start with a general discussion of the psychology of money and why it’s important for you to understand what might be holding you back. Then we’ll explore the general vibe around retirement savings among Gen X. This context will help set the table for the chapters that follow.


YOUR EARLIEST MEMORY OF MONEY


Aja Evans, a board-certified therapist specializing in financial therapy, likes to kick off her sessions with her clients with the question: What’s your earliest money memory? “The reason why I ask that is because a lot of people don’t think about how important childhood was to formulating their money beliefs,” she said.


Studies show that between the ages of seven and nine is when we start to formulate our money beliefs. The little tidbits that you pick up from people around you, from your parents and relatives and friends and schoolteachers, all add up. That’s when you’re starting to formulate the foundation of your money beliefs that will go on to carry you through adulthood. Maybe your parents fought about money, and, as a result, you do everything in your power to avoid conflicts about money, to the point where you won’t talk about it with your spouse or partner or even your financial adviser. You instantly get a flash of fear and shut down the conversation. You walk away.


Perhaps one of your parents struggled with a dependence on alcohol, and while money had nothing to do with it, there was a sense of instability in your home and concern that they might die, or lose their job, or go away. As a result, maybe you hoard your money. Fear of spending can stem from the sense of worry that something may be taken away from you without warning. That the other shoe will drop.


Getting to the root of a negative money mindset can be liberating. Once you see where it’s coming from, you can work to change it. Being aware of your money personality is a key stepping stone toward financial health and wealth.


Brad Klontz, a financial psychologist, and his research partner, Sonya Britt, have determined that core money beliefs fall into these categories:




	Money Avoidance: Ignoring—money is a source of fear and anxiety


	Money Worship: Happiness—money means happiness


	Money Status: Self-worth—net worth equals self-worth


	Money Vigilance: Hoarding—saving money is the key to peace of mind





In fact, many of us fall into more than one of these categories. But finding your place in these categories can help you start to unravel your inner relationship with money. Once you understand what money represents to you, you can determine how that plays out in your life.


NAMASTE


Stephanie McCullough, one of our fave Gen X financial planners and founder of Sofia Financial, meets her mostly Gen X clients exactly where they are, she told us: “Don’t think you have enough saved for retirement? It’s okay. Built up some credit card debt? You’re not alone. Feel that you don’t have a mind for money? Let’s look at it together. I work with what someone has and focus on what they can control to move forward toward their goals.” (McCullough’s favorite movie of all time is The Princess Bride, and she whiled away her teen Saturday nights watching The Love Boat and Fantasy Island.)


She likes to compare her yoga practice to how she works with her clients. “The goal of a yoga practice is physical, mental, and spiritual well-being,” McCullough said. “If one segment of our lives is off-kilter, it will impact the others. Similarly, money is interconnected with all parts of our lives—our relationships, security, and sense of self-worth. It gets emotional—and that’s perfectly fine.”


According to McCullough, when you bring the money stuff into alignment with your deepest-held values and priorities, it will help you determine a goal to achieve harmony and balance.


To get more adept at a practice such as yoga or a sport of any kind, you must do it regularly, whether you feel like it or not. Success in financial management is much the same. The best financial advice is simple but not necessarily easy. Wins are earned through disciplined, sustained behaviors, McCullough said. “The first step is to show up, to start to pay attention, to make time to focus on it.”




Your Money Makeup


Here’s an exercise to get the juices flowing. Take a few minutes and jot down answers to these questions:




	What’s your age?


	Are you self-employed?


	What’s your individual income right now?


	What money role do you play in your relationship with your partner, if you’re married? Are you the bill payer, the investor, the budgeteer?


	Do you still have children to raise and educate?


	What are your future financial goals? Some possibilities: You want to be able to travel, stay in your home, buy a new car.


	Do you have any health issues that require an ongoing cost for medication or therapy?


	Will you have to support your parents one day, or do you already?


	What’s your greatest fear about finances?


	What’s your top concern about your current money situation?


	Are you a saver or a spender?


	How important is it to you to spend money on things like clothes, or experiences such as vacations?


	How important is it to give to causes that matter to you?


	What kind of lifestyle do you have today? Would it be difficult for you to scale back if you needed to?


	Are you likely to inherit money one day? How much and how soon?


	Do you view yourself as a financially independent person or a dependent one?


	Are you a savvy investor and do you typically do your own research and execute your investment choices all by yourself, or do you tend to take other people’s advice about investing?


	Are you a conservative or an aggressive investor?


	If you’re working, how many years until you plan to retire?


	What are your skills? Would you need to go back to school or add skills if you plan to start a second act?





While these questions cast a wide net, your answers allow you to let the light in and begin to see your relationship with money. That, in turn, will help you begin the work that’s necessary to build a rich retirement life.






KEYS TO A POSITIVE MONEY MINDSET




	
Lay out audacious financial goals: Money may not buy you happiness, but it does buy you freedom. The goal is to have enough money so that you can spend your life the way you want. That might mean prioritizing time with family and friends. Or soaking up sweet moments like vacations. Or having the ability to pursue hobbies and things you’re passionate about without being anxious about money.


	
Give yourself permission to dream: For us, setting a dollar amount for our goals doesn’t motivate us as much as envisioning what it is we’re saving and investing for. This changes as you roll through the years, so be nimble and ready to let go of some things to make room for ones you can’t even imagine right now.

Kerry’s dad always said, “You have to dream to get there.” Design a vision board with photos, either a virtual one or one with actual photos you can place on your desk, that shows places you’d like to go, where you hope to live one day, or even a cause you want to be able to support.


For her motivation to save for things she wants in her life, Kerry keeps a photo of a beautiful farm in Virginia with views of the Blue Ridge Mountains in the background and another photo of a beach in St. Barths. 





	
Make an actionable plan: Do you have a budget? If not, now is a great time to start recording your expenses so you can get a sense for how much you spend on different categories like housing, utilities, groceries, transportation, loans, and fun stuff. How much are you able to save? When you are saving for a particular goal, take a look at your budget and make a specific plan for where the money will come from. Will you earmark some of the money you are already saving for this particular dream? Or will you need to cut back on spending in order to finance your goal? If so, where will you make this cut?


	
Steer clear of the “I’ll pay it back tomorrow” mentality: Debt is a dream killer and is the biggest roadblock to building a life filled with possibilities and options. Half of Americans who hold a credit card carry balances from month to month,1 and that adds up. Savings or investment accounts accrue interest or dividends, but the opposite is true for debt: It keeps piling up and you end up paying more to service that debt. Once you have established a budget, stick to it and know that eventually you’ll get where you want to be.


	
Ramp up your investment knowledge: Take the time to learn how the stock and bond markets function. This will help you stay the course when the market gets rattled.





Money aside, perhaps our biggest piece of advice is to pause from time to time and savor where you are right now. Be present for the conversation, the moonrise, the laughter. There is so much pressure to succeed and build wealth that we often forget to appreciate what’s happening now.


GEN XERS’ “GLOOMY OUTLOOK”


The FINRA Investor Education Foundation—a not-for-profit established by the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority (FINRA) to support investor education—studied the financial behaviors and perceptions of Gen Xers, comparing them to those of Gen Zers, Millennials, and Baby Boomers. The survey focused on Gen Xers’ behaviors related to retirement savings and debt, and perceptions about their financial situations, including financial satisfaction, financial anxiety, and financial well-being.


“Our overarching goal was not to assess Gen X’s retirement prospects per se, but rather to gain a sense of their general financial health, including retirement-related decisions, relative to generations that came before (Boomers) and after (Millennials, Gen Z). Through this lens, the news about retirement savings is generally good for Gen X,” Gerri Walsh, president of the FINRA Investor Education Foundation, told us.


“Few Gen Xers have positive feelings about their financial situation,” Walsh said. And according to the FINRA research, their views are much more negative than those of Baby Boomers. There are a few explanations of why Gen X may have a somewhat gloomy outlook, Walsh said. “For one, Gen X is the first generation to do worse than their parents, so perhaps their expectations about where they would be financially at this point in their lives have fallen short of reality. It’s also likely that many Gen Xers are currently in a financially demanding and stress-inducing life stage—with many caught in the sandwich generation—balancing the competing responsibilities of raising children and caring for aging parents. They also report high levels of anxiety about debt, particularly student debt.”


About one in four Gen Xers reported having student loan debt, and 60 percent are concerned that they won’t be able to pay off those loans, according to the data.2 Interestingly, one in five Gen Xers with student loan debt hold it for someone else, like a child or a grandchild. And unlike Boomers, most Gen Xers are not yet retired, so they are not yet receiving Social Security and Medicare benefits, which can help alleviate financial stress. (And indeed, some Gen Xers may wonder if Social Security will even be available in retirement.)


Fidelity Investment’s “2025 State of Retirement Planning” found that Gen Xers hold the most negative retirement outlook among all generations, with just over half confident that they will be able to retire on their own terms. One-third say they will continue to work in retirement to supplement their income.


“Many Gen Xers have watched their parents’ generation age into retirement and experience long-term care events,” Rebecca Bast, a wealth management adviser at Northwestern Mutual, told us. That creates anxiety, she added. “They understand the real risk that a long-term event could create in their financial lives, and yet relatively few have acted to help prevent it.” This is mostly because we’ve been focused on other present-day matters.


Even when we reach a point in our lives when we have been successful financially, having the confidence to start to enjoy it can be tough. “I’m 57, born in 1968, and I’m finally spending,” Cary Carbonaro, a certified financial planner and author of Women and Wealth, told us. “There’s no reason not to spend at this point in my life, [and] now I have to turn the spending spigot on which is really, really hard for me because fear has kept me from spending all these years. Now I can actually enjoy the money, but it’s very, very difficult. And I do this with my Gen X clients, too. If they have turned off the spending spigot for all these years, when I tell them they can turn it on, they’re like, what? I don’t even know how to do that.” (Madonna was—and is—her fan-girl fave.)


And yet, despite this gloomy outlook, Gen X is actually in better financial shape than attitudes suggest.


Bank of America’s research3 shows that there has been slight year-over-year growth in the share of Gen X 401(k) participants who increased their contribution rates in their retirement plans. Bank of America internal payments data suggests that some Gen X households are investing relatively large quantities of their paychecks after-tax to fund additional investment accounts. In fact, the average amount invested by Gen X from after-tax earnings is over 40 percent higher than the overall population, and higher than all other generations, according to that data.


Meanwhile, FINRA Investor Education Foundation research found that, overall, Gen Xers reported good financial health given their life stage—that is, they are generally more likely to report healthy financial behaviors than the younger generations (Gen Z and Millennials) but less likely than Baby Boomers.


Gen Xers are now investing and setting funds aside for retirement at the highest rates ever. Six in 10 Gen X respondents reported owning a retirement savings account. Within this group, over 80 percent are actively contributing to these accounts. And, with a small percentage of Gen Xers reporting they took a loan (10 percent) or hardship withdrawal (9 percent) from their retirement accounts in the last 12 months, Gen X appears to be mostly contributing to and not withdrawing from their retirement savings.


We are, in fact, increasing the amount from our paychecks that we set aside in our 401(k) accounts and in outside investment accounts. And those of us who are 50 and over are saving an additional catch-up contribution without blinking an eye.


“Generation X is at a financial crossroads,” Gerri Walsh told us. “Despite having experienced numerous challenges through the years, from the dot-com boom and bust to most recently the coronavirus pandemic, Gen Xers report relatively good financial health overall.” 


What was curious about what FINRA teased out in their research is this: Even though we are saving more than before, only one-quarter of us report high financial satisfaction.


Here’s what’s interesting. It turns out that people who are optimistic tend to have a better handle on their finances.


OPTIMISM = HIGHER INVESTMENT RETURNS


In a report, Goldman Sachs Asset Management and Behave Technologies, a behavioral economics firm, surveyed nearly 5,000 US workers and retirees and teased out psychological factors that can slash the gap between your retirement savings goals and your future reality.4 These findings help us understand how we make choices and handle our financial lives.


Folks who are upbeat about what lies ahead are generally the ones who tackle a budget for today, live below their means, and are willing to get lean and mean with an eye to the potential rewards that come from a focused savings effort for the future, according to the Goldman Sachs data. Moreover, the majority of highly optimistic people have a personalized retirement plan. These optimists don’t sit on the side with rose-colored glasses. They step it up to actively manage their finances when there’s high inflation or when there’s considerable market twitching, according to the research. In fact, they’re inclined to tweak their investment allocation, hire a financial adviser, and contribute to their emergency savings accounts during those hand-wringing times.


Having a broad perspective beyond saving for retirement can help you through rough patches. Author Morgan Housel weighs in here: “If someone asks me, ‘Morgan, what are you saving for? Are you saving to buy a new house, buy a new car, or retire?’ I’d say, ‘No, I’m saving for a world in which unpredictable things get thrown in your way all the time.’”


Don’t discard those visual cues, though. We both believe in the oomph of having a picture of button-down goals you’re saving for to spur you in real time to get excited about saving. The possibilities are the energy that can drive you.


In essence, we need to shift our mindsets to become proactive optimists. That might not happen overnight, but once you become aware of your outlook, you can begin to look for the bright spots. And based on that Goldman Sachs research, who wouldn’t want to give that a try?


THE H.O.V.E.R. METHOD


Here’s a clever reminder of the ingredients it takes to create a positive mindset for your money and for your retirement years: H.O.V.E.R. It stands for hope, optimism, value, enthusiasm, and resilience.


Hope is trusting that you can realize your goals. Where there is a will, there’s a way, so to speak. When you take the time to appreciate the concept of believing in your own gifts, you can step into your power.


Optimism is a fundamental feature in loving what you do every day. It helps you jump over obstacles and pessimists and financial setbacks. When you’re optimistic, you have a feeling of excitement that you can push into, that motivates you to act and to see scenarios and solutions to problems. It keeps you reaching out and asking for help and advice when you are tentative on what to do. It keeps you from shutting down when it seems impossible to imagine you will have enough money saved to retire securely or embrace your life in your next chapter.


This can‐do approach quiets the urge to throw in the towel and back away from the challenge of getting your financial world on track. It also opens your eyes to see how “you can” bring about change, and not focus on how “you can’t.”


One way to foster optimism is to pay attention to what’s going right in your life, and stop obsessing on what’s going wrong—or supposedly might go wrong. It can be as easy as running a mental recap in your head each night of three good things that went right that day. These things might be as sweet as the look on your dog’s face, or as common as a neighbor’s tree bursting with orange and red leaves in fall, or as simple as a phone call with a childhood friend.


Optimism also comes from gratitude. Routinely taking stock of the tangible things you like the most about your life can build gratitude, and in turn optimism. Give yourself a moment or two to be thankful for whatever those things are, day by day.


Value means having the internal awareness that if you make the effort, you’ll progress. It means you value the significance of your own skills and talents. This comes from the heart.


It’s empowering when you have that self-confidence and self-awareness—one that doesn’t rely on how someone else views you. One way to build value is to continually learn and improve your knowledge. To deal effectively with change and to create transformation in your financial life, keep developing yourself.


Enthusiasm is the zing that boosts your energy and supports you through changes—both internal and external. It’s a superpower. An eagerness to try new things, take a risk, and see the upside of taking control of your retirement and financial planning will pay off.


Resilience, or the ability to recover from a setback—say, a job loss, a divorce, or a health care scare—is essential to joy in your retirement. When you’re resilient, you’re hardwired to ride out stock market instability, or a layoff. Resiliency gives you the inner strength to pivot and turn the downswings into prospects.


Resilient people aren’t “stuck in a moment,” as U2’s Bono sings. They’re curious. They keep learning, keep asking questions, and stay nimble. Resilience is something you can develop. One way is by regularly learning new things. Here’s why: When you learn new things, you’re a novice again, but then you get it. It clicks, and you’re off. And that pattern repeats again and again with each new undertaking. It doesn’t have to be learning about investing. It can be learning to play pickleball or building a wooden boat or taking an acting class.


Is there a hobby or sport that you can pull lessons from to help you manage your financial life?


For example, when Kerry takes riding lessons, she constantly needs to remember to be patient, not to rush, and always communicate with her horse. She reminds herself to step out of her head and into her body to be present, to focus on her breath and the natural rhythm of riding. Her coach is there to support her, to advise her ahead of time, to tell her to have a good time, but when it’s showtime, she and her horse enter the gate together and canter into their zone. Their practice and preparation and trust in one another have set the stage.


YOUR TO-DO LIST




	Journal about how your memories of money impact your money mindset today.


	Find a few times each day to reframe negative money thoughts into positive ones. Record these in your journal.


	Enroll in a class or course to learn something either in the arena of personal finance or in an area that you are curious to learn more about. The act of learning is a key to building optimism and resilience.





In the next chapter, we’ll discuss the key factors to creating your unique retirement vision.
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DESIGNING YOUR RETIREMENT VISION


I had worked for this old man and once he told me that he had spent his whole life thinking about his career and his work. And he was fifty-two and it suddenly struck him that… his life was for no one and nothing. He was almost crying saying that.
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