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Foreword

			Dan Kennedy 


			I’ve had the pleasure of working with David Phelps as a private client and Titanium Mastermind member for a number of years. His tenacity and perseverance in transitioning from his active income career as a dental professional to the founder and CEO of Freedom Founders is a testament to his credibility in authoring What’s Your Next.

			David extols new rules of the road. In a world where everyone desires freedom, options, and security, but not everyone takes risks to achieve them (or has the resolve to maintain them), this book presents a formula for those ready to embark on a different path.

			David embodies all the characteristics of one who does not follow the majority but who lives life and does business on his own terms and is not dictated to by others. He is a renegade. Throughout his life, he has created his own alternative path to work and wealth, where wealth can be used to work for him and not just him for it. In these pages, he shares how readers can buck the traditional path and follow him toward financial and personal freedom.

			As David has experienced, there’s more payoff in self-improvement than any other type of improvement, and for this reason, he encourages others to invest in themselves. He also understands the benefits of surrounding himself with winners and investing in his relationships. He has always sought the best in mentors and coaches and participates in multiple Mastermind Groups each year. Jim Rohn aptly states, “You become the average of the five people with whom you most associate.” David has constantly upped his average.

			Too many people are servants to their businesses. I have long insisted that a business must serve the owner. David exemplifies this mantra. He has intentionally designed his business passion to revolve around his life, his family, and his freedom. He chooses who he works with, when and how he works with them, and where he works with them (all of David’s clients go to him, not the reverse, something I have promoted nearly all my life).

			David wisely resists commoditization and has created unique differentiators into his business, beginning with who he is and with much less emphasis on what he does. This is a wealth multiplier that most will never achieve; instead, most focus on the limiting technical aspects of the “doing of the thing” (e.g., doctor, dentist, lawyer, butcher, baker). Commoditization is the prelude to extinction.

			David spent his entire career questioning the traditional approach to work and wealth. Never one to buy into the constructs of the status quo, he discovered the most powerful question you can ask: What’s your next? Through his own discovery process and life story, David dispels the myths and misinformation that have been handed down generation to generation, leaving those who would follow the majority to live lives of quiet desperation.

			The biggest single difference between successful people and the mediocre majority is how easily they take no for an answer. While he had to deal with many naysayers, David never accepted the limiting beliefs of others and charted his own course to ultimate freedom. This behavior has more to do with success than anything else.

			His path to success was not a straight line. He had to deal with multiple adversities in his pursuit of freedom, beginning with multiple health crises of his daughter, a failed marriage, and an unsuccessful business sale. Napoleon Hill stated, “Every adversity, every failure, every heartbreak, carries with it the seed of an equal or greater benefit.” David turned his adversities into opportunities for change, never stopping to cry foul or claim that life is unfair.

			David portrays five levels of freedom, the first being financial freedom. From there, one has the ability to choose by intention how he uses his time; the relationships in which he wishes to engage; the prioritization of personal health; and ultimately, the real purpose, meaning, and significance in one’s life.

			He started pursuing financial freedom in earnest while a first-year student in dental school, being the only student in a class of 140 to invest in a rental property. Four years later, David split $50,000 in capital gain profit with his father, his joint venture partner, and went on to leverage it into multiple investment properties, which was the basis of his financial freedom (replacing his active income with passive income) by age forty-one.

			This book will dispel many of the common traps of societal rules for success, like our state-run education system and the false pursuit of an elusive retirement goal. If you are an entrepreneur in spirit who is frustrated by the traditional career path of work, sacrifice, and wealth building and who craves an alternative path to work smarter and generate wealth and income that works for you, this book is for you. David will show you how to reinvent yourself and your means of making money and how your business and money can be structured to work for you.
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Introduction

			
Wake-Up Call

			On August 25, 2004, the surgical floor of Texas Children’s Hospital in Houston is humming with activity as medical personnel dart from one room to the next, treating kids, providing comfort, and saving lives. A gurney is parked in front of the surgical suite doors and is encircled by staff—doctors, nurses, anesthesiologists, phlebotomists—hastily prepping a young patient for surgery. One man stands apart from the medical team—a man in his forties, hunched and still amid the chaos. He barely notices the IV lines and EKG wires attached to the patient. He is focused only on the small hand wrapped in his, the big brown eyes more moist than usual, the bottom lip that quivers imperceptibly. 

			···

			My daughter, Jenna, was diagnosed with high-risk acute lymphocytic leukemia at age two. After undergoing multiple rounds of chemotherapy over two and a half years, she began having epileptic seizures. In 2004, when she was twelve years old, she had a severe episode that left her vomiting blood on the floor. After her mother rushed her to the local hospital, she was airlifted to Dallas. Three days later she was diagnosed with end-stage liver failure. My daughter’s spirit was strong, but her liver was not.

			Jenna was placed on an organ transplant list, and the waiting began. In the meantime, her mother and I researched the best surgical hospital for when we got the call, and we ultimately decided on Texas Children’s Hospital in Houston. Waiting was challenging, but since I had a busy dental practice at the time, I tried to distract myself with work and patients.

			One Wednesday, as I was consulting with a patient, my front desk staff member tapped me on the shoulder. My first response was irritation; I didn’t like to be bothered when I was with a patient, but I quickly realized the interruption was warranted. My staff told me I had an urgent phone call. Immediately, I had a lump in my throat because I knew it had to be about Jenna, and when there was news about her, it was rarely good.

			I grabbed the phone and heard a kind voice say, “Dr. Phelps, I’ve got good news for you.” It was the transplant nurse coordinator, and she announced they had a liver for my daughter. She explained that time was critically important. Things would move rapidly. In fact, Jenna and her mother, who had prepared their bags months before in preparation for this call, had already left for the hospital. Her mother and I had hoped for so long that Jenna would be in good enough health to receive a liver if and when we were ever so fortunate to get the call. Here we were. It was go time.

			The clock was ticking. Every second mattered. My heart was pounding, and I was sweating as I told my staff the news and raced out the door. They had all been prepared in case this day might come, and they knew what to do in my absence. I headed straight to the airport and flew to Houston. When I arrived at the hospital, staff quickly ushered me to the surgical ward on the third floor.

			I got there just in time to see my daughter splayed on a gurney, with medical personnel bustling around her. I had never felt so helpless. I realized that all of my education and training to become a dentist—all of the wisdom, experience, and money I’d accrued along the way—didn’t mean a damn thing.

			Nothing else mattered but this—holding her hand for one more moment before they wheeled her away from me. Out of my arms. Out of my sight. Out of my control. All I could do was pray.

			When they pushed her through the operating door, I was frozen in place. I was her father, but I couldn’t protect her, I couldn’t heal her, I couldn’t take her place—I couldn’t do anything but love her and pray.

			I did a lot of thinking in the following hours as I awaited news of my daughter’s condition. I wondered about some of the decisions I had made in my life. How many choices had I made unconsciously? How many times had I followed a path simply because those before me had trodden the same trail? How could I reclaim control of my life and my choices? How could I make my family’s lives better? How could I live my life without regrets?

			Six hours later, the surgeon come out and reported that the operation was complete and deemed a success. I realized I had been holding my breath for hours, days, weeks, maybe years. I could finally breathe. My child was okay. Jenna was transferred to the intensive care unit to begin her long journey toward recovery. It would be challenging, but I knew she had the tenacity and the courage to fight as she always had.

			Though her liver transplant and early health issues feel far behind us in many ways, they forever changed our lives. After that day in the hospital, feeling worthless and desperate for more time, I never viewed my career, finances, or personal goals in the same way.

			That day was my wake-up call: I made the decision to alter my life and my daughter’s life on my own terms. I would no longer make choices unconsciously or unintentionally. I stared at my daughter’s face, resting in the ICU, and promised her, No more.

			As a young adult, I laid out my entire life in advance. I was blessed with good intellect and a strong work ethic. Failure was never an option. I would have a perfect family. A perfect life. A perfect professional dental career. My journey, however, was not linear. It was a zig, a zag, one step forward, two steps back. It wasn’t perfect, as I had planned; in fact, it was often disrupted and left me seeking more.

			Over the years, as my family dealt with one health crisis after another, all that was once stable and constant started to crumble. My marriage with Jenna’s mother ended, and I started seeing more and more cracks in the perfect life I aspired to build. I started questioning how my time was spent. As Jenna’s health continued to deteriorate, I tried desperately to remain in control. If I was successful and a good provider, then maybe I could help navigate the increasingly dire journey my family was embarking on.

			I wanted security for my family, and I had worked hard for it. Yet all the things I had done in my life—all the hard work I put in, all the training, the school, the education—still didn’t give me what I wanted. What did I want? I always assumed I sought wealth like my peers. More money was not going to save my daughter, though; more money was not going to buy more time with her. Then it was clear: what I wanted more than anything was time.

			Though I had always been a planner, Jenna’s illness reminded me there was no backup plan for running out of time. Jenna’s needs snapped me out of thinking everything had to be long term. In the past, I always planned down the road. I thought that as soon as I completed my various to-do lists, then I would be fully engaged with my life. I called this “someday syndrome,” and it was an insidious trap in which I fell prey.

			It was when standing alone outside the operating room, feeling helplessly out of control, that I questioned this traditional mindset. Am I doing the right thing? Am I still living my life the way I should? Do I get another chance? Does my child get another chance?

			I had to make a decision: Was I going to build a life that afforded me the freedom of time with my daughter, or would I take the traditional path and give away my time to the career and business I’d spent decades building?  It was a moment of truth. My life—and my daughter’s—depended on it. There were no more excuses.

			What’s Ahead?

			Traditionally, young people choose a path and stick to it through schooling and their early adult years. I know I was driven and focused quite early, so when I chose the medical field, I never wavered. I have no regrets about my dentistry career. It brought me a great deal of satisfaction and certainly served me well for over twenty years, but in my heart, I was always an entrepreneur.

			If I had been offered a glimpse of a viable alternative career path through entrepreneurship, I may have achieved freedom decades earlier. All I knew, however, was that an antitraditional career seemed risky. I thought having a profession was the soundest long-term investment. I have since learned that these ingrained, fear-based beliefs limited me and thwarted my journey toward personal and financial freedom.

			I have spent the last thirty years blazing a trail from the traditional path of work and wealth building to an alternative one that leads to true freedom—doing what you want, when you want, with whom you want, where you want.

			Over the last ten years, I have built a platform called Freedom Founders™ that has allowed me to focus on coaching families and speaking to audiences, as I live out my purpose to help as many people as possible be Free for Life™, no longer trading time for dollars. Since its inception in 2010, Freedom Founders has blossomed from a group of twelve into a tightly knit community that has helped hundreds of professional practice owners and small business owners achieve peace of mind through reliable and secure real estate investments that make retirement not just a goal but a reality.

			Our Free for Life members have completed their Freedom Blueprints™ (customized road maps engineered to create predictable and sustainable annuity cash flow from highly curated real estate investments) and have reached full freedom in life and can live fully with all options of “What’s next?” before them.

			Through the following pages, I offer these same proven Freedom Founders strategies to anyone who desires to create wealth and achieve a deeper level of freedom. This book is for anyone who has an entrepreneurial spirit and is frustrated by the traditional career path of work, sacrifice, and wealth building. It’s for anyone who craves an alternative path that allows them to work smarter and generate wealth and income that works for them.

			Some readers may have already taken steps down the traditional path, and that is okay. Certainly with the price of education and training, it’s difficult and costly to reverse course. Even so, I will provide a blueprint to start building wealth today that will ultimately afford the freedom of choice tomorrow.

			Using my own story as an example, readers will gain proven strategies to convert transactional income—what you make from career, business, or job when you trade time for dollars—into assets that will start producing wealth and recurring annuity cash flow by themselves, thus offering you the financial permission to consider alternative paths that suit you and your family’s needs.

			Throughout the book, I will introduce some of my clients and colleagues, many of whom chose a traditional path they never doubted until they were in their fifties and sixties and nearing their retirement age. At that point, they began questioning “What’s my next?”

			Some of that questioning was financially motivated as they wondered how they would continue to enjoy full lives on limited incomes. Others debated how many more years they would work before their golden years could begin. Even those who were more financially free still questioned how they might spend their time and energy once they attained personal freedom. Despite the reasons behind the questioning, the answer remains the same: to find freedom, you must determine “What’s your next?”

			Like my Freedom Blueprint Workshops, this book offers a detour from the traditional path and shows that life is not a single track from formal education into a profession; it’s not a one-way course with no exits. Setbacks happen—divorce, illness, business failures. Too often we see successful people and assume their paths were easy. As I will share from my own life and the lives of my clients, this is rarely the case. More often, successful people have found ways to turn adversity and challenges into opportunities.

			As I learned that day standing outside the operating room as my daughter fought for her life, wake-up calls can hit you hard and fast. Not if, but when, setbacks happen, they are occasions to question your paths and patterns. Oftentimes wake-up calls have the potential to afford you greater prospects than you could have imagined.

			Wake-up calls can shift your entire reality. Pursuits can change, and priorities can reshuffle in an instant.  That day in the hospital, I had an epiphany about what I really wanted to pursue. It wasn’t money; it was freedom of time and resources. I wasn’t sure how I would get there, but it was instantly imperative that I figure it out.

			What I have learned since my wake-up call is that money will indeed buy time if I’m intentional about it. Up to that point, however, I was on a hamster wheel, doing what society said I needed to do: work hard. Jenna’s liver transplant suddenly gave me a reason to step back, reconsider my priorities, and make deliberate, bold changes to transform my family’s lives. Ultimately, after twenty-one years in business, I would sell my successful dental practice. Why would I take such decisive actions? Jenna was my why. Next I needed to answer “What’s my next?”

			I’m happy to report that Jenna did recover from her liver transplant. Now, at age twenty-seven, she is a published author, speaker, and student training for a career in physical therapy. I’ve relished watching her evolve into a tenacious young woman with an indomitable spirit.

			More than a decade ago, I made the daring choice to detour from my traditional career path in pursuit of something more. Was it easy? No. But my subsequent time spent with my daughter, watching her find her path and chart her course, has been my greatest reward.

			As I will share in the following chapters, after my wake-up call, I used my active income as a young dentist and practice owner to invest in real estate. By the time I was forty-five, I had enough capital invested to step away from my practice full time to spend more time with my family.

			Making that decision altered everything in my life. Today, I continue to use that capital to generate annuity income, allowing me to focus on coaching families and speaking to Freedom Founders audiences, as I live out my purpose to help as many people as possible stop trading time for dollars.

			Throughout these pages, you will discover a guide to “What’s your next?” using my freedom-based approach to work and wealth. Using my own experiences and those of my clients and colleagues, you will discover how you can boldly invest your time, energy, and finances into a freer future for yourself and your family.

			To live an unconventional life, you have to do unconventional things. You can’t just follow the majority and hope. If you want to reach freedom sooner, the truth is that you must take as active a role in your finances as you did in your career. It’s a choice, and the sooner you decide “What’s your next?” the sooner you will discover your own path to freedom.

			
[image: ]
Chapter 1

			
What’s Your Next?

			Chris: “I built a successful dental practice with my wife, Julia, in Greensboro, North Carolina. It was hard work and demanded everything I had. For so long my mind was cluttered with stress, problems, and worry. I had little time to read, listen, and absorb the world outside of dentistry.

			“I built a respectable investment portfolio on Wall Street and in commercial real estate. The traditional model seemed to be working. I was nearing retirement, and I was excited. But in 2007, the market turned, and I lost almost a third of our investment principal overnight. I thought I would be stuck behind the dental chair into my seventies. My hopes of retirement were crushed.”

			Julia: “Those early years were tough. Chris and I had a small dental practice and put in a lot of hours. With me having my dental background, I could run the front desk and be the dental hygienist. I loved it.

			“After the financial crisis, we did not see an end to our professional stress, and probably Chris more so than me. He was always passionate about his career and patients, and he loved dentistry. Toward the end, however, there was none of that.

			“When you see someone that you love and care about going through such anguish, it is difficult. Those days were probably the hardest days I’ve ever had with Chris. We just didn’t see an end to our crisis.

			“He was always driven to find a new source of income, but freedom is even more than that: freedom is peace of mind. Chris was the one who found Freedom Founders. He wanted to give it a try, and I’m so glad we did.”

			Chris: “Today, I’ve sold my practice, but my retirement paychecks exceed what I used to make as a dentist. Now I am financially free. I read what I want and listen to speakers I’m interested in. I have time to think. I golf. I travel. I spend more time with my family.

			“I now have a passion and a desire to make an impact on people’s lives by helping them become financially and personally free. I want to impart the ability to live each day to its fullest, on one’s own terms, without the concern or worry of financial constraints. That feeling is so liberating, and that’s why passing that on to others has become my purpose.”

			 ··· 

			When I first met Chris and Julia, I immediately recognized their combined compatibility and work ethic. As a couple who had shared backgrounds in dentistry, they worked hard to build a family practice they were proud of. When the financial crisis hit, they lost much of their financial assets in the stock market. Their hard-earned aspirations about being able to leave the practice were crushed. They didn’t see an end in sight, and retirement was suddenly a luxury they might never experience.

			Being a resourceful and capable pair, they tried various ways to create multiple income streams outside of dentistry, including Amway, nutritional supplements, and other multilevel marketing schemes. Those options did not work out. When they received an email from Freedom Founders, Chris was willing to try one more option. He had to convince Julia, but they did end up joining us in Dallas for a conference.

			I remember at the first session Chris sat near an exit door with his arms folded across his chest and a skeptical look on his face. This was a posture I had seen before. I knew he wanted and needed something to work, but he’d been through so many other pathways that didn’t lead him where he wanted to go.

			After the conference, they decided to join Freedom Founders Elite Mastermind Group—a community of like-minded professional practice owners (primarily dentists) who were within three to five years of desired exit or transition out of active practice. As Chris and Julia soon learned, while Freedom Founders’ unique ability is in highly curated real estate investment strategies, our mission is freedom and generational legacy. Members often refer to Freedom Founders as “my tribe” or “my people.” It is a place where they feel safe and understood, no longer feeling obligated to project success but instead to openly discuss life, business, and finances.

			During the three years that Chris and Julia worked through the program, I coached them on my proven process called the Freedom Blueprint, a customized road map engineered to create predictable and sustainable annuity cash flow from highly curated alternative (real estate) investments. Over time, they began to redeploy their assets into real estate, which provided them definitive and sustainable cash flow, and they were eventually able to sell their practice and find the freedom they had sought for years.

			Once Chris and Julia achieved freedom and retired out of their active income, they understood the power of asking, “What’s my next?” They decided they wanted to continue the Freedom Founders legacy and assist other professionals in discovering an alternative path toward financial and personal freedom.

			Since that time, Chris has become a leader in our group and onboards our new members. Considering that he has been in the same position that many of our new clients find themselves in, he is perfectly suited to prepare them for the transformative process of asking, “What’s my next?”

			Chris and Julia’s story is quite common. Many of my clients come to me after trying the traditional path of work and wealth—some of whom have spent decades there. Despite their varied careers and professions, all clients are united by their search for an alternative approach.

			They are all wondering, “What’s my next?” My role is to mentor people as they answer this question for themselves, and in the process, collaborate with them on how to make their wealth work for them. As Chris and Julia experienced, the Freedom Blueprint allows people to stop sacrificing and pursue what’s most important in life: relationships, purpose, legacy, and freedom.

			Are You Stuck on a Traditional Path?

			Anyone with an entrepreneurial spirit who is interested in an alternative path should be asking “What’s my next?” As Chris and Julia suspected, there was a better way to approach work and wealth than trading time for dollars—one that prioritized freedom. Like many people, they were stuck on the traditional path of wealth building.

			Are You Stuck on a Traditional Path of Wealth Building?

			
					Are you maxing out your debt with school loans, credit cards, and an entitlement lifestyle?

					Are you stuck in a traditional financial “accumulation model” hoping to have enough to last you through your retirement years?

					Are you sacrificing your entire working life, trading time for dollars, until you’re in your sunset years?

					Are you locking up your hard-earned dollars in a retirement 401(k) or IRA, waiting until you’re sixty when the dollars are finally available to you?

					Are you planning to live on an ever-dwindling fixed income in retirement, hoping that it’ll be enough to last?

					And are you working so hard for your wealth, when instead you could make your wealth work for you? 


			

			From my experience with clients and colleagues, asking “What’s my next?” redefines how you approach life. Without an understanding of the question or the answer, there is only vertical movement, with no room for lateral growth. When you don’t question your trajectory, you may find yourself on a path that you didn’t choose. You feel trapped, isolated, stagnant.

			In my experience, the more successful a person is by society’s standards, the more imperative it is to question your “next” because success often breeds complacency. You want to always have a desire for improvement—not just in your career choices but in all areas of life. You must be critically honest with yourself about your life and whether the career you’ve chosen is truly serving you rather than you serving it.

			When you are on a traditional path, you are often bound by the trappings of work, debt, and sacrifice. You might be stuck in a career rut, growing increasingly inadaptive or chasing a moving finish line.

			On a traditional path, you often have the same profession for several decades. Since innovation propels our culture at a frenetic pace, people who choose one career and stick with it often feel isolated and opt to stay within their own industries, in their own networks, in their own bubbles. When this happens, growth and evolution are stunted. This is a dangerous mental space to occupy and is why many people lose their identities when they retire and no longer have their occupational motivation.

			The traditional path of wealth building holds traps that can snare anyone, from teenagers considering college to veteran professionals considering retirement. As we will discuss throughout the book, these traditional paths aren’t inherently bad. When you don’t know there are alternate options, however, then you assume you have no choice.

			What could be your opportunities instead become your trappings. This creates a vastly different mentality that is counterproductive to the freedom mindset. Freedom means choosing your life, from when you work, to where you vacation, to how and when you invest money.

			Common traps of the traditional path include the following:

			
					Defining oneself by industry and societal norms

					Falling prey to the debt mentality

					Adhering to limiting beliefs and mindsets

					Following the traditional career plan

					Following the traditional financial investment plan

					Trading time for dollars

					Viewing retirement as the finish line

			

			One of the first traps of the traditional path is being defined by industry and societal norms. Many of my clients and colleagues have lived long, industrious careers before retiring and finding that their health and happiness have suffered. Why is this? Because their identities and worth were so tied in their occupations that they lost their vitality.

			After years of training, practice, and sacrifice, too many people merge their personal identities with their professional roles. This sometimes leads to chasing the proverbial carrot. Suddenly you might find yourself needing to live like a dentist, doctor, or lawyer. You rate your success on whether you can appropriately meet those standards.

			To break free from this trap, you must recognize that the ideal you hold is merely a mental construct. As you work to retrain your dependence on traditional pathways as the only options, you start to separate these societal expectations from personal realities.

			Social media’s burgeoning role in our culture only exacerbates our misplaced identities. Too often we become driven to cultivate the persona of our trade: we need to vacation to the destinations of a doctor; we need to live in the house of a doctor; we need to send our kids to the schools of a doctor. This hijacks our identity and can lead to pursuing more luxuries, more possessions, and frankly, more debt.

			Debt has become so normalized in our society that it is slowly becoming an accepted by-product of maturation. If you go to college, for example, it’s normal to graduate with debt. Furthermore, if you pursue a higher degree, it’s common to start your career saddled with hundreds of thousands of dollars of debt. You may think, I already have $250,000 in student loans; what’s the harm in adding more?

			Unfortunately people enter willingly into this trap at a young age and are never fully freed from it. I work with many dentists late in life who still function under the trappings of exorbitant debt. If you are burdened by debt, no matter your active income, you will not feel the benefits of true freedom.

			Another trap is living life with limiting beliefs and mindsets. These are often subconscious products of our environments—created by well-meaning parents, teachers, mentors, and community leaders. These are beliefs that are passed from one generation to the next with little examination. For example, because your parent may have gone to college, then to graduate school, then to a career for forty years, you may chart the same course for yourself without question.

			Limiting beliefs hold you back from what’s possible. Gaining some distance allows you to objectively discern whether such beliefs serve you. If they don’t, you can change course and take back your freedom. How can one gain some distance? The best answer would be to go to your “five,” or your inner circle—we’ll talk more about this in chapter 5—a mastermind or other informal board of advisers to help provide some objectivity to see your blind spots. It’s impossible to provide that kind of input for ourselves, and we’ll all need some objectivity at some point.

			Another trap we rarely question is that of the traditional career and its specialization, which inherently boxes us in and ultimately contributes to a stunted mind and spirit. The ability to adapt is important. My generation went into careers assuming they’d spend the next thirty or forty years there. The feeling of graduating school after years of education, ready to take the first step on your chosen path, is exhilarating. Sometimes, however, it doesn’t take long before that elation wears off and reality sets in.

			A lot of my dental colleagues went to school with an idea of what dentistry would be like that was based on a decades-old model. Now many medical professionals who thought they would have their own businesses are graduating school with too much debt. The entire health industry continues to go through significant disruption. There is no status quo, if there ever was.

			Change is occurring at light speed today, and degrees that once seemed very relevant are quickly becoming less so; therefore, adaptability and flexibility are key. Furthermore, it’s too costly to run an individual practice today because the capital costs are too extreme and insurance companies are reducing reimbursement rates. There’s a consolidation and a marginalization of that old model that many people planned their futures on. This is precisely why you need to be adaptive to the changing industry models.

			A common mistake that ensnares people is following the traditional financial investment plan that calls for people to work hard, serve patients, save money, turn the wealth over to a financial adviser or Wall Street, and hope for the best. Sound risky? It is. But it’s easy.

			Nevertheless, it’s what our parents did; it’s what our grandparents did. In fact, because some people never question it or pursue alternatives, they assume this is the default financial investment plan. No one would consciously choose to lose money or squander earnings, but when you make unconscious, uninformed decisions, that’s essentially what you’re doing.

			My clients often tell me their financial planners explained that they wouldn’t need as much money when they retire because their major expenses—like their children and educational tuition—would be over. I call this traditional path a “shrinking to retirement” because it traps people into working longer and then retiring to a downsized life. Was that ever your vision of the future?

			The goal is to transition out of or leave active income production from a job or career when one is still vital and healthy. After decades building careers and growing families, people actually want to do more than they used to. They want to travel and live fully, not assume a demure lifestyle and hope they have enough money to last the rest of their lives.

			Another insidious trap is so common that it is rarely challenged: the trap of trading time for dollars. This mindset can be particularly damaging to one’s mental and emotional health. Too many people trade their time—the most precious commodity—for dollars, and it rarely makes them more financially free.  Advanced degrees and high specialization can provide a relatively high dollar-per-hour trade, but that in itself is a con—do you need to put yourself through the stress and financial burden of pursuing an advanced degree that really isn’t essential for your practice?

			Recognizing this trap changed my mindset and my life. When I realized this trap was keeping me from having time with my child, I was motivated to enact change. In selling my dental practice, I was able to break free, and my life was transformed.

			As Chris and Julia learned through their own experience, one of the most detrimental traps is viewing retirement as a finish line. This is dangerous because if there is a finite end, then you limit yourself to a single track that you cannot deviate from. How many people spend their days in jobs they hate because they have only five more years, seven more years, ten more years until retirement?

			When we realize that time is the greatest asset, then we start to understand why and how this mindset endangers us emotionally and psychically. Why do people dread Mondays and the start of a new week? Because they are not enjoying their lives spent doing things they’d rather not do, in places they’d rather not be, with people they’d rather not be with. That’s the retirement construct. You do something that has become mundane—or worse, something you hate—for several decades and then exit to what? The question should never be “What’s my end?” because that is fixed and static. Asking “What’s my next?” instead inherently positions you to grow, evolve, and excel.

			Chris and Julia were typical of hardworking professionals who considered retirement their endgame. Like many, they glorified retirement as a demarcation between their current life and their ideal life: when I retire, I will take up fly fishing; when I retire, I’m going to learn Italian; when I retire, I am going to spend time with my family.

			There are several problems with this mindset, the first being that retirement is a goal line that keeps moving. Because of decreasing income, higher taxation, increased cost of living, and rising health costs, that finish line perpetually moves farther away. Oftentimes when a person does make it to retirement, they crawl across the finish line, financially and emotionally spent, only to realize that the dream they’d held firmly to for decades is in reality years of a diminished lifestyle.

			In my Freedom Blueprint Workshops, I often use the metaphor of climbing a mountain to describe an idealized retirement. When you’re at the base, you look up, see the mountaintop, and identify that as your goal: retirement.

			In reality, however, retirement is climbing the mountain with switchbacks and meandering paths and arriving at the summit only to find you are not climbing one mountain but rather a series of crags. What you thought were the hard parts were actually only the beginning of a long, arduous journey that you may not have been prepared for mentally, emotionally, or financially.
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