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Retirement: While many of us with 10 or 20 or more
years to go in the work world often long for it, especially
on Monday mornings, it’s a topic many of our baby
boomer clients would just as soon avoid. 

The statistics are shocking: A 2006 MFS® research study found that a 

paltry 15% of pre-retirees have created a retirement income plan. Some

retirement-ready clients feel that it’s too late for them to start saving now;

and feel overwhelmed thinking about — let alone starting — the retirement

preparation process. Other clients are in a different state of denial: that

they’ll be able to work forever even if their investments sit in the wrong

places and in the wrong accounts, all for the wrong reasons. I’ve spent close

to 30 years talking with my clients about retirement. Initiating the right con-

versation is not as hard as it looks — I’ll help you get started now. In fact, if

you put into place just a few of my suggestions after reading this piece, you

should have a good head start over your competition.
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Have the right conversation
When dealing with people transitioning into retirement,
our natural inclination is to talk about shifting some of
their stock holdings into bonds or deciding what an opti-
mal withdrawal rate might be. As financial advisors, we
want to discuss investments. And those issues will always
be an important part of what we talk about, but the right
conversation is about all the other things in the financial
plan — the things that keep people up at night, the things
that could destroy their best-laid plans, the things that are
personal, and more often than not, emotional as well. In
my mind, having the right conversation is about addressing
those things — and in the long run, it will help us address
their financial needs and position you as your clients’ lead
and primary financial advisor. To prepare for this
conversation, when we’re setting up meetings with clients,
we ask them to bring three simple things. 

• First is a quick list of their assets and liabilities. It doesn’t
have to be detailed statements, just a quick, down-and-
dirty balance sheet, if you will. 

• The second is a sense of their cash flow — are they living
paycheck to paycheck or have they been able to save a
substantial amount per month? 

• The third is a list of questions they may have. These can be
about any topic — from their financial goals and objectives
to an issue they may have read about in the newspaper. 

These details can be quite valuable because it gives me
great insight, and I let clients know that all they need to
do to make the conversation valuable for them, too, is to
bring in these three pieces of information.

Be a family financial advisor, 
not an investment advisor
To prepare for these conversations as a financial advisor,
you will want to broaden your mindset from being an
investment advisor to considering yourself a comprehensive
family financial advisor, which broadens the types of
services you can provide to your clients. 

It might seem counterintuitive at first to de-emphasize
investments. But think about it for a second: Since all
financial advisors work with the same markets, backing
away from an investment-only approach means you
lessen the risk of having your clients evaluate you on
investment portfolio performance alone, a factor which
is often out of your control. That way, when you’re looking
at the entire big picture, your clients are more likely to
stay with you through the long run, no matter how volatile
the markets become. And if we back away a little bit
from investments, we’re giving a much richer value to
our clients for choosing us as their investment advisors.

Help your clients establish 
a retirement contingency plan 
In my world, financial advising encompasses far more
than guiding clients toward picking the right investments.
I’ll reiterate my above point here for emphasis: The best
financial advisors position themselves as family advisors,
as common sense dispensers, as life coaches. This alternative
approach enables you to initiate all sorts of conversations
pertinent to retirement and other family issues, from
durable powers of attorney to health care, living wills,
and reverse mortgages — before something happens to
your client or, for whatever reason, your client is just
plain unavailable. Your client could be off on a trip
around the world, or maybe they’ve had a stroke and are
incapacitated — the reasons why they aren’t around
really shouldn’t matter. What matters is that you and
your client have already had a conversation to set up a
retirement contingency plan that involves another trusted
family member or partner should your client, for any
reason, suddenly be out of the picture. 

I recently worked with someone who, at age 87, had just
retired from a branch of the federal government after
51 years on the job. And he retired only because there is
a new rule for employees of this particular branch that
you can’t earn outside income, and his outside income

Resource tip: What keeps you up at night?

MFS Heritage Planning® offers the client needs assessment

What keeps you up at night? to help you identify which plan-

ning issues are most critical to your client. The checklist will help

your clients organize priorities such as financial basics, retire-

ment, eldercare, education needs, estate planning, and life

events. You can personalize the checklist, collect important

contact information, and deliver directly from your business.

To access the checklist go to mfs.com > Sales Tools > MFS
Heritage Planning > Client Needs Assessment
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exceeded a quarter of a million dollars. He and his wife,
who is in her late 60s, came in with a couple of questions
about investments, and I immediately answered those.
Even though he was remarkably healthy and still amazingly
sharp, I asked him what his chain of command would be
if anything happened to him. He looked at me in shock
for a second because he’d never given any thought to that.
In fact, he didn’t have any estate planning documents
in place. So we backed up and spent a good amount of
time talking about what we needed to do. He was very
grateful and amazed because no one had ever talked to
him about these issues before. He’s become a very good
client, worth millions of dollars, and he plans to bring
both of his 30-year-old sons to our next meeting. 

If I simply talk with a client about investments but don’t
plan for incapacity issues, I miss the opportunity to talk
about health insurance for that client’s children or their
grandchildren, or disability insurance for the children
who are raising the grandchildren. In fact, it’s a safe bet
that I’ve probably missed a huge opportunity to cement
relationships and avoid future planning mistakes.

The 3 H’s: 
Health, Housing, and Happiness
Building up an advisor-client relationship based on trust
takes time, but you can speed up the process by asking
questions that will jump-start your ability to offer impartial
insights and perspectives about your clients’ financial
well-being and quality of life. Ask open-ended questions
that hit home — literally — concerning clients’ and their
families’ health, housing, and overall happiness. For example,
you might ask a client about their cost of housing, such
as “How long are you planning on staying in your house?”
or “Have you thought about how you’ll afford to stay in
your house after you retire?”, to get them thinking in
concrete terms about the future. 

I’ll give you an example to prove my point: I have a
female client who lived in Phoenix, and for years most
of our conversations focused on her investments. Since
her son and I are both in Washington, D.C., she stops by
to see me whenever she visits her son. In the past, we’d
quickly run out of things to talk about, because, of course,
the portfolio’s fine. I’d been sending her reports all year.
So during one visit, just searching for a way to make the

conversation more personalized and more valuable, I asked
her: “How do you like your house? Are you getting out
like you used to? Is it hard to maintain?” I was leading
her to the “So, when are you going to move?” question.
This client was taken aback at first but then quickly
realized that I was right; that she probably would have
to move soon. I explained to her if she didn’t choose
where she wanted to live next, her son was going to
make the decision for her. And he would probably be
doing it in a crisis because she had a health issue. And
he’d probably move her to Washington, D.C., where we
do winter in a way that Phoenix simply doesn’t do. I
asked her: “Why not make the decision yourself? Why
don’t you kind of look around and see if there isn’t place
that’s a little more convenient so that if you did get sick
somebody could look in on you?” 

After the first awkward moment, the conversation was
really very comfortable. It was just perspective. It was
telling her my stories about other clients that I’d seen do it.
To make a long story short, she sold her house, moved
into a continuing care retirement community, and I now
manage another half a million dollars. So it’s a win-win
for everybody. Sometimes all it takes is asking the simple
question: “How long do you plan to stay in your house?” 

Establish your roots in the family tree

Start focusing on the future with your clients in more
ways than one. Establish your roots: Go up and down 
a client’s family tree and start building relationships
with the next generation. Having the right conversations
about a client’s future housing, happiness, and health
issues will get you meetings with younger family 
members. One of the key things about having the right
conversations with a client is that it’s going to introduce
you to other family members and their issues. Ask your

Resource tip: AARP Web site

The AARP Web site offers excellent information on exploring

family history, connecting with neighbors, companion services,

and public benefits for grandfamilies — cash assistance, health,

nutrition, and tax credit programs.

Go to aarp.org/families



clients to introduce you to their kids and grandkids, so you
can establish what I call an “alternate chain of command”
should your client become incapacitated; then get up to
speed with the younger generation’s issues — fast. 

If you don’t establish relationships with the next
generation, they’ll quickly find and stick with a new
advisor. If I have a client with a 25-year-old daughter
and if I don’t get to her quickly it will be too late, because
she has $30,000 in her 401(k) plan, and is now being
tapped for a big promotion. She has to make some snap
decisions about what to do. So I suggest very strongly
that the right client conversation about retirement has to
include asking questions about the younger generation
and building relationships with that generation.

In some cases, the right questions bring in more
business
Another thing to remember is that while your clients
might be higher-net-worth people, their parents might
not be. Your clients might worry about their parents’
declining health, or have sudden, unexpected financial
obligations to their parents, a circumstance that could
unravel all the financial planning you’ve been doing.
Here’s an example of how to broach those issues:
During a conversation about housing, your pre-retirement-
aged client might ask about reverse mortgages for their
85-year-old mother. You can seize this moment as an
opportunity to coach your clients through a difficult
situation that they really would have preferred to ignore.
And you probably already know enough about reverse
mortgages to know that if your client isn’t very careful,
they may have a very expensive mistake on their hands.
So always ask, “Is it safe for your mom to be in her own
home? Can she afford to be in her own home?” Or, if
somebody asks you about reverse mortgages, it allows
you to say, “Are you sure your mother really needs to
stay in her home?” If your client’s mother needs a
reverse mortgage, maybe you need to do a quick cost
analysis with your client to show them what kind of
financial impact that could have for the family. It’s often
a much happier outcome for everyone involved if we
transition somebody when they still have choices.
I’ve seen many people move from their own homes
into assisted living or into continuing care retirement

communities that have assisted living as a next step,
and found they wished they had moved sooner. 

The perspectives you bring as a family financial advisor
make you indispensable for both your clients and their
families. A simple question about housing can go in lots
of different directions, but will often come right back to
increased opportunities for you to manage more money
and more assets for multiple family members. Asking
the right questions helps you build relationships with a
client’s family through the generations — and brings in
more business. 

The 4th H: Hush up
If you ask one or two open-ended questions, then be quiet
and let your client talk, you’ll get plenty of opportunities
to offer valuable advice that will make a difference in your
clients’ lives. Your clients will turn to you first before
making a move with their money. Ask “What if” questions
by presenting various scenarios. Use the same automatic
conversational techniques you use every day with
friends and family to make sincere connections with
your clients. Ask a question, listen to the answer, and
then keep the momentum going with follow-up questions.
Get your client to think — and then act — with questions
such as: “What if you become too ill to work? Will you

have enough money saved to cover your cost of living?”
“What if your daughter quits her job to take care of your
grandchildren full-time? Will she have health insurance?”
Always be asking: “Have you thought of this? What
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Resource tip: Choosing beneficiaries for your IRA

MFS Heritage Planning has a sheet, Choosing beneficiaries for

your IRA. You can personalize the sheets and deliver directly

from your business. Key points include:

• Shifting assets with care

• Making the surviving spouse the beneficiary

• Multiple beneficiaries and segregated accounts

• Spouse as primary beneficiary and family trust as 

secondary beneficiary

To access the go to mfs.com > Sales Tools > MFS Heritage
Planning > Estate planning > Additional Resources 
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about this? What if this happens? What will you do?”
Asking the right open-ended questions will make you
indispensable to your clients. It opens the door to
multifaceted conversations about retirement-related
issues that both you and your client might not have
thought of before. 

Making a meaningful emotional connection with your
clients will help you differentiate yourself as a financial
advisor. It also will change the types of services you offer
on a fundamental level. You’ll anticipate your client’s
needs by focusing on family ties and their accompanying
concerns. By anticipating and addressing your clients’
worries, your investment advice is just one part of a
more holistic, commonsense approach to each client’s
overall family financial planning. 

It’s also important to remember that it’s okay to ask your
clients questions, even if you don’t know all the answers.
Often, it’s enough for you to just sit with a client and
weigh the pros and cons of a situation and help them
see all the sides of an issue. Your perspective, as some-
one who has seen hundreds of people go through the
same thing, is incredibly valuable to your client, who’s
doing it for the one and only time in his or her life. 

Pick and stick 
The most successful financial advisors specialize in just
one area of expertise that interests them. Don’t try to be
everything to everybody. Pick a topic and stick to that.
For example, when you ask a 3 H question: “How long
are you going to stay in your house?” be prepared to
discuss how the answer to that question might relate to
reverse mortgages or long-term care insurance. Try to
gather enough information about a client so you can
find an area where you can shine and add value. You
don’t have to ask a client to fill out forms or long

questionnaires or profiles. Just ask your clients to come
with an idea of their overall assets and liabilities, on
paper or in their head; then ask them a few simple
questions to get the conversation started. Look for the
gaps; where can you make a difference in the life of that
client and in the lives of that client’s loved ones? 

Build good client karma through referrals 
Remember, you don’t have to be an expert on health,
disability, or long-term care insurance, or even sell them.
You just have to know to ask the questions to get your
clients planning for the future. And you have to know in
what direction you can point your clients when they
want more information about issues beyond your areas
of expertise. An hour or two of research on Web sites
such as AARP.org or the Heritage PlanningSM section of
mfs.com is probably all you need to get up to speed and
be conversant on these and other retirement-related topics.
You can always refer to other professional advisors or
experts as you need them. If you build an informal
network around you of professionals, such as lawyers
and accountants, you can build a solid referral base over
time. But don’t ask for referrals from them right away —

Resource tip: The Senior Resource Center for 
Medicare Information

The Senior Resource Center for Medicare Information is a

valuable Medicare information source.The site has pages on

the Medicare basics and the overall program, national priorities,

and tools. There are also links to Medicare supplement insurance,

guidebooks, information on getting replacement cards, and

entire sections on health topics and the financial aspects of

insurance.

Go to medicare.org



send clients their way first, and over time they will likely
be happy to reciprocate. 

I recently got a referral from a lawyer I worked with.
The client was an executive from one of the oil firms,
and he had a substantial net worth. We met, and it
quickly became clear that he liked to manage his own
portfolio, so I wouldn’t be able to offer him much on the
investment side. So I started to ask him about his family,
because obviously everyone likes talking about their
kids. I asked if his daughters have health insurance. It
turns out one of them doesn’t. She was pregnant, about
to take time off to start her family, and her husband was
in a new job without any health coverage. This man
asked if there was any way he could help, and I said,
“Sure,” and we started talking about ways he could set
his daughter and son-in-law up and still avoid any gift
taxes. Twenty minutes later, he told me he was planning
to start a search for a financial advisor for his wife. He
wanted her to manage a portion of their portfolio for
herself, so she’d know how to do it if the day came that
he wasn’t there, or wasn’t able to do it. We’ve just put a
million dollars in the wife’s name for estate planning
purposes, and I’m managing that money for her, all
because I asked this man, who initially didn’t seem to
need my help, whether his kids had health insurance.

Starting a conversation with existing clients about their
worries surrounding retirement may feel difficult at
first. But when clients open up and talk about their
deepest concerns, it acts as a springboard to discuss
future planning as well as other, more pressing immedi-
ate financial issues for them and their family. Taking a

holistic advisory approach is not only better for your
clients’ financial future; it also boosts your business by
creating more opportunities for you to manage a bigger
asset base, one which encompasses your clients and their
families. The 3 H’s also create more loyal clients, who will
view you as their primary advisor over the long term,
regardless of how the markets perform.

The 3 H topics — health, housing and happiness — create
additional opportunities for you to make a difference in
your clients’ lives. If you focus on 3 H questions, then
identify the gaps in your clients’ overall financial picture,
beyond just investments, you’ll become a trusted family
financial advisor for years to come. 
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Resource tip: Open doors: Action plans to 
strengthen client relationships and your business

MFS Heritage Planning offers an informational brochure,

Open doors: Action plans to strengthen client relationships

and your business. This brochure can help you make more

impact with easy action steps, support material, and strategy

ideas. The brochure is organized so you can target your client

audience with the proper support materials. Literature order-

ing links are provided. Most literature can be personalized

and delivered directly from your business. You can find more

action plans on the Web.

To access the go to mfs.com > Sales Tools > MFS Heritage
Planning > Top Ten



Certified Financial Planner Karen
Schaeffer has close to three decades of
experience getting her retirement-age
clients to think — and act on — what
they need to do to prepare for their
retirement years. Schaeffer, a nationally
recognized speaker featured on MSNBC
and CNN, and quoted in The Wall Street
Journal, The Washington Post, and The
New York Times, is also the CFP Board
of Standards Chair.

Choose What Fits.SM At MFS® we recognize that our investments play a distinct role in a client’s 
portfolio. Since 1924 we have been committed to providing investment professionals with a diverse
range of investment options that enables you to choose what fits for your business, for your clients’
portfolios, and for the important role you play with your clients. 
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The MFS Industry Expert Series of white papers
provides financial advisors with first-hand knowledge and
helpful business strategies on timely topics and trends from
nationally recognized industry experts. You’ll find the follow-
ing white papers on mfs.com > Sales Tools > Investment
Strategies & Materials. 

• The Rewards of Multiple-Asset-Class Investing
by Roger C. Gibson

• Strategies to help retirement assets last a lifetime
by Robert S. Keebler

• Holding company stock after you retire
by Robert S. Keebler

• The Global Retirement Crisis: Do governments 
have the will to change?
by Robert C. Pozen
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