Goal Setting and Retirement 
In our last discussion on goal setting (see Archived Article “A Fresh Look at Goal Setting”), we noted that goals are critical to getting what you want in life. But we also acknowledged that for many of us, goal setting is a learned behavior. So we asked our readers/listeners to set just three simple financial goals for themselves – to just dip a toe in the water if you will.  Now we’d like to help you dip the other toe into the Big Kahuna of financial goal setting, retirement. 

For the moment, forget all the questions about your retirement savings goals that you’ve probably been asked over and over again. Questions like: How much money do you think you'll need in retirement? How much do you think you’ll spend in a year during retirement? How much do you have saved already and how much more do you need to save? Those questions seem akin to asking someone how much oxygen they think they’ll need in order to breathe for the rest of their lives.  

In upcoming modules, we’ll help you answer those larger questions and get into the nuts and bolts of retirement savings. But, for now, we want you to just focus on four simple – perhaps even fun - exercises that when taken together will help you begin to envision your retirement a little more clearly. 

Exercise One – Locate your latest Social Security statement.

Income from Social Security will form the foundation of your income in retirement. While we are in no way suggesting that it will constitute the lion’s share, your Social Security check will provide a reliable baseline of income for the rest of your life. 

Each year, just a few months before your birthday, the Social Security Administration (SSA) sends you a personalized statement that details your earnings record over your lifetime and your corresponding projected Social Security payment (at various retirement ages). If you are not receiving this statement regularly, make sure that your correct address is on file with the SSA. 
Next, examine your statement and make sure that it correctly reflects your earnings (you knew there was a reason you were holding onto 20-year old pay stubs, didn't you)? 

If there are any errors, bring them to the attention of the SSA immediately.
Exercise Two: Think about when you want to retire.

The number of years you have to retirement obviously has a direct impact on the amount you need to save. Perhaps you are resolved to retire at a particular age, but for most of us, retirement is more of an abstract thought. So just go with the flow and try breaking it down into a more general time frame – something like –  “ in my mid-fifties”, “early sixties” or perhaps, never?  Keep in mind full Social Security benefits will not kick in until you reach the prescribed age based on when you were born.
Note: if you’ve experienced a drop in the value of your retirement investments during recent economic times, try for the moment not to use the phrase:  “I’ll never be able to retire.” Focus on the positives and what you can do next. If you didn’t sell off devalued retirement assets – thus realizing a loss - many of these investments are beginning to regain lost ground.  
Exercise Three - Ask yourself if you want to work in retirement? 
Many people are rethinking what retirement really means, embarking on so-called “encore” careers, doing a different type of work altogether or taking a lifelong passion or hobby – maybe baking, woodworking or model train building, and turning it into a business.  Or, you might want to continue working, but in a part-time capacity.
If you do plan to work in retirement, you might have the luxury of being less aggressive with your savings goals and less anxious as well.    
Exercise Four - Where would you like to live in retirement?
Where you decide to live also plays in to how much you need to save for retirement.  The world is your oyster – will it be Poughkeepsie, Pensacola or Panama? Poughkeepsie costs less than Pensacola and Pensacola costs less than Panama. Do you want to be close to your children and grandchildren; do you want to move to a warmer climate; or to a country where the cost of living is far lower than in the US? This writer’s goal is to retire to England and explore every nook and cranny of the country and immerse myself in British history. I think I can expect that retirement lifestyle to cost more than if I were to retire to a small Midwestern town. 
Coming in the next module – “Looking at the Numbers – How do I begin determining what I need and want to save for retirement?” 

