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B E F O R E  YO U  B E G I N

A Note From Crosspoint

Most of what's written about retirement is either too generic to be useful or too technical

to sit down and read. This is meant to be neither.

This playbook covers one specific stretch of time: the five to seven years before and after

you leave full-time work (known as the Retiremment Risk Window). Not the whole of

retirement planning, just this window, because this is where the most damage can be

done to your life's savings.

The decisions here are different from the ones you made while you were still saving.

You're no longer just contributing and waiting. You're deciding when to start Social

Security, which accounts to draw from first, how to manage taxes without a paycheck to

plan around, and why a market drop in your first year of retirement can matter more than

one in your fifteenth.

This playbook will not address your specific numbers. What it should do is tell you which

questions to be asking, and give you a way to check whether your current plan actually

addresses what matters most in this window.

— Andrew Lancaster, CFP®

LEAD  WEALTH  PLANNER,  CROSSPOINT  PLANNING
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T H E  R E T I R E M E N T  R I S K  W I N D OW

What Makes The Retirement
Risk Window So Important

For most of your working life, financial mistakes were recoverable. A bad year in the

market got offset by another decade of contributions. A missed opportunity got corrected

the following year.

The Retirement Risk Window doesn't work that way. You're making decisions — when to

claim Social Security, how to draw down accounts, whether to convert to a Roth — that are

either irreversible or expensive to unwind. And you're making them at the exact moment

your portfolio is at its largest and most exposed to a poorly timed market decline.

Early in your career, time was on your side — a downturn just meant buying in cheaper. In

this window, a downturn can permanently shrink what your money can support, even if

markets fully recover a few years later. That's sequence-of-returns risk, and it may be the

single most underappreciated variable in retirement planning.

S E QU EN C E - O F - R E T U RN S  R I S K

A downturn early in retirement, paired with withdrawals, can permanently reduce

what a portfolio supports — even if markets fully recover.
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T H E  S I X  C O R E  D E C I S I O N S

Timing and Order
Decisions One & Two

1 When to Start Social Security

Full retirement age is 66 to 67, depending on your birth year. You can claim as

early as 62 or delay as late as 70, and the difference between those two ends of the

range is roughly 76% in permanent monthly benefit — one of the largest

guaranteed increases most people will ever be offered for simply waiting.

But “wait until 70” isn't universally correct, no matter how often it gets repeated as

a rule of thumb. The right answer depends on your health and family longevity,

whether you're still working, whether you're married (spousal and survivor

benefits change the math considerably), and how much other income you have to

bridge the years if you delay. This decision also touches almost everything else

in this playbook — delaying usually means drawing more from your portfolio in

the early years, which affects sequencing, taxes, and Medicare premiums down

the road.

2 Which Accounts to Draw From First

Most people have savings spread across three tax buckets: tax-deferred (401(k),

traditional IRA), tax-free (Roth), and taxable (brokerage accounts). The order you

draw from them changes your lifetime tax bill, sometimes substantially, and it's

rarely as simple as “spend the taxable account first.”

Draw too conservatively from tax-deferred accounts early on, and you can push

yourself into much larger required minimum distributions later, at a point when

you may have less control over your bracket. Draw too aggressively, and you waste
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low-tax years you won't get back. There's no single sequencing rule that works for

everyone — it depends on your bracket today, your expected bracket once RMDs

begin, and what you want to leave behind for anyone else.

T H E  S I X  C O R E  D E C I S I O N S

Taxes and Healthcare
Decisions Three & Four

3 The Years You Control Your Own Tax Bracket

There's often a specific stretch (between when you stop earning a paycheck and

when Social Security and required minimum distributions begin) where your

taxable income can be lower than at almost any other point in your adult life.

Some planners call these the “gap years.” This window is often the best

opportunity you'll have to convert traditional IRA or 401(k) money to a Roth

account while paying tax at a lower rate than you would later, or to manage

income deliberately to stay under thresholds that affect Medicare premiums down

the road.

The catch is that this window closes. Under current law, required minimum

distributions begin at age 73 (75 for those born in 1960 or later), and once they

start, you lose a meaningful amount of control over your taxable income. The gap

years are finite, and the strategy only works if someone is actively managing

income levels year by year. This isn't a decision you make once and forget.

4 Healthcare Before (and After) Medicare

If you retire before 65, you have a coverage gap to plan for, whether that's COBRA,

a marketplace plan, or a spouse's employer coverage. This is a real budget line, not

an afterthought, and it can meaningfully affect how early you can actually afford

to stop working.
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Once Medicare starts, income-related monthly adjustment amounts (IRMAA)

mean higher-income households pay more for Medicare Part B and D, based on

tax returns from two years earlier. That two-year lookback is the part people

miss: a large Roth conversion or a big capital gain today can raise your

Medicare premiums two years from now, well after the decision that caused it is

already made.

T H E  S I X  C O R E  D E C I S I O N S

Risk and Legacy
Decisions Five & Six

5 Protecting the First Five Years

Two retirees can have the identical average investment return over 25 years and

end up in very different financial positions, purely because of when the bad years

happened. A market decline in the first few years of retirement, combined with

ongoing withdrawals, can permanently impair a portfolio in a way the same

decline ten years in would not. This is sequence-of-returns risk, and it's the reason

a portfolio built for accumulation (heavy on growth, light on cash-flow planning)

often isn't the right portfolio for the years immediately around retirement.

It's also why “the market averages roughly 10% a year over the long run” is true

and almost entirely irrelevant if you're within the retirement risk window.

6 Making Sure the Plan Reflects What You Want

Most people's estate documents were written once, years ago, and haven't been

looked at since (before a divorce, a remarriage, a grandchild, or a meaningful

change in net worth). Beneficiary designations on retirement accounts and life

insurance override what your will says, and they're some of the most commonly

outdated documents in most people's financial lives.
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This window is also when legacy intentions tend to get more specific. “I want to

leave something for my kids” turns into real questions: whether to gift during

your lifetime or at death, how to support adult children without creating

dependency, and how charitable giving fits your tax picture and your values.

None of this needs to be complicated. It does need to be current.

WH AT  M A N Y  A D V I S O R S  D O N ' T  TA L K  A B O U T

Permission to Spend

Everything above is about the mechanics of not running out of money. There's a second

problem that gets far less attention, and it's the one we see most often once the mechanics

are already solved: people who did everything right and still can't quite bring themselves

to enjoy the nest egg they built.

Decades of saving builds a habit, and habits don't switch off the day you retire. We

regularly work with clients who have more than enough by any reasonable measure

and still feel a flash of guilt booking a trip or helping a grandchild with tuition. Don't

worry, this isn't irrational behavior — it's the same discipline that built the wealth in the

first place.

A plan that only tells you the number you can safely spend, without addressing why you're

not spending it, is an incomplete plan. The confidence to actually use what you built is as

much a part of retirement planning as the withdrawal strategy that makes it possible.

The confidence to actually use what you built is as much a part

of retirement planning as the withdrawal strategy that makes

it possible.

A  Q U I C K  S E L F - C H E C K
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Where Do You Stand?
Answer honestly. If you're unsure on more than one or two of

these, that's a reason to take a closer look — not a sign you've done

anything wrong.

I know which age I plan to (or did) start Social Security, and why.

I have a specific plan for which accounts I'll draw from first, second, and third.

I know what tax bracket I expect to be in once RMDs begin, and whether Roth

conversions make sense before then.

I've budgeted for healthcare costs before Medicare eligibility, if applicable.

I understand how a market downturn in my first few years of retirement would affect

my plan.

My beneficiary designations have been reviewed within the last two years.

I feel confident actually spending what I've saved — not just confident that I have it.

PAT T E R N S  W E  S E E  O F T E N

Mistakes That Are Easy to Avoid

Claiming Social Security at 62 out of habit or anxiety, without running the actual

numbers on breakeven and survivor benefits.

Leaving a growth-heavy, accumulation-era portfolio in place straight through

retirement, with no plan for sequence-of-returns risk.

Letting the gap years between retirement and RMDs pass by without considering Roth

conversions, simply because no one flagged that the window existed.
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Treating estate documents as a one-time task instead of something to revisit as

life changes.

Under-spending out of fear, even when the plan clearly supports more.

A Note on How We're Compensated

Crosspoint Planning is fee-only. We don't earn commissions on the products we

recommend, and we're not paid more for steering you toward one investment over

another. Our compensation comes directly from clients, which means our advice isn't

shaped by what pays us the most.

We're also fiduciaries at all times when providing advice — not just when it's

convenient, and not under a suitability standard that only requires a recommendation

to be adequate rather than in your best interest. This kind of distinction really matters

in the retirement risk window, because the decisions are large, often irreversible, and

easy to get subtly wrong in ways that happen to benefit whoever is selling the product.

WH E R E  T O  G O  F R O M  H E R E

Next Steps

This playbook covers the decisions that matter most in the retirement risk window, but it

can't replace a plan built around your specific numbers, timeline, and goals.

If you're within five to seven years of retirement on either side and want a second set of

eyes on how these pieces fit together for you, we'd welcome the conversation. There's no

cost and no obligation beyond an initial introduction.

crosspointplanning.com/get-started
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