
RETIREMENT IS NOT THE PROBLEM; FRAGILITY IS
For years, South Africans have been told to focus on retirement planning. Save enough, invest 
for long enough, avoid cashing out, and one day the numbers may work. That advice is not 
wrong; it is just incomplete.

The real danger is not only arriving at retirement with too little capital. It is living for decades 
with a financial life that is too fragile to survive ordinary life: A retrenchment. A sick child. 
A disability. A market correction. A parent who suddenly needs support. A business that 
experiences one bad year. These events do not wait until retirement. They arrive in the middle of 
careers, families, bond repayments, and school fees. That is why financial well-being planning 
across different life stages matters.

Financial well-being is not a product, portfolio, or once-off plan. It is the lived ability to meet 
today’s needs, withstand life’s uncertainties, and keep moving towards meaningful goals. In 
simpler terms: Stability, resilience, and progress. This changes how we think about life stage 
financial planning.

In your early career, the main enemy is delay. Young earners often believe that they will start 
“properly” when they earn more. But, the most valuable financial asset built in the first decade 
of work is not the investment balance; it is behaviour. Spending less than you earn, avoiding 
expensive debt, creating an emergency buffer, protecting your future income, and starting even 
a modest investment habit can change the whole trajectory. The early question is not: “Am I rich 
yet?” It is: “Am I building the foundations that wealth will later need?”

Mid-career brings a more deceptive danger: Looking successful while becoming fragile. Your 
income rises, but so do your commitments. The bond gets bigger. The car gets better. Children 
arrive. School fees climb. Parents age. The lifestyle expands quietly until the household has 
impressive turnover, but very little margin. This is where many professionals confuse income 
with financial well-being. A high income is not the same as resilience. If the surplus is thin, debt 
is high, the family is underinsured, and every rand has already been promised, the household 
may be one event away from crisis. Mid-career planning must, therefore, protect the income 
engine while building assets. Wealth creation without income protection is a beautiful plan built 
on a weak foundation.

Pre-retirement is different. Here, the dominant risk is not delay, but damage. There may still 
be time to improve the outcome, but less time to recover from big mistakes. Taking excessive 
investment risk to “catch up”, moving to cash after a market fall, carrying debt too late, ignoring 
tax, or failing to align Wills, beneficiaries, and structures, can undo years of disciplined work. 
This stage demands honest numbers. What income can the capital realistically sustain? What 
happens if markets disappoint early on in retirement? Which expenses must be reduced before 
the salary stops?

Post-retirement brings the final test: Sustainability. The goal is no longer simply to accumulate, 
but to preserve purchasing power, draw income responsibly, and keep the financial life 
governable. Inflation, healthcare costs, family dependency, scams, and poor estate 
administration can all threaten dignity. Wealth protection now becomes as important as wealth 
creation.

Every life stage has its financial enemy. Early career fights delay. Mid-career fights lifestyle 
inflation and fragility. Pre-retirement fights irreversible mistakes. Post-retirement fights 
unsustainable drawdowns and disorder.

Retirement planning remains essential. But, retirement is not a separate financial event waiting 
at the end of life. It is the result of thousands of earlier decisions: What was protected, what was 
saved, what was avoided, what was reviewed, and what was allowed to drift. The better question 
is, therefore, not only: “Will I have enough to retire?” It is: “Is my financial life becoming more 
stable, more resilient, and more capable of supporting the life that I am trying to build?”

That is financial well-being, and it is built one life stage at a time.
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