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We all make dozens of decisions each day. Some 
of our decisions are simple, such as what to wear, 
while others can be more complicated, such as 
deciding on a major work-related issue. Few 
decisions, however, have a longer-lasting impact 
on our lives than those related to our retirement.

When it comes to our retirement, there are many 
important decisions to be made, a significant 
number of which will be made years, or even 
decades, before we retire.

What’s important to understand is that many of 
our decisions are heavily influenced by emotion. 
Emotions are what motivate people to take 
action.1 They influence the decisions we make, 
and often make people behave irrationally. 
So, when it comes to planning for retirement, 
emotions will almost always play a key role.

Understanding that emotions play a big part 
in the decision-making process will help you 
when clients seem to be having difficulty 
making decisions, even when you feel you’ve 
laid out all the facts in a compelling way. It’s the 
first step in helping them take action and make 
decisions that are in their best interest.

1  Mercer and Stanford 
Center for Longevity, 2014. 

“Knowing Your Future You: 
Applying Behavioral Science 
to Improve Retirement 
Savings Patterns.”

Incorporate emotional considerations 
into the financial conversation.
Because emotions are key drivers of decision 
making, it is important to consider a person’s 
emotional concerns—what they are feeling—
when having financial conversations. The 
process of acknowledging and addressing 
the emotional concerns of the client will 
result in a number of important benefits. This 
process will:

• Provide confirmation that the client is being 
listened to.

• Help solidify the foundation of the 
relationship.

• Start to build trust.

• Demonstrate value before any solutions are 
discussed.

• Reveal hot-button issues and opportunities.



A behavioral finance view of emotions.
Economists traditionally assume that people act rationally when it comes to their 
money. The study of behavioral finance shows, however, that emotion drives a 
great deal of our actions (and often, inaction) with regard to our finances, even 
when it’s not in our own best interest. Here are a few key behavioral finance 
concepts to be aware of:

Dealing with roadblocks.
Emotions and the behavioral finance concepts 
described above can get in the way of 
people making good decisions. They can be 
roadblocks to sound judgment and taking 
action. You need to help guide your clients 
past these inhibitors, so they can make the 
decisions necessary to properly plan for 
their future.

Think about a coach who is trying to get his 
team to practice hard and prepare to win. 

Sometimes the team loses focus or motivation 
and they aren’t fully engaged. The coach needs 
to find a way to get the team back on track 
and move past whatever is blocking them 
from performing at their best. In retirement 
planning, emotions are often what block 
people from taking action and doing what’s 
in their best interest. You need to help them 
move past the roadblocks, so they can better 
plan for retirement.

Emotional bias
The power of emotional decision making 
is a stronger force than that of rational 
decision making.

Loss aversion
People give more weight to the possibility of 
bad outcomes than the possibility of good 
outcomes.

Familiarity bias
People tend to stick with what they know and 
are comfortable with.

Hyperbolic discounting
The tendency for people to prefer a smaller 
reward sooner, rather than wait for a larger 
reward later.

Mental accounting
People tend to put things into “buckets” rather 
than look at the whole picture. That makes it 
easier to deal with things that are abstract or 
unknown.

Framing
The way a concept is presented, and the 
context in which it is presented, influences 
our acceptance or rejection of the concept 
regardless of its actual value.

Information and choice overload
Too many choices, or too much complexity 
of choice, makes everything equally 
incomprehensible. Information is useful up to 
a point.



Building blocks of developing client 
confidence and control.
Now that we have established that the key to helping clients make decisions is 
rooted in their feelings of confidence and sense of control, let’s explore how to 
go about developing them. There are six building blocks for developing client 
confidence and control.2

The solution…
While we can’t fully predict what is motivating any one individual in a specific 
situation, there is a way to help encourage the decision-making process. 
By focusing on two feelings that are important to this process, you can help 
counteract some of the emotional inhibitors that may exist. These two feelings 
are: confidence and sense of control. These are two dominant feelings that can 
influence whether someone takes action, or doesn’t take action. You, as an agent, 
should be mindful to reinforce and strengthen these feelings, and address any 
concerns that would get in the way of someone feeling confident about what they 
should do, or feeling in control of what they are doing.

Confidence.
Confidence is a feeling of assurance. It’s a very 
positive feeling that what you’re doing is right. 
It stands to reason that people won’t make 
decisions if they aren’t confident in the choices 
being presented, or if they aren’t confident in 
their ability to make the right choice.

Control.
Control is the ability to manage or direct. 
Control provides a feeling that we have the 
ability to affect outcomes. People want to feel 
in control of themselves and the things around 
them. When they don’t, making a decision 
becomes much more difficult. Therefore, 
helping to foster a strong sense of control will 
go a long way toward helping move your clients 
past their emotional inhibitions, and toward the 
decisions necessary to improve their situation.
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Frame the decision process positively.

• People want to know that there are 
reasonable and achievable solutions to 
their problems.

• Explain that improving upon their 
current situation is possible and within 
the clients’ control.

• Create an awareness that there are 
possibilities—explain that retirement is 
not one-size-fits-all and that there are a 
number of potential ways to help achieve 
their goals.

STEP 1

Uncover the needs.

Most people struggle to define and prioritize 
their needs. Helping your clients do this 
from the beginning is essential to success.

Ask questions that help draw out 
a person’s needs, for example:

“Which is more important to you, asset 
growth or guaranteed income?”

“What are the three things you want to 
ensure you have in retirement?”

“Do you plan on maintaining your current 
lifestyle during retirement?”

“What level of income do you believe you 
need in order to retire?”

STEP 2



Find the emotional comfort zone.

• Ask questions to uncover the clients’ 
emotional views, especially when it 
comes to their finances.

• Find out how they feel about their 
current situation.

Sample questions to ask:

“How confident are you that you will meet 
your most important financial goals?”

“How would you pay for a sudden, 
unexpected medical emergency or 
disability?”

“How would you describe your current 
level of preparedness for retirement?”

“In what ways are you saving for 
retirement?”

STEP 3

Be transparent about solutions.

• Restate client answers—to validate and 
also to let them know that you have been 
actively listening.

• At a high level, describe the range of 
possible solutions—not the products—
that may be applicable to the individual.

• Explain how their answers, needs, 
and financial circumstances suggest 
certain types of solutions may be more 
applicable than others.

  “People like you,” rules of thumb, and 
 personal experience are all acceptable 
 tools in the early stages of the 
 conversation.

• Demonstrate how the solutions and 
options that you will be recommending 
are driven by their input.

STEP 4

Stay flexible.

• Any solution that you propose or 
recommend to the client should be 
treated as an “anchor.”

 An anchor (in behavioral finance terms) 
 is a starting point, a way to ground the 
 discussion in something tangible.

• This solution becomes the starting place 
for making adjustments to the strategy.

• Always tie any needed adjustments back 
to the top needs.

• Be ready to pivot—this is about 
reinforcing the client’s sense of 
confidence and control.

STEP 5

Follow up regularly.

• Needs are going to evolve, whether the 
client is a “traditional” retiree (meaning 
he or she has a specific retirement 
date) or the “new” model who goes 
through multiple phases of work, leisure, 
and wellness.

• Be clear with the client: The retirement 
process is a journey.

   You will be there throughout retirement 
as a guide and/or sounding board.

  You will provide regular “check-ups” to 
discuss changing needs (not products).

• Ongoing support builds confidence.

   Establishes your position as a trusted 
resource.

  Provides early access to the next 
generation.

STEP 6

2  LIMRA Secure Retirement 
Institute Review, Issue 2, 
2015. “Fear, Uncertainty, 
and Doubt: A Behavioral 
Perspective on the Pre-
Retiree.” Peter Geismar 
and Burt Shulman.
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