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Abstract

Retirement is conventionally imagined as the “golden years”, a reward for a lifetime of labour,
marked by autonomy, leisure, and dignity. Yet for a growing share of the global ageing
population, this ideal has turned grey. This paper examined the retirement crisis faced by the
current retirees and why retirement planning is not successful. Retirement inadequacy is not
an isolated personal failing but a systemic socio-economic challenge. This paper identified
three interrelated causes: financial illiteracy, lifestyle and behavioural patterns such as
lifestyle creep and romanticised early retirement, and structural financial constraints
including low income, high debt, and multigenerational family obligations. The consequences
of failure financial plan retirement are depleted savings, longevity risk, escalating healthcare
costs, inflation erosion, reduced quality of life, and forced re-entry into the workforce. To
counter these failures, the paper proposes a resilience framework built on realistic “live”
retirement budgeting, dynamic inflation modelling, health-span and longevity defence,
regular financial communication between partners, clear boundaries with adult children, and
appropriate prenuptial or postnuptial agreements. In conclusion, successful retirement
planning is not a static mathematical exercise but a dynamic, holistic process of risk
management, behavioural governance, and relational alighment. The paper contributes to
personal finance and public policy discourse by reframing the retirement crisis as both an
individual and a systemic challenge requiring proactive, multidimensional solutions.
Keywords: Retirement Crisis, Retirement Planning, Financial Literacy, Financial Constraints,
Lifestyle and Behavioural Patterns, Financial Resilience

Introduction

For generations, retirement has been culturally and economically framed as the culminating
reward for a lifetime of labour; a golden era of autonomy, leisure, and familial connection. It
is envisioned as a transition from the structured boundaries of the boardroom to the peaceful
cultivation of a garden, or as an opportunity for global travel and the enjoyment of
grandchildren, free from the exigencies of professional life. Retirement is a period of well-
deserved self-determination, a time when individuals are finally empowered to pursue long-
deferred personal aspirations. However, for a significant and growing proportion of the global
population, this vision remains an unattainable mirage, with the golden years increasingly
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tarnished by financial nuisances, psychological stress, and a diminution of the dignity they
were meant to secure.

The reality for millions of retirees is completely different from the idealistic fiction. Far from
being an automatic entitlement conferred by age, a secure and comfortable retirement is the
product of meticulous, decades-long financial planning, disciplined saving, and insightful
decision-making. In the absence of these critical elements, seniors are often thrust into a
landscape of excruciating trade-offs: choosing between essential medications and adequate
nourishment, between maintaining a heated home and affording its rent. This crisis of
retirement adequacy transcends socioeconomic boundaries, representing a systemic
challenge rather than an isolated phenomenon affecting a fortunate few.

Empirical evidence from Malaysia and across the globe paints a concerning picture of
widespread financial vulnerability among the ageing population. A substantial majority of
individuals approach retirement age with insufficient accumulated savings to sustain their
pre-retirement standard of living. Contributing factors to this shortfall are multifaceted and
complex. They include the pervasive ‘lump sum withdrawal culture’ that often leaves retirees
without a sustainable income stream, the erosive effects of inflation on fixed savings, the
unforeseen burden of escalating healthcare and long-term care costs, and the fundamental
challenge of longevity risk, the real possibility of outliving one’s financial resources.
Furthermore, a lack of access to, or engagement with, long-term financial planning,
compounded by unexpected life events, frequently leads to the rapid depletion of mandatory
savings schemes, such as the Employees Provident Fund (EPF). Consequently, a significant
number of older persons are compelled to re-enter the workforce, not by choice, but by
economic necessity, seeking employment to cover basic subsistence long after their savings
have been exhausted.

The widening chasm between retirement expectations and financial reality is more than a
mere statistical anomaly; it represents a profound social and economic challenge with deep
implications for individual well-being and public policy. It signifies millions of lives marked by
unnecessary hardship, chronic anxiety, and a compromised quality of life during what should
be their most peaceful and rewarding years. Therefore, a rigorous examination of retirement
planning is not merely an academic exercise but an imperative. Understanding the
determinants of financial preparedness, the behavioural biases that impede saving, and the
institutional frameworks that can either mitigate or exacerbate retirement inadequacy is
crucial. This paper seeks to contribute to this critical discourse by investigating the
multifaceted dimensions of retirement planning, with the ultimate aim of informing
strategies that can help to ensure a secure, dignified, and enjoyable life for the burgeoning
ageing population.

Key Factors Contributing to Failure for Successful Retirement Planning

What are the key factors contributing to the failure of successful retirement planning? There
are numerous contributing elements, all of which are influenced by people's thoughts,
education especially in financial, lifestyles and behaviours and financial constraints. The
pervasive inadequacy of retirement preparedness is not attributable to a single cause but
rather to a complex interplay of socio-economic, behavioural, and cognitive factors. Some of
the factors that contribute to failure for successful retirement planning are as follows:
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Financial llliteracy

Financial literacy is the ability to understand and effectively use various financial skills and it
is strongly correlated with retirement planning adequacy. Widespread financial illiteracy is a
major barrier to effective retirement planning (Lusardi and Mitchell, 2014; Saprong, 2023).
Vulnerable groups, including women, minorities, the less educated, and low-income earners,
often lack basic financial knowledge, which hinders their ability to save and plan effectively
(Lusardi et al., 2020). A strong foundation of knowledge is essential for creating a realistic and
sustainable budget. Without it, individuals are inclined to making decisions based on emotion
rather than evidence. The lack of basic understanding extends to the consequences of their
actions. For example, many people fail to create an emergency fund, leading them to raid
their retirement accounts for unexpected expenses. The roots of this problem often lie in a
person's background. Financial literacy is not evenly distributed. Young people whose parents
attended college or who come from higher-income households demonstrate significantly
higher financial literacy and healthier savings behaviours. This creates a cycle where those
who grow up without financial guidance enter adulthood already at a disadvantage. The
overwhelming desire among young people to learn more about saving and investing is a clear
signal that the current education system is failing to meet this critical need.

Lifestyle and Behaviours

Retirement planning fails not because of one catastrophic decision, but through the slow
accumulation of daily habits that drain resources and misalign expectations. These
behavioural patterns (Kimiyagahlam et al., 2019) operate beneath conscious awareness, yet
they ultimately determine whether a retiree sustains their lifestyle or watches their savings
erode. Even with the right knowledge and a handle on their biases, individuals can be ruined
by their daily habits. Retirement is not just about accumulating a nest egg; it is about aligning
one's lifestyle with long-term financial reality. The spending patterns developed over a
lifetime are often the hardest things to change. A primary offender is lifestyle creep, the
phenomenon where discretionary spending increases in lockstep with income. Upon
receiving a raise, the temptation is to upgrade a car or a home rather than channelling that
extra money into savings (Blanchett et al., 2020). Without a plan to automatically divert a
portion of arise into a retirement account, willpower alone is rarely enough to overcome this
impulse. The danger of these habits is magnified for those pursuing early retirement. The
dream of quitting a stressful job to travel or pursue hobbies can quickly turn into a financial
nightmare if spending habits aren't modified. Many people romanticize retirement without
considering the costs. They may underestimate the expense of constant travel or fail to
realize that the lifestyle they enjoyed while working may be unsustainable without a steady
pay check. This misalighnment between expectations and reality is a leading cause of anxiety
for early retirees.

Financial Constraints

Financial constraints represent the most immediate and insurmountable barriers for millions
of individuals in retirement planning failure (Amani et al., 2023). These structural limitations
operate independently of financial literacy, discipline, or intention, creating circumstances
where even the most diligent saver cannot accumulate adequate resources. Financial
constraints such as low income, high debt, and extended family financial obligations limit
individuals' ability to save for retirement. Low income fundamentally restricts retirement
saving capacity. For households earning minimum wage or struggling in indefensible
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employment, the choice between paying rent and contributing to a retirement account is not
a choice at all. The mathematics are unforgiving: when basic necessities consume 95% of
income, the remaining 5% cannot compound into meaningful retirement security regardless
of investment returns or time horizon. This reality affects a growing segment of the
workforce, particularly as wage growth fails to keep pace with housing, healthcare, and
education costs.

High debt creates a dual burden that compounds over time. Monthly debt service payments
consume income that could otherwise fund retirement accounts. Meanwhile, interest accrual
ensures that the total cost of borrowing far exceeds the original principal. Credit card debt
functions as negative compounding, working against wealth accumulation with the same
exponential power that could work for it. Student loan debt delays homeownership,
marriage, and family formation, life milestones that typically coincide with increased
retirement saving. Mortgage debt, while often considered "good debt," still requires monthly
payments that compete with retirement contributions for limited dollars.

Extended family financial obligations add another layer of complexity, particularly within
certain cultural contexts where multigenerational support is expected. Adult children
supporting aging parents, parents funding adult children's education or housing, and families
pooling resources for relatives in crisis all face reduced capacity for personal retirement
saving. These obligations are not optional luxuries but deeply held responsibilities that reflect
cultural values and family bonds. The financial drain, while meaningful and necessary,
inevitably extends working years and reduces retirement lifestyle.

Consequences of Inadequate Retirement Planning

The failure to adequately prepare for retirement generates cascading repercussions that
extend far beyond individual financial distress, permeating familial structures, straining public
resources, and challenging the fiscal sustainability of social welfare systems. These
consequences manifest across multiple levels of analysis, from the intimate sphere of
household economics to the macroeconomic aggregates that inform public policy. At the
microeconomic level, insufficient retirement savings invariably triggers financial insecurity
during the final decades of life, a period characterised by reduced earned income capacity
and, frequently, escalating healthcare expenditures. Inadequate planning dramatically
elevates the probability of outliving one's retirement savings and substantially amplified by
steadily rising life expectancies across developed economies. As mortality improvements
extend the duration of retirement funding requirements, individuals who have not
accumulated sufficient buffers face the prospect of exhausting financial resources whilst still
living, thereby confronting a late-life period marked by material deprivation and diminished
access to necessary care. This scenario represents not merely a reduction in discretionary
consumption but a fundamental threat to health, wellbeing, and basic security. Furthermore,
inadequate planning typically correlates with insufficient healthcare preparation, leaving
retirees exposed to uncovered medical expenses, long-term care costs, and the erosion of
purchasing power through inflation, each factor compounding the others in a downward
spiral of financial deterioration.
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The Roadmap to Resilience: How to Overcome Failure in Retirement Planning

Retirement planning is often framed as a mathematical exercise: save X dollars for Y years,
invest in Z assets, and you will arrive at your destination. Yet, as we have explored, the path
to a secure retirement is tormented with behavioural biases, planning errors, market risks,
and life's unpredictable events. The difference between a retiree who struggles and one who
thrives often lies not in a higher salary or a hotter stock pick, but in the proactive strategies
used to navigate these challenges. Overcoming failure in retirement planning requires a shift
in mindset from a passive "set it and forget it" approach to an active, dynamic process of risk
management and adaptation. It is about building a financial ecosystem that is resilient
enough to withstand volatility, flexible enough to adapt to the unexpected, and robust
enough to provide for a life that may span three decades or more. A comprehensive
framework for building that resilience, turning potential points of failure into manageable
components of a successful long-term strategy involve several parts as follows:

Part I: Building a Bulletproof Foundation (Overcoming Planning Errors)

Before one can effectively safeguard against market volatility or unforeseen health crises, a
realistic and resilient strategy must first be established. Even the most sophisticated
investment plan is destined to fail if it is built upon a fundamentally flawed blueprint.

a)The "Live" Budget and Retirement Reality Check

The initial step in overcoming inaccurate expense estimation involves transitioning from
theoretical guesswork to tangible data. A conventional budget should be replaced with a
"live" retirement budget before retirement. This process requires meticulously documenting
all expenditures for a full year, categorizing them as either "essential" which encompassing
housing, food, healthcare, and utilities or "discretionary," which includes travel, dining out,
and hobbies. The critical element, however, is to stress-test this budget by dedicating a month
to living as though retirement has already begun. This entails eliminating work-related costs:
ceasing paid lunches, pausing retirement account contributions (redirecting those funds into
savings), and researching the actual cost of health insurance. Simultaneously, one must
incorporate anticipated retirement expenses by engaging in desired activities like a weekend
getaway or pursuing a hobby. This exercise provides a visceral, real-world estimate of your
retirement "burn rate," delivering a level of accuracy far superior to any spreadsheet
projection.

b)Dynamic Inflation Modelling

A sophisticated retirement strategy must account for the reality that not all costs rise equally.
Rather than applying a static 2% or 3% inflation rate across the entire plan, prudent financial
planning requires graded inflation assumptions that reflect sector-specific trends. Historical
data consistently demonstrates that healthcare and education costs escalate substantially
faster than general inflation. A robust strategy must accommodate this disparity. For
instance, you might reasonably assume 2.5% for general inflation whilst simultaneously
projecting 5% annual increases for healthcare expenses until reaching age eighty, after which
the assumption could be adjusted further. This comprehensive approach yields a more
accurate, albeit appropriately cautious, long-term forecast. It compels you to incorporate
meaningful buffers into your savings targets rather than relying on overly optimistic
projections that may prove inadequate. By acknowledging that your healthcare dollar will
likely purchase less over time, you create financial resilience where it matters most. This
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methodology transforms inflation from an abstract assumption into a tangible planning
variable, ensuring your strategy remains viable despite the disproportionate pressure that
essential costs will exert on your retirement resources.

Part Il: The Health and Longevity Defence

Longevity and healthcare expenditures constitute two of the most significant and
unpredictable variables in retirement planning. While individuals cannot exert complete
control over their health trajectories, they can construct financial mechanisms to mitigate the
attendant risks, thereby safeguarding accumulated assets against catastrophic depletion.
Beyond conventional financial instruments, a compelling strategy for mitigating retirement
healthcare expenditures lies in the proactive extension of the "health span”, the period of life
lived in good health. Investment in physical wellbeing, encompassing regular exercise,
nutritional optimisation, and consistent preventive care, yields a substantial return on
investment. A robust health span can delay or altogether obviate the necessity for expensive
pharmacological interventions, extended care facility admissions, and other costly medical
procedures that disproportionately deplete retirement assets. This approach operates
synergistically with financial planning; healthier retirees not only incur lower healthcare costs
but also preserve capital for discretionary enjoyment rather than medical consumption.
Moreover, the extension of functional independence enhances quality of life, enabling
individuals to fully utilise accumulated resources for purposeful engagement rather than
watching them eroded by unavoidable health-related expenditures. Thus, health
optimisation constitutes a foundational pillar of comprehensive retirement preparedness,
complementing traditional wealth accumulation strategies.

Part lll: Navigating Life and Relationships

Money constitutes merely an instrumental means; life itself remains the ultimate end. Even
the most rigorously constructed financial plan can be undermined by inadequate
communication and the absence of a shared vision between partners, transforming technical
solvency into relational impoverishment.

a)The Financial Meeting

Couples must actively mitigate the risks of financial infidelity and communication deficits that
silently erode trust and derail long-term objectives. Establishing a recurring, low-stress
financial dialogue which is scheduled quarterly over a shared meal, for instance provides a
structured mechanism for alignment. These gatherings should not devolve into granular
scrutiny of discretionary expenditures; rather, they offer opportunities to review collective
progress toward articulated goals, discuss impending significant outlays, and reaffirm mutual
understanding of the "why" underpinning saving and spending behaviours. Such intentional
transparency fosters relationship trust and guarantees that partners work together as a single
decision-making unit, following a common vision rather than working against each other. This
governance structure transforms financial planning from a technical exercise into a shared
relational practice.

b)Setting Boundaries with Adult Children

To mitigate the risk of intergenerational financial transfers depleting retirement resources,
individuals must establish clear boundaries well in advance of retirement. This necessitates
transparent communication regarding the parameters of feasible support, delineating what
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can and cannot be provided without compromising long-term security. Rather than extending
substantial lump sums for home acquisitions, a more prudent approach involves matching
children's savings contributions, thereby incentivizing fiscal discipline whilst offering
meaningful assistance. Similarly, instead of assuming full responsibility for a grandchild's
private education, contributing to college savings plan supplements rather than replaces
parental efforts, preserving intergenerational equity.

c) The Prenuptial or Postnuptial Agreement for Retirement

Late-in-life marriages and grey divorces can prove financially catastrophic if undertaken
without adequate protection. For individuals entering second marriages during later life
stages, prenuptial or postnuptial agreements serve essential functions: they protect assets
designated for children from prior relationships whilst establishing transparent financial
expectations between spouses. Such instruments remove the ambiguity that frequently
engenders resentment and financial dysfunction within blended families. By delineating clear
parameters regarding separate and marital property, spending expectations, and inheritance
intentions, these agreements enable couples to focus on building their shared life rather than
worrying about latent financial conflicts. Far from undermining trust, thoughtfully
constructed agreements demonstrate respect for each partner's financial history and provide
mutual peace of mind. They constitute prudent governance structures that safeguard both
intergenerational wealth transfers and the integrity of the current marital union, thereby
supporting rather than impeding relational flourishing.

Conclusion

Success in retirement planning is not accurately measured by the attainment of a static,
perfectly optimized financial outcome at a single point in time. Rather, it is more
appropriately conceptualized as the construction of a dynamic, resilient system capable of
adapting to life's inherent uncertainties while maintaining integrity across multiple
interconnected dimensions. This holistic framework demands deliberate attention to
foundational structures, defensive mechanisms, behavioural governance, risk mitigation, and
relational alignment. A realistic foundation constitutes the base upon which any sound
retirement strategy must be established. This foundational layer commences with a
rigorously tested budget that reflects actual expenditure patterns rather than aspirational
projections, thereby grounding the planning process in empirical reality. It is further
reinforced by tax-diversified savings vehicles, strategically allocated across taxable, tax-
deferred, and tax-exempt accounts that provide essential flexibility to navigate varying
market conditions and evolving legislative environments. Without this empirical grounding
and structural diversity, even the most sophisticated strategies remain vulnerable to collapse.
A comprehensive framework requires a Protective Shield addressing the existential risks of
health decline and extended longevity. Appropriate insurance products, particularly hybrid
policies integrating long-term care coverage with life insurance transform unpredictable,
potentially ruinous contingencies into managed, insurable events with calculable parameters.
Extending health span through exercise, nutritional optimisation, and preventive care
functions as a type of human capital investment that can reduce the likelihood and magnitude
of catastrophic medical costs, preserve accumulated assets, and improve functional
independence and quality of life.
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Finally, a Shared Vision acknowledges that retirement planning is fundamentally a relational,
rather than merely technical, endeavour. Open communication between partners,
institutionalized through regular financial meetings, cultivates trust and ensures alignment
on the underlying purposes that animate saving and spending behaviours. Clearly articulated
boundaries with adult children and, where appropriate, thoughtfully constructed prenuptial
or postnuptial agreements, safeguard intergenerational wealth transfers whilst preventing
familial generosity from compromising retiree solvency. These relational governance
structures ensure that financial resources serve articulated life objectives rather than
becoming sources of conflict or unintended depletion.

Potential failures become manageable obstacles that may be navigated by disciplined
response when retirement planning is viewed as a dynamic risk management process rather
than a mathematical equation requiring a single, flawless solution. The ultimate objective
extends beyond merely reaching retirement with accumulated wealth. True success lies in
remaining both financially and emotionally secure through all the twists and turns the journey
inevitably presents. This holistic, resilient approach constitutes the authentic roadmap to a
retirement defined not by fear of failure, but by confidence in one's capacity to adapt, persist,
and ultimately thrive.

Theoretically, this paper contributes to the retirement planning literature by moving beyond
conventional life cycle and financial literacy models that often treat retirement preparedness
as a rational, individual, and largely mathematical process. It integrates insights from
behavioural finance, socio-economic constraint theory, and relational or family governance
perspectives to reframe retirement failure as the outcome of interacting cognitive biases,
lifestyle habits, structural inequality, and cultural obligations. In doing so, it advances a
resilience-based framework that conceptualises retirement planning as dynamic risk
management, behavioural governance, and relational alighment rather than a static
calculation. Contextually, the study is significant for ageing societies, especially Malaysia and
similar collectivist or emerging economies, where lump-sum provident fund withdrawals,
rising healthcare inflation, longevity risk, low financial literacy, high household debt, and
multigenerational financial obligations intersect. By offering practical strategies such as live
retirement budgeting, graded inflation assumptions, health span investment, regular partner
financial meetings, boundaries with adult children, and prenuptial or postnuptial agreements,
the paper bridges personal finance and public policy. It therefore provides actionable
guidance for individuals, financial advisers, employers, and policymakers seeking to
strengthen retirement resilience, while enriching existing knowledge by demonstrating that
retirement adequacy is not merely a private financial outcome but a systemic and relational
challenge requiring multidimensional solutions.
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