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The biggest mistakes 
retirees make
Five errors that derail an otherwise 
well-planned retirement

Who this guide is for?

Anyone approaching or already in retirement who wants to know what actually goes 
wrong, rather than what the brochures say.

What’s inside
1. Thinking retirement spending will be linear

2. Concentration risk

3. Not using all available benefits and concessions

4. Not using superannuation properly

5. Using pre-retirement investment strategies in retirement
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Before we start
After working with hundreds of clients planning their retirement over the years, I’ve noticed the 
same costly mistakes appearing again and again before they come to see me.

These aren’t small oversights. They’re major missteps that can derail an otherwise well-planned, 
self-funded retirement.

The most concerning part? 

Most of these mistakes are completely preventable once you understand them.

In this paper, I want to walk you through the five most common retirement planning errors I see 
Australians make, so you can avoid them entirely.

1.

Here’s the reality: retirement isn’t a smooth, predictable journey where you spend exactly the same 
amount each year for 30 years. Yet that’s exactly how most people plan for it.

I see this mistake play out in two ways:

Spending too much too early: Many retirees go overboard in their first few years, excited about 
their newfound freedom. They book expensive trips, renovate the house, and live it up during what 
are often called the “golden years.” While enjoying retirement is the whole point, front-loading your 
spending can leave you struggling later when healthcare costs rise and your energy for earning 
income diminishes.

Not spending enough when they should: On the flip side, I work with clients who scrimp and save 
throughout retirement, afraid to touch their capital. Whether it’s guilt about leaving money to their 
children or simply fear of running out, they live below their means when they could comfortably 
afford more.

The truth about retirement spending: Your expenses will change dramatically over time. You might 
spend more on travel and hobbies early on, then see those costs drop as healthcare expenses 
increase. Life changes, health changes, and family circumstances change. Planning for a linear 
retirement is planning to fail.

Instead, consider a variable spending approach that accounts for these natural fluctuations. 
Consider different scenarios and build flexibility into your withdrawal strategy.

Thinking retirement spending will be linear
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2.

When most people hear “concentration risk,” they think about how the ASX 200 is dominated by 
banks and miners (which make up about 50% of the index). But concentration risk in retirement goes 
far deeper than your investment portfolio.

I’m talking about relying too heavily on too few assets or income sources in retirement.

The property trap: I regularly meet with clients whose wealth is almost entirely tied up in their family 
home. They might have a $2 million property but struggle to generate enough income to cover their 
living expenses. Property might feel like wealth, but you can’t eat bricks and mortar.

Single income source syndrome: Others have built their entire retirement plan around one asset 
class or income stream. Whether that’s rental property, dividend-paying shares, or even just their 
superannuation. What happens if that single source underperforms exactly when you need it most?

The diversification solution: True retirement security comes from diversified income streams:

•	 Superannuation pension payments

•	 Investment portfolio dividends and distributions

•	 Age Pension (if eligible)

•	 Rental income from investment properties

•	 Part-time work income

•	 Cash reserves for emergencies The goal isn’t just asset diversification, it’s income resilience.

Concentration risk
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4.

This might be the biggest tragedy I see in retirement planning. Superannuation is likely your largest 
asset outside your family home, yet many Australians treat it like someone else’s money, something 
they can’t touch, control, or properly utilise.

The “set and forget” mentality: Too many people contribute to super through their working life but 
never really engage with it. They leave it in default investment options, don’t consolidate multiple 
accounts, and don’t think strategically about how to optimise it for retirement.

Missing the tax advantages: Here’s what makes super so powerful in retirement: Once you’re over 
60, super pension payments are completely tax-free and the investments within your super fund 
don’t pay tax either (in pension phase). Most importantly, you have complete flexibility over how you 
use these tax-free payments.

The access revelation: Once you meet a condition of release (like reaching preservation age of 
60 or retiring), super becomes incredibly flexible. You can take lump sums, set up regular pension 
payments, or do a combination of both. You’re in control.

Timing is everything: The transition from accumulation phase to pension phase needs to be 
managed strategically. Get the timing right, and you can significantly boost your after-tax 
retirement income.

Not using superannuation properly

3.

Australians are leaving thousands of dollars on the table every year by not taking advantage of 
government benefits and concessions available to them.

Age Pension eligibility: Many middle-income earners assume they won’t qualify for any Age Pension, 
so they don’t even investigate. The reality is that many Australians qualify for at least a part pension, 
especially once they understand the asset and income test rules.

Superannuation contribution strategies:

Bring-forward rules: You can contribute up to three years’ worth of non-concessional contributions 
in a single year, maximising how much you get into that environment.

Carry-forward concessional contributions: If you haven’t maxed out your super contributions in the 
last five years, you might be able to catch up, and save a lot in tax.

Spouse contributions: You can contribute to your partner’s super and claim a tax offset.

Government co-contributions: If you or your spouse are eligible, the government will literally give 
you free money to boost your super. Yet many Australians don’t take advantage of this.

Concession cards and benefits: Commonwealth Seniors Health Card provides pharmaceutical 
benefits and energy supplements but so do state-based seniors’ travel discounts, council rate 
discounts and utility concessions.

These benefits can add up to thousands of dollars annually. Don’t leave money on the table.

Not using all available benefits  
and concessions
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The bottom line
Retirement planning is not about accumulating a pile of money and hoping it lasts. It is about 
understanding that retirement works differently from your working years, and planning for 
the difference.

Every one of these five mistakes is preventable. None of them require exotic products or clever 
timing to avoid. They require knowing that they exist, which you now do.

5.

This is the mistake that concerns me most because it’s so fundamental, yet so many people miss it. 
Once you retire, everything changes.

You no longer have a regular income to top up your investments. You have a finite pool of capital 
that needs to last for potentially 30+ years. Yet I see retirees using the same investment strategies 
they used in their accumulation phase.

The growth-at-all-costs trap: During your working years, taking on extra risk for potentially higher 
returns makes sense. You have time to recover from market downturns, and you’re adding fresh 
capital regularly. In retirement, a major market crash in your early years can be devastating; this is 
called sequence of returns risk.

The new retirement reality: Retirement investing requires a completely different approach:

Resilience over growth: Protecting what you have becomes more important than aggressive growth

Income focus: Regular, reliable income often matters more than capital appreciation

Flexibility: Strategies that can adapt to changing markets and personal circumstances

Patience: Even in retirement, you still need a long-term perspective

The balanced approach: This doesn’t mean becoming ultra-conservative. You still need some 
growth assets to combat inflation over 20-30 years. But the balance shifts toward protecting and 
preserving wealth while generating sustainable income.

Using pre-retirement investment  
strategies in retirement
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Let us guide you on your retirement journey 

Drew (on the left) and Jamie  
(on the right) have been 
advising and educating  
self-funded Australian  
retirees for two decades now.  

We work exclusively with self-funded retirees and pre-retirees. The simplest way to begin is our short 
questionnaire. It takes a few minutes, there is no cost, and it gives us the context to tell you something 
useful rather than something generic.

Ready to optimise your tax position before retirement? Contact Wattle today

This guide has been prepared by Wattle Partners Pty Ltd ABN 89 145 903 840, Australian Financial 
Services Licence 383169.

It contains general information only and does not take into account your objectives, financial 
situation or needs. Everyone’s situation is different, and what works for one person may not work 
for another. Before acting on anything in this guide, consider whether it is appropriate for your 
circumstances and seek advice from a licensed financial adviser.

Contact us Melbourne 
Level 4, 125 Flinders Lane 
Melbourne, VIC 3000

GPO Box, 2031 
Melbourne, VIC 3000

Sydney 
Level 3, 63 York Street 
Sydney, NSW 2001

T: +61 3 8414 2901
E: adviser@wattlepartners.com.au 
W: wattlepartners.com.au

https://start.wattlepartners.com.au/
tel:+61384142901
mailto:adviser%40wattlepartners.com.au?subject=
mailto:https://www.wattlepartners.com.au/?subject=

