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The Wattle Golden Rules 
for retirement
Ten principles from twenty years  
of sitting with retired families

Who this guide is for

Anyone approaching or already in retirement. There is very little about money in this guide, 
which is deliberate. The financial questions matter, but they are rarely what decides whether 
retirement feels good.

What’s inside
1. Define success

2. Don’t go it alone

3. Ignore the Joneses

4. Bounce back

5. Don’t worry about money

6. Find your way

7. Become a bookworm

8. Take the stairs

9. Discipline your way to success

10. Think beyond the grave
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A note from us
We have spent twenty years advising retired Australians. In that time we have sat across the table 
from thousands of families through every stage of the retirement journey, and seen the whole of it: 
the excitement, the anxiety, the boredom, the reinvention, the loss and the joy.

What we have learned is this. Money is not the hard part of retirement. Life is.

The financial side can be complex, but it is solvable. Any well-advised family can build a portfolio 
that funds a comfortable thirty year retirement. What is much harder to solve is what to do with the 
thirty years themselves.

This guide is drawn from the closing chapter of our book, The Golden Years, published by Major 
Street Publishing in 2024. It contains what we call our golden rules for a fulfilling retirement: 
ten principles we have watched successful, happy retirees follow, and ten we have watched 
unsuccessful, unhappy retirees ignore.

These are not investment rules. Those live in a separate document, our investment philosophy 
white paper, available on request. These are life rules, and they are the ones we return to in 
quarterly reviews, because they matter more than any portfolio decision.

Read them slowly. There is nothing complicated in any of them. But we have watched retirement 
after retirement transformed by families who took them seriously.
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1.

Success in retirement is simple: find what brings you joy and spend more time doing that. Achieving 
it, however, is among the most difficult tasks you will face in your life.

Why? Because there is no simple recipe or right answer that defines a successful retirement. Having 
$2 million in the bank, or being able to travel to Europe for three months every year, may be one 
person’s definition of success. For someone else, that sounds exhausting and the last thing they 
would wish to do with their spare time.

As advisers who have seen hundreds of families, and watched clients and friends transition through 
each life stage, our biggest lesson is this: you need to redefine what success means to you. That is 
particularly difficult for people who have had successful careers, and it does not always happen 
overnight.

There is no number or dollar amount of assets that suits everyone. What truly matters is your ability  
to sleep well at night.

Ask yourself

•	 If money were not a constraint, what would I actually do next Tuesday?

•	 Whose definition of a good retirement am I carrying around, and is it mine?

•	 What was I proud of before my job gave me things to be proud of?

Three things to try

•	 Write down, in one sentence, what a good week in retirement looks like. Not a good year, a week

•	 Ask your partner to do the same separately, then compare. The gaps are the useful part

•	 Put the sentence somewhere you will see it in six months, and check whether it still reads true

Define success
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2.

Mental health is among the biggest challenges we face as a society. The stoic mindset instilled in 
many older generations, likely shaped by the experience of multiple recessions, means reaching out 
is even harder for those of you in retirement or your later years.

Retirement is not the time to be too proud to speak up. Now is the time to be building new friendships 
and finding new hobbies with all that newfound time. Never be afraid to ask for help. It is entirely 
natural to find yourself struggling for meaning during such a significant period of your life.

This applies to the money too

You might expect the financial side to become less complicated once you retire. It does not. The 
taxation and superannuation systems in Australia are complex, and getting professional advice on 
the key decisions, whether about downsizing, investing or tax, can make sure one bad decision does 
not devastate your retirement.

We have watched a retirement made worse by isolation many times. We have never watched one 
made worse by asking for help.

Ask yourself

•	 Who would I actually call if I had a bad week, and when did I last speak to them?

•	 Am I avoiding a conversation because I do not want to seem like a burden?

•	 Which decisions am I making alone that I would not have made alone at work?

Three things to try

•	 Make one social commitment that recurs weekly, so it does not depend on you feeling like it

•	 Tell one person how you are actually going, rather than the version you give at the shops

•	 If a financial decision has been sitting unresolved for months, book the appointment this week

Don’t go it alone
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3.

”June and Philip have such a nice car. How can they afford that when we did the same job for the 
last 30 years?”

In retirement you can do anything you want. You have complete flexibility. So do not get stuck on 
what others are doing. Do not worry that your neighbour has a bigger house, boat or jet ski. Enjoy 
what you have and find joy in the small things.

The Instagram effect is well known. We only ever talk or post about the good things happening in our 
lives, never the bad. So ignore what the Joneses are posting and get on with your own life.

Nowhere is this more relevant than investing

Retirement naturally means more barbecue and golf club conversations about the next hot stock or 
investment idea. The boom in cryptocurrency speculation in 2020 was evidence enough of that.

If your assets are generating enough income to meet your lifestyle needs, who cares what everyone 
else is doing?

The families who thrive in retirement are the ones running their own race.

Ask yourself

•	 Whose retirement am I comparing mine to, and how much do I actually know about theirs?

•	 Has an investment idea ever entered my portfolio because someone mentioned it socially?

•	 If my income covers my life comfortably, what would more money actually change?

Three things to try

•	 Next time a hot investment comes up socially, write it down and revisit it in a month rather  
than acting

•	 Work out what your portfolio needs to return to fund your life, and stop measuring against 
anything else

•	 Notice which conversations leave you dissatisfied, and have fewer of them

Ignore the Joneses
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4.

They say the definition of resilience is how you bounce back from the setbacks and challenges you 
face during your life. Those challenges do not stop once you decide to retire. If anything, they tend to 
be more impactful.

Life will constantly throw curveballs at you, with health and friendships often the biggest sources of 
stress. On a darker note, retirement is a period in which you will all too regularly farewell long-term 
friends and family.

The same is true financially

Things will always go wrong, and that is alright.

4 in 10 decisions the most successful investors get wrong, while still delivering strong long-term 
returns.

The key, in both life and investing, is making sure you do not compound a difficult event by  
making the wrong decision during a period of heightened emotion.

Bouncing back is a discipline, and it gets easier with practice.

Ask yourself

•	 What is the worst decision I have made under emotional pressure, and what would have  
helped me avoid it?

•	 Who in my life will tell me to slow down when I do not want to hear it?

•	 How long do I need before a big decision stops feeling urgent?

Three things to try

•	 Agree a personal waiting period, 48 hours or a week, before acting on any significant  
decision made in distress

•	 Write down now what you would do in a serious market fall, while you are calm

•	 Name the person you will call before acting, and tell them you have named them

Bounce back
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5.

All too often we hear about Peter or Greg at the local golf club being distraught because a  
share price fell during the day, or because Telstra has announced a cut to its dividend. Do  
not let this be you.

Retirement should not be about tracking your investments every day, or worrying about whether  
you will have enough dividends to pay for tomorrow’s groceries. Money is a means to an end.  
It is a reward for your exertion across a career, and it should be used to enjoy experiences.

Use money to control your time, whether by outsourcing the mundane tasks or simply enjoying  
the ability to do what you want, when you want.

Do not let money control you. Being controlled by your money can be the single biggest drag  
on happiness in retirement.

If money is the constant topic of conversation in your retirement, something is wrong with the plan. 
A good portfolio is one you can put down and largely stop thinking about. If yours is not, that is a 
conversation to have with your adviser.

Ask yourself

•	 How often do I check my balance, and has that number ever changed a decision I made?

•	 What am I doing myself that I could reasonably pay someone else to do?

•	 If money is a means to an end, what is the end I am aiming at?

Three things to try

•	 Reduce how often you look. Quarterly is plenty for most retirees, and less is fine

•	 Pick one task you dislike, outsource it, and see whether the money bought back something  
worth having

•	 If money is the recurring topic of conversation at home, raise it with your adviser rather than  
each other

Don’t worry about money



The Wattle Golden Rules for retirement 8

6.

Anyone born after 1990 might be sick of hearing about Simon Sinek and his oft-quoted advice to find 
your why. Unfortunately, he is right. You need to find your why, otherwise the passing days will feel like 
an eternity.

Ask yourself what brings you the most joy and engagement. It could be your children, or hiking, or 
travel, or cooking. If you do not know yet, that is also fine. The question then becomes how you find 
out, and whether you need to step outside your comfort zone and try some new things.

Starting points, if you need them

•	 Bored of your partner’s cooking? Take a pastry course

•	 Want to build something? Look into woodworking

•	 Want more time with family? Then where you live becomes central to the plan

Just do not fall into the routine of doing the things others want of you, rather than the things that 
bring you joy.

It is your time now.

A modern shortcut worth trying

If the question feels too large to answer from a standing start, an AI assistant such as ChatGPT, 
Claude or Gemini is a surprisingly good thinking partner for exactly this. Not because it knows 
anything about you, but because it will ask you questions patiently, for as long as you like, without 
getting bored or steering you somewhere.

The trick is to make it interview you rather than answer for you. A few prompts worth pasting in:

Prompts to start with

•	 “I am 63 and recently retired after 35 years as an engineer. I have time and no idea what to do 
with it. Ask me ten questions, one at a time, to help me work out what I actually enjoy.”

•	 “Here are five things I have genuinely loved doing in my life: [list them]. What do they have in 
common, and what else might suit me based on that?”

•	 “I want to learn something new but everything obvious feels wrong. Interview me about my 
interests, then suggest five options I probably have not considered.”

•	 “Help me plan a week that has more of what I enjoy in it. Ask me about my current week first.”

Answer honestly and let it keep asking. The value is not in what comes back, it is in being asked good 
questions and hearing yourself answer them. Several of our clients have found it easier to be candid 
with a machine than with a person, which is worth knowing about yourself either way.

Two cautions. Never give an AI assistant your personal financial details, account numbers or anything 
identifying, and do not take financial or medical advice from one. For this particular purpose, working 
out what you enjoy, it is a genuinely useful tool. For anything else in this library, it is not.

Find your why
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Ask yourself

•	 When did I last lose track of time doing something, and what was it?

•	 What did I want to do at twenty-five that I never got around to?

•	 Am I filling my week with what I enjoy, or with what is expected of me?

Three things to try

•	 Try three genuinely new things over the next three months. Two will not stick, and that is the point

•	 Say no to one recurring obligation that is not yours to carry

•	 Ask someone who has known you a long time what they think you are happiest doing
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7.

There is no better time than retirement to educate yourself. This is not the moment to rest on the 
laurels of a career or a lifetime in the workforce. Keeping your mind active in retirement has proven 
key to staving off dementia and, ultimately, to lengthening your life.

Encouraging a healthy and inquisitive brain is essential to a long and successful retirement. But be 
wary of fixating too much on any one thing. Too often we meet people who become obsessed with 
investments and trading, in many cases to their own detriment. A healthy interest in markets is a 
clear positive. Just do not let it rule your waking hours.

Think about trying a different newspaper, or learning a new language. Maybe it is time to switch  
from non-fiction to fiction. Walk around a bookshop and buy some books at random. You will be 
surprised by what you learn.

We have watched retirees discover second passions in their seventies that reshaped their lives. 
Curiosity does not retire.

Ask yourself

•	 What have I learned in the last year that had nothing to do with money?

•	 Am I reading widely, or reading the same thing in different places?

•	 Is there a subject I have always been curious about and never pursued?

Three things to try

•	 Walk into a bookshop and buy something from a section you never visit

•	 Join one thing that involves learning alongside other people, rather than alone

•	 If investments dominate your reading, deliberately put one week a month somewhere else

Become a bookworm
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8.

The benefits of being fit in your forties reverberate all the way into retirement, but it is never too late 
to start. Ignore the posters of shredded 70-year-olds, which are simply unattainable for most people, 
and just stay active.

Always take the stairs. In retirement your health should be your focus, because without it your ability 
to do the things you enjoy is reduced substantially. It is more important than ever to take your health 
and your diet seriously.

Now is the time to get out and about more. Join those walking or fitness clubs, and find forms of 
exercise you actually enjoy and that suit your schedule. Be wary of the long lunches and the extra 
bottles of wine, and always keep up your regular check-ups with your doctor.

None of this is glamorous. It is boring, obvious and universally true. But we have watched more 
retirements diminished by declining health than by any financial mistake. The best portfolio in the 
world does not help you if you cannot use it.

Ask yourself

•	 Can I get out of a chair without using my hands, and could I in ten years?

•	 What would I stop being able to do if my mobility declined, and how much would that cost me?

•	 When was my last proper check-up, honestly?

Three things to try

•	 Book the appointments you have been putting off, all of them, this month

•	 Find one form of exercise you actually enjoy, because the ones you dislike do not survive winter

•	 Add strength work, not just walking. Falls are the single biggest trigger for permanent care

Take the stairs
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9.

Discipline is the way to success in retirement, and routine is central to good habits. Routine supports 
strong mental health both before and during retirement.

2 months is roughly how long a behaviour takes to become a habit.

Your need to work, commute and network builds routine during your working life. Once that ends, the 
routine naturally goes out the window. You do not need to plan every minute of every day. Simply 
consider locking in a few things each week that give you structure.

Having a schedule lets you keep control of your own time. It helps make sure you do not fall into 
the bad routine trap, where your availability means your movements end up being driven by other 
people rather than by your own decisions.

During the quiet periods, there is nothing more important than having something to look forward to.

Book the next thing, then the thing after that. Structure creates freedom.

Ask yourself

•	 What does a typical week look like, and did I choose it?

•	 How much of my calendar is filled by other people’s needs?

•	 What do I currently have to look forward to?

Three things to try

•	 Lock in three recurring commitments a week, on fixed days, and treat them as immovable

•	 Book the next trip or event before the current one finishes, so there is always something ahead

•	 Protect one part of the week that belongs to you, and say so out loud to the people who fill it

Discipline your way to success
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10.

Retirement is ultimately the time to focus on your legacy. It is normal to start thinking differently, and 
bigger, about what you want to leave to your family, your friends and the world around you.

Legacy provides a true source of meaning for many people, and getting it right is all about engaging 
with your family and friends early.

Worth asking yourself

•	 Is your legacy financially driven? Does it have to be?

•	 Is it more about sharing skills, time or love with the next generation?

•	 Who have you actually talked to about any of this?

Imparting knowledge and wisdom can be far more powerful than any inheritance or gift you are 
able to leave to the next generation.

And this leads to the final note

Ultimately, family is what truly matters.

Is life about the journey, or the destination? It is actually about the company, and the people you 
meet along the way.

You do not need to have children to have a family. Retirement is the time to spend meaningful 
periods with the people you love, to put long-held grudges aside, and to look towards the future 
rather than back at what caused them.

Of everything in this guide, this is the rule clients tell us they wish they had acted on sooner. Not the 
investment decisions, not the tax structures. The conversations they kept meaning to have.

Ask yourself

•	 What do I want to be remembered for by people who are not my beneficiaries?

•	 Does my family know what I want, or are they guessing?

•	 What could I pass on now that would matter more than money later?

Three things to try

•	 Have one conversation with an adult child about something other than logistics

•	 Write down where the documents are, and tell someone. A perfect folder nobody knows 
about is no folder

•	 Pick one grudge worth setting down, and set it down

Think beyond the grave
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The bottom line
If you have read this to the end, thank you. These ten rules are the summary of what we have 
watched work, and watched not work, across twenty years of sitting with retired Australian families.

None of them are complicated. All of them require choice.

The observation we would leave you with is this. The retirees we have seen thrive are not the ones 
with the biggest portfolios. They are the ones who took these rules seriously, adapted them to their 
own lives, and kept showing up.

Money helps. But money alone does not deliver a fulfilling retirement. What delivers one is a life 
designed on purpose, filled with people you love and pursuits you care about, with your finances 
quietly in the background rather than at the centre of the picture.

That is what we build at Wattle. Not portfolios that fund whatever life happens to appear, but 
portfolios that fund the life you have chosen, so you can spend your time on the rules above rather 
than on the money. Our mission is to make retirement work, so you can get on with living it.

Three things to do this week

•	 Write down three things, big or small, that make you happy every week. It could be as simple as 
the first coffee of the morning, or walking the dog

•	 Book some exercise for this week, next week and the rest of the month, whether that is a walk, a 
class or a bike ride

•	 Join a club and learn something new. University of the Third Age, the Australian Shareholders’ 
Association, or something more niche like French classes

This guide is drawn from Chapter 11 of The Golden Years by Jamie Nemtsas and Drew Meredith, 
Major Street Publishing, 2024. The full book explores the financial side of retirement in considerably 
more detail.
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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=

