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the individual pieces will yield precious 

few clues about how to successfully build 

your magnum opus, we realize that a 

vision of the finished product is even more 

important than it is with a jigsaw puzzle.

With the jigsaw puzzle, there is only one 

right answer.

With a box full of Legos, your imagination, 

ingenuity and industry are the only 

limitations to what you can build. Those, 

and your inventory of Legos!

Isn’t that a lot closer to real life?

With so many unknowns, how and where 

do you begin?

It’s my hope in this paper to give you some 

tools to assist you in your thinking about 

what I call a Real Life Financial Plan®.  

A Real Life Financial Plan® is a plan that 

combines both the human and the 

financial elements we all deal with when it 

comes to money. 

I will argue that a Real Life Financial Plan® 

must first be discovered. Then it must be 

designed. And finally, it must be deployed.
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Where do I start?

It’s the most common question I get as a 

financial planner. 

And usually, after the “where do I start” 

question come the follow up questions, 

each one pushing to the front, only to 

be bumped aside by the urgency of 

the inquiry to follow, each begging for 

attention and resolution.

Should I fund my retirement first or get 

out of debt? Max out my 401K or pay 

extra against my mortgage? How can 

I save on taxes? Do we have enough 

insurance? Too much? How do I know? 

Am I saving enough? Should I just pay 

cash for everything? What about the 

cost of college coming up for my high 

school senior? Do I really need a will? 

Will Social Security be there for me? 

How can I make sure my kids don’t fight 

over my money after I’m gone?

By anyone’s estimate, that’s a tiring (and 

perhaps intimidating) list of questions! 

It’s no wonder so many decide at this 

point that their best course of action is…

procrastination.

Some have said that trying to run your 

financial life without a plan is like trying 

to piece together a jigsaw puzzle…

without the box top. You don’t realize 

how important a vision of the completed 

project is until you try building without 

it. Or even worse, what if someone 

mistakenly (or maliciously!) switches box 

tops on the puzzle. Talk about confusion!

But I’ve come to believe the jigsaw puzzle 

analogy is actually misleading. The idea of 

a puzzle illustrates the need for a vision to 

drive you forward. But in real life, there are 

no carefully cut puzzle pieces requiring 

only that you put them together. There is 

no pre-determined plan. The design is up 

to you.

Planning your financial life is actually more 

like working with a box of building blocks. 

Remember Legos? Those are the colorful, 

plastic building blocks that come in a 

nearly infinite variety of shapes and sizes. 

With Legos, you apply your vision and 

creativity to a set of blocks. You are the 

designer. 

There is no pre-set number of blocks. 

During your life, you will exchange your 

time, effort and skill for more “Legos.” And 

no one gives you any guarantees how 

long you’ll have to build.

Given all this ambiguity, it’s up to you to 

create your own masterpiece. And since 



In one sense, (1) you already have a 

financial plan, and (2) your plan is built 

around priorities.

If you are one of the many for whom 

personal finances are a source of 

frustration, may I suggest your frustration 

may arise out of the fact that you didn’t 

design your own plan and the priorities 

supporting your plan are not your own.

People generally make financial decisions 

in one of two ways.

Most people make reactive decisions. 

Reactive decision making responds to 

external stimuli (such as advertising, 

peer pressure and emotional impulses) 

to make spending decisions. Since the 

limited supply of money is too often 

exhausted before the unlimited supply 

of wants, reactive decision making may 

result in excessive amounts of consumer 

debt, creating less purchasing power in 

the long-term, not more. 

Worse, reactive decision making is almost 

never aligned with a person’s most deeply 

held values. How can it be? Deeply held 

values are usually only discovered as 

a result of careful consideration, and 

are rarely nurtured amidst the noisy 

cacophony of consumerism competing 

for your attention. 

I believe the only right way to go about 

this whole process is by employing a 

practice of proactive planning. Pro-

active planning first does the hard work 

of discovering and identifying your most 

deeply held values, then prioritizing those 

values, then aligning your spending with 

those priorities you have discovered.  

Do you want a plan for your money that 

really works for you? 

First, get a plan for your life. Then, make 

sure your financial plan takes its orders 

from your life plan.

As you engage in the life planning process 

(and after that the financial planning 

process), you’ll run directly into Economic 

Rule #1 of life: you can’t have it all. You’ve 

got limited resources and (practically) 

unlimited wants, so you’ve got to make 

choices. 

Prioritized choices.

You’ll realize there are things you want 

to spend your money on right now. And 

there are things you want in your life that 

cannot be bought with the resources 

you presently have — so you’ll have to 

save and/or invest over time to have 

those things. Examples might include 

purchasing a house, educating children or 

funding your retirement. 

But those are just my examples. You’ve 

got to do the hard work of discovering, 

then prioritizing what’s most important to 

you.

Too many people are living out someone 

else’s expectations (a.k.a., someone else’s 

plan) for their life. You may be living out 

your parents’ plan for your life, or Madison 

Avenue’s plan, or your employer’s plan, or 

even the Jones’s plan (you know, all those 

people you’re trying to keep up with even 

though you don’t really like them). But 

it’s someone else’s plan supported by 

someone else’s priorities…for you.

If you want to discover the one key that 

will energize and give direction to your life 

planning and financial planning, discover 

your own priorities.

WHAT IS A LIFE PLAN?

A life plan is like a flight plan for an airplane 

– it gives direction. It is also like a nation’s 

constitution, expressing the values 

important to that nation, and building laws 

to reflect those values.

Once your life plan is in place, your financial 

plan can then be a natural reflection of 

your values. Suddenly, it can all “make 

sense,” since you now can see the bigger 

picture and the longer term.

DISCOVER YOUR 
LIFE PLAN

Real Life Financial Planning® Step One: 
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HOW DO I DISCOVER 
MY LIFE PLAN?

Writing a life plan is not a fifteen-minute 

process. In fact, done properly, it will take 

you quite a bit of thought and reflection. It 

may be done over a weekend, or it could 

take several weeks (a little at a time). 

Use the following tips to begin formulating 

your own life plan:

Define your values. These values are the 

principles that guide you in your life. If you 

have never done anything like this, take 

some time. Don’t rush it. 

If you are a spiritual or religious person, 

those values will obviously come into 

play in this process. But try not to fall into 

clichés and catch phrases – use your own 

words and terminology that is meaningful 

to you.

If you are not a religious or spiritual person, 

you still have certain values and principles 

that guide you. Work at identifying these 

and reducing them to writing.

You might try these brainstorming 

activities to help prime the pump: 

• Make a top ten list of phrases you 

want to describe you .

• Imagine a family reunion 25 years 

from now…what do you want your 

family to remember about these last 

25 years? 

• What would you like said about you 

at your funeral? 

• What would you like God to say 

about you?

Express your values in writing. In a 

fashion meaningful to you, write a first 

draft of the values you identified in step 

one. Feel free to write a much-less-than-

perfect first draft, knowing that you will 

refine it as time goes on. 

Some will write nothing anything more 

prosaic than a punch-list of their values. 

Others may communicate their life 

values in a poem. Still others may do so in 

paragraph form. Just remember, the only 

audience is you, so relax. This is a tool to 

use, not a piece of artwork to display.

Live your values. This is where the 

financial plan comes in. Assuming you do 

not have all the money in the world, you 

are going to have to make choices. You 

can’t have everything, so what are your 

priorities? 

Your life plan is just an expression of your 

priorities. It provides the backbone and 

rationale—the “why?”—for your financial 

plan.
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PLAY DEFENSE 
BEFORE YOU PLAY 
OFFENSE

But not so fast! Before you get completely 

focused on your financial plan’s goals, you 

need to prepare for the unplanned. There 

is no guarantee that your financial journey 

will be free of unexpected detours, so let’s 

make sure we’re prepared for a few bumps 

in the road.

Protect your assets. What do you own 

that, if lost, damaged or stolen, would 

create a significant financial hardship for 

you? If your house burns down, so does 

your financial plan. If your iPhone is lost, 

that’s a major irritation, but not a financial 

disaster. You need protection against 

disasters, not every inconvenience of life. 

This is generally the realm of property and 

casualty insurance. Focus on high limits 

of protection with higher deductibles 

(self-insuring the first dollars of risk).

Protect yourself against extraordinary 

expenses. The liability portion of your 

property and casualty insurance is an 

often overlooked aspect of your financial 

protection. But if you damage someone 

else or someone else’s property, you 

may held responsible. It is my opinion 

that anyone with sufficient assets to 

be considered financially independent 

should consider personal liability 

insurance coverage of $1,000,000 or 

more.

Medical or health insurance is another 

important aspect of your financial 

protection. The emergence of the 

Affordable Care Act (aka, ObamaCare) 

has streamlined both choices and 

offerings, but care should still be taken 

when considering this important aspect 

of your financial protection.

Protect against the loss of your ability 

to earn an income. This is typically the 

area of greatest neglect when I review 

insurance portfolios. For most, the 

capacity to produce an income is their 

most valuable asset. Yet it often goes 

completely uninsured. Protection against 

the loss of one’s ability to earn an income 

is generally accomplished through 

various forms of so-called disability 

income insurance.

Protect against your premature death. 

Financially, death is also the termination 

of an income. This can obviously create 

significant hardship on anyone dependent 

on your income, so life insurance at levels 

appropriate to protect dependents is a 

must.

As you can see, the first four levels of 

“defense” involve insurance. That’s 

because these are risks so large we 

simply cannot take them on by ourselves 

– we need the help of others. 

DESIGN YOUR 
FINANCIAL PLAN

Real Life Financial Planning® Step Two: 

IF YOU’VE DONE THE LIFE PLANNING PROCESS PROPERLY, YOU’VE GOT 
A PICTURE OF THE PRIORITIES YOU WANT TO DEFINE YOUR LIFE. THIS IS 
THE TARGET FOR WHICH YOU WILL NOW TAKE AIM.

IT’S TIME TO FOCUS YOUR FINANCIAL RESOURCES ON HITTING YOUR 
TARGET.
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The goal with insurance should be 

to achieve full replacement value of 

the asset lost, allowing the insurance 

company to bear the brunt of the risk high 

levels of risk. You can take on the lower 

levels (aka, first dollars) of risk by choosing 

higher deductibles. I suggest working with 

an agent (or agents) you know to have 

experience in each particular area of risk 

you’re dealing with.

But insurance isn’t the tool at your 

disposal as you set up a solid wall of 

defense against life’s uncertainties.

Live beneath your means. Nothing 

is more basic to financial health than 

consuming less than you produce. Only 

by living “beneath your means” will you 

create the margin necessary to save, 

then invest, so that your income can be 

transformed into wealth.

As an opening rule of thumb to consider, 

I recommend a client save 15% of gross 

income. Whenever I get pushback on 

saving this much money, I inquire about 

levels of consumer debt. Often, when 

savings levels are low, debt levels are 

high. But it isn’t the high level of debt that 

is preventing the savings. It is the low level 

of savings that created the debt. You must 

work to reverse that trend.

And it begins with the basic financial habit 

of paying yourself first – save 15%.

Build up a “E&O account.” So what does 

one do with that 15% of gross annual 

income? First, we’re going to put it into 

a boring, low interest rate, guaranteed, 

predictable and available bank account. 

The important thing here isn’t the interest 

rate earned, but the availability of the 

funds in the event of an emergency or 

opportunity. 

I’d like to see you build up that bank 

account so that you have six months of 

income in the account. Then you can re-

direct the 15% of gross annual income 

saved somewhere else (keep reading!).

I call this your emergency and opportunity 

account, or “E&O account” for short.

Treat your E&O account like a bank. 

The E&O account is a fund from which 

you can “borrow” to spend on big ticket 

items you would normally have to finance 

with debt. This may include automobiles, 

major appliances, vacations, etc. You are 

not actually borrowing anything – you are 

withdrawing your own money. Yet you will 

treat the withdrawal as a loan, and pay it 

back…with interest. When you withdraw 

the funds from your E&O account, you’ll 

want to repay the “borrowed” funds 

with interest. Use an online calculator to 

figure the payment due each month over 

an appropriate period of time. Set up a 

repayment schedule, just like you would if 

you had a car note or a loan repayment to 

a bank. 

This strategy of “borrowing” from and 

repaying yourself is the perfect way 

to keep your spending and capital 

replenishment in balance. 

Do not use your systematic savings 

dollars (15% of gross annual income, 

remember?) to repay your E&O account 

when you “borrow” to make a purchase. 

That would defeat the purpose of the 

strategy. 

Your 15% of annual savings was used 

to simply fund the E&O account. Once 

funded, we’re going to re-direct that 

annual savings money to other purposes.

The key with the E&O account is the use 

the same cash flow you would normally 

send to a financial institution in debt 

repayments to simply replenish your own 

capital after you spend it.
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PLAY OFFENSE 
PROGRESSIVELY

By this stage, your defenses are up: 

appropriate levels of insurance are now 

in place against catastrophes, illnesses 

or even death. You are living below 

your means, saving 15% of your annual 

income. You have an Emergency & 

Opportunity fund with a balance equal to 

six months of your annual income. When 

you need to “borrow” money to fund a 

major purchase, you withdraw the funds 

from your E&O account and immediately 

set up a repayment plan (separate from 

your 15% annual savings rate) equal to the 

monthly payment you would have made 

to a bank, as if you’d borrowed the money 

from them. 

For most individuals, this process will 

have taken three to five years of focused 

effort to reach this point.

But take a moment to savor how safe and 

secure all this will feel. Before you have 

invested a dime in the securities markets, 

you may actually be more financially 

secure than nearly anyone you know. 

Now… it’s time to go to the next level.

Once your E&O bank account is fully 

funded, you don’t want to continue to 

direct your 15% annual savings there. It’s 

time to begin investing.

But where? 

Should you open up an account with a 

mutual fund and begin sending them 

money to invest monthly? And what if 

your employer offers a 401K (or similar) 

retirement plan. Should you participate in 

that? And if so, how much should you put 

in each pay period?

It is not the purpose of this white paper 

to engage in an exhaustive review of 

every investment possibility available. 

I will restrict my comments to those 

investments and investment account 

types generally used by the majority of 

the public. 

Diversification of any kind is a risk 

reduction tool. So it makes sense to 

diversify your investments themselves 

and the types of accounts that contain 

those diversified investments.

Diversify your asset classes. The term 

“asset allocation” refers to a strategic 

proportional positioning of one’s 

investment assets over a number of 

investment types or classes. Different 

asset classes tend to move in different 

cycles. Blending these cycles together 
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can smooth out the ups and downs of 

your overall investment portfolio. 

Stocks, bonds and cash are the most 

commonly used asset classes. Both 

stocks and bonds have myriad sub-

categories depending on company size, 

performance, geographic location, etc. 

There are other assets classes (such as 

real estate or currencies) that may also be 

used, depending on individual needs and 

preferences. 

Designing and constructing a portfolio of 

various asset classes appropriate for you 

and your specific circumstances is only 

the first step. 

Since both investment markets and 

investor circumstances constantly 

change, the practice of portfolio 

rebalancing is important. Asset classes 

will rise and fall at different times and 

in differing proportions. By regularly 

“re-balancing” to your original asset 

allocation, you avoid over concentration 

in areas that have recently outperformed 

and maintain the original balance of your 

portfolio.

Most investors will benefit from the 

services of a professional money 

manager and/or financial advisor to assist 

them in the overall portfolio design and 

asset allocation process.

Diversify your account types. Once you 

have a general idea of the way you wish 

to position and diversify your assets, you 

need to determine where you want them 

to reside. 

For the sake of simplicity, here are the four 

basic types of accounts available to most 

individuals. Your situation will vary, so only 

use the following as a guide.

(1) Tax deductible / deferred accounts. 

These are generally referred to as 

retirement accounts. In a tax deductible 

/ tax deferred account, contributions are 

made to the account with dollars that have 

not yet been taxed. In the case of a 401K or 

403B retirement account, contributions 

are made directly from your payroll check 

before income taxes are deducted. In the 

case of a traditional individual retirement 

account (IRA), you may take an income 

tax deduction on your federal income tax 

return. 

In both cases, you get a tax deduction in 

the year you make the contribution, your 

funds grow tax deferred while remaining 

in the account, and you will owe income 

taxes at whatever your particular tax rate 

is upon withdrawal at your retirement age. 

Beginning at age 70 ½, required minimum 

distributions must be made annually, 

according to an IRS formula.
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Some individuals may find themselves 

in a lower tax bracket in retirement, but 

that should not be assumed. Individual 

circumstances will vary. 

(2) Tax free accounts. This category 

would include a so-called Roth IRA and 

Roth 401k plans. Contributions are made 

post-tax (no deduction in the year of 

contribution). But the funds grow tax free 

while in the account. And if the funds 

remain in the account until the account 

holder is age 59 ½ or for five years 

(whichever period is longer), the funds 

may be withdrawn income tax free.

(3) Tax deferred accounts. Some 

individuals do not qualify for individual 

retirement accounts, either traditional 

or Roth. The IRS has income limits – if 

you make too much income in a given 

year, these attractive tax benefits are not 

offered to you in that year. 

In these cases, contributions may be made 

to an IRA on a non-tax deductible basis so 

that funds may grow tax deferred. Income 

taxes will still be owed on the growth upon 

distribution (age 59 ½ or older). 

(4) Taxable accounts. These are simple 

investment accounts offering no 

special tax treatment. Contributions to 

such accounts are unlimited, but offer 

no special deductions for making the 

contribution. Each year, as the account 

grows, taxes are levied on the portion 

of the growth attributable to interest, 

dividends or realized capital gains. Taxes 

on each of these categories may vary in 

scope and amount, so special care should 

be exercised when calculating one’s tax 

liability from such accounts. 

A word about income taxes. Will income 

taxes be higher or lower in your future? 

No one knows for sure. This fundamental 

uncertainty about one’s future tax liability 

would seem to argue for a diversification 

in tax strategies as well.  Combining 

one’s use of tax deductible, tax free, tax 

deferred and taxable accounts may be 

worth considering.

Remain disciplined. By their very nature, 

financial markets are characterized by 

wide swings in market values. Such 

swings in value are a result of changing 

economic conditions, corporate earnings 

and investor emotions. How should you 

deal with such short-term volatility?

By remaining disciplined. Most of the time, 

sticking with your plan and ignoring the day 

to day “noise” of market commentators 

seeking attention is the best course of 

action. Don’t respond out of fear. Don’t try 

to “time the market,” by guessing when to 

sell and then (even harder) when to buy 

back in. 

Legendary investor Benjamin Graham 

used to say that in the short term the 

market is like a voting machine – tallying 

up which firms are popular and unpopular. 

But in the long run, Graham argued 

the market is like a weighing machine, 

assessing the substance of a company. 

What matters is each company’s long-

term performance (earnings) and that fact 

will eventually emerge over the noise of 

short-term emotion. 

Review regularly. Life does not stay still. 

Your own circumstances, and perhaps 

your goals, will also evolve over time. Your 

need for liquidity, your tolerance for risk 

and the goals of your portfolio will likely 

change, perhaps significantly. 

For these reasons and more, it is important 

that you and your advisor meet regularly 

to review… 

• your overall financial plan and 

• the investment plan that supports it.

Review with your planner/advisor at 

least annually.
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DEPLOY YOUR 
FINANCIAL PLAN

Real Life Financial Planning® Step Three: 

A plan without a to-do list and deadlines is 

just a day dream.

You’ve done the hard work of discovering 

your life plan (built on your priorities).

You’ve designed your financial plan 

(balancing defense and offense).

Now, all that’s left is to do it.

And as you might suspect, this is the 

point where good intentions meet real life, 

busy schedules, constant interruptions, 

unexpected emergencies (is there any 

other kind?) and loss of enthusiasm. It’s a 

perfect recipe for procrastination.

So how do you move from good intentions 

to a successful implementation of your 

life and financial plans?

Follow this six-step process I call…

HOW TO DO ANYTHING 
YOU CAN DO

Think about all the things of which you 

know you are capable, but for any number 

of reasons, you have not done so. Here 

are just a few things I know I could do, but 

never have: speak French fluently, sky 

dive, play the piano, cycle coast to coast, 

travel to Africa, program a computer, lose 

15 pounds, write a book (hmmm…).

For me, that is an inspiring (if exhausting!) 

list. Your own list should be equally 

inspiring. And, yes, the reason why you 

have not done any of the things on that 

list is precisely because they are also 

exhausting – even to think about. These 

are hard things.

And deploying your own life and financial 

plans are hard things.

I believe there are six liberating keys to 

setting yourself free of your self-imposed 

shackles and actually doing the things 

you already know you can do – but haven’t 

(yet!).

1. Make a choice. We already know your 

list is full of hard stuff. I never claimed it 

would be easy – just do-able. So the first 

thing you’ve got to do is make a choice 

that, yes, I want to do this thing. And by 

the way, you have to be very specific 

about what you want to do. “Lose weight” 

is weak. “Lose 10 pounds by June so I can 

get back into my swim suit for our family 

vacation” is much better.
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If you’ve made it this far in the process 

of both discovering your life plan and 

designing your financial plan, you can 

check off this step as successfully 

completed. Congratulations. 

 

2. Engage a coach. Have you ever known 

of a great athlete without a coach? I 

haven’t. Coaches keep you focused 

and supply motivation when yours runs 

out. One reason many of us have so 

few accomplished goals and so many 

unfulfilled good intentions is that we run 

out of motivation before we cross the 

finish line. If you really want to do a thing, 

get help – it may be a personal trainer for 

physical fitness, a financial planner for 

financial fitness or a tutor for a foreign 

language – all of them are coaches.

If you do not already employ the services 

of a financial planner and/or advisor, I 

highly recommend you do so. But not 

because they know a lot of things you 

don’t (they may, but that’s not where the 

real value lies). You need to employ them 

as a coach, motivating you to do things 

you may not wish to do at the time, so you 

can become the (financially independent) 

person you have always wanted to be.

3. Draft a plan. No one ever drifted to 

greatness. You and your coach must draft 

a plan of action for you to achieve you goal. 

You cannot simply know your destination. 

You also need the turn-by-turn directions 

to get yourself there.

This is obviously the purpose of the 

financial plan you designed.

4. Embrace discipline. If it was easy, 

you’d have already done it. Discipline 

is the practice of saying no to one thing 

so you can say yes to something else. It 

takes discipline to practice the piano, jog 

around the block, say no to potato chips, 

save money monthly or go to language 

class. You simply must embrace every 

step of the way as a mini-success – you 

can’t wait until the finish line to do all your 

celebrating.

5. Accept accountability. Ever fallen off 

the wagon? I have. You may want sympathy 

when you temporarily fail at your goal, but 

sympathy alone won’t accomplish your 

goal. What you need is someone on your 

side who will kick you in the pants and 

make you get back on the wagon. 
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The opinions of any single 
advisor do not necessarily 
reflect the opinions of Argent 
Advisors, Inc. No forecasts can 
be guaranteed.  Argent Advisors, 
Inc. does not offer tax, insurance 
or legal advice.   The information 
contained in this column should 
not be construed as a substitute 
for personalized investment, tax, 
insurance or legal advice.

You’ve got to give your financial planner/

advisor permission (I would even say 

instructions!) to play this role in your life. 

Again, if you could do this all by yourself, 

you already would have done so.   

6. Never stop. Your progress will not be 

even. You will have seasons of seemingly 

spectacular progress, and other times 

when you will think the goal you set was 

a mistake. When things get hard (and they 

will), you will lose perspective and may 

want to give up. 

But if you and your coach (planning/

advisor) determined ahead of time this 

was a thing you can possibly do, forget 

your feelings of failure and forge on. Your 

coach is there is to provide perspective. 

It’s his job to know when to throw in the 

towel, not yours. Never stop.

Well there it is. It’s a simple formula, but 

one that really can’t fail if you stick with 

it. 

So…what will you do?

It is my sincerely hope that this white paper 

will arm you with enough information and 

motivation to get you started on your 

journey to financial success, freedom and 

independence…on your terms.

If we can help in any way, please let 

us know. We’d be delighted to be of 

assistance.

See you at the finish line! 

A
U
T
H
O
R

Byron R. Moore
Certified Financial Planner™
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