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Moderator:  
Thank you for tuning in today as we continue building financial momentum with a new series of 
episodes focused on prioritizing your retirement. Have you thought about where you want to retire, or 
how you’ll spend your days? This series covers the things you can be doing today to plan for the 
retirement you want tomorrow.  
 
Today, we’re discussing Prioritizing Retirement. We’re joined by Ryan Burnett a Financial Wellness 
Specialist with Merrill who will be asking Michael Dunavant to share his insights on this topic. Michael is 
also a Financial Wellness Specialist with our Merrill Education Team, and has been in the financial 
services industry for 19 years. We hope you enjoy this discussion, please stay tuned for important 
information at the end of the session.  
 
Ryan: Michael, today I’d like to ask you some questions about how we prioritize retirement, understand 
the potential benefits of tax-advantaged accounts like a 401(k) & Health Savings Account (HSA), and finally 
we’ll discuss how to balance your retirement preparations with other financial goals. 

Michael: Absolutely Ryan and thanks for hosting.  All three of the points you mentioned are vitally 
important to a balanced financial life and pursuing our retirement dreams.  

My daughter competes in gymnastics, and in many ways I think navigating the path to retirement is a lot 
like watching her on the balance beam.  When performing her routine she needs to make constant small 
and sometimes large adjustments to maintain her balance.  What I’m saying is planning your retirement 
is similar, it’s a delicate balance. 

Ryan: That’s a brilliant analogy. I had to replace the roof on my house last year, and it definitely felt like 
I’d been laid down flat on the mats. Let’s take a step back though, many listeners may be thinking, but I 
haven’t even mounted the beam yet!  Well, you’re not alone, according to the Merrill 2019 Workplace 
Benefits Report, only 23% of those surveyed felt that their retirement savings are on the right track.   

What about the other 77%, how do they find the financial bandwidth to focus on retirement?  

Michael:  Where do I start! Right Ryan? I always go back to the basics – Plan, Prioritize, and Budget.  In 
order to Plan, Prioritize, and Budget for retirement, we take time to envision our retirement years and 
then assess how much it might cost.   

Ryan: So if I plan to live at the beach I need to prioritize my retirement savings and balance that with my 
budget.  For example, what if I’m trying to save for my child’s education AND retirement? It can be tough 
to choose between things like that! 
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Michael: Planning for retirement is individual and unique.  What works, or is right, for one person, will not 
apply to everyone else.   Each plan should be as unique as the individual it represents. If you remember 
back to our 1st episode, “Budgeting and Spending”, we spoke about the 50/30/20 budget guideline. With 
50% of our budget allocated for needs, 30% for wants, we still have 20% to apply towards our goals. You 
might consider breaking down that 20% between multiple goals, say 10% towards retirement, 5% for 
emergency fund, and 5% towards education, for example. 

Ryan: That’s right, we spoke about the 50/30/20 budget guideline in the first episode. For folks who may 
have missed it, previous episodes are available at education.ml.com.  

Michael, let’s shift gears and discuss the potential benefits of tax advantaged accounts.  Specifically, I’d 
like to hear more about 2 tax advantaged accounts, the 401(k) and HSA, and how we can use these 
important tools in our retirement tool belt. 

Michael: Let’s start with 401(k) plans.  A 401(k) is a plan that is sponsored by your employer.  It allows you 
to contribute money on a pre-tax basis for retirement.  Your employer may offer a company match as part 
of the 401(k) plan.  In 2020, an individual can defer up to $19,500 of their salary to a 401(k), and if you’re 
age 50 or over, an additional catch contribution amount of $6,500 is permitted, increasing the total 
contribution amount to $26,000.   

Ryan: Thanks Michael, healthcare may be the single biggest expense we will face in retirement.  And that 
as we age our healthcare costs will go up.   In fact, according to the same Merrill Workplace Benefit report 
the average couple in retirement can expect to spend on average about $296,000 to cover out of pocket 
health care costs.  Over a 25 year period, that’s about $12,000 annually – insurance, co-pays, prescriptions, 
medical procedures, etc.  

Michael: Ryan you bring up a really great point!  Healthcare costs are an important part of your 
retirement picture.  One option you might be eligible for, if you’re employer offers a qualified high-
deductible health plan, is a Health Savings Account (HSA).  You can make pre-tax payroll contributions to 
your HSA to save for health care costs.  HSAs are a great way to help offset current health care costs 
and/or save for future health care costs in retirement.  The account has the potential to offer triple tax 
advantages that may include pre-tax contributions, potential for tax-free interest and investment 
earnings, and tax-free payments for qualified medical expenses, so right off the bat you can be saving 
money.  Keep in mind, that these HSA tax advantages are applicable to federal income tax, you’ll need to 
check with your tax advisor on the tax code for your state as many allow the same tax benefits. 
 

Ryan: Michael, you’re probably asked this all the time, and I know retirement goals are personal but, can 
you tell me “how much should I be contributing to my 401k & HSA?” 

Michael: Excellent question Ryan, and yes, I am asked this question often.  I start by rephrasing it to 
“What’s your Personal Minimum Contribution”?  

The simple answer Ryan - as much as you can afford to.  Ideally, you would maximize contributions to 
both accounts. But realistically you may need to determine what you can afford based on your particular 
budget.  

One of the biggest mistakes I’ve seen is that some individuals don’t know how much to contribute, so they 
don’t contribute at all.  So, start small!  Find ways to save in other areas of your budget to contribute more 
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over time, at least enough to receive the full company match, if available. Set up your contributions at a 
level that fits in your budget, and consider increasing them over time.  Aim to never drop below your 
starting point, or your Personal Minimum Contribution!     

Ryan: Michael, you know what they say, the only constant in life is change. Take me for instance, the 
amount I could afford to contribute changed dramatically after my wife and I had a child last year. Child 
care is expensive! How do individuals or families adapt their retirement plans to new circumstances or 
responsibilities? 

Michael: I’m glad you asked that question Ryan. And rightly so, that’s what we’re here for today. 

Admittedly, we are all faced with competing priorities.  How do we prioritize our retirement while still 
paying our mortgage, and other debt like, student loans, and credit cards, along with expenses like child 
care, saving for our kids’ education, and unexpected expenses?   

Let’s keep it simple; prioritize, plan and budget.  Prioritize your retirement savings; plan your time line; 
and create a budget, using a guide like the 50/30/20 we spoke about earlier. Treat it as a living document 
and adjust it over time.   

Ryan: That’s really helpful. Especially because I think people often focus on the expenses that will fall off 
of their budget in retirement, and neglect to consider the things that could be more expensive in 
retirement. As we wrap up today, what do you hope our listeners take away from today’s call? 

Michael: Today we covered a lot of ground in a short period of time and all of the concepts we discussed 
may not stay top of mind after you log out.  Focus on one or two key things that you can do right now to 
improve your retirement outlook.  Find the right balance in your budget and prioritize your retirement.  
Make the most of the tax-advantaged accounts that may be offered by your employer like a 401(k) and 
HSA.  Ask yourself, what is my “Personal Minimum Contribution”?  And Ryan, thanks again for hosting. 

Ryan: Thank you so much Michael. I know you could talk about this topic for hours. What I hope we’ve 
done is lay out some concepts that our listeners can use to help them develop a retirement roadmap.  

Moderator:  
Thank you Ryan & Michael, and thank you all again for joining us today for our session on “Prioritizing 
Retirement”. Look for our next audio cast in the series, which can be found at education.ml.com.  
 
Please note this important information.  
 
Merrill, its affiliates and financial advisors do not provide legal, tax or accounting advice. You should 
consult your legal and/or tax advisors before making any financial decisions. 

The case studies presented are hypothetical and for illustrative purposes only and do not reflect specific 
strategies we may have developed for actual clients. They are not intended to serve as investment advice 
since the availability and effectiveness of any strategy is dependent upon your individual circumstances. 
Results and experiences will vary.  

About Potential Tax Benefits: Participants can receive federal income tax-free distributions from their HSA 
to pay or be reimbursed for qualified medical expenses they, their spouses or dependents incur after they 
establish the HSA. If they receive distributions for other reasons, the amount they withdraw will be subject 



4 
 

to federal income tax and may be subject to an additional 20% federal tax. Any interest or earnings on the 
assets in the account are federal income tax-free. Amounts contributed directly to an HSA by an employer 
are generally not included in taxable income. Also, if participants or someone else make after-tax 
contributions to their HSA the contribution may be tax deductible. Certain limits may apply to employees 
who are considered highly compensated or key employees if the employer makes contributions to the 
HSA or the employee makes contributions through payroll deductions. Bank of America recommends 
employees contact qualified tax or legal counsel before establishing an HSA.  

2019 Workplace Benefit Report: Escalent conducted an online survey with a national sample of 996 
employees 804 employers who responded between February 1, 2019 and February 26, 2019. To qualify 
for the survey, employees had to be current participants in a 401(k) plan and employers had to currently 
offer a 401(k) plan; the plan did not have to be provided by Bank of America. Bank of America was not 
identified as the sponsor of the study.  

Merrill provides products and services to various employers, their employees and other individuals. In 
connection with providing these products and services, and at the request of the employer, Merrill makes 
available websites on the internet, mobile device applications, and written brochures in order to provide 
you with information regarding your plan. Under no circumstances should these websites, applications, 
and brochures, or any information included in these websites, applications, and brochures, be considered 
an offer to sell or a solicitation to buy any securities, products, or services from Merrill or any other person 
or entity. 

Merrill Lynch, Pierce, Fenner & Smith Incorporated (also referred to as “MLPF&S” or “Merrill”) makes 
available certain investment products sponsored, managed, distributed or provided by companies that 
are affiliates of Bank of America Corporation (“BofA Corp.”). MLPF&S is a registered broker-dealer, 
member SIPC, and a wholly owned subsidiary of BofA Corp. 

Investment products: 

Are Not FDIC Insured Are Not Bank Guaranteed May Lose Value 

Unless otherwise noted, all trademarks and registered trademarks are the property of Bank of America 
Corporation.  

© 2020 Bank of America Corporation. All rights reserved. |3185869 | 08/2020  

 
 

 


