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Retirement risk isn’t just about the market

The role of cognitive decline

Decision risk increases as you get older

Most retirement advice focuses on market 
risk — ups and downs in stocks and interest 
rates. However, there is another risk that can 
be just as damaging and often overlooked: 
decision risk.

Cognitive decline is a normal part of aging.  

Changes may include:

•	 Slower information processing
•	 Difficulty weighing trade-offs
•	 Reduced attention to details
•	 Increased vulnerability to stress or persuasion

Research consistently shows:

•	 Financial decision‑making ability peaks around age 
53 and declines gradually afterward.

•	 Many people experience changes in financial 
decision-making skills before retirement.

•	 Warning signs often appear in finances years before 
cognitive decline is formally identified.

People are living longer, which means retirement can last decades. During that time, retirees face ongoing, 
complex financial decisions, often at ages when memory, attention and judgment naturally begin to change.

Decision risk is the risk that financial missteps — 
not market losses — reduce your retirement security.

These changes do not happen all at once. 
However, even mild decline can affect financial 
decision-making.

Small issues — missed bills, mixing up accounts, 
poor withdrawal timing or increased susceptibility 
to scams — may seem minor, but they compound 
quietly and can permanently erode savings.



Financial decision risk

Decision risk: a simple view

Decision risk reduction

Behavioral factors

Decision-making capacity

Financial simplification strategies

Financial decision quality

Protected income

Financial outcomes

Cognitive decline

•	 Biases
•	 Rules of thumb

•	 Short-term thinking

•	 Planning
•	 Judgement

•	 Impulse control

•	 Automation
•	 Consolidation

•	 Delegation

•	 Evaluating options
•	 Assessing risks

•	 Understanding trade-off

•	 Annuities
•	 Stable income

•	 Fewer financial decisions

•	 Wealth accumulation
•	 Retirement security

•	 Financial loss

•	 Memory
•	 Attention

•	 Executive function

Source: Decision Risk and the Desirability of Protected Income, LIMRA, 2026.



1 Simplify Your financial life
•	 Consolidate accounts where possible.
•	 Automate bill payments and required minimum distributions.
•	 Reduce the number of passwords, platforms and statements.

2 Use protected income as cognitive insurance against future 
decision-making risk
Protected income, such as an annuity, can:
•	 Provide predictable income regardless of market changes.
•	 Replace withdrawal decisions with automatic payments.
•	 Reduce the risk of financial mistakes that can harm long‑term security.

3 Make important decisions earlier — for greater security later
Plan for:
•	 Income strategy
•	 Beneficiaries
•	 Powers of attorney
•	 Trusted contacts on accounts
•	 Long‑term care planning

4 Build guardrails, not dependence
•	 Unexpected medical events
•	 Long-term care
•	 Caregiving
•	 Home modifications

Bottom line
Aging changes how everyone processes information, and that affects financial decisions. Reducing 
decision complexity and incorporating protected income can help keep your retirement secure as 
cognitive capacity changes occur over time.

How to reduce decision risk as you age

Retirement security depends not just on how markets perform, but also on how well financial 
decisions can be made and managed over time — especially as cognitive capacity changes. One 
key goal is to reduce the number of high-stakes financial decisions required later in life.
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Retirement is about making the most of what you’ve earned, so you have the 
freedom and certainty to pursue your passions. It’s why we became a founding 
member of LIMRA’s Lifetime Income Advisory Board, which brings together the 
top financial services organizations to educate consumers about the choices 
available on their path toward a fulfilling future. To learn more about how you 
can achieve a meaningful retirement, you can visit limra.com/consumer.

An annuity is a long-term financial product designed for retirement purposes.  
In essence, an annuity is a contractual agreement in which payment(s) are made 
to an insurance company, which agree to pay out an income or a lump-sum 
amount at a later date. Typically, variable annuities have mortality and expense 
charges, account fees, investment management fees and administration fees. In 
addition, annuity policies have exclusions and limitations, early withdrawals 
may be subject to surrender charges and, if taken prior to age 59½, a 10% 
federal income tax penalty. Variable annuities are subject to investment risks, 
including possible loss of principal invested.

Variable annuities are sold via prospectus. Clients should read the 
prospectus and consider the charges, risks, expenses and investment 
objectives carefully before investing. For a prospectus containing this 
and other information, please contact the company or a financial 
professional. Clients should read the prospectus carefully before 
investing or sending money.

Equitable is the brand name of the retirement and protection subsidiaries  
of Equitable Holdings, Inc., including Equitable Financial Life Insurance 
Company (Equitable Financial) (NY, NY); Equitable Financial Life Insurance 
Company of America (Equitable America), an AZ stock company with an 
administrative office located in Charlotte, NC; and Equitable Distributors, 
LLC. Equitable Advisors is the brand name of Equitable Advisors, LLC 
(member FINRA, SIPC) (Equitable Financial Advisors in MI & TN). The 
obligations of Equitable Financial and Equitable America are backed solely 
by their claims-paying abilities.

To learn more, visit equitable.com.

Fewer decisions. More stability. Greater peace of mind.
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