
Mar 5, 2026 – 9.32am Save Share Gift this article

Retirees Jenny with husband Tom outside Woolooware Shores Retirement Village,
Taren Point. Sydney. Louise Kennerley
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Their retirement
plan was

doomed until
this pivot

 Two investment propertiesweren’tenoughto stop
Tom and Jenny Croucher from rapidly eating into

their super when they retired. Here’s how they fixed
it.

Andrew HobbsWealth reporter

Those two units, both in Queensland, were negatively

geared when Tom was working but were cash-flow positive

when he stopped teaching.

When Tom and Jenny Croucher retired in 2020, they were the

quintessential self-funded couple. As former teachers, their

assets and superannuation were too high to qualify for the age

pension. Though they knew their super wouldn’t last forever,

they relied on a safety net of rental income from two

investment properties to bridge the gap.
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“If we had had more money, and we had known what we

know now, we would have invested in a house, but we

invested in units because that’s what we could afford,” says

Tom.

That means their nominal $33,000 income was really just

$13,000. It’s a trap that many retirees fall into: the net rental

income from their investment property does not generate

enough to live on, forcing them to draw down their

superannuation faster.

Financial advisers say they are witnessing a generation of

asset-rich, cash-poor retirees living needlessly frugal lives to

protect investments that frequently return less than a term

deposit or a high-interest savings account.

“Australians are fanatical about investment properties as a

retirement asset,” says Ryan Scherini, an executive adviser at

Viridian Advisory. “The rental income has been sold as

passive income, but in my experience as a financial adviser,

there are better ways to retire.”

“We never really had enough superannuation … probably less

than $300,000, after we cashed some in to fund our house

renovation,” Tom says. “We had chosen to invest in property.”

It seemed like the sensible way to build wealth given the tax

benefits of negative gearing. A negatively geared investment is

one that produces less income than the interest on the loan

needed to buy it. The loss on the investment can be deducted

from the tax paid on other income.

The tax benefit is useful while you are working, but once you

retire your income drops and the strategy becomes less

potent. And if your investment doesn’t have significant capital

growth – as was the case with the Crouchers – you are just

recycling money from the investment to your lender without

making any gain yourself.

The Crouchers were suffering a double-whammy of negatives.

They bought units, which in the time period they owned

them, had little capital growth. And the gross income they

generated – about $33,000 by the 2019-20 financial year – was

eaten away by the $20,000 in interest, rates and other

ownership costs.
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“Previous US research found that retirees struggle with

converting lump sums into income streams and tend to

overestimate how much income the capital can produce.”

After doing the maths on their spending and the amount of

super they were withdrawing, Tom approached a financial

adviser because he could see their money wouldn’t last.

They paid her fee but didn’t proceed and were put off seeking

financial advice for years.

By 2020, they had to do something because their super, which

was in a defensive, income-focused investment option, was

rapidly depleting.

Spending too much too quickly can be a significant trap in

retirement, says Aaron Minney, the head of retirement income

research at annuity provider Challenger.

Then they met another adviser, who presented them “with a

clearly cut-and-paste document … there was nothing personal

about it”, Tom says. The adviser’s advice also involved putting

them into products for which she would receive a commission.

But the upfront fee of $4000 seemed “slightly horrific” and they

did not proceed.

The dollar value of a lump sum when you retire can seem like a

lot of money, but it has to last a long time. It can be hard to know

how much to withdraw, especially at first, Minney says.

“Our super was diminishing quite quickly,” Jenny says. “The

interest rates weren’t high enough to gain anything. There was

a compulsory amount that had to be drawn out and our super

was

draining away.”

“It’s overconfidence,” he says. “You think you know what you’re

doing but many retirees don’t properly manage cost-of-living

adjustments for their income draw-downs, reducing the value of

their savings balance faster than they realise.

In the Crouchers’ case, while they knew they were spending too

much, they didn’t have the expertise to know what to do about it.
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That was when they found Belinda Rayment from Shape

Financial Advisory, whom Tom knew through his long

involvement with cricket.

“I’ve looked at the numbers closely enough with Belinda to

know that I don’t have to worry about it. We have enough to

enjoy where we are.”

They put half their capital into super and the other half in an

annuity. That turned their $13,000 net income from property

into $32,000 a year. When the pension was added, that gave

them a total income of about $60,000 a year, Tom says.

“It meant I could relax and not worry,” he says. While they

concede that’s a modest income, it provides everything they

need – even after Jenny was diagnosed with aggressive brain

cancer. That prompted them to sell their home of 50 years and

move into assisted living.

As highlighted by the banking royal commission, quality

financial advice has at times been difficult to come by – but the

Crouchers urge other retirees to persevere if possible.

“There are good financial advisers out there,” Tom says. “Don’t

lock yourself into one that is purely after your money, keep

going until you find your Belinda.

Rayment advised them to sell the investment properties. They

had two units initially: one in Cinnamon Park in the south of

Brisbane and one in Logan. After the retired, they sold the

Cinnamon Park property and bought a unit in Kirrawee, closer

to their home in Sylvania in southern Sydney.

“She understood where we were,” Jenny says. “We were wanting

to move into a retirement village. We needed help with the

pension, which is so complicated. She was able to assist us with

that process.”
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Minney says there tend to be three spending phases in

retirement.

The first is the lifestyle phase, which is generally early

retirement when you are most active. This means you need

enough to fund things like travel, a boat for fishing, a home

extension and more regular expenses like gardening or home

maintenance.

The key for the Crouchers and other retirees can be switching

their focus from property and a reasonable initial super lump

sum to assets that will generate sufficient income without too

much risk. 

Their finances were sound enough to mean that when they had

a modest inheritance of about $35,000 from Tom’s mother’s

cousin in Wales, they could afford to treat themselves with a

cruise in the Kimberley.

“I would never have allowed myself to think of spending that

much money on ourselves for enjoyment, but when that money

came through, we just said, right, yeah, let’s do it.”

The second is to make sure you have enough money available to

fund the costs of the “frail” stage, Minney says. This is the cost of

Retirement: a story in three acts

Thanks to inflation, retirement savings can end up worth a lot less. Bethany Rae
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The other mistake many people make, especially wealthier

people, is to focus too much on a legacy for their children, he

adds. That can mean you don’t spend enough on yourself.

And then you have to think about the effect of inflation on a

lump sum, given that retirement can often last 20 or 30 years.

In 20 years, its purchasing power will drop to a little under

$554,000, and in 30 years, $1 million will be worth $412,000 in

today’s dollars.

What that means is that retirees’ real spending power falls even

though it is the same in nominal terms.

To put that another way, to have the same purchasing power as

$1 million does today in 30 years’ time, you would need about

$2.4 million.

And for Minney himself, who knows much more about the

need to prepare for this and the difficulties of aged care than

many people, this can be “confusing and terrifying … I pity the

average

person out there trying to navigate this, particularly by the
time

they are going into aged care”.

“It’s a she’ll-be-right-mate mindset, the old Aussie sort of

optimism. But by the time you realise you’re actually on the

wrong track, you’re a bit too far down that route and you start to

hit the panic button.

“When you ask retirees about the cost of living, they feel it pretty

hard because in many cases, their income doesn’t adjust to

inflation,” Minney says.

dealing with an illness, perhaps moving to a retirement home or

paying for assisted care.

The third is leaving something for your children. “This is where,

unless you’ve got a lot of comprehensive advice or someone

focused on this, it’s hard to think about what to do or how to do

it,” Minney says.

The impact of inflation is dramatic. If you have $1 million to

retire on today, if you spend only the earnings so you still have $1

million in 10 years’ time, using the average 3 per cent inflation

rate of the past decade, it will only buy as much as $744,000 does

to day.
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Andrew Hobbs
Wealth reporter

Andrew Hobbs covers self-managed superannuation funds (SMSFs),
financial planning, retirement, inheritance, tax, personal finance and,
sometimes, the Perth Bears. He has been a financial journalist for 30

years, previously at Bloomberg and AAP.

That isn’t a concern for the Crouchers, who have plenty to

occupy themselves in retirement now that their income is

secure.

How to avoid the high-income earner
wealth trap

10 signs you are finally ready to retire

“This is the Commodore effect – people adjust their standard of

living to what they lock in at the start of retirement.”

For Tom that’s woodworking, writing, coaching cricket, and

designing software. For Jenny it’s playing the piano and reading.

Not to mention spending time with their six grandchildren.
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