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The Parable of the Elephant 
and the Flea 
Imagine being a flea who lives at the end of an 
elephant’s tail. As soon as you were old enough to 
move, you were told that the elephant pulls leaves 
from a certain tree with his trunk. If you could reach 
it, this tree would provide everything you could 
dream of.  
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Once you are able, you start the long journey from 
the elephant’s tail to the elephant’s head. After so 
much work, effort, sacrifice, and time, you finally 
make it to the tip of the elephant’s trunk. You are 
excited and overcome with joy. The work paid off. 
Now it is time to live your dream.   

The problem is, during your journey—without you 
knowing—the elephant decided he didn’t want to eat 
the leaves from that tree anymore. So he turned 
around and faced the other direction. You are further 
from your dream than you ever were before.   

It’s not your fault. You did what you were told. You 
“made it.” Why did the elephant not live up to his end 
of the bargain?  

Well, the truth is, the elephant never made this deal. 
You only assumed he would never change. You took 
the other fleas at their word, that if you made it to 
the trunk you would be happy. You never thought to 
stop along the way to see if anything changed.  

Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to retirement in the 
United States. Just because you do what you are 
advised during your working years, that doesn’t stop 
the rules that govern your retirement from changing 
beneath your very feet. Unless you alter your 
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direction, you may find yourself further from your 
retirement dream than you ever have been in your 
life.   

What Do You Believe the Future 
Will Be Like? 
Close your eyes and envision this: 

●​ You’re in your seventies.  

●​ You’re living the good life.  

●​ You have money coming in. 

●​ You’re at a lower tax bracket than you were 
when you were working. 

●​ You’re getting your Social Security check.  

●​ Your medical costs are covered by Medicare. 

●​ You’re not struggling for money.  

●​ You get to spend what you want.  

●​ You have some money left over to leave to your 
kids and your grandkids. 

That’s the Great American Retirement, right? 

The problem is…it’s all a myth 
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Let me show you why—and how you can change it 
so you can survive retirement. 

The Four Future Questions 
At the educational retirement seminars I host, I ask 
the same four questions to gauge how people really 
feel about finances: 

●​ Question 1: Do you think taxes are going up in 
the future or down in the future? 

●​ Question 2: Do you think the cost of medical 
care is going up in the future or down in the 
future? 

●​ Question 3: Do you think the costs of goods and 
services (the cost of living) is going up in the 
future or down in the future? 

●​ Question 4: Do you invest money in hope that 
the balance increases, or do you invest hoping 
the balance decreases? 

I bet you can guess the typical responses: 

●​ Up! 

●​ Up! 

●​ Up! 
​
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●​ Increase! 

Everyone hopes that their investment accounts will 
contain more money a decade from now than they 
do today. That expectation makes sense; 
investments grow over time. But if we’re also 
expecting higher taxes, higher cost of living, and 
higher healthcare costs—aka more money will be 
leaving our accounts—are we so sure we can expect 
more money to be staying in our accounts? 

Maybe the dollar amount is greater than when we 
started. But the value—the purchasing power—of 
that money may be relatively the same. You end up 
losing what you gain. 

How Would You Like to Be Taxed? 
Of all the insurance and finance conferences I have 
been to, the best explanation of retirement was 
shown to me at a conference hosted by AIG in 
Houston, TX. I use this with most of my clients and 
it resonates with every one of them. 

I start by writing the following three numbers down 
on a piece of paper, a bar napkin, or any other 
surface I can find: 
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5 

15 

20 

I then tell them that this will be the simplest 
explanation of the American Retirement system 
they will ever hear.   

5 is $5, and that represents your investment. It’s the 
money you put into an account for later in life. 

15 is $15, and that represents the growth on your 
investment. We call this the gains. 

20 is $20, and this is the money you withdraw 
during retirement. It is the initial investment plus 
the gains, and this equates to part of your retirement 
income. 

Simple enough? Now the fun part: pick one of those 
numbers to pay tax on. Unless you are overly 
generous or don’t have an understanding of our 
capitalist society, you chose 5, the smallest number.   

You may be asking yourself, “Who would choose 
anything other than the smallest number?” That 
answer is going to surprise you. 
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Where Will Your Income Come 
from in Retirement? 
I have done dozens of seminars and hundreds of 
presentations on this topic. No matter the part of the 
country, the demographic of the audience, or the 
willingness to listen to new ideas, the answers to my 
next question are always the same: “How do you 
save for retirement?” 

Asset Class 

Qualified Plans (401k, 403b, 457 and more) 

IRAs 

Non-Qualified Investments (managed 
money, mutual funds, brokerage accounts, 
stocks, bonds, crypto, and more) 

CDs 

Pensions 

Home Equity 

Investment Real Estate 

Social Security 

​
In the United States, you’re likely to have a Social 
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Security check, a 401k, an IRA, maybe a pension and 
non-qualified investments. Maybe you have some 
real estate, CDs, and home equity you’re counting on. 
But, do you know what you’re actually going to pay 
taxes on? 

How Are You Actually Going to 
Be Taxed? 
If I ask you to match the tax to the asset, you’d 
probably have no idea what I’m talking about. That’s 
okay; the average American doesn’t know how this 
works. 

Just try to tax-match your assets and tax treatments 
for me. It’s okay if you take a stab at it and mess it 
up; the answer key is right below. 

●​ Draw a line to the 5 if you think you get taxed 
only on what you put in. 

●​ Draw a line to the 15 if you think you get taxed 
only on the growth (otherwise known as 
capital gains). 
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●​ Draw a line to the 20 if you think you get taxed 
on what you put in and also on the growth 
(otherwise known as ordinary income). 

Tax Treatment Asset Class 

$5 

$15 

$20 

Qualified Company Plans 

IRAs 

Non-Qualified Investments 

CDs 

Pensions 

Home Equity 

Investment Real Estate 

Social Security 

 

Here’s the answer key: 
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Now, when I ask, “Who would choose to pay tax on a 
larger amount of money?”, the answer is…everyone! 
Most likely, you’re included in that majority. 

Even if you didn’t actively choose to pay more in 
taxes, by choosing the investments you did, you’re 
subscribing to this tax system that’s taxing the 
larger amounts of money (capital gains & ordinary 
income). 

When you take a tax deduction during your working 
years, such as with 401ks and IRAs, you defer that 
tax until you take it out. Rather than avoiding the 
tax, you’re just delaying it until you retire. 

Investments you make with post-tax money, 
otherwise known as non-qualified investments, get 
taxed on their growth. This is similar to the way the 

​
   Is Your Retirement Dream Really a Myth? ©2026 Jim Capuano           10                     



equity you earn in your home is subject to capital 
gains taxes when you sell it. Real estate income can 
be taxed as either capital gains or ordinary income. 

The gains on CDs don’t garner a capital gains tax, but 
you still pay an ordinary income tax. Pensions and 
taxable Social Security are taxed as ordinary income, 
too. 

Each of your types of income has a different tax code 
to them. You’re either getting taxed at the 5, the 15, or 
the 20 mark—in another manner of speaking, you’re 
getting taxed on what you put in, you’re getting 
taxed on the growth, or you’re getting taxed on what 
you take out. There’s no way to avoid it; you have to 
pay a tax on one of those numbers. 

You may notice that none of the asset classes listed 
above gets taxed at the initial investment (the 5). 
Instead, some growth is taxed, and a lot of 
distribution sums are taxed. 

But you want to pay tax at the initial investment, 
right? Right! 

Well… you’re doing everything in direct contrast to 
your tax preference! 

The question is: why? 
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Why Does Nobody Choose to Pay 
Less Tax? 
The answer is simple: you’re doing what you’ve been 
told to do. The financial industry has 
pre-programmed you to blindly invest in a way you 
would never choose to do on your own. 

There’s a triple whammy going on when you invest 
in your retirement: 

1)​ Most people think taxes are going up. So not 
only are you going to owe tax in the future, but 
you are most likely going to owe more tax than 
you would right now. 

2)​ If the cost of living and medical care is going 
up, you will most likely need to make more 
money in the future than you do now to 
maintain your lifestyle. So, when you’re told, 
“Your tax bracket will be lower in the future 
because your income will decrease,” do you 
really think that’s true? Tax brackets adjust as 
income shifts and grows. You could be stuck 
in the same tax bracket your whole life! And if 
you think taxes are going up, you will be 
paying more taxes later. 
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3)​ Lastly, you likely believe that your investments 
will grow over time. So if you are deferring 
taxes now, you are not paying lower taxes on a 
lower amount of money, but choosing to pay a 
higher tax rate on a higher amount of money. 

So, I ask you again: 

Is it time in your journey to reassess the direction 
you are going? 

It’s not your fault. You know whose fault it is? Your 
advisor, who tells you to max out your 401(k). Your 
accountant, who tells you to throw money in your 
IRA in April so you can “reduce your tax bill now.” 
They’ve sold you a myth. 

Welcome to the Great American Retirement Myth. 

You’re Just Getting the 
Leftovers 
What you’re being advised to do isn’t moving you 
toward what you really want. The Great American 
Retirement is a smoke screen. It’s cool to look at, but 
it’s fake. 
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You can say, “I have x amount of money in my 
retirement account,” but that’s not yet your money. 
Part of that belongs to the government. You just get 
what’s left over after they take their heaping portion. 
They don’t contribute anything, and they don’t help 
you out; they’re your boss, even though it’s your 
business. That’s the way a 401k and an IRA works. 
You have no choice in that. 

Believing that stuffing your 401k and IRA full of 
funds will take you to the Great American 
Retirement is actually the fastest way to find out it’s 
nothing but a lie. If you follow the standard advice, 
you’re going to get into the Great American 
Retirement Nightmare rather than the dream. 

You don’t want to die young. You want to live, right? 
But the longer you live, the more expensive it gets. 
Taxes will go up and the cost of living is going to 
increase. Medicare is a predetermined price that’s 
only going to go up from here. 

You can do a lot of things to help reduce your 
expenses. You can travel less, go out to eat less, play 
golf less, buy fewer things, and downsize your 
home—even leave less to your kids. 
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But by doing all these things, you’re not living your 
retirement dream anymore. You’re doing less of 
everything so you can subsidize how the 
government decides to take money from you. It’s less 
of a dream and more a of nightmare that’s no better 
than your working years (or even worse).  

That leaves you with two choices:  

●​ reduce the quality of your life so you can pay 
less in taxes and living expenses, or  

●​ get the government out of your life and spend 
your retirement the way you want to. 

The scariest part of this scheme is something very 
few people in the financial industry will tell you.  
You have one mandatory expense in retirement, and 
it is directly impacted by the amount of reportable 
income you make. Most people and advisors think 
this is taxes, but it isn’t—it’s healthcare. Medicare 
premiums come directly from your social security 
check. But the more money you earn, the less 
subsidy you get from the government and the higher 
your Medicare premiums go. So when you choose to 
retire using the 15 and 20 assets, you are driving up 
your health care costs along with your tax burden.  
This is called the Income Related Monthly 
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Adjustment Amount, or IRMAA.  If you haven’t heard 
of IRMAA yet, you will! 

A Story About Why This Matters 
Here’s a story to show how this myth hurts real 
people. 

A few weeks ago, I received an email from a woman 
in middle America who recently retired and started 
receiving her Social Security income. Her advisor 
told her to take the gains inside of her IRA, which 
she rolled over from her 401k, and do a ROTH 
conversion with that money every year. She had a 
small monthly pension and Social Security income 
that covered most, if not all, of her living expenses. 
But she was concerned about what was going to 
happen to her when she hit Required Minimum 
Distribution (RMD) age. This is the age (currently 73) 
when the government forces you to take 
withdrawals out of your tax-deferred money.  

She didn’t need to do a Roth conversion. But now 
that the Roth gave better tax treatment to her in 
retirement than her IRA did, every year for the last 
several she would do a conversion. The better her 
account did, the more she converted. The principal 
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in her account wouldn’t be touched. There was no 
financial reasoning as to the amount she was told to 
convert. The advice was simply, “convert the gains.”  

When she received her Social Security check, she 
noticed that the amount she received was less than 
she was projected to get. She also noticed a line on 
her statement that referred to an “IRMAA surcharge.”  
She had never heard of IRMAA, so she Googled it, in 
hopes of learning what it meant. 

After this research, she called her advisor back and 
asked him, “If doing a ROTH conversion was going to 
increase my taxable income for the year, which was 
going to increase my Medicare premium, why did I 
do it?” His response was: You have to pay it 
eventually. Might as well pay it now. 

She was not willing to accept this reasoning. 
Through her exhaustive research on the topic, she 
found us, a financial firm that actually understands 
IRMAA and can help clients avoid it. 

We explained to her that her advisor was correct in 
some regard. You do have to eventually pay, but 
there are ways to mitigate what you pay. We 
inquired how the idea of only converting the gains 
was determined. We asked if her advisor gave her an 
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IRMAA report (which would show the potential 
Medicare charges and IRMAA surcharges) prior to 
doing the conversions. Finally, we asked her what 
her biggest concerns were and what her goals were.  

When we showed her the impact her RMDs would 
have on her Medicare premiums and Social Security 
check, her plan to not touch the principal of her IRA 
did not seem to match her goals or quell her 
concerns. Then we gave her a plan that went 
against almost all conventional retirement advice.   

In the end, we were able to help her down a path that 
allowed her to enjoy tax-free income and minimal 
healthcare costs during her most vulnerable years.  
She did have to incur some short-term pain. The 
advisor was right in one aspect, that you have to pay 
something eventually—but the goal should be to 
make that “something” as small as possible. By the 
time she reached her 80s, her Medicare charges 
were going to be at a minimum, increasing her 
Social Security income.   

What this woman said to me really stuck with me.  
She told me she felt betrayed.  

She did everything right. She did without in many 
instances, because she knew in retirement she was 
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on her own. If she didn’t give herself enough money 
to live on, she wouldn’t be able to live. She saved, 
planned, worked, and sacrificed. Now that it was 
time for her to enjoy her retirement, the elephant had 
turned around.  

We uncovered the fact that one of her greatest fears 
is ending up in a nursing home. We showed her that 
the path she was on would have made it very 
difficult for her to avoid a nursing home if she 
became medically unable to care for herself. She 
would not have enough income to support in-home 
care. That scared her to death.  

She asked me: 

●​ “Why are people being led down a path that is 
so detrimental to their financial wellbeing?” 

●​ “Why isn’t the government doing more to 
help?” 

●​ “Why was I never told about this in the past?” 
●​ “Why aren’t others being warned?” 

And then she asked me: 

●​ “What are you doing to help people?” 

I answered, “We are doing the best we can to help 
one person at a time. Unfortunately, it is difficult to 
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convince people that age-old methods need to be 
abandoned.”  

She ended our meeting by telling us, “I feel like I 
have failed. I hope you can save me.”  

I told her, “You have done the rarest thing a retiree 
can do: question the norm. You refused to accept the 
reasoning that it happens to everyone and it can’t be 
avoided. You went out and found the answers to 
your questions. Even though the truth hurt, it very 
well may have saved you from your very own 
retirement nightmare.” 

Next Steps 
By this point, I hope this is enough for you to realize 
something is rotten in the retirement industry. 

Obviously, you want to make the right decision for 
your future, and that means you need to make sure 
you have the right and relevant information—not 
just top recommendations or what everybody says to 
do. You shouldn’t just do what your financial advisor 
likes the best or what sounds the easiest to do. You 
shouldn’t be crammed into this little box and given 
blanket solutions. 
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This guide contains a very small portion of what we 
will uncover together in my book The Great 
American Retirement Myth, due out in the summer 
of 2026. Along with a much more in-depth look into 
the concepts and ideas touched on here, my book 
will dive into (but not be limited to): 

●​ A full breakdown of the concept of deferring 
taxes.   

●​ Predictions and explanations about the future 
of taxation 

●​ How certain financial sectors will have a 
direct impact on the tax treatment of your 
retirement 

●​ A full explanation of IRMAA (a concept that 
most financial professionals do not 
understand, understate or ignore) 

●​ Projections on what health care could cost 
each age group in this country during their 
retirement 

●​ The reason that Medicare and Social Security 
are never going to go broke 

●​ A breakdown of the three stages of retirement 
planning (Income Earner, Pre-retirement, and 
Retired) 
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●​ How IRMAA effects each of these stages and 
strategies for each that can help properly plan 
to offset the damage 

●​ A look into the way the financial services 
industry actually works and how your needs 
and the needs of the professional are not 
always aligned 

●​ Why the government hates your spouse 
●​ The history of The Great American Retirement 

Myth and a no-holds-barred introduction to 
myself, my business, and my team 

●​ Bold predictions for the future of certain 
markets, including Real Estate, Qualified Plans, 
Pensions, Medicare and Social Security 

●​ Client stories and real-world experiences 
●​ Strategies to maximize retirement income 

while reducing tax liability and health care 
costs 

What will not be in the book: 

●​ A sales pitch 
●​ Investment advice 
●​ A get rich quick scheme 
●​ A constant bashing of the financial profession 

(although at times I will be brutally honest 
about them) 
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●​ An unreadable deposition that you will need 
an MBA to understand. The book will be easy 
to follow, not designed only for people who 
understand advanced financial concepts. 

●​ A ceremonial diatribe to prove my brilliance to 
you. I will give you my thoughts and 
explanations as to why I think them, and hope 
you are able to come to your own conclusions. 

Join the early-access waitlist for the book by going 
to RetirementMythBook.com 

Or, if you don’t want to wait, you can schedule a 
consultation with me by emailing me at 
jim@theintegritylb.com. You can also visit my 
website: TheIntegrityLB.com. 

This is your entire future you’re thinking about. I 
certainly think it’s worth looking into, even if you 
don’t talk with me. Listen to your gut. If you believe 
you need a second opinion, go find one. You do not 
need to blindly follow the advice of the financial 
community. If something doesn’t make sense, ask. If 
something doesn’t feel right, change. This is your 
life, not theirs—you owe them nothing. If you were 
told you had a life-threatening medical issue, you’d 
seek a second opinion. Bad retirement advice may 
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not kill you, but it makes it nearly impossible for you 
to survive. 

I’ll see you on the other side of the Great American 
Retirement Myth. 
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