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According to Charles Schwab’s 2019 Modern Wealth Survey, only 28% of Americans have a written financial 
plan. It’s no wonder that year after year we see statistics illustrating how ill-prepared many folks are for 
retirement—many aren’t even taking the first step.

In our view, having a financial plan opens the door to having good money habits in general. 56% of people 
with financial plans felt “very confident” they would ultimately reach their financial goals, while only 17% of 
people without financial plans felt the samei. Financial plans lead to better outcomes.  
 
‘Financial planning’ is often viewed within the framework of investments and investment decision-making, 
but the reality is that good planning should address multiple touchpoints in a person’s financial life. We detail 
four of them below.
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1. Understanding the Impact of Major Financial Decisions

Major financial decisions can come at many points in life. Should the family buy a second home in the 
mountains? Are there enough savings to earmark $500,000 to fund all of the grandchildren’s college 
educations? If the family donates $1 million to their favorite charity now, how will that affect the estate plan 
for future generations? 

These are all examples of significant financial decisions that, in our view, should be made within the 
framework of a financial plan. Having a financial plan gives families the ability to analyze the impact of big 
financial decisions, so everyone involved understands the costs and the benefits of moving forward. 

A good starting point for any financial plan is a balance sheet analysis, which details a family’s income, cash 
flows, expenses, outstanding debt, insurance coverage, and so on. A professional planner can give a family 
insight on how to improve savings, protect current assets, enhance long-term growth capabilities, make 
big purchases, and ensure estate planning outcomes. The financial plan becomes a de facto playbook for 
developing and executing big financial decisions.

For example, the image below shows an example of a family interested in buying a second home. The 
financial plan takes into account the down payment, mortgage payments over time with interest, as well as 
higher living expenses. The goal of the analysis is to measure the impact of the big purchase and higher 
spending on the overall financial plan, and to gauge how the decision affects the family’s ability to realize 
their long-term goals. As readers can see from the illustration, the probability of success falls from 99% to 
74% when the big purchase is factored-in, which is a significant drop but perhaps not enough to advise 
against the purchase. 



QUANTIFYING FINANCIAL PLANNING SERVICES THAT ADD VALUE

Source: Vanguard

*Value is deemed significant but too unique to each investor to quantify. We believe implementing the Vanguard Advisor’s Alpha framework can add about 3% in net returns for your 
clients and also allow you to differentiate your skills and practice.The acutal amount of value added may vary significantly, depending on clients’ circumstances.
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2. Investing and Retirement Planning

A financial planner can also help drive better investment outcomes. 

Effective planning provides advisors with the insights needed to properly structure the investment portfolios 
within a family’s estate. For example, it may be more advantageous to pursue a growth tilt for one account, 
while adopting an all-income strategy for another. Financial planning means looking at the entire financial 
picture—making sure each piece of the puzzle is working towards the overall goal.

Tailoring an investment portfolio to a family’s needs and making smart investment decisions are obvious 
ways a financial planner can add value. But there are other services a planner can—and should—provide 
to enhance outcomes and returns. Vanguard details these services in the table below, while also making 
an effort to quantify their value. As readers can see, services like rebalancing, behavioral coaching, and 
developing spending strategies can increase an investor’s overall return. These are all services we bake 
into our approach at Ascension Capital.

Ascension’s financial plans also give families a detailed look at how cash flows, spending plans, time 
horizons, inflation expectations, and investment strategies all influence a family’s finances over time. Our 
analysis can help families understand where they stand today and how prepared they are for the future. 



SAMPLE CASH FLOW AND INVESTMENT ANALYSIS

Source: eMoney (hypothetical example)
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Ascension repeats this analysis at least once a year or anytime a family’s financial situation changes, to 
ensure you remain on track to reach your goals.

3. Insurance Planning

Life insurance is often a key element of a financial plan, because the (generally) tax-free death benefit can 
be used for a variety of reasons—ensuring the financial security of the surviving spouse and family, paying 
taxes on other parts of the estate, or perhaps funding a trust that’s designed to cover living expenses for 
generations to come. The role of life insurance means different things to different families, and Ascension 
can help you navigate the optimal ways to include it in your financial plan. 

Below, we’ve included a snapshot of what this analysis looks like. Ascension takes into consideration a 
family’s income flows, total expenses, total outflows, net cash flow, and changes to the total value of the 
investment portfolio. The table below details a year-by-year view of how the portfolio value changes based 
on spending needs and other factors like life inflation and the impact of various asset allocation strategies. 
Changing the level of income flows, spending, or asset allocation strategies will alter the trajectory of the 
portfolio over time. 
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At the end of the day, insurance planning at its core means maximally protecting a family’s assets at the 
lowest possible cost. Ongoing insurance analysis and planning should look for ways to increase benefits 
and coverage while strategically finding ways to control premiums.

4. Estate Planning

The fourth and final area where a financial plan can generate better outcomes is in estate matters. We 
recently sent a piece to clients titled, “The Importance of Estate Planning in 2021.” In it, we detailed a few 
features of estate plans that should be reviewed regularly, such as:

• Updating wills and power of attorney;
• Reviewing beneficiaries;
• Gifting and trust planning; and,
• Considering the potential value of Roth conversions.

A financial plan’s primary goal is to ensure a family is financially secure in life and retirement, and there’s 
peace-of-mind knowing all of your needs and goals will be met. But an equally important feature of a 
financial plan is ensuring your wealth is protected and preserved, which is where estate planning comes 
into the picture. 

On the next page, we offer a hypothetical example of what an estate analysis looks like, which can help 
a family understand potential taxes and expenses as well as what assets can ultimately be passed on to 
heirs. Using this type of analysis as a starting point, we can review strategies designed to minimize taxes 
and costs while maximizing the total value passed to heirs. 



ESTATE FLOW CHART BASE FACTS AS OF AUGUST 23, 2021

Sources:

iSource: Charles Schwab, 2019 Modern Wealth Survey
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These are just a few of the benefits and tools available to us in helping families build a detailed and resilient 
financial plan. Having a plan in place not only results in better outcomes, in our view, it also allows families 
to make big and important financial decisions with a great deal of confidence.


