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Dollars & Sense

Retirement Accounts — Protecting You from You
Joel M. Schofer, MD MBA CPE FAAEM 
Commander, U.S. Navy Medical Corps

A few years ago I became very annoyed with my 
Individual Retirement Accounts (IRAs). My wife 
is self-employed as an independent contractor 
with the government/military, and we never know 
exactly how much she’ll earn in a year, what her 
expenses will be, or how much we can contribute 
to her Simplified Employee Pension IRA (SEP-
IRA). In addition, just when 

the Navy will release its fiscal year pay guidance 
and I’ll receive my medical special pays is unpredict-
able. This unpredictability led to several years in a 
row where I had to reverse or re-characterize IRA 
contributions, because we had contributed too much 
money. A good problem to have, I suppose. Because 
we contributed to a traditional IRA and then immedi-
ately rolled that money into a “back door” Roth IRA, 
it made the reverse engineering and math seem 
even more complicated. In reality, it wasn’t compli-
cated at all because Vanguard took care of  it for me. 
I had to fill out a two-page form and send it in. That’s 
all there was to it. That said, the fact that our tax system is so compli-
cated that a physician with an MBA can’t figure it out really irritated me. I 
thought I might stop contributing to our IRAs. The tax advantages of  the 
accounts didn’t seem to outweigh the hassle and forms. I could only put 
in 10,000 or so dollars anyway, which didn’t seem like that much money, 
and once the money was in there I couldn’t touch it until I was 59½ with-
out having more tax hassles and forms to fill out. And since I plan on retir-
ing before age 59½, I may need that money. Overall, the whole thing just 
didn’t seem worth it.

I made what was probably the correct decision, sucked it up, accepted 
the risk of  miscalculating and having to re-characterize/reverse contribu-
tions, and kept contributing to the IRAs. Now, here I am a few years later. 

The tax and other advantages were worth it. And one advantage that 
I didn’t anticipate has helped me over the last few months. In fact, this 
advantage was one of  the main disadvantages I was complaining about 
back in the day: I can’t touch the money until I’m 59½ years old.

Of all the columns I’ve written so far, the one that generated the most 
feedback was the one about my $121,500+ guest room. As I lamented 
in that article, I recently found myself  making the classic mistake many 

physicians make and spending too much money. As my net worth rises 
and retirement calculators tell me I’m well ahead of  where I need to be, 
it is all too easy to get sloppy and spend a little more than I should. So, 
I read a Mr. Money Mustache blog post every day to remind myself  that 
spending money does not create happiness, and I continue to contribute 
to all my retirement accounts, my military 403b, and those IRAs with all 
their tax troubles.

There are a lot of  benefits to contributing to tax-advantaged retirement 
accounts, but one I never thought I’d need is the one I’m benefiting the 
most from now. Because I can’t easily touch the money until I’m 59½, 
the accounts I was cursing just a few years ago are now protecting me 
from me.  ■
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