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FOREWORD

I have spent my career in the mortgage and real estate business, first as a commercial loan offi-
cer and today as President and CEO of C2 Financial Corporation, one of the nation’s largest 
mortgage brokerages.

For more than 15 years, I have known Todd and Dan through their work at C2, where both have 
consistently ranked among our top producers. Their sustained success through very different 
real estate and mortgage markets has given me a firsthand view of their knowledge, judgment, 
and ability to help clients make important financial decisions.

I am also a real estate investor. I own residential and multifamily property in Southern California 
and have invested in syndicated multifamily and industrial real estate in other markets. So when 
Todd and Dan sent me an early copy of this book, I read it not only as someone in the mortgage 
business, but as an investor evaluating many of the same decisions they address.

At the heart of the book is a question every real estate investor should periodically ask:

What is the equity in your property actually producing for you today?

It is easy to become so focused on appreciation and accumulated equity that you stop evaluating 
whether a property is still helping you accomplish your goals. A rental may have appreciated 
substantially. It may have a great interest rate, a long-term tenant, and years without a vacancy. 

xi



All of those things have value. But they do not necessarily mean the property is producing the 
income, return, liquidity, or flexibility you want from the capital tied up in it.

That distinction resonated with me.

I have always believed that real estate can be an incredible creator of long-term wealth. 
Appreciation matters. Leverage matters. Cash flow matters. But ultimately, the asset has to serve 
a purpose within your larger financial strategy.

As I read the book, I found myself mentally running my own investments through Todd and 
Dan’s framework. What I appreciated most is that they are not arguing that every property with 
a lower return on equity should be sold. Their message is much more thoughtful: every property 
should have a clearly defined job within your overall plan.

Their Five Options Analysis gives investors a practical way to evaluate that job. It considers 
spendable cash flow, current return on equity, liquidity, management burden, political risk, 
financing, and the investor’s retirement timeline. That is a far more complete way to assess an 
investment than simply saying, “It has gone up in value,” or “I have never had a vacancy.”

The framework is straightforward enough for someone who owns a single rental property, 
but sophisticated enough to create meaningful conversations for experienced investors. The 
case studies also demonstrate that there is no predetermined right answer. Depending on the 
property, the numbers, and the owner’s goals, the best decision may be to hold, restructure the 
financing, put some of the equity to work elsewhere, complete an exchange, or exit the invest-
ment altogether.

One of the most practical exercises in the book is also one of the simplest: start with the Schedule E.

Combined with your current property value and financing, it provides an excellent starting 
point for understanding what the asset is actually producing, what your debt is costing, and 
how effectively your equity is working for you. Walking through those numbers can often lead 
to a much larger conversation about what you own, why you own it, and whether there is an 
opportunity to improve the outcome.

That is ultimately what this book does well.
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It gives investors a framework for asking better questions and making more deliberate decisions 
about their real estate.

Read it with your own property in mind. You may discover that an investment you have owned 
for years is capable of doing considerably more for you.

David Temko
President & CEO
C2 Financial Corporation

xiii

FOREWORD﻿





INTRODUCTION 
AN EXPERIENCED INVESTOR’S STORY

Joe, a long-time client emailed me from Thailand, saying that as he was gathering information 
for his CPA, he was shocked by how poorly a few of his income properties were doing. Before 
COVID-19, they were highly profitable short-term rentals, but even after a few years, they had 
not yet recovered. Joe was disheartened and wanted to talk about selling them. 

A few days later, he shared that the rentals were only bringing in $20,000 to $25,000 per year 
in profit. He owned four of these free and clear—each worth about $800,000— and was ready 
to sell, but had some questions about California’s tax policy on selling a rental and avoiding 
capital gains taxes. I promised to provide two things by our next call: options in other higher-
performing rental markets and evidence that he wouldn’t owe taxes at the state level either.

On our next call, he was no longer just disheartened. He was highly agitated. What he had since 
uncovered made the picture far worse. 

The previous $20,000 to $25,000 figure was actually not his annual profit. It was what he 
received from his management company. That had led to a stunning realization. Since he was 
overseas without his full records, he had forgotten that the property manager wasn’t responsible 
for paying the taxes, insurance, and HOA fees on his behalf. Those came out of the money they 
sent him. The reality was that each property was only making $3,500 per year. 

My jaw dropped. This couldn’t be right. 

All the risks and headaches of having a stranger vacation in your property for a meager $3,500 
profit—a less than 0.5% return on his $800,000 in equity. I could hardly believe it.
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Joe said, “I’ve always invested for wealth creation, for appreciation. But I’m in my seventies, and 
I realize now that I should invest for cash flow. I’ve made enough money, but it’s all locked up 
in my properties. What am I waiting for?”

I’d been helping him finance his rentals for over twenty years. In that moment, I realized that 
Joe had a history of calling in times of a cash crunch. He had built an amazing portfolio—at one 
point, owning over twenty properties. Despite the millions he’d created in real estate wealth, he 
was often short on cash and had difficulty qualifying for loans. 

Even though I had over a hundred lenders at my disposal, only a handful had a loan program 
that Joe was eligible for. Those limited loan options had larger fees and higher interest rates. 

My team and I are licensed in 30 states and roughly half the loans we fund each year are to real 
estate investors. As a result, we track a lot of markets. As Joe and I discussed his options in other 
markets, we realized he could buy two newly constructed homes for each of his California rent-
als (i.e., if he sold all four, he would end up with eight new properties) and that each of these two 
new homes would produce $3,400 per month in spendable cash flow—a shocking 11.7‑fold 
increase in his spendable income. It was so astounding that I had trouble believing it and had to 
review the numbers with him again from top to bottom. 

His four rentals were only producing $14,000 per year in spendable cash flow. If he sold them 
and bought eight new construction homes, he would have virtually zero maintenance and 
$164,000 in spendable cash flow. As I write this, it’s still a little hard to believe. His results are 
the most dramatic we’ve ever seen. 

WHAT DO YOU THINK HE DECIDED TO DO? 
Joe’s story illustrates that investing for appreciation is like raising pigs: you can’t eat the bacon 
until you slaughter the pig. You have to sell to spend the equity. Investing for cash flow is like rais-
ing hens: you get eggs—steady income—every day. Cash-flow properties feed you consistently.

Most owners assume they’re raising hens when they’re actually raising pigs. They’re building 
equity they can’t spend without selling the asset that’s supposed to fund their retirement. And 
knowing whether you’re raising hens or pigs (i.e., which type of investor you are) is the differ-
ence between hoping for retirement and engineering it. 

We have deliberately structured this book as a decision framework to help you identify how 
your current approach is working, understand why common fixes fail, and evaluate what would 
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happen if you applied a small number of strategic steps to your current situation. Those steps 
can materially change your income, risk, and timeline to retirement.

WHY WE ARE WRITING THIS BOOK 
If you are a one- or two-home real estate investor, this book will help you make strategic steps 
that radically impact your spendable income so that you can retire years earlier. We aren’t going 
to focus on nibbling at the margins. Any changes made to your portfolio should increase your 
safety, your liquidity, and your rate of return—in that order!

T﻿hat’s the promise. In the more than fifty combined years in the mortgage and real estate 
business, Dan and I have each assisted thousands of clients with creating wealth through real 
estate. One consistent theme has appeared: the vast majority of people who own one or two 
income-producing properties are just three strategic steps away from wild profits that 
enable them to retire years earlier. We wrote this book to show you it’s possible, and how to 
make it happen.

Now for the book’s dual purpose. The first is to give you a framework you can start using today. 
The second is to earn the right to help you implement it.

Everything in this book is designed to be actionable on its own. But if you’d rather have someone 
walk through the numbers with you—your property, your equity, your retirement timeline—
that’s exactly what we do.

We provide the Retirement Blueprint before asking for anything. If it’s useful, and you’d like 
help applying it to your specific situation, I’d be glad to have that conversation.

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK
We structured this book in three deliberate sections, each building on the last. Skipping ahead 
may spark ideas, but working through each section in order is a more comprehensive experience 
that also provides clarity on your current situation.

Part One explores what may be limiting your results. The early chapters and assessments help 
illuminate structural factors that often go unnoticed.

Part Two presents a clearer framework for decision-making. You’ll be introduced to a small 
set of strategic levers that matter most and how aligning them differently can change outcomes.

xvii
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Part Three is about turning insight into action. This is where you’ll apply the Blueprint to 
your own situation and identify the most sensible next move, whether that means holding, 
restructuring, exchanging, or exiting.

There are multiple reasons to invest in real estate, because real estate provides multiple benefits 
(cash flow, appreciation, and tax benefits). As you read this book, you may find yourself in one 
of three situations: 

	— FATIGUE. Fatigue with the management and expenses—if your income property hasn’t 
been the “passive” income generator that you had intended (too much time and mental 
energy and not enough profits), then pay special attention to the first five chapters and 
their assessments. They are designed to help you identify what needs to be done to create 
profits from your income property. We encourage you to take the time to complete all 
of the assessments. After reading the rest of the book, go back and review your answers 
with an eye toward action and implementation.

	— EXCITEMENT. Excited by the cash flow that your income property produces now 
and are looking for ways to make it a significant part of your retirement plan. As you 
read Chapter 1, make a note of which case study most closely aligns with your goals as 
well as the questions or concerns that come to mind. We address the four most common 
issues in Chapter 3. Then make sure you complete the assessment at the end of Chapter 4. 
Finally, read the whole book to understand the Retirement Blueprint, then go back and 
focus on Chapter 7.

	— UNCERTAINTY. Ton of equity, but not a lot of cash and you’re at a decision point—
maybe your rental is (or soon will be) vacant or you’re unsure about how to fund a major 
repair. Either way, you’re wondering what the best next move is to turn that equity into 
a steady stream of spendable cash. Chapter 6 will be your guide.

If you read this book and decide that you’d like help with implementing the Retirement 
Blueprint as quickly as possible, please book a call now by visiting www.RetirementBlueprint.
RealEstate/call.

We are here to help.

To your success,
Todd Swanson

THE REAL ESTATE INVESTOR’S RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT | TODD SWANSON
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PART 1
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CHAPTER 1

TURBO CHARGE YOUR INCOME PROPERTY
Most owners assume they’re raising hens  

when they’re actually raising pigs.

THE PROMISE OF PASSIVE INCOME
My family has definitely been blessed financially. Our passive income matches our fixed expenses, 
which means that work is no longer required to support our lifestyle—it’s a choice. My retire-
ment date isn’t a deadline; it’s a window. I continue working because I enjoy it. But we’ve also 
built a team that allows me to stay focused on the parts that matter most.

My situation isn’t unique and the outcome wasn’t accidental. It was the predictable result of 
making a few deliberate decisions with income property.

How I am positioned today was built, decision by decision, around one goal: growing my pas-
sive income. 

Here’s the story behind one of those decisions. I had owned a rental property in Mississippi for 
nearly five years, having purchased it with 20% down. Over time, my equity position had grown 
to roughly 50%. From a wealth creation standpoint, that’s a big win. But from a performance 
standpoint, it introduced an inefficiency.

As equity builds, the rate of return on that equity declines. When you hold only 20% equity, a 
property appreciating at 4% of its full value produces a 20% return on that equity.  But when you 
own the property free and clear, it only produces a 4% return. The math was clear: if I wanted to 
maintain a high rate of compounding, I needed to put some of that equity back to work.

The challenge was the mortgage. I had locked in a 3.125% interest rate—one I had no inten-
tion of giving up. Refinancing didn’t make sense. Instead, I explored second-mortgage options. 
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The best available carried a 10% interest rate. Sounds high, right? But this decision wasn’t being 
made in isolation.

At that point, our portfolio was already producing more than $5,000 per month in passive 
income—sometimes referred to as “wake-up money.” While it didn’t yet fully cover our fixed 
expenses, it provided flexibility and margin. More importantly, I had identified an investment 
opportunity with a projected return of 13%.

The difference between the loan rate and the projected return was wide enough (financial mar-
kets call this “the spread”) that I thought it made sense.

I borrowed $72,000 using a second mortgage and made the investment. The loan was structured 
with a 30-year amortization, but because my Retirement Blueprint was already in place and pas-
sive income was available, I planned to pay it off in ten years.

This option wasn’t about maximizing short-term cash flow. I wanted to compound intelligently 
over a long horizon because I had planned on working another twenty years—God willing—by 
choice, not necessity. The Blueprint ensured that, over time, income would catch up to expenses 
and then surpass them.

That’s where we are today.

This is the promise of passive income: control, flexibility, and choice.

A NECESSARY CLARIFICATION
Before we go any further, one thing needs to be said plainly.

Fix-and-flip isn’t a passive income strategy.  
It’s a construction business with market risk layered on top.

There is nothing inherently wrong with flipping—but it solves a different problem than the one 
this book addresses. The Retirement Blueprint is designed for durable income, controllable risk, 
and decision clarity over decades, not transactional wins that require constant reinvention.

THE REAL ESTATE INVESTOR’S RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT | TODD SWANSON
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Everything that follows is centered around long-term income property ownership as part of a 
broader retirement and income strategy.

After reviewing hundreds of real-world decisions, I’ve found that every income property deci-
sion, without exception, falls into one of five categories.

Each category appears in the case studies that follow. Viewed through the Retirement Blueprint, 
they lead to clarity, stability, and better outcomes across a range of circumstances. They show 
what happens when this Blueprint is applied to real people, real properties, and real retirement 
timelines.

C A S E  ST U DY  # 1 :
THEY NEEDED INCOME, NOT MORE ASSETS.

As of this writing, Christina and her husband are retired. Their income is predictable, their prop-
erties are professionally managed, and the constant financial anxiety that once dominated their 
lives is gone. Her husband no longer works six days a week just to keep them afloat. Retirement 
is no longer something they worry about; it’s something they are living.

Christina was introduced to me by a financial advisor, who knew the couple from his days at 
Wells Fargo. (All of the couple’s wealth was in real estate, and without other investable assets, 
they weren’t his client). The advisor made the introduction because Christina and her husband 
were in a tight spot financially. 

She owned two rental properties—one with a mortgage, one free and clear—and a primary 
residence with her husband that carried two mortgages. COVID-19 had been hard on them 
financially. When we met, they had $60,000 in credit card debt and were considering work-
ing with a credit counseling agency, because they had too much equity to declare bankruptcy. 
Her husband was working six days a week to try to make ends meet.  They were treading water 
financially. The saddest part of this story is that they were in their mid-seventies. This wasn’t 
how life was supposed to be.

During our initial consultation, I could clearly see that they had sufficient wealth to retire. This 
wasn’t a problem of insufficient assets. It was an income problem. Together, we ran her income 
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properties through our Five Options Analysis to determine how best to use the equity she’d 
built.  The goal was to optimize her income property’s role within the Retirement Blueprint: 
improve property performance, align each asset with her retirement goals, and restructure her 
payments.

One of Christina’s properties was a duplex that she self-managed. Unfortunately, she hadn’t 
raised the rents much over the years and was only at 40% of the area rents! Exacerbating the 
problem was the fact that the back house was badly in need of repairs. Her family had built 
it decades ago, and it didn’t come close to meeting today’s building codes. Fortunately, it was 
grandfathered in, so she could still sell without making major repairs she couldn’t afford. 
Christina hadn’t raised rents because she thought of the tenants as family. Sadly, as many owner’s 
experience, the tenant’s conduct during this process proved they didn’t hold same sentiment.

The other property was a condo she owned free and clear. The HOA fee was steep, deeply cut-
ting into the rental cash flow. To make matters worse, her recently departed tenant had left the 
place dirty and damaged.

The first step in implementing Christina’s Retirement Blueprint was to restructure her pay-
ments by using some of the equity in her condo to pay off credit cards, personal loans, and the 
HELOC on the home she lived in. This enabled her to refinance her home into a mortgage that 
lowered her monthly payment. With the debts gone and the mortgage restructured, the total 
reduction in monthly expenses was over $2,300. I mentioned earlier that her husband was work-
ing six days a week. What I didn’t mention was that he was earning $4,000 per month. With the 
payment reduction, he wasn’t yet able to retire, but he now had massive payment relief. Things 
were definitely looking up!

As we discussed the Five Options Analysis for each property and her situation, it became clear 
that her best option was to exchange her properties for newly built homes professionally man-
aged by a trustworthy company. This exchange allowed her to sell and reinvest in replacement 
properties without triggering immediate taxes—avoiding deferred maintenance and ensuring 
market-level rents going forward.

To maximize her income, we then chose to focus on another market with a much higher rent-
to-price ratio (rent as a percentage of the property value). With the exchange completed, she 
owned newly built homes (zero deferred maintenance) that produced $1,700 per month in 
spendable cash flow. 

Christina and her husband could finally retire. 

THE REAL ESTATE INVESTOR’S RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT | TODD SWANSON
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Christina’s story illustrates how the Retirement Blueprint can unlock a retirement timeline that 
most people assume is no longer possible. Her outcome demonstrates two of the five decisions 
in our Five Options Analysis:

1.	 Strategically cashing out equity to eliminate structural debt. 

2.	 Exchanging underperforming properties for assets better aligned with income goals. 

It also reflects three of the four components of the Retirement Blueprint: 

1.	 Improving performance. 

2.	 Gearing assets for the goal. 

3.	 Restructuring payments. 

The only step not required was “Survey What You Have”—that work had already been done 
before we met. They were receiving Social Security, had no pensions, and held no traditional 
investable assets. What they lacked wasn’t wealth, but a coordinated strategy to turn that wealth 
into reliable income. Once the Blueprint was applied, retirement was no longer a hope—it 
became a decision.

C A S E  ST U DY  # 2 :
REFINANCING WAS THE BETTER OPTION.
Lisa knew how to grind. In her late 30s, she was running her own business and working hard. 
Despite the effort, money always felt tight. She came to me with a simple goal: lower her 
monthly payments and create some breathing room. She owned a rental condo in a low-rent 
market. I thought the obvious solution was going to be to move that equity into a higher-rent 
market. She was open to exchanging the property, but as we built out her numbers, something 
important surfaced.

A few years earlier, when Lisa’s business slowed, she had tapped the rental equity to stay afloat. 
But due to her lower income, she didn’t qualify for the lowest-rate loan. Instead, she used an 
income-property loan that qualified based on the property cash flow, equity, and her credit 
score. That decision made sense at the time, but it came with a cost: the loan carried a 10.25% 
interest rate, taken out during a peak rate environment. Compounding the issue, she had pur-
chased her home around the same time, with a mortgage rate of 9.75%.

Chapter 1 | Turbo Charge Your Income Property
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As we worked through the Five Options Analysis and clarified her goals, the answer became 
clear. Refinancing—rather than exchanging or selling—was the best move. An exchange didn’t 
produce compelling returns given her available equity, and selling was off the table. Staying 
invested in real estate mattered deeply to Lisa. Refinancing allowed her to immediately improve 
cash flow while preserving ownership.

The change we made reduced her expenses by over $1000 per month, which reshaped her entire 
financial position. The improved cash flow brought stability, reduced stress, and allowed her to 
begin investing consistently, which moved her retirement timeline forward by several years. And 
here’s the key: this outcome represents her worst-case scenario. She has liquidity, flexibility, and a 
plan that improves even if nothing else changes—and gets better if rates move in her favor. The 
Blueprint didn’t just solve today’s problem. It gave her options.

C A S E  ST U DY  # 3 :
WHEN TOTAL RETURN MATTERS MORE THAN CASH FLOW.
Ron came to me already thinking about an exchange. He owned a condo in California and was 
considering selling it and reinvesting the equity in Tennessee. That immediately ruled out refi-
nancing as a solution—his goal wasn’t short-term payment relief; it was repositioning his capital 
for the next phase of his life.

The condo had originally been his first home. When he moved out, he kept it as a rental, even 
though it started out with negative cash flow. At the time, the plan was simple: rents would rise 
over the years and eventually offset the loss. That never happened. Instead, the property taxes 
rose 10% annually (due to local assessments) and the HOA fees climbed dramatically as well. 
By the time we met, the monthly HOA fee had reached $850. That combination of high taxes 
and HOA fees continued to lock the property into a negative cash-flow position.

We helped Ron sell the condo and structure the financing for the replacement properties. His 
primary objective was clear—he wanted the net proceeds from the sale to be his only capital 
contribution. He didn’t want to bring any additional cash to the table. The purpose of the 
exchange was twofold: eliminate negative cash flow and increase the compounding power of 
his equity over time.

Initially, Ron assumed he would be able to purchase two homes. But as we worked through his 
net proceeds and explored a few creative financing strategies—such as not setting up escrow 
accounts (where the loan servicing company collects money from you each month to pay for the 
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taxes and insurance) and interest-only payments on two of the loans—we were able to improve 
the structure enough to acquire three properties instead.

That single shift changed the math dramatically. He ended up with 50% more property to appre-
ciate over the next ten years, which aligned precisely with his target retirement timeline. The 
projected cash flow at year ten was substantially stronger than what the condo could ever have 
produced. Risk was also reduced. Ron moved from relying on one property and one tenant to 
three properties with three independent income streams.

By using leverage deliberately, we increased his projected total return over ten years by approxi-
mately 50%. Ron’s story is a clear illustration of what it means to gear for your goal—not just 
for income today, but for total return when the timing matters most.

C A S E  ST U DY  # 4 :
LETTING GO OF AN EMOTIONAL ASSET.
Nelson was referred by his financial advisor after a tenant paying $4,000 per month moved out 
of his rental. With the property vacant, his wife raised an issue that had been simmering for 
years—she strongly disliked the property and wanted it gone. The situation was complicated 
by emotion. Nelson’s father had built the home in the early 1980s, and it was the house Nelson 
grew up in. About fifteen years earlier, he had purchased it from his father for roughly $400,000. 
Since then, its value had climbed to approximately $1.5 million.

A prospective tenant had offered $5,000 per month, which initially sounded appealing, and 
Nelson considered accepting. But the property had significant unresolved issues. He wasn’t con-
fident that the septic system was functioning properly. The upstairs deck had extensive termite 
damage. Then, a few weeks into our evaluation, a major storm hit San Diego and revealed water 
intrusion in a back bedroom—triggering the need for immediate remediation.

To address the most urgent concern, Nelson took a loan against his 401(k) to repair the sep-
tic system. We then obtained bids for the remaining work. The total estimated cost came in 
at $75,000—and that still didn’t account for the risk of discovering additional issues down 
the line.

As we discussed his options, we showed him what newly built homes in out-of-state markets 
could produce in rent and how that would eliminate his current deferred maintenance risk. 
At that point, the decision became clear. Nelson chose to exchange the property rather than 
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reinvest in a legacy asset that no longer supported his long-term goals. He was able to defer 
all taxes (capital gains and depreciation recapture) on the sale of his property by following the 
Internal Revenue Code (IRC) Section 1031 rules.

After completing the 1031 exchange, Nelson went from a potential $5,000 per month in rent 
to $9,000 per month across four newly built homes. The properties were located in a state with 
stronger property-owner protections and significantly lower property taxes. After all expenses, 
including reserves for maintenance and vacancy, his net spendable income increased to approxi-
mately $5,200 per month.

Just as importantly, his risk profile improved. He went from a single high-value property with 
concentrated risk to four independent income streams. If an eviction were ever required, the 
legal process would be far cleaner than in California. With his real estate now aligned to his 
goals, Nelson had a clear plan to retire in five years. His financial advisor, who made the referral, 
was understandably pleased with the transformation.

Using the Retirement Blueprint and the Five Options Analysis, we helped Nelson convert a 
high-stress, emotionally complicated asset into a diversified income strategy designed for both 
cash flow and control.

C A S E  ST U DY  # 5 :
THE BEST MOVE WAS TO SELL … AND NOT PAY TAXES.
Today, Andrew and his wife live in a multi-generational home with no mortgage, a new baby, 
and a financial plan that gives them flexibility instead of constraints. They invest consistently, 
maintain meaningful liquidity, and no longer subsidize a property that drains their future. 
Their retirement path is clear—and remarkably well funded—without the stress of managing 
a losing asset.

A year earlier, they were facing a vastly different decision.

Andrew had asked me to model his San Diego condo as a rental. He and his wife both earned 
six-figure incomes, and with a baby on the way, they planned—with help from her parents—to 
purchase a new home where they wouldn’t carry a mortgage. On paper, they could “afford” to 
keep the condo. The belief was familiar: you never sell property in San Diego. Any short-term 
pain, they assumed, would eventually be erased by appreciation.
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The problem was that the numbers were objectively bad. As a rental, the condo would lose 
roughly $2,000 per month. They were prepared to tolerate that loss because their incomes were 
strong and their housing costs were about to drop to zero. Emotionally and culturally, selling 
felt like failure—even though financially, it deserved scrutiny.

Because the condo was still their primary residence, they had a narrow but powerful opportu-
nity: they could sell without paying capital gains taxes. Refinancing didn’t make sense. Andrew 
had purchased with a 100% financing VA loan at a low-4% interest rate—far better than any-
thing available in the current market—and because the property had been purchased just two 
years earlier, there appeared to be only modest equity.

Reality intervened. By the time the property went to market, conditions had softened. In the 
end, they had to bring a few thousand dollars to closing just to fully pay off the loan.

And yet, this turned out to be the right outcome.

The decision wasn’t made on emotion or ideology—it was made on math and optionality. By 
selling, Andrew and his wife eliminated a guaranteed $2,000 monthly loss and redirected that 
money into saving and investing. Over their 20-year retirement window, assuming a modest 
8.5% return, that single decision compounds into approximately $1.25 million in additional 
wealth.

Just as importantly, they preserved liquidity along the way. If life changes—as it often does with 
young families—they aren’t locked into supporting a negative-cash-flow property. They have 
choices.

This case surfaces an often-missed truth: the right move isn’t always to keep the property, and it 
isn’t always to exchange. Sometimes the most powerful wealth decision is to sell—and not pay 
the taxes—and redeploy cash in a way that strengthens both long-term outcomes and day-to-
day life.

Once the financial pressure is removed, a different question naturally emerges: what is retire-
ment actually for?

For most people today, the real dream of retirement isn’t rest—it’s freedom. The freedom to walk 
away from work that feels like drudgery and toward work that fills you with joy. Work is its own 
reward, and whether that work is raising grandchildren, volunteering at your church, cutting 
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your hours, or changing careers, the vision that we’d just stop working isn’t realistic. Purpose 
and satisfaction in life come from serving other people—by being involved in our community. 

Retirement can mean the opportunity to go and experience things that we’ve always hoped for 
and dreamed about (like a cruise around the world). For many of us, the deeper dream isn’t a 
life of play. It’s community. It’s meaningful contribution. Doing something different from what 
we’ve previously been able to do. Proverbs 13:22 reads, “A wise man leaves a legacy to his chil-
dren’s children …” Legacy is far more than money. It’s the sharing of life lessons. It’s the impact 
on the next generation. Legacy is the enduring influence on those that one leaves behind.

Through my business partner, Dominic, I’ve watched his grandfather, Adolf, continue to work 
well into his 80s. I admire Adolf ’s work ethic, as he continued to serve his community far 
longer than he “needed to.” I mention him here because I admire most how he used the money 
he earned. On multiple occasions, he took his extended family (his children, their spouses, and 
his grandchildren) on family vacations to places like Hawaii. The family bonding and love that 
were shared through those experiences are laudable and inspiring.

Throughout this book, retirement means something specific: the point at which your living 
expenses are exceeded by the income generated from your passive income sources (stocks, bonds, 
rental properties, pension plans, and annuities). And this is regardless of whether you choose to 
stop working or not. That’s the freedom point in one’s family budget, the opportunity to pursue 
other dreams and other goals.

That freedom point is the destination. Real estate is one of the most reliable ways to achieve it. 
It’s an asset that appreciates over time with an income stream that pays you more as the years 
pass, and generates tax benefits along the way—a combination that few other assets can offer.

In the pages of this book, we’ll deal with the questions of how to improve the performance of 
your rental property, how to gear it for your retirement goal, and how to restructure your pay-
ments for retirement. We’ll also need to survey what you already have in place: fixed income in 
retirement (Social Security and pensions) and withdrawals from investment accounts (401k, 
IRA, and brokerage). 

In the next chapter, we’ll clarify who this approach is for, and just as importantly, who it isn’t.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

	� Retirement is the point at which your passive income exceeds your living expenses, 
giving you the freedom to choose how you spend your time.

	� Most people who struggle with income property have a decision framework problem.

	� Every income property decision ultimately falls into one of five options, which 
means it’s important to understand how each option affects income, risk, and your 
retirement timeline. 

	� Passive income isn’t about doing nothing. It’s about structuring assets so that effort 
becomes optional rather than required.

	� The Retirement Blueprint can produce very different strategies—refinancing, 
exchanging, selling, or staying put—depending on the goal and the moment.

	� When properties are deliberately aligned to a retirement goal, stress decreases, clarity 
increases, and retirement shifts from a hope to a decision.

	� The purpose of this book is to help you make better decisions with the real estate 
you already own.
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CHAPTER 2

WHERE YOU ARE RIGHT NOW
What are you tolerating right now that you  

wouldn’t put up with if you were starting over today?

Twenty-five years ago, I bought my first income property. Along the way, I’ve had both long- and 
short-term rentals, renovated properties to hold or flip, and even used creative deal structures like 
lease options to buy (from both lessor and lessee) and equity lending to minimize down payments. 

Two years later, at the closing table of another property purchase, I discovered the loan officer 
was charging me thousands more than originally quoted. If I walked away to deny him his 
unethical profits, I’d lose my earnest money deposit. My blood was boiling! That experience 
fueled two desires: to protect others from the unethical behavior in the mortgage industry, and 
to guide them in building wealth through real estate. As a result, I became a mortgage broker.

Clearly, my journey hasn’t been all profits. There have been more than a few evictions, squatters, 
tenant damage, sheriff lockouts, and odd experiences (one ex-tenant left an entire transmission 
in the driveway—all 600 pounds of it!). 

Throughout these last twenty-five years, I’ve continued to marvel at the wealth-creating power 
of real estate. 

THE METHOD I’M ABOUT TO SHARE IS THE RESULT OF A NEARLY YEAR-
LONG PERIOD OF REFLECTION. 
When I was called to active duty by the Marine Corps, I faced a choice: shut down my mortgage 
business or hand operations over to my team. Since the business relied on my production, that 
meant training them to fish, not just to process the business that I brought in. 

It was a tough decision. 
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Each of my five mentors advised me to avoid risk, suggesting I could restart the business post-
deployment a year later. 

That didn’t sit well with me. I kept coming back to Matthew 6:25–34, in which Jesus instructs 
us not to be anxious. I prayed into those verses in conversation with God many times that year.

I kept the business open. My staff did better without me than I’d ever done on my own. Talk 
about humbling.

During the course of my year-long deployment, I kept returning to my anxieties around my 
business and family finances. I realized that I was burning out from the up-and-down business 
cycles and the people drama. 

But a common thread surfaced during those reflections: the lack of consistent passive income. 

That lesson traced back to the years before I went on active duty. 

THE FINANCIAL CRISIS HAD BEEN A DISASTER FOR ME. 
Not only was it a tough time—if not the hardest time—to earn a living in the mortgage business, 
but I’d also followed bad advice on structuring my rental portfolio. I had multiple properties, 
but my investing had been so aggressive that I was left with virtually zero liquidity. When the 
problems hit, I had no staying power. 

MY INVESTMENT STRATEGY WAS ALL WRONG. ALL RISK, NO SAFETY. 
By the time I was called to active duty, I had rebuilt much of my financial house, but peace of 
mind eluded me. Like other entrepreneurs, the question of next quarter’s or next year’s income 
was always lingering in the back of my mind.

Overseas deployments are unique experiences. Mine wasn’t a combat deployment, which meant 
that the schedule vacillated between long stretches of boredom and short periods of intense 
work. During those long stretches of quiet, I took stock of my investing track record: what I got 
right, what I got wrong, and the root causes of my wins and losses. 

I also reviewed the experiences of the hundreds of other investors I’d worked with, searching 
for common themes. 
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THERE WERE.
I found that real estate investors—regardless of portfolio size—often focus on the wrong met-
rics and miss the most critical ones. 

And when misleading metrics drive decisions, investors make sub-optimal choices and take on 
more risk than they realize. 

I knew I needed a system—one built to avoid the mistakes that rob income property investors 
of true passive income.

Here’s what I discovered investors were consistently getting wrong:

•	 Treating the property as a hobby and not a business

•	 DIY without the expertise

•	 Staying in a poor legal or legislative environment

•	 Using the wrong metrics to make decisions

WHEN I IMPLEMENTED THIS SYSTEM FOR MYSELF,  
SOMETHING UNEXPECTED HAPPENED. 
I slept better. 

Those questions deep in the back of my mind—How will I pay my bills if I have a bad quarter? 
What will my retirement income look like? When will I be able to retire?—gradually faded. 

I was more relaxed. 

My finances were smoother. 

In short, life got better.

That’s because I had a solid process and plan for retirement that gave me peace of mind. When 
I shared this blueprint with clients, the results exceeded expectations.

Clients who didn’t think they could retire were now able to.

Clients who had a poorly performing property and were burned out became profitable and 
excited again.
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The Blueprint worked.

In the pages that follow, I provide that same Retirement Blueprint step-by-step so you can use 
it to harness the full wealth-building potential of your income property. By following this pro-
cess, you’ll gain confidence, reduce anxiety, and see how your property can help you retire years 
earlier—with less stress and more clarity.

If you own an income property and want to understand how it fits into your retirement time-
line, this book is for you.

If you have a financial advisor or CPA, but lack a clear vision for how your rental property fits 
into the larger financial picture, this book is for you.

If you are a real estate agent, financial advisor or CPA and want to better understand real estate as an 
asset class and how to optimize it’s performance in your client’s portfolio, this book is also for you.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

	� This book is for rental property owners who feel uneasy about the future.
If you own at least one income property and still worry about cash flow, risk, retire-
ment timing, or the next financial shock, you are exactly who this book was written for. 

	� Your stress isn’t caused by real estate itself. The stress is caused by structural flaws 
in your investment strategy.
Most investors unknowingly focus on the wrong metrics, operate with insufficient 
liquidity, and accept far more risk than they realize, even when the property appears 
profitable. 

	� More effort, more properties, or more advice will not fix this, if the decision 
framework is wrong.
Peace of mind comes from knowing your options at every decision point and under-
standing how each choice affects risk, income stability, and long-term outcomes. 

	� If you want your rental property to help you retire earlier, it must be managed in 
a way that is deliberately aligned with that goal.
This book shows you how to turn a single income property from a source of anxiety 
into a clear, intentional component of your retirement plan. 
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SELF-ASSESSMENT: WHERE YOU ARE RIGHT NOW
PURPOSE:
This assessment isn’t about whether your rental property is “good” or “bad.” 
It is designed to reveal whether your current situation is giving you confidence and peace of 
mind—or eroding both.

Rate each statement honestly. Don’t overthink. Your first reaction is usually the most accurate.

HOW TO SCORE
For each statement, rate yourself on a scale of 1–5:
1 = Strongly Disagree
2 = Disagree
3 = Neutral / Unsure
4 = Agree
5 = Strongly Agree

S E CT I O N  1 :
EMOTIONAL REALITY (WHAT YOU ACTUALLY FEEL)
1.	 I feel calm and confident about the role my rental property plays in my financial future.

2.	 I rarely think about worst-case scenarios related to this property.

3.	 I sleep well knowing that an unexpected repair, vacancy, or legal change would not derail 
me financially.

4.	 I feel in control of this investment—not burdened by it.

S E CT I O N  2 :
CLARITY AND CONTROL (WHAT YOU TRULY KNOW)
1.	 I can clearly explain how this property helps me retire earlier, not just someday, but on a 

defined timeline.

2.	 I know which single metric matters most when making decisions about this property—
and why.
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3.	 If I faced a major decision tomorrow (vacancy, refinance, sell, hold, restructure), I know 
exactly how I would evaluate my options.

4.	 I understand how much risk I am taking—and I am comfortable with it.

S E CT I O N  3 :
STABILITY AND RESILIENCE (WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THINGS GO WRONG)
1.	 A prolonged vacancy would be inconvenient, but not stressful.

2.	 A major repair wouldn’t force me into debt or difficult trade-offs elsewhere in my life.

3.	 Changes in interest rates, taxes, or local regulations wouldn’t materially threaten my plan.

4.	 I am confident this property would support me during a personal or economic downturn.

S E CT I O N  4 : 
THE QUESTIONS YOU AVOID (WHAT YOU DON’T LIKE TO ADMIT)
1.	 I don’t secretly wonder if owning this property was a mistake.

2.	 I don’t feel trapped by this investment.

3.	 I’m not relying on hope, appreciation, or “things working out” for this property to succeed.

4.	 If nothing changed for the next 10–15 years, I would be satisfied with where this leads.

SCORING AND INTERPRETATION
Add up your total score (maximum = 80).

64–80: Structurally Sound
Your income property is structurally sound. The load-bearing elements—cash flow, liquidity, 
and a maintenance schedule that ensure a well-kept, serviceable property—are all in place. 
Income is steady, surprises are infrequent, and you have a working sense of how this property 
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fits into your retirement timeline. At this level, the goal is to fine-tune. Look back at any 
statement you didn’t score a 5 on. Those are the places where a small adjustment compounds 
over time, and where the difference between a sound plan and an optimized one usually 
resides.

48–63: Minor Cracks
Your income property is functioning. You’re likely cash-flow positive, or at least not losing 
money, but there’s a low-grade tension underneath—about repairs, vacancies, market shifts, or 
retirement timing. That tension is a crack in the foundation. They aren’t structural failures, but 
they’re worth paying attention to before they widen. The danger is that nothing feels urgent 
enough to force a change. Most long-term rental owners live in this range and assume the unease 
is just part of owning real estate. More often, it’s a sign that risk, structure, and goals aren’t quite 
aligned—and that small adjustments could ease the tension considerably.

32–47: Structural Strain
Your income property is carrying real weight in your life—and not the good kind. You may 
avoid looking at the numbers, postpone decisions, or notice that you feel anxious when things 
are quiet simply because you’re waiting for the next issue. That anxiety is rarely random. It 
usually points to structural strain underneath: thin liquidity, known deferred maintenance, 
the wrong metrics, or an exit strategy that hasn’t been thought through. Investors in this range 
often feel stuck—selling feels like failure, holding feels risky, and doing nothing feels increas-
ingly uncomfortable. That angst can be viewed as a performance problem, but it’s actually more 
of a clarity problem—you can’t yet see your way to a sound decision. 

Below 32: Compromised Foundation
Your income property isn’t serving you. Instead of creating freedom, it consumes attention, 
energy, and emotional bandwidth—the very resources retirement is supposed to give back. 
You likely question whether holding it is the right call and worry that fixing it will demand 
more effort and risk than you have to give. At this level, the property is misaligned with your 
life stage, your risk tolerance, or your long-term goals—and that misalignment isn’t going to 
resolve itself. Left unchanged, it’s far more likely to delay financial independence and retire-
ment than to support it. The good news is that the foundation can be rebuilt. The Retirement 
Blueprint is designed to do exactly that, starting with the smallest decision that produces the 
biggest change.

Chapter 2 | Where You Are Right Now

21



FINAL REFLECTION (DO NOT SKIP THIS)
Answer this in writing:

“What am I tolerating right now that I wouldn’t put up with if I were starting over today?”

If this question makes you uncomfortable, great! That’s the point.

In the next chapter, you’ll see why so many investors end up here—and what specifically keeps 
them stuck, even when they know something isn’t right.
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CHAPTER 3

THE FIVE BLIND SPOTS
Five blind spots decide whether every pedal stroke  

moves you forward or just wears you out.

The method in this book has repeatedly turbo-charged our clients’ retirement outcomes 
through real estate. In practice, it consistently overcomes the most prevalent income-property 
challenges, blind spots, and misconceptions that limit investors, regardless of experience.

The process is straightforward, but not simplistic. First, use the Five Options Analysis to make 
the right decision for your income property. Then, implement that decision through the 
Retirement Blueprint framework, to retire years earlier—without adding complexity or risk.

Picture the decision model and framework as gears on a bicycle. When you are climbing a 
hill in the wrong gear, every pedal stroke feels heavy. Progress is slow, and exhausting. But shift 
into the right gear, and forward motion suddenly becomes easier—even though the hill hasn’t 
changed.

The five blind spots in this chapter behave like those gears. When they are misaligned or ignored 
entirely, your real estate portfolio feels like constant effort with limited payoff. But when you 
understand and address them, progress accelerates with far less friction.

With that in mind, what follows are the five most common blind spots that prevent income-
property owners from achieving the retirement outcomes they expected—and how the 
Retirement Blueprint is specifically designed to overcome each one.
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B L I N D  S P OT  # 1 :
UNDERVALUING CASH FLOW
Underestimating the one element that keeps everything else from breaking
Most income property owners underestimate the importance of cash flow. It’s not that they dis-
miss it, but they assume appreciation will do the heavy lifting over time. As long as the property 
isn’t losing money, it feels “good enough.”

But here’s the problem:

A lack of cash flow is painful—and even when you do have some cash flow, it’s normal to won-
der: Is it enough for surprises, to sleep well at night, and move forward with confidence?

That uncertainty exists because cash flow is what protects you from risk—and most investors 
don’t realize the number of risks they face.

You likely recognize the following four threats to cash flow: 

1.	 Damage (from tenants, systems, or natural events)

2.	 Inflation (rising costs that erode margins)

3.	 Lawsuits (which require cash to defend and settle)

4.	 Turnover (vacancy, leasing costs, and lost rent)

There are also four threats to equity:

1.	 Lawsuits (equity makes you a target, but cash defends you)

2.	 Foreclosure (caused by an inability to make payments)

3.	 Depreciation (declining values in down markets)

4.	 Appreciation itself (which triggers higher taxes, insurance, and replacement costs)

Here’s the critical distinction most investors miss:
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CASH FLOW MITIGATES ALL EIGHT THREATS.
EQUITY AND APPRECIATION DO NOT.
Equity looks good on paper, but doesn’t pay legal fees, cover vacancies, replace a roof, or absorb 
rising insurance premiums. Appreciation doesn’t protect you when something goes wrong—it 
only rewards you if nothing does.

Cash flow, on the other hand, acts like a shock absorber.
It buys time. It buys options. It buys peace of mind.

That’s why your income property decisions shouldn’t be about nibbling at the margins. 

In the Retirement Blueprint, a meaningful decision produces a material result—often over a 
50% increase in spendable cash flow. Smaller gains usually don’t change property performance 
enough to justify the time and expense that go into them.

This is also why cash flow comes first in the decision sequence. Before compounding, before 
tax strategy, before optimization, the property must produce enough income to defend itself.

Without that, everything else is hope.

HOW THE RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT SOLVES THIS
The Five Options Analysis has you clearly evaluate your property based on what it actually 
produces now, along with a projection of its future performance. Then, it compares each option 
against that to show how each one moves the metrics that matter: cash flow, risk, and flexibility. 
This ensures each decision builds on a firm foundation.

Once you’ve chosen an option, the Retirement Blueprint ensures your choice is implemented 
to strengthen cash flow in a material, lasting way.

Because when cash flow is right, the rest of the strategy works.
And when it isn’t, nothing else truly matters.
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B L I N D  S P OT  # 1 :
SELF-ASSESSMENT: HOW EXPOSED IS YOUR PROPERTY WITHOUT CASH 
FLOW?
Score each statement 0–3:
0 = Not true
1 = Somewhat true
2 = Mostly true
3 = Completely true

Q1. If my property’s cash flow were cut in half for six months, it would create real financial stress 
for me.

Q2. A single major repair, lawsuit, or extended vacancy would consume most or all of a year’s 
profit.

Q3. I rely on appreciation or future refinancing to justify thin or inconsistent cash flow today.

Q4. My current cash flow doesn’t materially reduce my financial risk or increase my sense of 
security.

Q5. I have never required a significant improvement (e.g., 40% to 50% more spendable cash 
flow) before deciding to make a change.

SCORE INTERPRETATION
•	 0–4: Your property produces enough cash flow to act as a true stabilizer in your financial life. 

It can absorb shocks, handle unexpected expenses, and protect your equity without forcing 
reactive decisions. This provides you with options and the ability to think strategically rather 
than defensively. In most cases, this also means your property is aligned with your broader 
Retirement Blueprint, even if further optimization is still possible.

•	 5–9: Your property generates income, but not at a level that meaningfully reduces risk or 
uncertainty. One or two of the common threats—repairs, vacancies, legal costs, or rising 
expenses—could force you to dip into outside funds or delay other financial goals. This is 
the danger zone. The property lacks the resilience required to support confident long-term 
planning.
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•	 10–15: Your strategy relies heavily on appreciation behaving perfectly and on nothing going 
wrong operationally or politically. Cash flow is insufficient to defend against even routine 
disruptions, leaving both income and equity exposed at the same time. In this range, your 
ability to make proactive decisions is limited. Left unaddressed, this level of fragility almost 
always results in delayed retirement, forced sales, or reactive choices made under pressure.

CONVERSION INSIGHT:
Appreciation looks good on paper—but it cannot defend against damage, lawsuits, inflation, or 
turnover. It cannot cover expenses, absorb shocks, or restart compounding.

Only cash flow can do that.

B L I N D  S P OT  # 2 :
INATTENTION TO RETURN ON EQUITY (ROE)
Being unaware of how poorly your equity is performing

If cash flow is the lifeblood of an income property, Return on Equity is the diagnostic that tells 
you whether that property is still doing its job. Understanding the distinction between those 
two metrics is critical. 

Most owners never look at it.

Instead, they unknowingly operate with a blind spot: they judge performance by comparing 
current cash flow to their original investment, then wrongly conclude that all is well.

But that comparison is irrelevant.

What matters isn’t what you invested years ago—it’s the return that your cash flow is producing 
on the amount of equity you have right now. How to calculate your ROE is detailed in Chapter 
9. For now, what’s important is understanding how it’s applied.

WHY ROE DECLINES OVER TIME
As a property is held longer, two things usually happen:

1.	 The loan balance declines through amortization.
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2.	 The property appreciates, increasing equity.

Both of those are good outcomes—but they create an unintended consequence:

AS EQUITY GROWS, RETURN ON EQUITY FALLS.
Said another way, the longer you hold a property, the harder it becomes to justify keeping all 
that trapped equity.

This is where many owners make a critical mistake. They celebrate appreciation and amortiza-
tion while ignoring (or being unaware of ) the fact that their rate of return is deteriorating. 
For example, a property that produces $4000 on a $50,000 of equity produces an 8% return, 
but that same $4000 on $100,000 of equity is an 4% return.

Highly appreciated properties often produce an ROE that’s less than half of what the current 
U.S. Treasury yields. And Treasuries are considered a zero-risk asset.

No tenants.
No toilets.
No trash.

That comparison should be unsettling.

CASH FLOW IS STILL KING—BUT ROE TELLS YOU THE TRUTH
Cash flow remains king. It can be compounded. It mitigates the four threats to cash flow and 
the four threats to equity. It buys time, options, and peace of mind. Yet to understand if this is 
enough, you need to evaluate your equity’s efficiency.

ROE IS THE METRIC THAT TELLS YOU WHETHER YOUR CASH FLOW IS SUFFICIENT 
RELATIVE TO THE EQUITY AT RISK.
It tells you:

•	 What gear your bike is in

•	 Whether that gear matches your target retirement date
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•	 Whether you are accelerating—or slowly stalling out

The relationship between cash flow and ROE reveals how well your investment is working 
today. 

COMMON JUSTIFICATIONS THAT MASK THE PROBLEM
When ROE is low, owners often rationalize it away:

•	 “The cash flow is small, but the equity is growing.”

•	 “The loan is being paid down every month.”

•	 “It’s only slightly negative, but appreciation will make up for it.”

This is how investors end up feeding alligators: properties that require monthly or annual 
contributions just to stay alive.

Feeding an alligator is dangerous. It trains you to accept risk without compensation.

And since our bills are paid monthly, shouldn’t our investments pay us the same way?

If the goal is retirement, the math is unavoidable:

•	 Either you already have sufficient passive income in place

•	 Or you will eventually be forced to convert assets into income

That conversion is called annuitization—and delaying it without intention often means delay-
ing retirement itself.

THE STOVE-PIPE PROBLEM
Another reason ROE blindness persists is that properties are often viewed in isolation.

They aren’t evaluated in the context of:

•	 A broader tax plan (if one exists at all)

•	 Short- and long-term financial goals
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•	 Retirement timing and income requirements

Compounding this issue, many financial advisors don’t advise on real estate because they are 
licensed in securities and insurance, not real estate and mortgages.

The result is a gap. And that gap is where underperformance hides.

HOW THE RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT SOLVES THIS
There are only five things an owner can do with an income property. We discuss them in detail 
in Chapter 6. For now, the important thing to know, is that most investors never evaluate all 
five. 

Fewer still compare them using the same metric.

Our method calculates return on equity across all five options, so decisions are made based 
on:

•	 Cash flow impact

•	 Compounding potential

•	 Risk exposure

•	 Alignment with your retirement timeline

ROE becomes the lens that reveals whether you’re in the right gear—or pedaling hard in the 
wrong one.

Because when you ignore ROE, progress feels like effort.

When you understand it, decisions become obvious.

Once you see how low your return on equity really is, the next question becomes unavoidable:

What is that lost return costing you over time?
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B L I N D  S P OT  # 2 :
SELF-ASSESSMENT: HOW HARD IS YOUR EQUITY ACTUALLY WORKING?
Score each statement 0–3:
0 = Not true
1 = Somewhat true
2 = Mostly true
3 = Completely true

1.	 I regularly compare my current cash flow to what I originally invested, rather than to my 
current equity.

2.	 I don’t know my property’s current return on equity (ROE).

3.	 If my property’s equity were invested elsewhere, it would likely produce similar or higher 
returns with less risk.

4.	 I tolerate low or slightly negative cash flow because appreciation or loan amortization “makes 
up for it.”

5.	 I have never evaluated all my realistic options for this property using ROE as the primary 
decision metric.

SCORE INTERPRETATION
•	 0–4: Your equity is in the right gear

You evaluate performance based on current equity rather than past investment, which means 
your decisions are grounded in reality rather than nostalgia. Your property is producing 
returns that justify the equity at risk, and you’re aware of how those returns compare to other 
low-risk alternatives. This level of clarity allows you to make calm, forward-looking decisions 
and adjust gears intentionally as your retirement timeline evolves.

•	 5–9: Your equity is slowing you down
Your property appears productive, but return on equity is declining. Equity that once worked 
hard is now doing less with more risk attached. While nothing feels broken, the opportunity 
cost is real: time is passing without the acceleration required to reach your stated goals. 
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•	 10–15: Your equity is working against you
A significant portion of your net worth is underperforming relative to its risk, and you may 
be feeding an alligator without recognizing it. Equity is trapped, returns are muted, and 
the property’s behavior is misaligned with your Retirement Blueprint. Left unchecked, this 
condition almost always extends working years and reduces long-term income—often with 
dramatic warning signs along the way.

CONVERSION INSIGHT
Equity that isn’t measured cannot be optimized.
Equity that isn’t optimized extends your working years.

Return on equity tells you whether your property is helping you retire earlier—or later.

B L I N D  S P OT  # 3 :
STAGNATION OF COMPOUNDING
Letting time pass without increasing the speed of your progress

Return on equity reveals whether your equity is working hard enough today.

Compounding determines whether that effort is sufficient to retire years earlier than your cur-
rent path.

The problem most income property owners face is that their rate of return declines every year. 
As equity grows and leverage decreases, the same property produces proportionally less progress 
toward retirement.

That’s the stagnation of compounding.

And it’s far more dangerous than it sounds.

WHY COMPOUNDING SLOWS DOWN
Compounding depends on one thing: the rate at which returns are reinvested.

When equity remains trapped in a property that’s no longer producing an adequate return, 
compounding slows—even if the property is “doing fine.” Appreciation alone doesn’t restart 
compounding. Neither does amortization.

THE REAL ESTATE INVESTOR’S RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT | TODD SWANSON

32



To restart it, equity must be intentionally redeployed.

It takes one of two forms:

•	 Leverage. A cash-out refinance that puts idle equity back to work. 

•	 Exchange. The current property is exchanged for one producing better cash flow or a higher 
ROE.

Both actions are simply gear changes.

THE GEAR ANALOGY (AND WHY IT MATTERS)
On a flat road, with roughly the same effort, a bicycle travels faster when the rider shifts into a 
higher gear. The pedaling doesn’t change—but the speed does.

Compounding works the same way.

If you keep pedaling in the same gear year after year, progress continues—but acceleration stops. 
Stepping into the right gear increases the distance covered over time, even if the effort feels 
the same.

For investors in the pre-retirement stage, this matters enormously.

My firm has seen many cases where stepping up the compounding gear resulted in:

•	 Over $1 million more in projected net worth by the target retirement date

•	 Double or triple the projected retirement income within ten years

The difference wasn’t effort.

It was the gear.

Compounding in retirement requires a different gear

For investors who are already retired—or within a few years of it—the correct gear still matters.

But the objective changes.
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At this stage, aggressive growth must often yield to cash flow now. The goal isn’t maximum 
speed, but stable income with reduced stress.

In these cases, compounding is still present, but at a more moderate pace. The gear shifts toward:

•	 Lower required payments

•	 Higher spendable cash flow

•	 Reduced volatility

This can be accomplished in several ways:

•	 Refinancing to reduce payments

•	 Selling one asset and using the equity to pay down debt on another

•	 Rebalancing the portfolio to favor income overgrowth

Growth doesn’t stop—but it no longer drives the strategy.

LAZY EQUITY AND THE COST OF INACTION
In The Richest Man in Babylon, George S. Clason described saved dollars as little servants 
whose job was to gather more servants—i.e., produce more dollars.

Idle equity is a group of servants standing around with nothing to do.

When you don’t intentionally put equity back to work, compounding stalls, and time becomes 
your enemy.

That’s why compounding must always be evaluated alongside:

•	 Return on equity

•	 The appropriate leverage gear

•	 Where you’re positioned in the Retirement Blueprint

Without that context, investors assume they’re progressing. In reality, the only thing moving 
forward is the clock.
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HOW THE RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT SOLVES THIS
Retiring years earlier requires one thing above all else:

An intentionally higher rate of compounding during the right season of life.

The Retirement Blueprint prevents equity from becoming lazy by:

•	 Measuring ROE across all five available options

•	 Selecting the correct leverage or exchange strategy

•	 Matching the gear to the investor’s retirement phase

This isn’t about being aggressive. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. It’s about deliberately lowering 
risk while improving performance, whether that’s cash flow now or total return at a future date.

And in many cases, that deliberateness alone has created seven-figure differences in long-term 
outcomes.

The only question worth asking is whether your portfolio is accelerating, not just growing.

B L I N D  S P OT  # 3 :
SELF-ASSESSMENT: IS YOUR PORTFOLIO ACTUALLY COMPOUNDING?
Score each statement 0–3:
0 = Not true
1 = Somewhat true
2 = Mostly true
3 = Completely true

1.	 My property’s rate of return has declined as my equity has increased.

2.	 I haven’t intentionally redeployed equity (via refinance, exchange, or restructuring) to 
increase my rate of compounding.

3.	 I assume time alone will do the work, even if my return on equity is modest.

4.	 I have never modeled how today’s “do nothing” decision affects my net worth and income 
at my target retirement date.

5.	 My current strategy would produce roughly the same results even if I stayed in this gear for 
the next ten years.
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SCORE INTERPRETATION
•	 0–4: Compounding is working for you

Your portfolio is intentionally structured to increase speed over time. Equity is redeployed 
when appropriate, leverage is used deliberately, and your strategy reflects your current stage 
of life. Compounding isn’t left to chance—it is engineered. This typically results in rising 
income projections, expanding optionality, and a shrinking gap between today and your 
desired retirement lifestyle.

•	 5–9: Compounding is slowing down
Your investments are still growing, but acceleration has stalled. Returns are being earned, yet 
they aren’t being reinvested in a way that materially changes future outcomes. In this range, 
investors often feel that retirement is “on track,” but the margin for error is thin. Small delays 
or missed opportunities can translate into years of additional work.

•	 10–15: Compounding has stagnated
Equity has become idle, the gear is wrong for your stage of life, and time is now the dominant 
risk factor. Growth exists, but it is linear rather than exponential. Without a deliberate shift, 
this condition caps future income and net worth, making retirement more dependent on 
market timing or forced asset conversions later on.

CONVERSION INSIGHT
Compounding doesn’t restart itself.

It requires a deliberate gear change.

Equity that isn’t redeployed doesn’t compound—it waits.

And waiting can cost years.

B L I N D  S P OT  # 4 :
TAX INEFFICIENCY
LETTING YOUR LARGEST EXPENSE ERODE YOUR RETURNS
After cash flow, return on equity, and compounding, there’s one more force that determines 
how fast—or how slowly—you reach retirement:
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TAXES.
For most investors, taxes are the single largest expense they will ever pay. Yet surprisingly few 
income property owners actively plan around them—even though federal tax law is unusually 
generous to rental real estate.

This isn’t a loophole.

It’s an intentional policy.

And when ignored, it costs investors thousands of dollars per year in lost cash flow, reduced 
compounding, and lower total return.

THE MOST COMMON (AND COSTLY) OVERSIGHT
Rental cash flow doesn’t have to be taxed.

In fact, rental real estate has the unique ability to:

•	 Produce spendable cash flow

•	 While simultaneously generating paper losses through depreciation

•	 And in some cases, use those losses to offset other income

Yet we have repeatedly observed clients whose tax preparer failed to include depreciation 
altogether.

Unfortunately, this isn’t rare.

And worse, it is expensive.

If you want to check this quickly, review the depreciation line in Schedule E of your tax return 
(at the time of this writing it’s line 18).

Even more important:

The IRS requires depreciation to be taken on income property, even if you don’t qualify to 
actively use the deduction. In other words, you don’t get to “save it for later.” If it isn’t claimed, 
it’s still assumed.
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That means:

•	 The tax benefit is lost

•	 But the depreciation recapture tax still applies later

This is the worst of both worlds.

UNLOCKING THE TAX BENEFITS (NOT JUST ACCUMULATING THEM)
Some investors do understand the tax game—and when they do, the impact can be dramatic.

The key distinction is between having a deduction and being able to use it.

Unlocking the usefulness of real estate tax deductions typically occurs through:

•	 Income planning that brings taxable income below certain thresholds

•	 Meeting the IRS definition of a Real Estate Professional

•	 Investing in specific asset types, such as short-term rentals with an average stay of fewer 
than seven days

When deductions become usable, rental real estate shifts from tax-efficient to tax-advantaged.

ACCELERATING THE EFFECT: WHEN THE ROAD TILTS DOWNHILL
Now, combine unlocking deductions with accelerating them.

Techniques such as accelerated depreciation through cost segregation allow investors to 
front-load depreciation—moving deductions into earlier years when they are most valuable.

This is the equivalent of riding a bike downhill in top gear—fast, smooth, and exhilarating.

The tax code is filled with what we often call “tax coupons” for real estate investors.

The problem is that most investors never clip them.
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WHY TAX INEFFICIENCY SLOWS EVERYTHING ELSE
Tax planning with real estate doesn’t exist in isolation.

When done correctly, it:

•	 Increases cash flow

•	 Raises return on equity

•	 Accelerates compounding

•	 Improves total return

When ignored, it undermines all four.

And because taxes are usually invisible—automatically withheld or calculated after the fact—
the damage compounds year after year.

HOW THE RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT SOLVES THIS
The Retirement Blueprint treats tax planning as a strategic lever, not an afterthought.

That includes:

•	 Reviewing Schedule E to confirm depreciation is being taken correctly

•	 Evaluating whether deductions can be unlocked through income planning or asset structure

•	 Considering accelerated depreciation strategies where appropriate

•	 Ensuring tax outcomes are evaluated alongside ROE, cash flow, and compounding—not 
separately

Because when your largest expense is unmanaged, no amount of optimization elsewhere will 
fully compensate.
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B L I N D  S P OT  # 4 :
SELF-ASSESSMENT: HOW MUCH ARE TAXES COSTING YOU?
Score each statement 0–3:
0 = Not true
1 = Somewhat true
2 = Mostly true
3 = Completely true

1.	 I haven’t personally reviewed Schedule E, line 18, to confirm depreciation is being taken 
correctly.

2.	 I assume my tax preparer is optimizing my real estate deductions without actively reviewing 
their work.

3.	 My rental produces cash flow, but I still pay meaningful tax on that income.

4.	 I have never evaluated whether I could unlock my depreciation deductions through income 
planning, asset type, or IRS classification.

5.	 I haven’t explored accelerated depreciation strategies (such as cost segregation) to front-load 
deductions when they are most valuable.

SCORE INTERPRETATION
•	 0–4: Taxes are a managed expense

Your real estate investments are intentionally integrated into your tax strategy. Depreciation 
is being claimed and, where possible, used. Tax outcomes are considered alongside cash flow, 
ROE, and compounding rather than treated as an afterthought. This alignment increases 
total return and preserves more of what your investments produce.

•	 5–9: You are likely leaving money on the table
You likely have deductions accumulating on paper without fully understanding whether or 
how they can be used. While nothing appears obviously wrong, tax inefficiency is reducing 
cash flow and slowing compounding. In many cases, this represents thousands of dollars per 
year in lost opportunity—money that could have accelerated progress if captured earlier.
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•	 10–15: Taxes are actively undermining your strategy
Your largest expense is unmanaged. Deductions may be missed, misapplied, or unusable, and 
tax planning is disconnected from investment decisions. Over time, this significantly erodes 
cash flow, suppresses ROE, and diminishes long-term outcomes. Once lost, these benefits 
cannot be recovered retroactively.

CONVERSION INSIGHT
The tax code rewards real estate investors—but only if they know how to claim and use those benefits.

Every year that tax planning is ignored is a year of permanently lost return.

B L I N D  S P OT  # 5 :
OVERLOOKED POLITICAL AND REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT
Ignoring the rules that can change your outcomes overnight

The final—and most dangerous—hurdle is the one most income property owners never evalu-
ate until it harms them:

THE POLITICAL AND REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT IN WHICH THEIR PROPERTY EXISTS.
Unlike cash flow, return on equity, compounding, taxes, or management decisions, this risk 
doesn’t originate with you. It is imposed from the outside. And once triggered, it cannot be 
negotiated away with good intentions or better spreadsheets.

This is the ultimate blind spot in property ownership.

WHEN THE RULES NO LONGER RESPECT OWNERSHIP
In certain states, counties, and municipalities, the legal framework has shifted decisively against 
landlords.

Here is a real example from a city in San Diego County:

If an owner evicts a tenant without fault—for example, the lease ends and isn’t renewed because 
the owner intends to take the property off the rental market. Then, if the owner places the 
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property back on the rental market within 24 months, they owe the former tenant six months 
of rent. Hard to believe, but that’s an ordinance on the books in Chula Vista.

Even though the lease ended legally and the owner complied with notice requirements, the 
penalty still applies. 

This isn’t hypothetical.

And it isn’t rare.

WHY THE POLITICAL FRAMEWORK MATTERS
Property rights aren’t uniformly respected across the United States.

States such as California and New York have adopted legal regimes where:

•	 Tenant protections routinely override ownership rights

•	 Evictions are delayed, restricted, or financially penalized

•	 Rent control and “just cause” ordinances limit pricing flexibility

•	 Owners carry asymmetric risk with limited recourse

As I write this in January of 2026, the appointed housing director in New York has publicly 
stated that she believes all housing should ultimately be public—meaning government-owned 
and government-controlled, with no private ownership.

That worldview matters. Laws follow philosophy.

THE COST OF NOT KNOWING THE RULES
Political and regulatory blindness is dangerous because it is silent—until it isn’t.

Every applicable rule at the:

•	 city,

•	 county,
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•	 state, and

•	 federal

Level must be understood, vetted, and discussed before making major decisions.

We have seen an increasing number of California clients become painfully aware of this only 
after:

•	 Being unable to remove a non-paying tenant

•	 Facing unexpected penalties

•	 Losing control over pricing or use of their property

By then, the damage is already done.

THE OTHER SIDE OF THE SPECTRUM
The good news is that not all markets operate this way.

Many states maintain strong property rights, predictable enforcement, and landlord-friendly 
legal frameworks. Not coincidentally, these states often feature:

•	 Higher rent-to-price ratios

•	 Stronger cash flow

•	 Lower regulatory friction

•	 Greater strategic flexibility

Political climate and investment performance aren’t separate variables.

They are deeply connected.

HOW THE RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT SOLVES THIS
The Retirement Blueprint treats political and regulatory risk as a first-class decision factor, 
not an afterthought.

Chapter 3 | The Five Blind Spots

43



That includes:

•	 Explicitly evaluating jurisdictional risk before choosing an option

•	 Stress-testing decisions against worst-case regulatory outcomes

•	 Comparing alternatives across different legal environments, not just different properties

•	 Ensuring that the chosen strategy preserves optionality

Because when the rules change, the only protection you have is flexibility.

And flexibility doesn’t come from hope—it comes from structure.

The earlier hurdles are often self-inflicted.

This one is imposed.

And that’s why it cannot be ignored.

Once you understand how much of your outcome is shaped by forces outside your control, the 
need for a disciplined decision framework becomes obvious. 

B L I N D  S P OT  # 5 :
SELF-ASSESSMENT 
HOW EXPOSED ARE YOU TO RULE CHANGES YOU DON’T CONTROL?
Score each statement 0–3:
0 = Not true
1 = Somewhat true
2 = Mostly true
3 = Completely true

1.	 I’m not fully aware of the landlord-tenant ordinances that apply at the city, county, and 
state levels where my property is located.

2.	 I assume that if my lease ends legally, I can choose whether or not to re-rent the property 
without penalty.
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3.	 I have never stress-tested my property’s performance against a worst-case regulatory sce-
nario (rent freezes, eviction delays, mandatory payouts).

4.	 I don’t factor political climate or property-rights protections into decisions about holding, 
restructuring, or exiting a property.

5.	 If regulations materially worsened, I would have limited ability to respond quickly with-
out taking a financial hit.

SCORE INTERPRETATION
•	 0–4: Regulatory risk is actively managed

You understand the legal framework governing your property and factor political risk into 
strategic decisions. You maintain flexibility and avoid over-committing capital in jurisdic-
tions where rules can change abruptly. This awareness preserves optionality and reduces the 
chance of being forced into reactive decisions.

•	 5–9: Regulatory risk is underestimated
Your strategy assumes stability that may not exist. While current performance may be 
acceptable, a change in local or state policy could materially affect cash flow, control, or exit 
options. In this range, investors often discover regulatory risk only after it becomes personal.

•	 10–15: Regulatory risk is a blind spot
Your outcomes depend heavily on political conditions you don’t control. A single ordinance, 
enforcement change, or policy shift could significantly impair the property’s performance or 
your ability to respond. Without a framework that prioritizes flexibility, this risk can over-
ride even well-managed properties.

CONVERSION INSIGHT
You can manage cash flow, ROE, compounding, taxes, and operations.

You cannot manage politics.

That’s why regulatory risk must be priced before it becomes personal.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

	� Cash flow is the one element that protects against every threat. It mitigates all eight 
threats to income and equity; appreciation and equity defend against none of them. 
That’s why cash flow comes first in every decision.

	� A meaningful decision produces a material result. In the Retirement Blueprint, that 
usually means a 50% or greater increase in spendable cash flow—smaller gains rarely 
justify the time and expense to capture them.

	� Return on equity, not your original investment, is the metric that tells the truth. As 
loans amortize and properties appreciate, ROE falls—so the longer you hold, the 
harder it becomes to justify the equity sitting idle.

	� Compounding doesn’t restart on its own. Appreciation and amortization won’t do 
it. Equity has to be deliberately redeployed through leverage or exchange, and the 
right gear depends on your stage of life.

	� Taxes are most investors’ largest expense, yet the tax code is unusually generous 
to rental real estate. Depreciation must be taken whether or not you can use it, so 
unclaimed deductions are lost while the recapture tax still applies later.

	� Regulatory risk is the one blind spot imposed from the outside. You can’t manage 
politics, so it has to be priced before it becomes personal—which means favoring 
jurisdictions that respect ownership and preserving the flexibility to move when they 
don’t.

Spotting the blind spots is the starting line, not the finish. Each one is manageable on its own—
but they don’t act alone. They compound on each other: thin cash flow makes you tolerate a 
weak return on equity, a weak return stalls compounding, and an outside rule change can undo 
all of it at once. Addressing one in isolation only exposes the next.

So the question isn’t whether you can see all five. It’s whether you can address them together, in 
the right order. That’s what the next chapter is about.
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CHAPTER 4

THE SECRET KEY THAT UNLOCKS 
EARLY RETIREMENT

Ten questions stand between you and an early retirement—
and the order you answer them in is everything.

Most real estate investors who fail to retire early didn’t make bad decisions.

They made uncoordinated ones.

They bought a good property.
They built equity.
They waited patiently.

And yet, years later, they are still unsure whether they are nearing retirement or simply growing 
older.

Early retirement is achieved by answering a specific set of questions in the right order.

What follows are the questions that determine whether your income property accelerates retire-
ment … or delays it.

Q U E ST I O N  1 :
WHAT RETURN ON EQUITY IS MY PROPERTY ACTUALLY PRODUCING TODAY?
Most investors know what their property is worth.
Many know their loan balance.
Very few know what return their equity is producing.

That omission is costly.
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Return on equity reveals how effectively your capital is working right now—not when you 
bought the property or on paper years ago. Without this number, investors tend to mistake 
appreciation as the primary metric. 

The Retirement Blueprint begins by spotlighting this figure because you cannot improve what 
you don’t measure.

Q U E ST I O N  2 :
DOES THAT RETURN REFLECT LAZY OR HARD-WORKING EQUITY?
While equity grows, performance declines.

As properties appreciate and loans amortize, the same income and appreciation are measured 
against a larger equity base, so everything “looks fine” even as the rate of return falls. 

The Retirement Blueprint differentiates between efficiently compounding equity and idle 
equity. That distinction impacts not only your retirement savings, but also your retirement 
timeline itself.

Q U E ST I O N  3 :
WILL THE RATE OF RETURN IMPROVE OR DECLINE OVER TIME?
Most investors assume returns will improve simply because time passes. And that cash flow will 
grow over time.

The unfortunate reality is that expenses can outpace rent growth. The worst part is that this 
is often hidden. All seems well until it isn’t—a pipe bursts, a roof leaks, or a tenant leaves the 
property needing significant repairs. 

While return trajectories are based on equity, they depend on multiple inputs: rent growth, 
expense growth, tax exposure, market dynamics, and financing structure.

The Retirement Blueprint brings this trajectory into view so future outcomes are evaluated 
rather than assumed.
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Q U E ST I O N  4 :
CAN PERFORMANCE BE MATERIALLY IMPROVED WITHOUT TAKING ON 
UNACCEPTABLE RISK?
Improving performance isn’t about doing something—it’s about doing the right thing next.

Sometimes performance improves by staying the course.
Sometimes it improves by changing the structure.
At other times, improvement requires moving capital elsewhere.

The Retirement Blueprint exists to compare these paths side by side, so improvement is inten-
tional, not speculative.

Q U E ST I O N  5 :
WHEN SHOULD I TURN ON SOCIAL SECURITY AND OTHER INCOME SOURCES 
THAT PAY MORE IF I WAIT?
Timing decisions aren’t neutral.

Delaying income sources like Social Security can dramatically increase future payouts, but it also 
lengthens the period your real estate must carry the load or that you have to continue working.

The Retirement Blueprint integrates income-timing decisions with real estate performance so 
one doesn’t unknowingly undermine the other.

Q U E ST I O N  6 :
IF I DELAY OUTSIDE INCOME, CAN MY REAL ESTATE CARRY THE GAP?
This is the load most plans can’t bear.

Delaying income assumes real estate can safely fill the gap without increasing risk, draining 
reserves, or forcing poor decisions later.

The Retirement Blueprint stress-tests this assumption before it becomes a constraint.
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Q U E ST I O N  7 :
HOW DO I MAKE ALL OF THESE VARIABLES WORK TOGETHER 
SYNERGISTICALLY?
Most investors evaluate decisions in isolation:

•	 Income here

•	 Equity there

•	 Expenses somewhere else

But retirement outcomes are produced by interaction, not siloed components.

The Retirement Blueprint exists to coordinate these moving parts, so decisions reinforce rather 
than compete with each other.

Q U E ST I O N  8 :
ONCE RETIREMENT INCOME IS TURNED ON, WILL IT KEEP UP WITH 
INFLATION—OR SLOWLY FALL BEHIND?
Not all income grows.
Some steadily erode due to rising costs.

A retirement plan that works on day one can fail ten years later if inflation protection is mis-
understood or ignored.

The Retirement Blueprint accounts for growth characteristics up front so income sustainability 
is designed—not hoped for.

Q U E ST I O N  9 :
WHICH DECISION MATTERS MOST FIRST—AND WHICH ONES ARE 
DOWNSTREAM CONSEQUENCES?
This is the most dangerous blind spot.

Many investors pull the right levers in the wrong order—locking in inefficiencies that are hard 
to unwind later.

The Retirement Blueprint exists to establish a decision sequence, not just decision quality.
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Q U E ST I O N  1 0 :
WHICH EXPENSES MUST BE REDUCED OR ELIMINATED FOR EARLY 
RETIREMENT TO WORK?
Early retirement is ultimately a math problem—but expenses determine the finish line.

Until required expenses are understood and others intentionally reduced, the income needed 
remains a moving target.

The Retirement Blueprint ties expense restructuring directly to income and asset decisions, 
making retirement achievable rather than just theoretical.

SELF-ASSESSMENT: ARE YOU EXECUTING THE SECRET KEY?
INSTRUCTIONS:
For each statement, answer Yes or No.
Be honest—this isn’t a test of knowledge, but of execution.

PERFORMANCE AND CAPITAL
1.	 I know the current return on equity my income property is producing.

2.	 I can explain whether my equity is working hard—or simply accumulating passively.

3.	 I understand whether my property’s return is likely to improve or decline over time.

IMPROVEMENT AND RISK
1.	 I have evaluated whether my property’s performance can be materially improved without 

increasing risk.

2.	 I can compare multiple improvement paths and explain why one is better than the others.
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TIMING AND INCOME COORDINATION
1.	 I have made a deliberate decision about when to turn on Social Security or other delayed-

income sources.

2.	 I understand how that timing decision affects what my real estate must produce—and for 
how long.

3.	 I know whether my real estate can safely carry the income gap if outside income is delayed.

INTEGRATION AND SEQUENCE
1.	 I can explain how real estate performance, income timing, leverage, and expenses work 

together, not separately.

2.	 I know which decision must be made first, and which ones are downstream consequences.

SUSTAINABILITY AND EXPENSES
1.	 I understand whether my retirement income will keep up with inflation over time.

2.	 I have identified which expenses must be reduced or eliminated for early retirement to work.

SCORE INTERPRETATION

•	 10–12: “Yes” Answers
You’re already executing with intention. You understand how performance, timing, and 
expenses interact, and you’re making decisions deliberately rather than reactively. That said, 
even well-structured plans often contain small inefficiencies that insidiously extend the 
retirement timeline. For investors at this stage, the greatest opportunity isn’t a dramatic 
change—but refinement. A few well-sequenced adjustments can materially shorten the path 
to early retirement.

•	 6–9: “Yes” Answers
You have several important pieces in place, but they aren’t yet fully coordinated. This is 
where many investors feel uneasy. You may be doing the right things—but not in the right 
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order—or relying on assumptions that haven’t been tested. In this zone, progress is pos-
sible, but it’s inconsistent. Years are often lost here not through mistakes, but through 
misalignment.

•	 0–5: “Yes” Answers
You are relying on time, market conditions, or good fortune to solve a problem that requires 
design. That doesn’t mean you’ve failed—it means the plan hasn’t yet been engineered. Most 
investors in this range are working hard and making reasonable decisions, but without a 
coordinating framework, those decisions compete instead of compound. The good news is 
that clarity—not effort—is what’s missing, and clarity is fixable.

If this assessment surfaced gaps, it’s easy to read that as failure, but it’s also the beginning of control.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

	� Early retirement isn’t derailed by bad decisions as often as by uncoordinated ones—
decisions made in isolation, in the wrong order. 

	� Return on equity tells you what your capital is producing right now, not what it pro-
duced the day you bought. It’s the first number to know, because you can’t improve 
what you don’t measure. 

	� Equity that’s accumulating isn’t the same as equity that’s working. As properties 
appreciate and loans amortize, returns steadily decline. 

	� Timing decisions, such as when to turn on Social Security and whether real estate 
can carry the gap until then, aren’t neutral. Each one changes how hard your prop-
erty has to work, and for how long. 

	� Retirement outcomes come from how the variables interact, not from any single one. 
Performance, income timing, leverage, and expenses have to be solved together. 

	� Sequence matters as much as quality. Pulling the right levers in the wrong order locks 
in inefficiencies that are hard to unwind later. 

	� The secret key isn’t another property, a better tenant, or a hot market. It’s a coordinated 
plan that brings clarity to performance, timing, risk, and expenses before you act.

Chapter 4 | The Secret Key That Unlocks Early Retirement

53



In the next section, we’ll introduce a simple framework designed to answer these questions in 
the correct order and identify the single most effective next move for your income property. But 
first, let’s address a common mistake I’ve witnessed many property owners make—one that will 
break down the most sophisticated of frameworks.

THE REAL ESTATE INVESTOR’S RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT | TODD SWANSON

54



CHAPTER 5

THE CATCH
This method will not work if you run  
your income property like a hobby.

Up to this point, everything you’ve read probably makes sense.

Real estate has an unfair advantage.
Cash flow is king.
Buying right neutralizes market risk.
There are markets where the numbers actually work.

Those are the fundamentals, but every effective system has a catch that is often ignored, but 
necessary to successfully execute it.

After over a quarter century as an income property investor, realtor, and mortgage broker advis-
ing investors, one pattern dwarfs the rest: owners treat their business like a hobby. 

That’s the catch.

The Retirement Blueprint will not work if you operate your income property like a hobby. To 
retire earlier, reduce risk, and turn real estate into a reliable income engine, you must run your 
rental as a business, not a side project that gets attention only when something breaks.

That’s the single biggest failure point I see across rental portfolios.

When an income property underperforms, most often the problem traces back to management.
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WHY SELF-MANAGEMENT USUALLY FAILS
Self-management is often justified as a cost-saving measure. In practice, though, it usually costs 
more—financially and personally.

Here’s why. Self-management restricts your schedule, exposes you to compliance risks, and locks 
you into low-value tasks. More importantly, it almost always leads to what I call hobby business 
behavior: delayed decisions, inconsistent standards, and emotional attachments that override 
economics.

That doesn’t mean investors should abdicate responsibility. It means they should design a man-
agement structure that matches their goals.

THIS ISN’T THEORY
Over the arc of my investing career, I’ve tried nearly every approach.

I’ve self-managed.
I’ve hired agents just to place tenants.
I’ve used maintenance dispatch services.
I’ve set up my own property management company.

Today, my real estate fund directly manages fourteen homes. I’ve handled evictions myself, 
and I’ve hired attorneys. I’ve renovated properties personally and managed contractors from a 
distance.

And I’ve done this long enough to know exactly where investors get stuck and why those fric-
tion points persist. I know which functions can be delegated, which must be supervised, and 
which decisions separate stress-amplifying properties from true retirement assets.

Fortunately, hobby-style management of an income property shows up in predictable ways.

•	 Not raising rent at lease renewal

•	 Allowing leases to roll month-to-month indefinitely

•	 Avoiding difficult conversations with tenants
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•	 Delaying repairs because “it still works”

•	 Self-managing to save fees without understanding the legal framework

Each decision seems small, but together, they create a structural drag on performance that com-
pounds year after year.

NOT RAISING RENTS
Whether a property is professionally or self-managed, rents must stay near market rate. 
Unfortunately, when owners self-manage, it is very common for rents to remain flat—or increase 
so slowly—that within a few years they are 20%–30% below market.

We know that expenses increase every year—insurance, property taxes, labor, and materials. 
That’s why flat rent inevitably destroys future cash flow. I’ve heard countless owners say, “The 
rent covers the mortgage, so I don’t want to rock the boat.”

That mindset stems from two ideas. The first is practical. If the rent is raised “too much,” the 
tenant will move out. The second is compassion. The owner “feels bad” for raising the rent. From 
where I sit, that mindset is financially dangerous.

Vacancy is expensive, but below-market rent costs more long-term.

Here’s the hard truth: Uncollected rent negatively compounds. A roof that costs $20,000 
today will cost roughly $36,000 in twenty years, assuming only 3% annual inflation.

That deferred rent increase eventually shows up as deferred maintenance and depleted reserves; 
typically at the wrong time. That means an expensive new loan or a forced sale. Tenants don’t 
fund your retirement unless rent tracks the market.

In these cases, a mindset shift is not optional. Owners need to go from “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix 
it” to “what’s the next decision I need to make to run a sustainable business?”

MAINTENANCE AND CAPITAL EXPENDITURES
Deferred maintenance is often the most dangerous result of hobby behavior. Older properties 
require more maintenance, period.
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Unless a previous owner completed a major renovation, much of the property’s useful life has 
already been consumed. Roofs, HVAC systems, plumbing, and electrical components don’t fail 
on a schedule, but they do fail predictably over time.

This means one of two things must be true:

•	 You consistently set aside adequate reserves from cash flow, or

•	 You maintain sufficient liquidity or access to capital when large expenses arise.

When neither is true, maintenance becomes reactive instead of strategic. Known issues hang 
over you constantly, a weight that never quite lifts. Unknown issues announce themselves at the 
worst possible times—when cash is tight, you’re out of town, or the tenant is upset.

Deferred maintenance doesn’t eliminate costs. It postpones them, then stacks them. And those 
stacked costs show up as financial stress.

POOR TENANT SCREENING
This is the most expensive shortcut of all. Many owners self-select tenants to avoid paying a 
professional the first month’s rent. Even when the tenant turns out to be solid, owners typically 
handle the process without working knowledge of local landlord-tenant laws.

We routinely see DIY leases containing clauses that violate local ordinances—exposing the 
owner to risk they didn’t know existed.

Rushed placements, weak screening standards, or commission-driven decisions lead to unpaid 
rent, property damage, legal costs, and emotional exhaustion.

One bad tenant can erase years of projected returns.

Skipping the professional fee feels frugal in the moment, but it’s “penny wise and pound fool-
ish”—what looks like saving is really unmanaged liability that you will pay for later. 
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WHY THIS FRAMEWORK DEALS WITH MANAGEMENT FIRST
This framework was intentionally built with management at its core because income stability, 
risk control, and long-term outcomes all depend on execution.

In the markets we focus on, we work with vetted property managers who understand both 
local regulations and investor economics. When clients invest elsewhere, we help them design 
the appropriate management structure—full service or à la carte—based on the property, the 
market, and the investor’s capacity.

That way, we are making a deliberate design decision, not a one-size-fits-all recommendation.

That’s because the stakes are bigger than most owners realize. A single income property, held long 
enough and managed intentionally, can easily represent an additional million dollars or more of 
retirement wealth. Treated casually, most of that potential disappears—usually not in one dramatic 
event, but more slowly over time through skipped rent increases, deferred repairs, and decisions 
made on feelings instead of numbers.

Here’s a sharper way to see it:

If you were paying a property manager, and they were poorly screening tenants, letting maintenance 
go uncompleted, and not keeping the rent near market … how quickly would you fire them?

Now take it further. If that same equity sat in a brokerage account, would you handle a million-
dollar portfolio alone, or would you seek professional guidance? The asset is no smaller just 
because it happens to be a rental.

THE CATCH—AND THE OPPORTUNITY
This system will not work if you treat your income property business like a hobby.

It works when you run the property like a business, because that’s what it is. Measure what mat-
ters, delegate execution appropriately, and make decisions based on verified data.

Meet those conditions, and the system delivers with remarkable consistency. 
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

	� Rental underperformance is typically due to management lapses, not market forces.

	� Flat rents and deferred maintenance erode long-term cash flow and retirement 
outcomes.

	� Older properties require larger amounts of liquid reserves, which reduces stress and 
maintains predictability.

	� Self-managing rental properties often results in added time demands and decision 
fatigue, rather than savings.

	� Disorganization and poor communication force owners into the unpaid role of 
“managing the manager.”

	� Inadequate tenant screening is one of the fastest ways to erase years of projected 
returns.

	� Professional management isn’t about passivity—it’s about scalability, control, and 
consistency.

	� This framework assumes disciplined execution. Without it, even “good” properties 
eventually fail.

	� The root cause of most underperformance is treating a business like a hobby—and 
the cost is often a million dollars of retirement wealth you never see.

Next, we’ll uncover the mechanism that transforms scattered real estate decisions into a coher-
ent retirement strategy.
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PART 2
RETIRE YEARS EARLIER  

IN THREE STRATEGIC STEPS
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CHAPTER 6

RETURN ON EQUITY
There are only five things you can ever do with  

an income property—and only one is right for you. 

Every effective framework has a core mechanism—the engine that makes it work.

That mechanism is why results compound faster, decisions become clearer, and mistakes become 
rarer once the framework is applied.

The core mechanism behind this entire method—why the Retirement Blueprint works in the 
real world, not just on spreadsheets—is the Five Options Analysis.

This framework is based on the premise that an investor can only ever do five things with an 
income property. Once you apply it, the framework removes the confusion and fear about what 
the best option for improving your return on equity and increasing your income is. The frame-
work crystallizes decision-making by cutting through the noise.

WHY MOST INVESTORS AREN’T GETTING THE CASH FLOW OR EQUITY 
GROWTH THEY DESERVE
Income property owners provide housing for other families, essentially handing over the use and 
control of a high-value asset, which carries real risk. The profits should match that risk, but all 
too often, they don’t. So, why don’t owners do something about it? 

Here are four primary reasons that income property owners don’t make a change:

•	 Don’t know better exists (or is real)
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•	 Don’t have all the necessary pieces, such as market knowledge

•	 Don’t know if the change is worth the expense in time and money that it takes to implement it

•	 Don’t have enough time or cash to recover from a mistake

They sense that something could be better—but they aren’t sure of what to do next or why one 
move is superior to others.

So, they default to inaction because every other option feels foggy, risky, or irreversible.

The Five Options Analysis cuts through that fog.

It works because it forces every possible decision onto the same playing field, using a single, 
objective lens: return on equity over time.

THE FIVE OPTIONS  
(AND WHY THERE ARE ONLY FIVE)
When it’s time to decide what to do with an income property, there are exactly five options—no 
more, no less.

1.	 Stay the course
Sometimes this is the right move—when the property is truly high-performing, when there 
is a development opportunity such as adding an Accessory Dwelling Unit (ADU), or when 
the owner is intentionally making upgrades to prepare it for sale at a higher price. More 
often, however, staying the course has less to do with performance and more to do with 
nostalgia. A client once told me her low-performing rental was her deceased mom’s last 
residence and that selling it would be like losing mom all over again.

2.	 Reduce the payment
This is accomplished by refinancing to a lower rate, extending the amortization period, or 
both. Sometimes, outside cash is brought in to lower the loan amount, and then, through 
a refinance or recasting, the payment is lowered. “Recasting” is when the loan servicing 
company agrees to adjust the monthly payment down to keep the loan on the same payoff 
schedule (without the recast the monthly payment won’t change). This makes sense when 
cash flow matters more than cash on hand. The goal in this case isn’t growth—it’s stabiliza-
tion and improved cash flow.
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3.	 Take cash out to invest elsewhere
Equity is harvested through a refinance or second mortgage and redeployed into another 
investment. The goal is to increase the rate of compounding by putting idle equity back to 
work. This is the best option when the financing cost on the cash out is offset by the new 
investment’s return on equity. 

4.	 Exchange into a higher-yielding property
The property is sold and replaced using IRS-approved tax deferral rules. The goal isn’t to 
simply trade properties—it’s to trade up in returns.

5.	 Exit real estate entirely
The property is sold, taxes are paid, and the proceeds are invested in other asset classes such 
as stocks, bonds, or structured income products.

That’s it.

Every strategy, every blog post, every guru tactic eventually comes down to one of these five 
actions.

The power of this framework isn’t the options themselves—it’s what happens after they are 
modeled side by side.

SEE THIS TAUGHT AT THE PROFESSIONAL LEVEL
We taught a continuing education webinar on this exact framework to over 150 financial advi-
sors, walking them through how to review a client’s Schedule E for return on equity and run 
the Five Options Analysis. If you’d like to see how the concept holds up when it’s being taught 
to financial advisors, you can watch it here.

RetirementBlueprint.RealEstate/FAwebinar

RETURN ON EQUITY: THE UNIFYING METRIC
Most investors track cash flow, but all too often, they track it incorrectly.
Some investors track appreciation.
Almost no one tracks return on equity.
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Return on equity answers a brutally simple question:

“What is my equity producing for me right now—and could it be producing more elsewhere?”

Calculating the ROE for each of the five options will give you clarity you didn’t have before. Set 
side by side, the options become directly comparable—and the best move becomes obvious.

You can see the effect of each option on income generation and wealth creation, and how they 
compare.

•	 Which option accelerates income the most

•	 Which option slows wealth creation

•	 Which option reduces risk

•	 Which option delays freedom

This is the core mechanism.

Once the best option is visible, you can draw up the Retirement Blueprint.

FROM RETURN ON EQUITY TO RETIREMENT GLIDE PATHS
Higher ROE creates higher income.
Higher income provides optionality.

Optionality is what puts debt onto a glide path—scheduled reductions or eliminations timed 
to a target retirement date.

Some glide paths are gradual, driven by amortization and cash-flow surplus.

Others use “step downs”—large one-time payments, funded by accelerated compounding, that 
substantially reduce the debt.

Eventually, income exceeds expenses.

When that happens, retirement stops being a dream—and becomes a choice.
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WHY WE FOCUS ON INCOME PROPERTY (NOT “RENTAL PROPERTY”)
An interesting side note.

While studying Spanish, I learned there’s no direct translation for the word “landlord.” Instead, 
the phrase commonly used is vivir de rentas, which translates to “living off rents.”

There’s an entire philosophy in that phrase.

Optimizing for property count or number of doors doesn’t necessarily produce retirement 
income. That’s why our goal is to optimize for income.

Most of our clients don’t need more illiquid wealth.
They need more dependable cash flow.

Equity doesn’t pay bills—only cash flow does.

Which is why we refer to these assets as income-producing property or income property.

Implementing the core mechanism (for the one-to-two property owner)

We didn’t design the Five Options Analysis as theoretical vapor.

It’s a practical framework implemented through disciplined actions.

The first of our three strategic steps is to improve performance.

This begins with a full assessment. Grab your mortgage statements, lease or management state-
ment, Schedule E of your tax return, and then pull market value estimates for your property 
and area rents.

•	 Market rent
How does the rent you collect compare to market rent for the area? How does your market’s 
rent-to-price ratio compare to other markets?

•	 Emotional attachment
Is the decision driven by numbers—or nostalgia?

•	 Personal use 
Do you have plans to use this property in the future? For example, moving back into the 
home after retiring from the military.
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•	 Management effectiveness
How does your vacancy rate over the last few years compare to the local market average? If 
you were to walk through your property today with an inspector’s eye, what level of “ticking 
time bomb” in deferred maintenance would you find?

•	 Financing capacity
Understanding what loan structures are available helps to determine viable options.

With that information, we build out all five options side by side:

1.	 Maintain current performance

2.	 Lower the payment

3.	 Cash-out to compound

4.	 Exchange to improve yield

5.	 Liquidate your real estate

Only after all five are modeled do we make a recommendation.

Not based on opinion.
Not based on fear.
Based on outcomes.

WHY THIS MECHANISM WORKS WHEN OTHERS DON’T
Most investors fail not because they choose the wrong option—but because they never clearly 
see the right one.

The Five Options Analysis works because it eliminates blind spots.

It creates a decision environment where:

•	 Every option is visible

•	 Every trade-off is explicit

•	 Every outcome is modeled

Once that happens, choices are clear, and progress can be accelerated.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

	� There are only five actions an investor can ever take with an income property.

	� Viewing those five options through the lens of return on equity reveals the best next 
move.

	� Higher return on equity accelerates wealth creation, income growth, and debt 
elimination.

	� The Five Options Analysis is the core mechanism that makes the Retirement 
Blueprint work.

	� Clarity—not guesswork—is what ultimately unlocks freedom.
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CHAPTER 7

THE RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT
Early retirement is engineered, not improvised.

We call our framework the Retirement Blueprint: a plan for engineering your way to retire-
ment. Before a bridge is built, a blueprint sets out how it will carry its load. The Retirement 
Blueprint does the same for you—it’s a written plan for what your retirement income and 
expenses will look like. For most of our clients, getting to an early retirement wasn’t compli-
cated. It just required a bit of engineering.

Real estate investors often already have the raw materials needed to build their bridge to retire-
ment, such as:

•	 Retirement savings

•	 Eligibility for Social Security and other pension benefits

•	 Equity in their home and income property

•	 Passive income from their property

•	 Access to leverage

What most of them don’t have is the blueprint that determines how those elements should 
work together to support a specific outcome. A structurally sound bridge is built according to 
a design that accounts for load, stress, and time. Without a blueprint for building your bridge 
to retirement, the results are left to chance—and the difference in outcomes is often massive.
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Our client, Greg, was proud of the large equity growth his Imperial Beach, California rental 
had achieved. He was also happy with the modest income it produced, so when we approached 
him about reviewing his property’s performance, he said he couldn’t imagine making a change. 
As we took him through the Five Options Analysis and drew up his Retirement Blueprint, we 
calculated that he could have an extra $2 million at retirement, simply by exchanging his prop-
erty into a higher-yield market. As we finished the meeting, Greg asked how quickly we could 
get his home sold.

A Retirement Blueprint doesn’t just tell you what to do—it tells you what to do first, second, 
and never. 

Now, let’s talk about the four components of the Retirement Blueprint framework: survey 
what you have, improve performance, gear for your goal, and restructure payments. 

The components are listed in a linear fashion, but that doesn’t mean they must be executed in 
this order. In fact, for a client with a cash flow crunch, we often start with restructuring pay-
ments. The one constant is that “survey what you have” is preparation. It establishes your starting 
conditions before you change anything, which is why it sits apart from the three strategic steps 
promised on the cover. Those three are the ones that follow: improve performance, gear for your 
goal, and restructure payments.

Those three are what this book means by the three strategic steps. In the Blueprint, we call them 
components, because that’s the language of a written plan—but the three steps and the three 
action components are the same moves, described first as a promise and now as a design.

C O M P O N E N T  # 1 :
SURVEY WHAT YOU HAVE
There’s a saying in construction: “measure twice, cut once.”
It’s a reminder that mistakes in execution almost always trace back to shortcuts in preparation.

For most clients, the first component we work on is surveying the retirement income sources 
that don’t involve real estate. The purpose is to establish clarity on the income you’re receiving 
now or expect in the future. The two exceptions to starting with this component are:

1.	 Clients who have a cash flow issue. In their case, we start with Component 4, restructure 
payments.
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2.	 Younger clients who have two decades or more before they will retire. They aren’t yet in their 
prime earning years and therefore a lot will change. Having a general idea at this stage of life 
is nice, but not necessary. 

When we survey what you have, we focus on the two primary sources of non-real-estate retire-
ment income:

1.	 Fixed-income sources
These include pensions, annuities, and Social Security: income sources that involve timing 
decisions, potential growth over time, and differing levels of inflation protection, not just 
predictable cash flow. For example, Social Security (and some annuities) can pay signifi-
cantly more if income is delayed, while some sources include cost-of-living adjustments and 
others don’t.

2.	 Retirement savings
These include accounts such as 401(k)s, IRAs, and other investment accounts that must 
eventually be converted into income.

These income sources and your real estate work in combination to determine the retirement 
timeline—and the structure required to support it. That way, a single asset doesn’t set your 
retirement date; the coordinated decisions you make do.

Surveying these income sources can be simple or advanced, depending on how many income 
sources you have and the decisions around timing.

To keep this simple, I’ll use the same scenario throughout this chapter: Let’s assume you are 
an investor who owns one income property, are not yet drawing Social Security, and want to 
know which of the Five Options best supports your target retirement date. 

Your question is straightforward:

WHICH OF THE FIVE OPTIONS BEST SUPPORTS A REALISTIC RETIREMENT DATE  
I CAN TRUST?
Social Security is one of the “fixed-income” building blocks—an income source with timing 
decisions. We won’t try to optimize benefits or recommend investments here. We’ll use the 
Social Security projection to clarify the timeline, then use the Retirement Blueprint to decide:
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•	 What role the property should play (maximize income now as a stop-gap until you draw 
Social Security or maximize compounding for a future retirement date), and

•	 Whether payment reductions should happen gradually on a glide path or through step 
downs that either eliminate the debt or significantly reduce it (and thereby reduce the 
monthly payment).

If your situation includes pensions, annuities, or coordinated withdrawals from retirement 
accounts, that’s where we bring in your CPA or EA (enrolled agent) and comprehensive finan-
cial planner so that the full plan is validated from every angle.

Note: If you don’t have a comprehensive financial planner, meaning an advisor who has already 
spoken with you about your Social Security options and projected withdrawals from your retirement 
accounts, reach out. We’ll help you find a comprehensive financial planner who is right for you.

Surveying what you have establishes the starting conditions of the Retirement Blueprint.

It prevents real estate from being asked to solve problems it was never meant to solve—and 
ensures that when we are ready to improve performance, gear for your goal, and restructure 
payments, those steps are deliberate rather than reactive.

That’s why we typically start by surveying what you have before improving performance. 

C O M P O N E N T  # 2 :
IMPROVE PERFORMANCE
Let’s break down what we mean by “improving performance.” In this book, it means increasing 
the usable income your real estate produces relative to the equity tied up in it—either now, 
at your target retirement date, or both.

This starts by looking at your current property’s return on equity. It’s not uncommon for an 
investor to double or triple their return on equity and significantly lower their risk simply by 
following the Five Options Analysis. 

This happens through two forces working together:

•	 Cash flow. How much income (spendable cash) the property produces after expenses

•	 Compounding. How efficiently the equity and income grow over time
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Increases in those two raise the return on equity, but they are not the only ways to improve 
performance. Some additional factors to consider are:

•	 increasing safety by increasing liquidity,

•	 employing leverage safely and efficiently,

•	 deploying capital in markets with favorable appreciation dynamics,

•	 and reducing avoidable leaks. particularly income taxes.

In short, the property you own should be doing the right kind of work for the timeline you’ve 
established.

HOW PERFORMANCE IS IMPROVED
We determine how to improve performance through our Five Options Analysis, which identi-
fies the most effective next move for your income property based on its current performance 
and your target retirement date.

It also allows us to estimate:

•	 How much retirement income the property can realistically produce

•	 When that income becomes available

•	 How performance changes immediately after implementation and over time

This step replaces guesswork with comparison.

Rather than asking, “What should I do with this property?” the question becomes, “Which option 
best supports the retirement timeline I’m aiming for?”

How you improve performance informs how to employ leverage—or whether any is needed 
at all. In cases where monthly payments need to be reduced, performance and leverage taken 
together often point toward one of two paths: a gradual glide path or a single step down.

Once one of the Five Options is chosen, the next question becomes how aggressively—or con-
servatively—that performance should be amplified through leverage. 
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C O M P O N E N T  # 3 :
GEAR FOR YOUR GOAL
There’s another saying in construction: “The right materials can still fail if they’re used in the 
wrong configuration.”

In Component 2, we determined which option best supports the target retirement timeline, 
but the actual retirement date can’t fully be set without looking at financing, which is what 
Component 3, Gear for Your Goal, does. It answers the question:

HOW SHOULD FINANCING BE USED TO SUPPORT THE RETIREMENT TIMELINE?
The same property can become an income engine, a growth engine, or a risk trap, depending on 
how you structure equity and debt. That configuration is the “gear.” 

Most retirement goals fall into two categories:

•	 Spendable income sooner (cash flow now)

•	 A larger end state later (wealth effect in 10–15 years)

Under the vast majority of market conditions, the two goals don’t use the same “gear,” the 
amount of financing as a percentage of the property value.

There are other goals—tax benefits, legacy planning, simplicity—but cash flow now versus wealth 
later are the two most common, and they usually determine everything downstream.

You can’t gear the same way for both without making trade-offs explicit.

In this framework, “gear for your goal” means we decide:

•	 How much equity should remain parked in this property
versus how much should be extracted and redeployed into another investment.

•	 Whether financing should be employed at all
and, if so, what role it plays in the plan: building liquid reserves, accelerating compounding, 
or increasing spendable cash flow.
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This part of the Retirement Blueprint may sound like “asset allocation,” but we’re talking spe-
cifically about your real estate equity and your debt design—not recommending securities or 
investments.

THE LEVERAGE PRINCIPLE (SIMPLE BUT POWERFUL)
Here’s the basic engineering logic:

When you get financing below the property’s operating yield, you can leverage it to increase 
your return on equity.

And if the payment structure is designed correctly, it can also increase your cash flow. Take a 
forty-year fixed-rate loan with a ten-year interest-only period. The money that would normally 
go toward principal payments can now be directed elsewhere. The investor makes the choice, 
not the bank. You can build up liquid reserves, pay for repairs, make other investments, or use 
the funds for living expenses. And in ten years, the rents will likely be much higher than the day 
the loan was obtained.

That’s why financing can be a retirement accelerant.

But here’s the part most people miss:

Financing isn’t a strategy. It’s a tool. Used in the wrong gear, it drains cash flow and com-
pounds problems. Used in the right gear, it amplifies results.

In our running example, this is where we decide whether the property’s role is to carry you until 
Social Security starts, or to maximize long-run compounding while outside income grows.

Component 2 helped us identify how we improve performance and clarified the range of ratio-
nal moves available.

In Component 3, we decide how aggressively to implement those moves based on your goal 
and your target date.

For example, two investors can both:

•	 Exchange into a higher-yield market. One gears it for maximum monthly income, the 
other gears it for long-run compounding.
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•	 Cash out and redeploy capital. One uses the equity to reduce risk and stabilize, and the 
other uses it to accelerate the timeline.

•	 Lower the payment. For one, it’s a stepping-stone to a later move, and for the other, it’s the 
permanent end state.

The option may be the same. The gear is different.

THE OUTPUT OF COMPONENT #3
When Component 3 is implemented correctly, the Retirement Blueprint produces three clear 
deliverables:

1.	 A defined “role” for your property in the retirement plan
(income engine, growth engine, interim-income asset, or exit candidate)

2.	 A financing structure that matches your goal and timeline
(conservative, moderate, or aggressive, based on risk tolerance and time horizon)

3.	 A clear direction for how your equity will be allocated
(keep it parked, redeploy it, or reposition it)

WHY THIS IS HARD TO DO ALONE
Your financing structure and equity allocation have to fit with:

•	 retirement timing,

•	 non-real-estate income sources,

•	 and tax realities.

That’s why we often bring your CPA and a comprehensive financial planner into the conver-
sation at this stage—especially if you’re making decisions that affect Social Security timing, 
pension start dates, or projected withdrawals from retirement accounts.

Our team provides the real estate and mortgage 
engineering of the Retirement Blueprint.
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Your tax and licensed planning professionals ensure the rest of the structure is correct.

Once the goal is defined and the gear is chosen, the final step is to make the plan livable.

C O M P O N E N T  # 4 :
RESTRUCTURE PAYMENTS
An engineer wouldn’t prove a bridge is safe by describing the steel; they’d confirm the structure 
can carry the load.

Retirement works the same way. Returning to our scenario, the single-property investor who 
isn’t yet receiving Social Security has done the following:

•	 surveyed their non-real-estate income sources by looking up their projected Social Security 
benefits,

•	 identified how to improve their return on equity, and

•	 formed a plan to gear the asset to match the outcome and timeline. 

Now we test the load:

Will your required payments be low enough that your retirement income can cover them—
reliably—by your target date?

Retirement is both an income problem and a payment-structure problem.

That’s why the fourth component of the Retirement Blueprint is Restructure Payments.

WHAT WE MEAN BY “RESTRUCTURE”
Restructuring payments doesn’t mean living like a monk or cutting lattes.

It means identifying the structural expenses that dominate most household budgets—and 
deliberately redesigning them so they fit your retirement income by your target date.

These are the load-bearing beams in most budgets: the home mortgage, consumer debt, and—
when it exists—college debt. If they’re too heavy, the structure isn’t safe, no matter how good 
the income looks on paper.
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TWO PATHS: GLIDE PATH VS. STEP DOWN
There are two primary ways payments get reduced inside the Retirement Blueprint. The right 
choice depends on your timeline, risk tolerance, and how your property has been geared.

1.	 The glide path (gradual reduction)
This is the disciplined, steady approach. Payments are reduced gradually between now and 
your target date.
Think: sequence, momentum, and predictability. The goal is to steadily lower the baseline 
required payments so retirement becomes inevitable, not conditional.

2.	 The step down (one decisive change)
This is the “unlock the door” approach—one large move that materially changes the pay-
ment structure in a way that makes retirement viable sooner.

Think: one strategic decision that collapses the gap between income and expenses.

In our running example, this is where we decide whether the plan reduces payments gradually 
until Social Security begins or whether one step down makes the earned-income requirement 
disappear sooner.

Neither path is “better.” They are simply different tools for different realities.

HOW REAL ESTATE OFTEN BECOMES THE FACILITATOR
By this point we’ve identified how to improve the return on equity and whether to gear it for 
cash flow now or a larger wealth effect later on. Those decisions make the property a source of 
cash that can facilitate either path:

•	 The glide path, by creating surplus cash flow that accelerates debt reduction.

•	 The step down, by enabling a single strategic move that resets the payment structure.

This is why it’s possible for investors who own the right property in the right gear to retire earlier. 
The property becomes a structural solution—not just another obligation.
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THE OUTPUT OF COMPONENT #4 
When Restructure Payments is complete, your Retirement Blueprint should show something 
very specific:

•	 Your required monthly and annual expenses by the target date

•	 Your planned retirement income by the same date

And the target is simple:

Required payments at or below planned retirement income—by design, not by luck.

When that’s true, retirement stops being a hope and becomes a math problem you’ve already 
solved.

WHERE ADVANCED MODELING ADDS VALUE
Some households can do this step with basic projections. Others need more precision because 
the stakes are higher or the variables are more complex.

Advanced planning tools add value when:

•	 Timing decisions carry high stakes.

•	 You want to test multiple scenarios.

•	 You’re coordinating real estate moves with outside income sources.

•	 You want the confidence of a second opinion that the structure will hold under different 
conditions.

As you work through these sections, if you want to explore the advanced methods, reach out. 
We’ll help you run the deeper modeling and—when appropriate—coordinate with your tax 
advisor and comprehensive financial planner so your plan is built to stand up over time.
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TRANSITION TO WHAT COMES NEXT
Once the Blueprint is built—surveyed, improved, geared, and restructured—the remaining 
question is:

“Which move matters most first?”

And that’s where we go next.

TURNING THE BLUEPRINT INTO A RETIREMENT DATE
Back in Chapter 1, I defined retirement in a practical way:

Retirement isn’t the absence of work.  
It’s the presence of choice.

It’s the moment you can stop relying on earned income—income that requires your time, your 
body, your attention—and still live the life you’ve planned.

That definition matters because it explains something most people miss: retirement isn’t binary. 
It’s not “working” versus “never working again.” Many people retire from one career and choose 
to do something else—sometimes for money, sometimes not.

A firefighter might “retire” at fifty and then take a second job. A service member might separate 
after twenty years and go into the private sector. In both cases, the framework didn’t eliminate 
work. It facilitated the decision to retire—because the earned-income requirement was reduced 
or removed.

That’s the entire point of the Retirement Blueprint.

THE SIMPLE RETIREMENT INCOME TARGET
When we talk about a “retirement income target,” I’m not talking about a generic rule or a 
stock-market-based formula. I’m talking about the amount of income required to replace the 
paycheck you currently depend on.
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A simple way to estimate that target is:
Retirement Income Target = Take-home Pay

	— (money you’re currently saving each month)

	— (payment reductions you will engineer through restructuring)

	— (payment savings you choose through lifestyle changes)

In other words, retirement isn’t about replacing your gross income. It’s about replacing your 
needed income—the part of your paycheck currently required to keep life running.

If you save $1,500 per month today, you don’t need to “replace” that in retirement. If you restruc-
ture payments and drop required expenses by $2,000 per month, you don’t need to replace that 
either. And if you choose a lifestyle change—downsizing, relocating to a lower-cost area, reduc-
ing overhead—you’re designing the plan.

NOW WE CAN DRAFT THE RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT
That’s why this chapter stayed focused on the four components of the Retirement Blueprint’s 
framework:

1.	 Survey what you have

2.	 Improve performance

3.	 Gear for your goal

4.	 Restructure payments

Once those four components are worked out, you can stop thinking in fragments and start 
thinking in timelines.

Now we can draft the actual Blueprint—a written plan that puts all the moving pieces and 
timing into one integrated outcome:

•	 A target retirement date

•	 A planned retirement income structure (real estate + non-real estate sources)
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•	 A payment structure that fits that income

•	 A sequence of decisions that makes the outcome predictable

But we don’t jump straight from framework to execution because execution without validation 
is how investors get burned.

DRAFT FIRST. VALIDATE SECOND. EXECUTE THIRD.
The proper order is:

1.	 Draft the plan
Get the full blueprint on paper. This is where the pieces become a system, and the timeline 
becomes visible.

2.	 Validate the assumptions
This is where trust is built—not through optimism but through confirmation.
You verify what matters:

•	 tax consequences with your tax advisor,

•	 financing realities with the right lender,

•	 market assumptions and property economics in the area you may invest in,

•	 and the real-world fit, especially when lifestyle changes are on the table (sometimes that 
means going to visit the city before you build the plan around it).

3.	 Execute
Only after the plan is drafted and the assumptions are validated do we move to implementation. 

That’s how early retirement becomes engineered and doesn’t remain a far-off dream.

The Retirement Blueprint replaces guesswork with a process, and hope with a date.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS 
	� Early retirement is engineered, not improvised.

The Retirement Blueprint is the written design that shows what retirement income 
and expenses will look like—and the sequence required to get there.

	� Real estate isn’t the plan. It’s one component of the plan.
Most investors already have the raw materials (equity, income, retirement savings, 
Social Security eligibility, leverage). What’s missing is the Blueprint that makes those 
elements work together toward a specific outcome.

	� The Retirement Blueprint tells you what to do first, second, and never.
Progress without a Blueprint can happen, but it’s rarely optimal—and the difference 
between “good enough” and “done correctly” can be massive.

	� Component #1 — Survey What You Have: Clarity before change.
Establish the starting conditions by reviewing non-real-estate income sources (fixed 
income + retirement savings) and how they interact with your real estate decisions. 
This prevents real estate from being asked to solve problems it was never meant to solve.

	� Component #2 — Improve Performance: Replace guesswork with comparison.
Improve usable income relative to equity by evaluating the property’s return on 
equity and running the Five Options Analysis. This reveals which move best sup-
ports the retirement timeline you’ve already defined.

	� Component #3 — Gear for Your Goal: Choose the right configuration.
The same property can behave like an income or growth engine, depending on how 
you allocate equity and use leverage. Gearing is where you decide whether you’re 
optimizing for spendable income sooner or a larger wealth effect later—and struc-
ture the plan accordingly.

	� Component #4 — Restructure Payments: Make the plan livable.
Retirement is a payment-structure problem as much as an income problem. The goal 
is to reduce required payments (home mortgage, consumer debt, college loans) so 
expenses are at or below planned retirement income—using either a glide path or a 
facilitation move.

	� Once the four components are defined, the Blueprint becomes a timeline with a date.
You can draft the plan (target retirement date + income sources + payment structure + 
sequence), then validate assumptions (tax, market, lifestyle fit), and only then execute.

	� This is a complete system—but not necessarily a DIY project.
The best outcomes come from coordination: real estate and mortgage engineering 
with tax and comprehensive planning validation.
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CHAPTER 8

SIX DECISIONS THAT  
MAKE OR BREAK THE BLUEPRINT

Leave one decision out,  
and the other five can’t carry the load.

Up to this point, we have done three things.

First, we exposed the hidden structural problems that cause otherwise “successful” income prop-
erties to be stressful, economically unstable, or just produce an underwhelming result.

Second, we introduced a decision framework—the Retirement Blueprint that enables you to 
see clearly what choices are available and how each impacts income, risk, and retirement timing.

Third, we walked through the Blueprint’s core mechanism, the Five Options Analysis, and the 
step-by-step process for applying it.

Now comes the part that determines whether this works for you.

You can understand the Blueprint perfectly and still end up disappointed if the supporting 
decisions are misaligned. This chapter clarifies the essential factors of each decision point—so 
you can immediately see where your current setup is strong, and where it doesn’t support your 
desired outcome.

Earlier retirement, reliable income, lower stress, and optionality all hinge on the following six 
strategic decisions.

Leave one out, and the rest can’t carry the load. Align all six, and the entire system compounds 
in your favor.
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D E C I S I O N  # 1 : 
MARKET SELECTION
Market selection is about choosing a region—and then a neighborhood within that region—that 
supports your specific income and risk goals.

Every city has three broad categories of neighborhoods:

“A” NEIGHBORHOODS
These are newer areas with newer housing stock. They tend to have lower maintenance, more 
stable tenants, and stronger appreciation—but also the lowest rent-to-price ratios. Our invest-
ment fund that’s buying and operating newly built single-family homes in the Memphis suburbs 
is an example of this: consistent rent, virtually zero maintenance, and steady distributions.

“B” NEIGHBORHOODS
These sit in the middle. They are old enough to be affordable, but not so old that deferred main-
tenance and tenant instability dominate the economics. That’s why the B neighborhoods are 
sometimes called Goldilocks neighborhoods.

Most investors get into trouble because they focus on one variable—usually rent—without 
understanding how the neighborhood amplifies or suppresses everything else.

The Retirement Blueprint works brilliantly when the chosen market supports predictable ten-
ancy, controllable expenses, and long-term optionality. That almost always means disciplined 
market selection, not aggressive yield chasing.

“C” NEIGHBORHOODS
These are older areas with aging infrastructure. They often show attractive rent numbers on 
paper, but those numbers are frequently eroded by higher vacancy, higher maintenance, and 
more tenant turnover. I know a Long Beach police officer whose strategy is to buy dilapidated 
homes in Ohio for around $25,000 and spend $20,000 renovating them, and rent them for 
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$950 per month without a mortgage. That sounds like a logical plan, but there’s a downside that 
stems from the age of these homes and the quality of tenants that live in those neighborhoods. 
When the tenant moves out, the owner typically has to spend several thousand dollars to repair 
the home. Also, his vacancies often span several months. He’s making money, but his cash flows 
are uneven.

D E C I S I O N  # 2 :
PROPERTY SELECTION
Once the market is chosen, the type of property matters more than most investors realize.

Broadly speaking, your options are:

•	 Single-family residences

•	 Condos

•	 Small multi-unit properties

Each comes with trade-of﻿fs.

Condos introduce HOA risk and restrictions that reduce flexibility and often erode cash flow 
over time. Remember Case Study 3 from Chapter 1, where the HOA fees rose in tandem with 
the rent? Some HOAs restrict the number of units that can be rented, many restrict short-term 
rentals, and when the budget isn’t managed correctly, the HOA will pass large assessments.

Small multi-unit properties can improve rent-to-price ratios but come with a bit more financ-
ing complexity and a different tenant profile (when the unit feels like an apartment and not a 
house).

Single-family homes tend to be the easiest to finance, the easiest to manage, and the easiest to 
exit or reposition later—especially when the time comes to restructure, exchange, or reduce risk.

The right choice isn’t universal. I know investors who have done well with each property type. 
It depends on which of the Five Options you’ll most likely need in the future—and whether the 
property preserves rather than narrows those options.
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D E C I S I O N  # 3 :
TENANT STRATEGY
Tenant strategy is about how the property functions as an asset.

Key decisions include:

•	 Long-term vs. short-term tenancy

•	 Furnished vs. unfurnished

•	 Hospitality-style income vs. residential stability

Short-term rentals can produce higher gross income, but they require active oversight, brand-
ing, and operational intensity. They behave less like investments and more like businesses. In 
fact, my business partner manages a dozen short-term rentals, and it’s surprising how often he 
has to replace things like towels and silverware due to theft. 

A side note on short-term rentals: I know investors who are doing really well—eye-popping cash 
flow. The right property in the right market can produce superior income. However, I also know 
investors whose units aren’t producing anywhere near what they expected because their original esti-
mates were wrong or the market shifted. During COVID-19, short-term rentals in the California 
desert communities were very popular. Post-COVID-19 … not so much. Additionally, the political 
landscape has changed—city governments are pushing licensing to limit the number of short-term 
rentals, requiring minimum stays such as thirty days, and adding taxes and fines.

Long-term tenants typically deliver steadier cash flow, lower management intensity, and thus 
greater predictability—traits that matter enormously once income reliability becomes the 
priority.

Who’s the best tenant? There’s no such thing. There’s only alignment or misalignment with your 
retirement timeline and stress tolerance.
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D E C I S I O N  # 4 :
PROPERTY CONDITION
Property condition is one of the most misunderstood levers in income property performance.

New or nearly new properties typically produce:

•	 Lower maintenance

•	 Longer tenant stays

•	 Lower vacancy

•	 Higher predictability

They also tend to produce lower headline yields.

Older properties may appear more profitable initially, but they frequently transfer volatility 
from the purchase price into ongoing operations.

For investors seeking peace of mind—not just theoretical returns—condition matters more 
than most spreadsheets acknowledge.

For example, I have two newly built homes and an older 1976-built home that was renovated 
before I bought it. On paper, the older home looks more profitable month-to-month. Three and 
a half years in, an HVAC replacement costing $6,500 erased that advantage.

In many cases, lower gross returns paired with dramatically lower surprise expenses produce 
more peace of mind and more reliable long-term outcomes.
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D E C I S I O N  # 5 :
MANAGEMENT STRUCTURE

Management isn’t an expense. It is a profit 
protector. A competent, professional property 

manager does more than collect rent. 

They:

•	 Enforce rent increases appropriately

•	 Ensure compliance with local and state regulations

•	 Screen tenants consistently

•	 Prevent small issues from becoming expensive ones

Fully delegated management turns an income property into a truly passive asset. It also reduces 
decision fatigue and legal exposure—two costs that rarely show up in pro formas (the property’s 
projected financial statements).

DIY management often looks cheaper, but it frequently produces lower long-term performance 
due to avoidable mistakes—the two most common being missed rent increases and delayed 
maintenance. I rarely recommend DIY management, because there are so many ways to make 
costly mistakes.

A hybrid model can work—for example, paying a professional to find and screen tenants, then 
handling day-to-day operations. But it only works when the roles and escalation points are 
clearly defined.

Whether using a hybrid model or DIY management, keep in mind your hourly rate of pay. Then 
compare the dollar value of your time against the 8%–10% of rent a manager would charge, and 
decide which is the better use of it. You also have to quantify convenience—DIY means you get 
the midnight phone call that the furnace isn’t working.

THE REAL ESTATE INVESTOR’S RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT | TODD SWANSON

92



D E C I S I O N  # 6 :
LIQUIDITY
Liquidity is the panic preventer.

Most bad real estate decisions trace back to one thing: a cash shortage at exactly the wrong moment. 

Vacancy, repairs, legal issues—none of these are catastrophic if liquidity exists. Without it, even 
good properties can force terrible decisions.

One of the most effective liquidity tools is a properly structured home equity line of credit that’s 
established before it’s needed. During the periods when cash is not needed, there is no interest 
cost, but when conditions change, the line of credit provides immediate access to cash.

Liquidity creates staying power. 
Staying power creates optionality. 

Optionality is what allows the Five Options Analysis to work.

WHY THESE DECISIONS ARE INTERLOCKING 
None of these strategic decisions operates in isolation.

Market selection affects tenant quality. Property condition affects management stress. Liquidity 
determines how you handle a long period of vacancy or a major repair.

The Retirement Blueprint works when these decision outcomes are aligned and intentionally 
chosen.

This is also where most investors realize something important:

Understanding the Retirement Blueprint isn’t 
the same as implementing it correctly.

Recognizing that gap early is what gives you clarity.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

	� Six strategic decisions determine whether rental income produces peace of mind or 
persistent stress.

	� Market, property, tenant, condition, management, and liquidity choices must be 
aligned with retirement timing—not just returns.

	� Liquidity is what turns bad surprises into manageable events.

	� Passive income is carefully engineered.

	� Most investors don’t need more properties; they need the right structural decisions. 
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PART 3
YOUR NEXT MOVE
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CHAPTER 9

YOUR RENT-TO-PRICE RATIO  
AND RETURN ON EQUITY

Before you change anything, run the Schedule E analysis.

Gather your documents. You will need Schedule E from your Form 1040 tax return, your lease 
or property management statement, and your mortgage statement.

Determine your approximate market value. For most properties, you can check Zillow, Redfin, 
and Realtor.com and use the average of the three estimates as a starting point.

CALCULATE YOUR RENT-TO-PRICE RATIO
If you don’t know the monthly rent, grab your monthly management statement or lease agree-
ment. Use the gross monthly rent the tenant is paying before management fees or any other 
deductions. Then divide that by the market value.

This metric matters because rent-to-price ratios vary widely from market to market—and that 
variance is what creates the opportunity to reposition equity into a higher-yielding market. In 
high-priced markets, such as Southern California, a single-family home often rents around 40 
basis points (BP). On a $1 million property, that would be about $4,000 per month.

RENT-TO-PRICE RATIO

Basis Points = (Monthly Gross Rent ÷ Current Market Value) × 10,000

Side note: In financial markets, “basis points” describes a fraction of a percentage. For example, 
one-half of 1% is 50 basis points. It’s simply an easier way to talk about numbers—42 basis points 
vs. 0.42%.
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WHAT YOUR RENT-TO-PRICE RATIO MEANS

SCORE ZONE WHAT IT MEANS

< 55 BP Danger Zone “We Need to Talk.” The property is underperforming relative 
to its value.

55–80 BP Evaluation 
Zone

“Room for Improvement.” The asset is stable but could work 
harder.

> 80 BP Winner Zone “Awesome Job.” This is a highly efficient investment.

We run an investment fund that owns and manages more than a dozen homes in the upper 
Midwest. Those homes generate roughly 120 basis points in rent per dollar of property value. 
Using our $1 million example, that would be $12,000 per month in rent—three times what’s 
common in Southern California. An important note is that the fund is made up of older homes 
that need significant rehab and attract a more management-intensive tenant. It isn’t a strategy 
for everyone.

We run a second investment fund that owns newly built homes in the South with virtually no 
maintenance issues and tenants who want good school districts. It is a lower-touch management 
strategy, and those homes still rent above 60 basis points. If you own an older income property 
in a low rent-to-price market such as Southern California, imagine having a brand-new home 
and receiving 50% more rent.

CALCULATE YOUR RETURN ON EQUITY
From the market value you determined earlier, deduct your mortgage balance. That is your 
equity.

Next, from last year’s Schedule E, take the net income or loss on line 21 and add back the depre-
ciation on line 18. That gives you the property’s pre-tax cash flow for the year.

For clarity, if line 21 shows a loss of $2,000 and line 18 shows depreciation of $3,000, then the 
property produced $1,000 of pre-tax cash flow.

The next step is to divide the pre-tax cash flow by the equity and then multiply the answer by 
100. The result is your return on equity percentage.
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RETURN ON EQUITY (ROE)

Equity = Current Market Value - Mortgage Balance

Pre-Tax Cash Flow = Schedule E Line 21 + Schedule E Line 18

ROE (%) = (Pre-Tax Cash Flow ÷ Equity) × 100

Side note: If line 18 (depreciation) is blank and you’ve been renting the home for less than 27.5 
years, your tax preparer may have missed something. That could be worth discussing with your CPA 
because it may create an opportunity to amend prior returns.

A MORE ACCURATE FORWARD-LOOKING ROE
If you want a more accurate estimate of future return on equity, you’ll need to adjust last year’s 
figures. If this math doesn’t interest you, feel free to skip ahead.

If you had no vacancy last year, deduct a vacancy reserve. The right amount depends on how 
often you have tenant turnover, how long it usually takes to find a new tenant, and what you 
typically pay to place that tenant.

For example, on a 40-month tenancy, with one month of vacancy and a one-month lease-up 
fee, the reserve works out to about 5% of rent. On a $2,000 monthly rent, that equals $4,000 
over 40 months.

If you had a major repair last year, such as a roof replacement, and that expense will not occur 
again for another decade or two, amortize it. A $20,000 roof expected to last 20 years should 
be treated as $1,000 per year. If it was completed last year, you would add back $19,000 to nor-
malize the result.

If you use a hybrid management model, reserve for the costs that your lease-up fee won’t cover, 
such as legal fees during an eviction.

ADJUSTED ROE FORMULA

Adjusted Pre-Tax Cash Flow = (Line 21 + Line 18) - Vacancy Reserve - Hybrid 
Management Reserve + One-Time Repair Add-Back

Adjusted ROE (%) = (Adjusted Pre-Tax Cash Flow ÷ Equity) × 100
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WHAT YOUR RETURN ON EQUITY MEANS

SCORE ZONE WHAT IT MEANS

< 4.0% Danger Zone Your equity is likely underperforming.

4.0%–6.0% Evaluation 
Zone

The property may be acceptable, but it deserves a deeper 
review.

> 6.0% Winner Zone Your equity is working efficiently.

A 6% return on equity is achievable in the right markets. In our fund that buys newly built 
homes in the South, the ROE numbers are above 6%.

Take your equity and multiply it by 6%. That number is what your equity could be earning in a 
higher-yield market.

WHAT TO DO NEXT

Run the Schedule E analysis for your property. Once you know your basis points and your 
return on equity, you can tell whether your property is truly helping you retire sooner—or 
whether your equity could be working harder somewhere else.

If you’d rather not do the math by hand, we built a simple calculator that runs both your rent-
to-price ratio and your return on equity for you. Enter your property value, monthly rent, and 
mortgage balance, and it returns both scores instantly, along with which zone you fall into.

RetirementBlueprint.RealEstate/RTP-ROE
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

	� Rent-to-price ratio tells you how much monthly rent you’re getting for each dollar of 
property value. The formula is monthly gross rent divided by current market value, 
multiplied by 10,000.

	� Return on equity tells you how efficiently your current equity is performing. The 
basic formula is pre-tax cash flow divided by equity.

	� A property can be profitable and still have lazy equity. That’s why both basis points 
and ROE matter.

	� Adjusting your numbers for vacancy, major repairs, and hybrid management costs 
gives you a more realistic, forward-looking ROE.

Chapter 9 | Your Rent-to-Price Ratio and Return on Equity
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CHAPTER 10

START WITH THE PLAN,  
NOT THE PROPERTY

Before you change a property, change the plan.  
The right investment decision becomes much clearer once 
you define what you want the property to do, how involved 

you want to be, and what risks you are willing to tolerate.

A profitable income property strategy isn’t one-size-fits-all. The same property can look excel-
lent to one investor and mediocre to another, depending on the outcome they are trying to 
create.

That’s why your next step is to define your goal and build a plan around it. In practical terms, 
that means thinking through three areas: your financial goal, your operational plan, and your 
risk mitigation plan. Simply put, what do you want this property to do for you?

PLANNING AREA WHAT YOU ARE DECIDING

Financial Goal Do you want maximum spendable cash flow now, maximum long-
term total return, or a balanced middle ground?

Operational Plan How hands-on or hands-off do you want to be in the ownership 
and management of the property?

Risk Mitigation Plan What political, maintenance, and liquidity risks do you need to 
plan for before problems show up?

103



FINANCIAL GOAL
The financial side of an income property is a spectrum. On one side is maximum spendable cash 
flow. On the other is maximum total return.

Maximum cash flow can mean owning property free and clear, or using conservative leverage at 
an interest rate that is comfortably below the property’s cash flow rate, so the property produces 
more net spendable income today.

Total return is different. It means using as much leverage as the property’s income safely sup-
ports—freeing up capital to acquire another property. Think of it this way: would you rather 
have two properties appreciating or three? In ten years, would you rather have the rent growth 
of two properties or three?

Buying an income property is really the act of buying both an asset and an income stream. In 
financial planning terms, that places the decision between two broad phases of life: accumula-
tion and distribution. Accumulation emphasizes compound growth. Distribution emphasizes 
income now, while still protecting against inflation and longevity risk.

FOCUS QUESTIONS

Which is more important to you right now: income or a higher compound rate of return?

What level of liquidity will keep your plan on track when large expenses or opportunities 
arise?

OPERATIONAL PLAN
Next, decide how you’ll be involved in the operations. Just as cash flow and total return sit on a 
spectrum, so does investor involvement.

On one side is the hands-on approach: doing some of the remodeling, coordinating repairs, and 
handling day-to-day management. You can think of that as the sweat end of the spectrum, as in 
sweat equity.

The other side is paying professionals to handle those details. That’s the easy side. Not effort-
less—intentional. You’re buying back your time.

Many investors assume the easy side simply means owning the property directly and hiring 
a property manager. That is one option, but it isn’t the far end of the spectrum. Further to 
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the right are professionally managed real estate funds or “syndications,” where the managers 
handle property operations, leverage decisions, acquisitions, dispositions, bookkeeping, and 
tax coordination.

This matters because a plan that ignores your desired level of involvement usually breaks down 
in execution. The best property on paper can still become the wrong property if it demands 
more time, oversight, or stress than you’re willing to give it.

A common mistake: focusing on a low mortgage rate instead of comparing what the same 
equity could produce elsewhere. A 2.5% rate is attractive, but the rate itself doesn’t make the 
property efficient. What matters is whether the property, measured against realistic alterna-
tives, is still the best use of your real estate wealth.

RISK MITIGATION PLAN
Finally, create a risk mitigation plan to identify and reduce exposure to known risks. This is often 
the least examined part of income property ownership, which is why many investors don’t think 
seriously about it until it hits them in the pocketbook.

Two broad risk categories matter here: political risk and physical risk.

Political risk includes the legal and regulatory environment. Some states and municipalities have 
landlord-tenant laws that heavily favor tenants, while others place more weight on property 
rights. Deciding how much political risk you’re comfortable with influences where you invest 
and what type of property you own.

Physical risk is the maintenance and repair side of the business: roofs, HVAC systems, plumb-
ing failures, vacancy turns, and other large expenses. Liquidity is what mitigates much of that 
risk. Your plan should include access to reserves, whether that means cash in the bank, a line of 
credit, or both.

RISK 
TYPE HOW TO THINK ABOUT IT

Political What laws, court systems, and local policies could affect collections, evictions, 
rent increases, and overall property rights?

Physical What reserves, inspections, and repair plans do you have in place for large 
expenses and operational surprises?

Chapter 10 | Start With the Plan, Not the Property

105



Political risk plays out very differently depending on where you invest, so we put together two 
resources to help you go deeper: a short video with some specific examples and a free, download-
able document recapping the regulatory environment for every state. 

RetirementBlueprint.RealEstate/MarketRisk

WHAT TO DO NEXT
Take a few minutes and write down where you sit on each of the three planning areas in this 
chapter. 

1.	 Decide whether your priority is income now or long-term compounding. 

2.	 Decide how involved you want to be. 

3.	 Decide what risks you are willing to carry and how you will mitigate them.

Once you have those answers, the next property decision gets easier because you’re no longer 
evaluating it in a vacuum. You’re evaluating it against your plan.

And if you would like help pressure-testing that plan—or comparing your current property 
against options better suited to your goals—that’s exactly the kind of conversation we have with 
investors every day. Feel free to schedule a consultation:

RetirementBlueprint.RealEstate/Call

KEY TAKEAWAYS

	� An income property strategy should begin with a plan, not with a property.

	� Your financial goal sits on a spectrum between maximum spendable cash flow now 
and maximum total return over time.

	� Your operational plan should match the level of involvement you actually want, from 
sweat equity to fully professional management.

	� Risk mitigation isn’t optional. Political risk, physical risk, and liquidity planning all 
need to be addressed before problems show up.
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CHAPTER 11

FINANCING FOR THE GOAL
Your goal determines the type of loan to use

There’s no single right way to finance an income property. The structure that maximizes spend-
able cash flow looks different from the one that maximizes the rate of return—and your available 
liquidity and property condition will narrow the field further. 

Let’s start with the fundamentals, then move to a few strategies.

THE FUNDAMENTALS
Throughout this chapter, cap rate (capitalization rate) refers to the spendable cash flow a prop-
erty produces as a percentage of its value, assuming no mortgage. Spendable cash flow is what 
remains from rents after operating expenses and reserves for maintenance and vacancy are 
deducted.

INTEREST RATES MAGNIFY OR SHRINK RETURNS
An interest rate below the cap rate magnifies the rate of return. One above the cap rate shrinks it.

Example. A $1 million property with spendable cash flow of $60,000 has a 6% cap rate. Add 
a $500,000 loan at 5%, and the return on equity rises to 7%.
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A SMALLER DOWN PAYMENT INCREASES THE RATE OF RETURN (IF THE INTEREST RATE IS 
BELOW THE CAP RATE)
A higher loan-to-value ratio means less money is invested in the property. As long as the interest 
rate stays at or below the cap rate, additional leverage increases the rate of return.

Example. Instead of putting 30% down and purchasing two properties, an investor could 
put 20% down on three—capturing appreciation across all three assets while deploying the 
same equity.

INCOME PROPERTIES CREATE WEALTH IN ONLY TWO WAYS
Wealth comes from only two sources: appreciation in value and cash flow from the rents. A 
principal payment doesn’t create wealth—it stores it.

CASH FLOW IS KING
Cash flow builds liquidity. It’s the buffer that prevents fire-sale decisions. It pays for insurance, 
absorbs repairs, and creates staying power. Equity can’t do any of that until you borrow against 
it to turn it into cash. 

STRATEGIES
Conventional financing. Loans offered by Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac are typically the low-
est rate available but may not be the lowest payment. For investors whose primary goal is rate of 
return (rather than cash flow), conventional financing is often the best fit, provided they qualify.

Side note: If your plan is to grow your portfolio, Fannie and Freddie have tightened underwriting 
criteria past four financed properties and cap eligibility at ten. Beyond that, conventional financing 
is no longer an option.

DSCR. If qualifying based on personal income is a concern, a Debt Service Coverage Ratio 
(DSCR) loan may be the answer. DSCR loans don’t require personal income documentation—
employment doesn’t even appear on the loan application. The property’s rent is the qualifying 
income, and risk is assessed through the investor’s FICO score and liquid assets.
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Bank statement loans. For self-employed investors, a bank statement loan qualifies the bor-
rower based on the previous twelve months of bank statements, either personal or business. A 
percentage of the deposits is treated as business expenses; the remainder counts as qualifying 
income. Depending on the business type and lender, the business expense percentage can range 
from 10% to 70%.

Flexible Payment. If spendable cash flow is the priority—whether for lifestyle or your glide 
path—consider a fixed-rate loan with a ten-year interest-only period. This makes sense only if 
the property produces positive cash flow on a fully amortized loan. The interest-only structure 
frees up the principal portion of the payment for lifestyle spending or glide path payments.

Side note. At a 3% annual growth rate, rents will be 34% higher in ten years; at 4%, they’ll be 48% 
higher. During that period, rent increases can be allocated toward principal payments or used to 
fund your glide path. At the ten-year mark, those higher rents will comfortably service a twenty-year 
amortization—even without a refinance.

High interest rates. In a high-rate environment, a planned refinance is worth building into 
your strategy. The math is straightforward: divide the net closing costs by the monthly payment 
reduction. The result is the number of months to break even.

Refinance to increase cash flow. On an amortized loan, refinancing around the five-year mark 
can meaningfully improve cash flow. At that point, the loan balance has dropped about 5%—
enough that a new 30-year amortization reduces the payment by the same percentage, even at 
the same rate. A lower interest rate improves it further.

Side note: Extending the payoff isn’t the liability it appears to be. Your tenant is covering the 
interest, and as rents rise over time, the carrying cost becomes increasingly irrelevant. Besides, the 
mortgage isn’t the only payment that matters. A paid-off property still carries taxes, insurance, and 
maintenance.

If you’d like help comparing loan options, we can run your numbers through software that prices 
out roughly sixty lenders at once to find the best terms available. We can also model how differ-
ent loan structures would affect your return on equity, cash flow, and total return, so you can 
see the tradeoffs before you decide.

RetirementBlueprint.RealEstate/call

Chapter 11 | Financing for the Goal

109



KEY TAKEAWAYS

	� Your goal determines the loan. The structure that maximizes spendable cash flow is 
rarely the one that maximizes rate of return, and your liquidity and the property’s 
condition narrow the choices further.

	� Leverage cuts both ways. An interest rate below the cap rate magnifies your return 
on equity; a rate above it shrinks the return. The same loan helps or hurts depending 
on which side of the cap rate it falls.

	� Wealth comes from only two sources: appreciation and cash flow. A principal pay-
ment doesn’t create wealth—it stores it.

	� Cash flow is what gives a property staying power. It builds the liquidity that pays for 
insurance, absorbs repairs, and prevents fire-sale decisions—something equity can’t 
do until you borrow against it.

	� The right loan depends on how you qualify. Conventional financing usually offers the 
lowest rate; DSCR loans qualify on the property’s rent rather than personal income; 
bank statement loans fit self-employed investors. Each serves a different borrower.

	� Build the refinance into the plan. In a high-rate environment, a planned refinance 
can lower the payment later—divide the closing costs by the monthly savings to find 
your break-even. Refinancing around the five-year mark can improve cash flow, even 
at the same rate.
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CHAPTER 12

SELECTING YOUR TEAM
If you don’t have an assistant,  

you are your assistant.

In America, we often say that our home is our castle. Today, we don’t dig moats and build walls 
around our “castle” to protect it; instead, we use financial products to wall off the risk. And 
advisors serve as the guards who patrol those walls.

START WITH THE RIGHT LOAN OFFICER
One of the first people you’ll want on your implementation team is a loan officer, and not 
just any loan officer. You want one who knows income property math, understands investment 
strategy, and sees how a financing decision plays into both your next move and your long-term 
financial life.

A good investor-focused loan officer helps you answer questions like these:

•	 Are you after maximum monthly cash flow now, or long-term wealth building?

•	 Are you trying to lower risk, gain flexibility, improve return on equity, or hold on to borrow-
ing power for the next purchase?

•	 Does this structure strengthen the whole plan, or just solve today’s problem while setting up 
a bigger one later?

•	 Does the loan fit your timeline, your risk tolerance, and your retirement goals?
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An experienced, investor-focused loan officer sees past the rate and the payment to the whole 
picture: cash flow, reserves, leverage, debt structure, exit options, and how much borrowing 
power you’ll want left for the next purchase. Good ones help you keep flexibility, lift cash flow, 
hold down risk, and sidestep the loan that looks fine today and boxes you in tomorrow. The 
financing has to fit the investment strategy, and that fit is exactly what income property experi-
ence buys you.

Strong financing lays a solid foundation, but a good loan alone won’t protect what’s built on it. 
With the debt structure set, the next question is how the property keeps putting spendable cash 
in your pocket month after month. That’s where the property manager comes in.

PROPERTY MANAGER
A property manager is paid a percentage of the rent, which makes them a real business partner: 
they do well only when the property does. That incentive puts them to work on the two prob-
lems that sink most self-managed rentals: flat rents and deferred maintenance. A good manager 
watches the comps so your rent keeps pace with the market instead of slipping further below 
it every year, the slow leak that costs one-home investors more than any single repair. The real 
skill is holding the line between raising rent and keeping a good tenant, usually by pricing near 
market rather than at the very top.

Collecting rent and dispatching repairs is the easy part to picture. The rest is protecting per-
formance: screening for stronger tenants, cutting vacancy, and absorbing the daily friction so 
ownership never turns back into a second job.

REAL ESTATE ASSET MANAGER
A real estate asset manager works one level up from the property manager. Where the property 
manager is tactical, running the day-to-day, the asset manager is strategic. They decide what role 
the property should play in your financial life and how it can best drive your retirement income. 
Tactics are the “how.” Strategy is the “what” and the “why.” Tactics navigate the road; strategy 
picks the destination.

In practice, that means reviewing the property on a regular basis to protect its compound rate 
of return, hunting for ways to lift performance, and keeping risk in check. An asset manager 
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looks past this month’s cash flow to the bigger questions: return on equity, tax efficiency, the 
opportunities on the horizon, and whether the property still earns its place in the plan.

This is also where real estate stops being looked at in isolation. A good asset manager lines 
the property up with your retirement, estate, and tax planning. They can walk you through 
a 1031 exchange (selling one property and buying a replacement under IRC Section 1031 
rules to defer capital gains and depreciation-recapture taxes), put depreciation to full use, and 
structure the asset so it passes to your children and grandchildren with less friction and lower 
tax cost. The property becomes a deliberate piece of your long-term wealth, not a standalone 
holding.

The large real estate conglomerates that manage apartment portfolios keep asset managers on 
staff for exactly this reason, running sophisticated software built for the job. Individual investors 
rarely get access to tools like that, which is why we use that same caliber of software with our 
clients. It tracks a property’s actual year-over-year financial performance rather than relying on 
simple estimates, and it models forward-looking scenarios, such as the effect of what adding a 
room or a pool would do to your numbers, or how a 1031 exchange would play out. Before you 
commit to anything, the software can show you the effect on return on equity, market value, 
and cash flow. It’s part of how we run annual reviews with our investor clients, and you can see 
the software in action in a short video here.

RetirementBlueprint.RealEstate/assetmanagement

FINANCIAL PLANNER
A Certified Financial Planner (CFP) rarely weighs in on the property itself: which one to buy, 
how to run it, or what it’s worth. Their job is everything around it. For a one-home investor, 
that’s the value, because the rental is only one piece of a much larger picture.

A CFP helps you organize the rest: estate planning, non-real-estate retirement income, insur-
ance protection, and how your investments are allocated. Your real estate specialist keeps you 
making sound property decisions; the CFP makes sure the rest of your financial life is built with 
the same care. A strong plan can’t lean on a single asset, so someone has to see how the rental fits 
alongside your other investments, your coverage, your income needs, and your wishes for your 
family. That’s the CFP’s seat at the table.
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CERTIFIED PUBLIC ACCOUNTANT
There’s a difference between someone who prepares your return and someone who plans your 
taxes, and most one-home investors only have the former. A CPA who knows income prop-
erty helps you weigh the tax consequences of a decision before you make it, while you can still 
change course.

That planning earns its keep the moment you own property outside your home state. A real 
estate-savvy CPA can tell you whether the other state requires its own return and how that folds 
into your overall picture. They know how to work the tax benefits of ownership, including when 
to front-load them and when to spread them out, and whether your rental losses can offset your 
earned income or other investments. 

Compliance is the black-and-white part. The real value is in a CPA who puts the rules to work 
for you and keeps your tax strategy pointed in the same direction as your investment strategy.

ESTATE PLANNING ATTORNEY
A basic estate plan carries out your wishes after you’re gone. A well-designed one also protects 
you while you’re alive, if illness or injury ever leaves you unable to manage things yourself. With 
the right documents in place, someone you trust can step in to run the portfolio, pay the bills, 
and make the calls, instead of your family getting tangled in delays, confusion, or a court-super-
vised conservatorship.

A good plan also moves your assets to your heirs more smoothly, more privately, and at lower 
cost. It can sidestep probate, trim estate-tax exposure, and see that your properties pass the way 
you intended. That matters more for real estate than for a bank or brokerage account, because 
rentals don’t run themselves. A well-drafted plan can name a successor trustee who actually 
knows how to manage property, so the assets are handed off and handled competently.

The stakes climb if you own in more than one state. Without planning, your heirs can face 
ancillary probate in every state where you hold property—separate proceedings, separate delays, 
separate bills. A seasoned estate attorney structures the plan to avoid that, and where it fits, can 
add tools like an irrevocable life insurance trust to supply quick liquidity for estate taxes. Estate 
planning protects your family, your privacy, and the continuity of what you spent a lifetime 
building.
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INSURANCE BROKER
A captive agent sells one company’s policies. A broker shops the whole market, including the 
niche carriers built for investment property. That range matters because rentals, renovations, 
vacant homes, and larger portfolios carry risks a standard homeowner policy was never written 
to cover.

A good broker finds the gaps, matches the coverage to the real risk, and does the shopping across 
carriers so you don’t have to. When a claim hits, they advocate for you through a process that’s 
easy to get lost in. And it usually costs you nothing directly, since the insurance company pays 
the broker.

Different strategies call for different coverage, and a broker can steer you to the right one: land-
lord policies for rentals, builder’s risk for renovations and flips, vacant-property coverage for 
empty homes, commercial policies for larger assets, and an umbrella for added liability. The 
right policies protect the property, the income, and the balance sheet from a single event that 
could wipe out years of progress.

REAL ESTATE BROKER FOR SELLING YOUR PROPERTY
Selling an income property isn’t like selling the house someone lived in. The broker you hire 
should know the local market and how investors judge a rental. A broker with that background 
understands how leases and tenant occupancy affect what buyers will pay, and how to position 
the property for the buyer most likely to want it. They’ll help you weigh timing, pricing, and 
prep in a way that serves your larger plan rather than just tunnel-visioning on closing a deal.

It’s even more critical when a 1031 exchange is in play. A broker who’s handled a few 1031s 
knows the clock you’re racing, coordinates with the intermediary and your other advisors, and 
steers you clear of choices that would narrow your options later. The sale is one move in a 
longer sequence, touching your taxes, your reinvestment, and your long-term wealth. Listing 
and negotiating are the parts you can see. The real value is in how well the broker fits that sale 
into everything that follows.
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REAL ESTATE BROKER FOR BUYING YOUR NEXT PROPERTY
Buying your next rental calls for a broker with a real track record in investment property. Plenty 
of agents know neighborhoods, contracts, and negotiation without knowing what makes a 
rental perform. You want someone who reads the property as an asset first.

An investor-focused broker weighs the things that drive returns: rental demand, the price-to-
rent relationship, likely maintenance, neighborhood trends, resale flexibility, and the kind of 
tenant the property will draw. They’ll also flag the deals that look good on the surface but don’t 
fit your goals for cash flow, risk, or appreciation. The right property is one you can both buy 
and build a strategy around.

That discipline pays off most when the clock is running, during a 1031 exchange, or any time 
you’re repositioning equity on a deadline. A good buyer’s broker keeps you clear-eyed and steers 
you away from emotional or ill-fitting purchases. And when a 1031 exchange is part of the 
plan, one more specialist has to be in place: the intermediary who makes sure the transaction is 
executed correctly, so a procedural slip doesn’t unravel the whole strategy.

EXPERIENCED 1031 EXCHANGE INTERMEDIARY
A 1031 exchange lives or dies on execution, which is why the intermediary you choose has to 
be experienced. The rules are strict, the deadlines don’t bend, and a single misstep can trigger 
the very taxes you set out to defer. Holding the funds is the mechanical part. Preserving the tax 
treatment is the real job.

A seasoned intermediary knows the timelines, the documentation, and the procedural boxes 
that have to be checked. They coordinate the sale and the purchase, handle the funds correctly, 
and keep everything moving inside the deadlines. Because the exchange runs through so many 
hands, they also have to work cleanly with your broker, CPA, and attorney.

What you’re really buying is peace of mind. There’s already plenty at stake in an exchange with-
out adding avoidable risk to the pile. A strong intermediary executes the transaction cleanly, 
protects the deferral, and keeps the whole thing aligned with your larger plan.
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BUILDING YOUR TEAM
No single advisor covers all of this. A good team does, because each seat brings a different spe-
cialty: financing, operations, strategy, taxes, legal protection, insurance, and the mechanics of 
buying and selling. Put the right people in those seats, and your rental is far more likely to hit 
your income goals, protect your family, and keep doing the job you built it to do.

You don’t have to assemble the whole team at once, and not everyone belongs at the same level 
of involvement on day one. What you do owe yourself is a clear-eyed look at who’s helping you 
decide, where the gaps are, and which professional to bring in next. A good property can do a 
lot for your financial life. Backed by the right team, it does far more. If you’d like help putting 
that team together, we would love to help. 

RetirementBlueprint.RealEstate/call

KEY TAKEAWAYS

	� No single advisor does it all. A good team covers the whole board: financing, opera-
tions, strategy, taxes, legal protection, insurance, and the mechanics of buying and 
selling.

	� A property manager is tactical, and a real estate asset manager is strategic. One runs 
the property day to day; the other decides what role it should play in your plan. You 
want both, even if they arrive at different times.

	� A CFP, CPA, or estate planning attorney ties the rental to the rest of your financial 
life so it never sits off in a corner by itself.

	� Insurance and transaction specialists protect the progress you’ve already made: man-
aging risk, selling well, buying well, and keeping a 1031 exchange from unraveling 
on a technicality.

	� You don’t need a big team, and you don’t need it all at once. You need the right pro-
fessionals in the right seats at the right time.
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CONCLUSION
WHAT TO DO NEXT

At this point, you have a framework and some hard-won investment property knowledge.

Real estate has an unfair advantage. Cash flow outweighs appreciation. Buying right reduces 
risk, the right market changes the math, and your rental should be measured by how well it 
serves your larger life and your retirement goals.

That’s the shift this book asks you to make—from chasing equity to engineering income.

Now it’s time to deploy that framework and turn that knowledge into decisions.

Your first step is the Schedule E analysis.

Before you decide whether to hold, improve, refinance, exchange, or sell, you need a clear read 
on how your property is actually performing. The Schedule E analysis gives you that. It shows 
whether your property is carrying you toward retirement income and financial freedom, or 
holding you back.

That clarity changes everything. Once you know how your property really performs, the guess-
work stops. The rules of thumb that ignore your goals stop. And you can start making decisions 
with confidence.

From there, you can draw up your income property Retirement Blueprint.

Start by identifying your non-real-estate sources of retirement income. Then determine what 
your properties need to do for you. Once the role is clear, the Five Options Analysis lets you 
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evaluate performance, improve cash flow, and reposition each property to better serve your 
long-term goals. 

Now it’s time to build the plan: restructure debt where needed, improve return on equity, and 
increase the income your portfolio puts in your pocket.

That’s the whole path—from a single tax form to a retirement you’ve engineered rather than 
hoped for.

Remember, the performance numbers were only ever a means to an end. The goal is what they 
make possible.

Retirement, the way we’ve defined it, isn’t the day you stop working. It’s the day work becomes 
optional—the point where your income covers your life whether you clock in or not. That’s the 
freedom point. A property that’s been surveyed, improved, geared, and restructured is built to 
carry you there, and to keep carrying you once you arrive.

The Blueprint is built for exactly this: a retirement you can count on. Income that shows up 
every month, keeps pace with your costs, and frees you to spend your time on the people you 
love and the work that fulfills you.

That’s the power of the Retirement Blueprint. A few deliberate steps. Years of freedom.

When you’re ready to apply this framework to your own properties, we’d be honored to help. 
Schedule a conversation with us at:

RetirementBlueprint.RealEstate/call

THE REAL ESTATE INVESTOR’S RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT | TODD SWANSON
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

If this book has helped you see your rentals differently, the next step is to put the Retirement 
Blueprint to work with the tools that make it practical.

If you’re hesitating right now because you’re still betting on appreciation rather than cash flow, 
revisit our first book, Profitable Rentals That Produce Mailbox Money, which explains why cash 
flow is king and why mailbox money matters so much in retirement planning. It’s available on 
Amazon in both paperback and Kindle versions.

SCHEDULE E WORKSHEET FOR FINANCIAL PROFESSIONALS
If you’re a financial advisor or tax advisor, this is the same worksheet our referral partners use to 
walk clients through their Schedule E — covering rent-to-value basis points, interest expense, 
repairs, depreciation, and other non-financial metrics, so you know when a client’s equity 
deserves a closer look. Download it here: 

RetirementBlueprint.RealEstate/ScheduleE

INVESTMENT PROPERTY PERFORMANCE WORKSHEET FOR REALTORS
This is the same worksheet our realtor partners use to start the equity conversation with their 
clients. It walks through the property’s market value and rental data, calculates the rent-to-price 
basis-point score, and works through a set of follow-up questions on leverage, condition, and 
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legacy concerns — everything you need to spot when a client’s equity is underperforming and 
identify a potential listing opportunity. Download it here:

RetirementBlueprint.RealEstate/Realtor

The goal of these resources is simple: to help you move from theory to action. A good framework 
clarifies your options—and turns early retirement from something you hope for into something 
you build. If you’d like personal guidance applying any of this to your own properties, our team 
is happy to walk through it with you. Schedule a consultation at:

RetirementBlueprint.RealEstate/call

THE REAL ESTATE INVESTOR’S RETIREMENT BLUEPRINT | TODD SWANSON
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

This book is a combined story, told through Todd’s perspective but significantly shaped by Dan 
and their years-long collaboration. Dan and Todd are both committed to giving people better 
advice about real estate, debt, and retirement planning. 

As mortgage brokers who hold the Certified Liability Advisor designation, they consider them-
selves financial planners on the liability side of the balance sheet. They aim to be worthy of the 
trust their clients and readers place in them by giving the right advice at the right time.

Todd and Dan first met through a coaching program and quickly recognized that their values 
were aligned. What began as a collaboration around improving loan processes grew into a larger 
mission: helping clients make better real estate decisions, teaching investors and advisors how to 
evaluate rental properties properly, writing about these ideas, and ultimately building businesses 
and investment vehicles around them.

Over time, that work led to their first book on investment property and the founding of real 
estate syndications through which they raised capital and invested in high-cash-flow rental 
markets. 

Todd retired from the Marine Corps Reserve after thirty-two years of service. One of his favor-
ite things is skiing with his daughter, Sidney.

Dan is an endurance athlete who has completed multiple Ironman triathlons.

More than anything, they hope this book helps you make better decisions, reduce risk, and 
build a more reliable path toward financial freedom and peace of mind.
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