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Some people seem to change jobs faster than they change outfits—once every 18 months on 
average through your 20s, according to the Department of Labor. Keep it up, and you'll have had 
26 jobs by the time you retire, which would be great for dinner party conversation but could 
really screw up your retirement account. 
 
Changing employers means changing rules on your 401k, and not always in your favor. "If you 
have a balance of under $1,000"—or $5,000 in certain cases—"your employer could force you 
out of your plan," says Chad Nehring, certified financial planner with Conceptual Investment 
Advisors in Appleton, Wisconsin. "An employer could opt to give you a cash distribution that 
you'd have to pay taxes and a 10 percent penalty on." 
 
To keep from losing your balance, roll over your nest-egg money into your new employer's 401k 
as soon as possible. "There's probably going to be a waiting period before you can be involved in 
a new company's retirement plan," he says. "If that's the case, invest in an alternative plan, like a 
Roth IRA, until the waiting period is over." 
 
Follow the Paper Trail 
 
If your balance is substantial, you might be able to keep it in a retirement plan through your 
former employer. You won't keep collecting your old boss's matching contribution, and you 
won't have as much control over what you invest in as you would if you had it in your own 
retirement account, but the funds will stay on the same investment track. 
 
If the old employer's fund comes with lower fees than the new employer's that could be reason 
enough to keep the money where it is. A mere 1 percent increase in fees on your account could 
lower your account balance by 28 percent over 35 years, according to the Department of Labor. 
 
But make sure to keep track of all your accounts. "If you leave an employer and then you go to 
three others, eventually you have money all over the place," says John Comer, a certified 
financial planner with Comer Consulting in Plymouth, Minnesota. 
 
Read the fine print on both plans, and talk to both companies' human-resources representatives, 
to learn the fees and penalties associated with each plan and to make sure you're investing in the 
right deal. "Don't be afraid to ask questions or even to get a financial planner to help you 
compare," Nehring says. ""These decisions are worth spending a little time on." 
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