
The 10-Step Financial Independence

Checklist

A practical roadmap to financial independence — actionable steps you can take this month.

ZarWealth.tech — Personal finance for millennials who want to retire on their own terms.

Why this checklist exists

Most "financial independence" content treats FI as a destination decades away. But FI isn't a finish line

— it's a system you build month by month. This checklist breaks the abstract goal into 10 concrete

actions, each of which compounds.

Work through them in order. Don't skip steps just because they feel boring (looking at you, Step 1).

✅ Step 1: Calculate your current net worth

Before you can grow it, you need to measure it.

Action: List every asset (cash, investments, retirement, real estate equity, valuable possessions) and

every liability (credit cards, student loans, mortgages, car loans). Subtract liabilities from assets. That

number is your net worth.

Tools: Empower's free dashboard auto-aggregates this. Or use the ZarWealth Net Worth Spreadsheet

template (link at the end).

Recheck: monthly, on the same day each month.
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✅ Step 2: Build a $1,000 starter emergency fund

Before you tackle debt or invest, give yourself a buffer so one unexpected expense doesn't restart you

at zero.

Action: Open a separate high-yield savings account (HYSA). Park $1,000 there. Don't touch it.

Why $1,000? It covers 90% of "uh oh" emergencies (car repair, medical co-pay, broken appliance)

without forcing you back into credit card debt.

Realistic timeline: 1-3 months on most incomes if you cut subscriptions and one weekly takeout.

✅ Step 3: Capture your full employer 401(k) match

If your employer offers a 401(k) match and you're not contributing enough to capture it, you're leaving

free money on the table — usually 3-6% of your salary.

Action: Log into your 401(k) portal. Find the match policy. Set your contribution to whatever earns the

full match.

Math example: Earning $60k with a 4% match? Contributing 4% = $2,400/year of YOUR money. Your

employer adds another $2,400. Free $2,400/year.

✅ Step 4: Pay off all high-interest debt

Anything above ~7% interest (most credit cards, personal loans) is killing your wealth-building. Wipe it

out before scaling investments.

Action: List debts by interest rate. Use the Avalanche method (highest rate first) for fastest math, or 

Snowball (smallest balance first) for psychological wins. Both work; pick the one you'll actually stick

to.

While paying off: keep making minimum payments on everything else, dump every extra dollar at the

target debt.
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✅ Step 5: Fully fund a Roth IRA

A Roth IRA is the most powerful tax-advantaged account for most millennials. Contributions are taxed

now, growth and withdrawals are tax-free.

Action: Open a Roth IRA at a low-fee brokerage (Fidelity, Vanguard, or Schwab — all free). Contribute

up to the annual limit ($7,000 in 2026 if under 50).

Investment inside: a target-date fund or a 3-fund portfolio (US total stock + international total stock +

bond fund). Don't overthink it.

Why Roth before traditional? Most millennials are in lower tax brackets now than they will be at

retirement. Pay tax now, never pay it again on the growth.

✅ Step 6: Build a 3-6 month emergency fund

Your $1,000 starter was for surprises. This bigger one is for job loss.

Action: Calculate your essential monthly expenses (rent, utilities, food, transport, minimum debt

payments). Multiply by 3 (stable job) or 6 (volatile income/freelance). Save that amount in your HYSA.

Where to keep it: the same HYSA, just a sub-account or separate "bucket". You want it earning

~4-5% APY but instantly accessible.

✅ Step 7: Max your other tax-advantaged accounts

After the Roth, layer in: - 401(k) beyond the match — up to $23,500 in 2026 - HSA if you have an

HDHP — triple-tax-advantaged ($4,300 individual / $8,550 family in 2026) - Backdoor Roth if your

income is too high for direct Roth contributions

Action: Increase contributions automatically with each raise so lifestyle never inflates.
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✅ Step 8: Invest in a taxable brokerage account

Once tax-advantaged accounts are full, you've outgrown the IRS-blessed limits. Open a regular

brokerage account and keep buying index funds.

Why this is fine even though there's no tax wrapper: index funds are tax-efficient (low turnover),

and long-term capital gains rates (15-20%) are still lower than most people's ordinary income tax rate.

What to buy: same boring index funds. VTI (US total market) + VXUS (international) covers ~99% of

what you need.

✅ Step 9: Calculate your FI number

This is the magic moment.

The formula: Annual expenses × 25 = your FI number.

Why × 25? It assumes a 4% safe withdrawal rate (the "4% rule"). If your portfolio can sustain pulling

4% per year forever, you've reached financial independence.

Example: spend $40,000/year? You need $1,000,000 invested. Spend $60,000/year? $1,500,000.

Action: plug your number into a FI calculator and find your projected FI date based on your current

savings rate. Most people are stunned how quickly higher savings rates compress the timeline.

✅ Step 10: Automate everything and let time do the work

The mistake most people make at this point is constantly tinkering. Once your system is set up, the

highest-return activity is doing nothing.

Action: - Set up automatic 401(k) contributions - Auto-transfer to your Roth on payday - Auto-invest

your taxable contributions monthly - Auto-pay your credit cards in full - Set a calendar reminder to 

review (not adjust) once per quarter

The math compounds. You can't out-trade or out-time the index. You can only out-patience the rest.
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📊 Where you are vs. where you want to be

After working through all 10 steps, ask yourself:

Question Where I am Where I want to be in 12 months

Net worth $___ $___

Savings rate (% of gross income invested) __% __%

Emergency fund (months covered) ___ ___

Debt-free? Y / N Y

Roth IRA fully funded? Y / N Y

FI date estimate ___ ___ (1 year sooner?)

What's next

Now that you have a system, the work shifts from setting up to showing up. Every month, do this:

Net worth update (5 min)

Reconcile spending vs. budget (15 min)

Auto-investments confirmation (1 min)

Read 1 personal finance article (10 min)

Once a year, do a deeper rebalance and update the plan.

🚀 Want more?

ZarWealth.tech publishes new articles daily on personal finance, investing, side hustles, and FIRE

strategy. A few starting points:

Best High-Yield Savings Accounts in 2026

The FIRE Movement Explained

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

• 

• 
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Tools I Recommend

How to Invest Your First $1,000

Disclaimer: This document is for educational purposes only and is not financial advice. Always consult

with a qualified professional before making major financial decisions.

© 2026 ZarWealth.tech — Reproduction without attribution prohibited. Share the link, not the file.
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