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My retirement-planning prowess generally amounts to this: glancing at quarterly 401(k) statements when they arrive in the mail, then forgetting about the account.

That's what young adults are supposed to do with their retirement money - forget about it. Right?

But that changed a few weeks ago, when I got my most recent statement. Instead of growing as it always has, my 401(k) balance had shrunk. 

It was no surprise, given the market turmoil this year, but it made me wonder: Am I invested in the right funds? 

I opened the account three years ago, when I was 26 and - I admit it - I chose rather haphazardly. I tried to pick funds with the best returns and aimed for a mix of 80 percent stocks and 20 percent bonds. 

Could I do better?

Charles Buck, a certified financial planner based in Woodbury, Minn., thinks I probably could. He prescribes a quick fix for young adults: invest in a target-date retirement fund.

"You have instant diversification," Buck told me. "You can invest in it and forget about it."

When my company's 401(k) plan started offering target-date funds a while back, I was naively wary. It felt scary to shift all my money over to this new option, so I started putting just 20 percent of my allocation into the Target 2040 retirement fund that Vanguard offered us. 

But these funds aren't new - it's the name that's new, Buck points out. Target funds are made up of other funds, many of which I was already invested in.

"Pull the hood up and see what's in there," Buck encouraged me. 

So I did. I went to Vanguard's Web site and found a fact sheet on the 2040 fund. It turns out 72 percent of it is in a stock market index fund I already invest in, 10 percent is a bond market index fund, 10 percent is a European stock index fund and the balance is Pacific and merging markets index funds. The percentages change over time, as I get closer to retirement. Other companies, such as Fidelity, include an even bigger variety within their target retirement funds.

Target funds aren't so scary after all. The only thing I was left wondering was if I should invest in more international stocks. Buck said it's not a bad idea since the United States is only about half of the global stock market.

"For young people, I would not be afraid to put 30 to 35 percent of my portfolio into international companies," he said.

I'll probably hold on to my international growth fund, and shift much of the rest of my retirement account to the target fund. I probably won't need to start looking at other options until my balance hits $50,000 or $100,000, Buck said.

Trust me, I've got a long way to go before that becomes a concern.

Whatever you do, don't pull back on investing in your 401(k) now, Buck said.

"Wall Street's having a sale," he said. "At your age, if the market goes down, that's an excellent time to buy."

