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W hen Aiden Beattie attended 
his first retirement planning 
workshop sponsored by his 

employer, a few people in attendance 
remarked that he was too young to be 
there.

“I didn’t agree, but I didn’t appreciate 
until the end of the session how wrong 
they were,” said Beattie, a 30-year-old IT 
strategy coordinator at Canadian Blood 
Services in Ontario. The workshop rein-
forced that “the earlier you start, the bet-
ter, especially with the miraculous power 
of compounding interest on your invest-
ments over time.”

Canadian Blood Services, a broader 
public sector agency that manages the 
national blood supply, offers resources 
including a workbook and seminars on 
retirement planning, budgeting and in-
vesting to retirement plan members.

“The key message is always that re-
tirement planning doesn’t begin a year 
or two before you retire,” said William 
Onate, manager of total rewards at Ca-
nadian Blood Services. “It’s as soon as 
you’ve joined, to take a look at these ses-
sions, think about investments outside 
of the pension plan. We really empha-
size that holistic approach to retirement 
planning.”

The agency offers both a defined ben-
efit (DB) plan, which is jointly sponsored 
with participating unions, and a defined 
contribution (DC) plan. Members of 
participating unions can enroll only in 
the DB plan.

Nonunion workers and those repre-
sented by other unions may choose be-

tween the DB and DC plans. About 2,700 
employees are enrolled in the DB plan, 
and nearly 900 are enrolled in the DC 
plan, which has an advisory committee 
consisting of employees and manage-
ment.

The agency’s financial education work 
started out as an effort by DC plan trust-
ees to fulfill capital accumulation plan 
guidelines but has expanded from there, 
said Nic Peterson, a partner in the re-
tirement solutions practice at Morneau 
Shepell. The firm provided consulting 
services to Canadian Blood Services in 
developing the financial education pro-
gram and also is the plan’s third-party 
administrator.

DC plan members pay fees toward 
administration, so the advisory com-
mittee and Canadian Blood Services 
want to make sure the fees are spent 
wisely and promote understanding of 
the plan, Peterson said. “They were real-
ly looking to improve understanding of 
the defined contribution plan and how it 
fits into the overall Canadian retirement 
system.”

With Morneau Shepell’s assistance, 
the plan developed a retirement planning 
workbook for members in 2005. The 
workbook provides information such as 
sources of retirement income, investing 
basics, payout options at retirement, es-
tate planning and how to find a financial 
planner. It has been updated annually to 
reflect changes in government benefit 
levels and in the DC investment lineup.

The workbook includes worksheets 
that help members develop a budget for 
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what’s working

retirement by calculating how much income they’ll need to 
replace. By factoring in savings to date and projected gov-
ernment pension benefits, members arrive at a retirement 
savings gap. The workbook guides them in determining how 
much they need to save annually to close that gap.

Originally on paper, the workbook is now available elec-
tronically.

Peterson said the worksheets are more complete than 
similar online tools she has seen. “They allow members to 
come up with their own investment return assumptions and 
inflation assumptions and play around with those more so 
than a lot of tools,” she said.  Members also can take into ac-
count their spouse’s income.

Canadian Blood Services began offering three-hour re-
tirement planning seminars, conducted by Morneau She-
pell subject matter experts, to DC plan members in 2006. 
The evening seminars were initially geared toward people 
“at all ages and stages,” Peterson said, to make sure that the 
seminars were widely applicable. More recently, and based 
on feedback from seminar participants, the seminar offering 
has been expanded to offer topics geared toward people who 
are closer to retirement.

The workshops are:
• Plan and Save: The seminar debunks the theory that a 

70% income replacement ratio is appropriate for ev-
eryone. Attendees learn how to calculate their own re-
tirement income replacement ratio and how much 
money they’ll need to save. “I call it a two-hour session 
that helps you figure out whether you need to save for 
retirement or whether you can go on your vacation to 
Cuba this year,” Peterson said.

• Learn to Invest: Described as “Investments 101,” the 
seminar is geared toward teaching the basics of invest-
ing including stocks, bonds and mutual funds.

• Sources of Retirement Income: Explains how to put 
all sources of income together to paint a complete pic-
ture of retirement income

• Build Your Budget: Demonstrates how to use the 

workbook to develop a budget for retirement income 
needs.

Canadian Blood Services began offering retirement plan-
ning seminars to DB plan members in 2008. They included 
the Sources of Retirement Income seminar and a session 
called Countdown to Retirement, which covers material 
such as what form of pension members might consider tak-
ing, survivor benefits and a checklist to use as retirement gets 
closer.

The DB plan began offering the Build Your Budget and 
Plan and Save seminars in 2011.

In addition to its education efforts, the DC plan also has 
made changes to provide alternative investment options for 
members who do not want to continually monitor their in-
vestments. In 2014, it added target-date funds called lifecycle 
portfolios that allow plan members to select investments by 
risk profile and years to retirement. When the new funds 
were introduced, the agency added extra Learn to Invest 
seminars and adjusted the content to make sure plan mem-
bers were informed.

Also in 2014, the DC plan posted a workbook tutorial on-
line to guide members through the retirement income plan-
ning process.

The seminars originally were offered in major employee 
centers and then as webinars so that more members could 
attend. Some have been recorded and posted online to allow 
members to access them at any time.

After nearly ten years of offering the seminars, the agency 
is taking a hiatus on live sessions this year. 
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“We think we’ve reached most of our market,” Onate said. 
The agency will focus instead on communicating and direct-
ing members to information, including the recorded webi-
nars, on the website.

Onate also will conduct a survey to find out how plan 
members prefer to receive information about the plans and 
their assessment of the sessions. He predicts plan members 
may make some innovative suggestions that the agency 
hasn’t considered.

Beattie, a DB plan member, said he appreciated the op-
portunity to ask an expert about retirement planning and 
learn basic principles during the seminars. He attended three 
different DB plan sessions, including one of them twice.

Some of the lessons he took away included how expens-
es might change during retirement and the tax advantages 
of various savings and investment vehicles such as Regis-
tered Retirement Savings Plans and Tax-Free Savings Ac-
counts.

He hasn’t developed a final income replacement target 
yet but is continuing to do research and read about personal 
finance and investing on the road to developing his retire-
ment plan. The seminars “felt like a gateway for me that 
opened things up and made me feel confident about going 
to learn a lot more. I have a long way to go but am off to a 
great start.”

what’s working

Follow the blog at www.ifebp.org/blog

From highlights of the latest benefits regulations to inspiring mem-
ber stories, research insights and tips to help you through chal-
lenges, the Word on Benefits will deliver a steady stream of fresh 
content. We hope you'll come to rely on the blog to keep you up to 
date and connected.


