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conversationwith Tyler Smith

In retirement, people face paths known and unknown in important areas like finance, 
health care and lifestyle. Plans can play a key role in educating members to prepare 
for the road ahead, says Tyler Smith, a senior consultant with Coughlin & Associates in 
Winnipeg, Manitoba. Smith, who presented “Retirement: Are Your Members Ready?” 
at the 49th Annual Canadian Employee Benefits Conference last fall, talked with editor 
Robbie Hartman about ways plans can help members navigate that next chapter in life.

What is the distinction between plans 
providing retirement education as 
opposed to advice? 
There’s a big distinction between the two. If a plan 
is providing education, the responsibility is on the 
members to act on it. If a plan provides advice, it 
is starting to take responsibility for members’ re-
tirement. That attracts a different type of liability. 
If a plan is looking to provide actual advice, my 
recommendation would be to bring in a financial 
planner to reduce the associated liability risk.

In what ways can plans help members 
understand their major sources of 
income—pension, government benefits 
and personal savings?
It goes back to a fairly common analogy in the 
retirement industry—the three-legged stool. The 
three-legged stool is made up of a pension plan, 
government benefits and your personal retire-
ment savings. If you have three sources of income 
in retirement, you’re more stable than if you’re re-
lying solely on your pension plan or the govern-
ment to provide benefits in your retirement. The 
analogy helps to make members aware that they 
have some responsibility to save for their own re-
tirement because having multiple income streams, 
including their own retirement savings, increases 
their adaptability and flexibility in retirement. 
Outside of some areas of the public sector, most 
pension plans are simply built to be one of multi-

ple sources of income—not the primary source—
when it comes to retirement.

What are some barriers to helping 
members with retirement planning?
It depends on the age group. For members who 
are 55-plus, retirement is front of mind. It’s a lot 
easier to have that discussion with them. But it can 
be tough to get the attention of people who are in 
their 20s. There are competing needs, including 
buying that first house, paying off debt from edu-
cation and purchasing a car. Human nature is to 
look for things that provide fulfillment right away, 
and it’s difficult to get immediate intrinsic value 
from planning when retirement is 40 years away. 
But the reality is that time is one of the biggest 
advantages you have when it comes to saving and 
investment returns. The sooner you can start sav-
ing, even if it’s small amounts, the better off you’ll 
be and the easier it will be when you get closer to 
retirement. 

It’s important to communicate the value of 
starting early when it comes to savings. You’re 
going to have to use multiple means of commu-
nication, including social media. Often it’s just 
repetition: When you keep talking about it with 
members, it becomes more front of mind. Using 
social stories from older colleagues who wish they 
had started to save earlier can be one of the biggest 
motivators for individuals to really focus on the is-
sue and start putting even a little bit away.
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You’ve noted that large, unexpected costs, or 
“financial shocks,” can lead to surprise detours in 
retirement. How can plans prepare members for 
financial shocks?
It goes back to educating members about having multiple 
sources of income in retirement. You can’t control when fi-
nancial shocks, such as home repairs or a medical situation, 
are going to happen, but you can set yourself up to better ab-
sorb their impact. It’s important to look at what your living 
standard is today and what you want your living standard to 
be in retirement. The traditional rule of 70% of preretirement 
income doesn’t always apply because circumstances are so dif-
ferent between individuals. The dual-income, no-kids family 
is likely going to have a higher standard of living than a single-
income family of five. So the expectations in retirement and 
the money needed to live off of are going to be very different 
from family to family. Your ability to adapt and be able to ab-
sorb those shocks really depends on understanding what you 
want to achieve or where you want to be in retirement.

How can plans help members deal with increased 
longevity, prescription drug costs and other 
important health care topics?
Part of it is making members aware of what health cover-
age they have in retirement through various sources. First, 
does the benefit plan provide postretirement coverage and, 
if so, what are those benefits and when do they expire? Sec-
ond, what does the government provide when it comes to 
drug coverage? Finally, it’s about educating members about 
supplementing their gaps in coverage. The reality is that most 
people will be on some sort of prescription drug as they get 
older. The cost for the amount of prescription drugs an in-
dividual is on goes up by 50%, on average, for individuals 
between the ages of 65 and 80. Knowing where you may need 
to get additional insurance or health care coverage to offset 
some of those costs becomes important. As people continue 
to live longer, prescription drugs will become more and more 
of a driver of costs in retirement.

You’ve talked about the importance of keeping 
the mind and body active in retirement. What 
specifically can people do? 
Plans can assist by making members aware of the need to 
plan beyond just the financial aspects of retirement. Our 
cognitive abilities deteriorate as we age, but finding ways to 
keep your brain and your body active can help to slow that 
deterioration. Finding ways to stimulate the brain, through 
simple activities like reading or solving the weekend cross-
word, can help. Physically, it’s important to stay active in 
retirement. Mobility issues are very common as we age. 
Maintaining good health and making sure you are physically 
active in retirement help to prolong your ability to do the 
things you want to do.

Depression in retirement is another thing for members 
to be aware of. The risk of depression increases by 40% as 
people retire. Keeping yourself physically active and men-
tally stimulated are critical to reducing the risk of depression.

A Society of Actuaries survey showed that 
retirees miss having relationships with co-
workers more than having a regular paycheck. 
What are some important social factors to 
consider?
The biggest thing to consider is that our social network tends 
to rely on our work because we spend so much time there 
during our waking hours. Our colleagues tend to be the big-
gest source of social connection we have. As you step out of 
the workforce, you won’t have that same amount of contact, 
so finding new ways to maintain our social contacts becomes 
important. Whether it’s through retiree groups from your 
work or joining new organizations, it’s important to find 
contacts and make connections. More than the paycheck, it’s 
the human interaction that people tend to miss in retirement 
if they haven’t planned for it. Members should think about 
what they want to do in retirement. It’s important, probably 
more so than the financial aspect, to have a plan for keeping 
active and engaged, because you have a lot more time dur-
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ing your day and you have to figure out how to fill it with 
activities and hobbies, whether that’s through spending time 
with friends or getting involved in volunteerism. One idea is 
to volunteer to do some of the tasks you used to do for your 
profession. For example, as a trade individual, you may want 
to volunteer with Habitat for Humanity or at your union hall 
as a trainer.

Any other key takeaways?
One thing to stress with members is adaptability in retire-
ment planning and their retirement itself. It’s important to 

remember that nothing is set in stone when it comes to re-
tirement. People can change fairly quickly when it comes to 
facing a new financial or physical reality if they are open to 
adapting. So whether your financial situation becomes bet-
ter or worse, or your health becomes better or worse, a lot 
of times you are able to adjust better if you have an open 
mind. It’s about making sure you don’t base your plans too 
concretely on one set of expectations.

Watch Smith deliver key takeaways on preparing members for 
retirement at www.ifebp.org/benefitbits.
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