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OPINION: Boomers will have to plan carefully if they want to make retirement a new beginning for their lives rather than an ending

Yogi Berra once cautioned
us, “You got to be careful if

you don’t know where you’re
going, because you might not get
there” That may be the case for
many people who spend more
time planning next year’s vaca-
tion than they do thinking about
their retirement. Having a vision
of what one wants from the next
phase of one’s life is the key to a
fulfilling future.

There are 9.6 million baby
boomers in Canada (born
between 1946 and 1964). They
make up nearly 30% of our popu-
lation and they are all approach-
ing retirement or have recently
retired.

Baby boomers are used to
transforming things. And that’s
what many of them are doing
when it comes to retirement. Their
retirement will be different than
that of their parents.

More than half expect to work at
least part time. They will spend 20
to 30 years in retirement. They
have more money (and carry
more debt) than any other genera-
tion in our history.

They also see retirement as an
opportunity to reinvent them-
selves and fulfill lifelong dreams.
For them, it’s not an ending but a
new beginning.

But research shows that enjoy-
ing a fulfilling “rest of your life”
requires serious planning and
self-examination.

“About half of today’s retirees
are quite miserable in their post-
retirement lives,” says psychologist
and researcher Ken Dychtwald.
Those who leave the planning
process until after they retire have
often inadvertently restricted their
lifestyle options.

So, boomers, what are the
major steps in preparing for the
next stage of your life?

First, determine what matters to
you. The most important question
is, “Who do I want to be next?”
This means identifying things that
are really important to you. Retire-
ment is a chance to pursue inter-
ests and passions that were set
aside when you had to work full
time.

New avenues may be learning
new skills, getting more involved
in the community, travelling, start-
ing a business, building more
friendships or strengthening the
family — whatever really matters
to you.

Second, have a financial plan.
The key to a financially secure
retirement is taking action early.
Nearly 30% of young adults
haven’t started saving for retire-
ment. Only half of Canadians own
a registered retirement savings
plan.

Whatever your choices are in
the next phase of life, a financial
plan is needed to support them.
According to the BMO Retirement
Trends Study, there are three pri-
mary financial risks that should be
covered:

■ A more expensive retirement
than you anticipated. You’ll need
to have enough income options to
fund all costs.

■ Outliving your money. Living
longer means planning for a
longer retirement.

■ Unexpected events. Have a
contingency plan for situations
such as elder care or coping with
your own health and mobility
issues.

Third, be ready for an emo-
tional transition. When someone
asks “What do you do?” people
usually answer by telling them
what they do for a living. Of
course, you are much more than
their job. But when you work full
time, what you do often defines
who you are.

When you leave the workforce,
you lose that identity. Saying, “I’m
retired” can make you feel less rel-
evant, less worthy. Having already
identified who you want to be next
helps with your sense of self-
worth. You can say something like:
“I’m in college studying electron-
ics,” “I start my world travels next
month” or “I’m chairing a local

fundraising committee.” Getting
help with the emotional transition
is more important for some than
others. People who try to go “cold
turkey” from being a status-job-
workaholic to staying at home

24/7 are in for a stressful identity
crisis. The advice they’ll get from a
counsellor? Make a transition
plan.

Fourth, don’t retire too early,
even if it seems like a great idea. It

can be a symbol of financial suc-
cess, freedom and independence,
but experts say you are not ready
to retire until you know what
you’re going to do after work.

It may feel good at first to be out

ahead of friends — playing golf,
getting all the “jobs” done around
the house and avoiding the daily
commute. But when the novelty
wears off, you may find you’ve
prematurely limited some future
lifestyle choices.

What you love to do on a two-
week vacation at age 55 is not nec-
essarily what you will want to do
for decades of retirement. Exiting
early into vacation mode is filled
with pitfalls. Instead, treat retire-
ment as a gradual transition from
full-time work into meaningful
phases of later life.

Fifth, communicate with those
around you. She wants to start a
new business; he wants to travel.
There is an ailing parent who
needs attention. Finding a future
that works for everyone means
early communication and some
compromises.

More than one marriage has
come apart in later life because
the partners didn’t share and rec-
oncile their innermost plans and
desires well in advance of leaving
full-time work.

Finally, consider where to live.
Staying put has its advantages —
feeling comfortable in a commu-
nity where you know your doctor,
bank manager, retail stores and
neighbours. Familiarity doesn’t
necessarily breed contempt.

But the next-life plan may work
better somewhere else — closer to
children, to new business and
education opportunities, or to
warmer weather. Maybe it’s time
to move to a smaller community
with cheaper housing, which
would provide more disposable
income. Where to live is an impor-
tant part of the plan.

Comedian George Carlin
summed up my retirement philos-
ophy when he said, “Life is not
measured by the number of
breaths we take, but by the
moments that take our breath
away.”
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