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BABY
BOOM
Record numbers of
babies are being 
born to older, 
educated parents.
Alison MacAlpine
finds out how 
postponing 
parenthood affects 
retirement savings
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speech therapy, and the stress of wondering how long she and her
husband will be there to give Emma the care she needs. While the
children have a family RESP, Lee hasn’t been able to face the paper-
work required to set up an RDSP for Emma just yet. As for saving
for retirement, that’s very much on the back burner for now. 

RETIREMENT SAVINGS ON 
HOLD UNTIL … RETIREMENT?
Sterling Rempel, CFP, with Future Values Estate and Financial
Planning in Calgary, has a graph he likes to show his clients: a
rising line for income and below that, a parabolic (rising then
falling) line for fixed expenses. At some point, the gap between
the two lines widens, providing a window of opportunity for accel-
erating retirement savings. Those who have children later in life
may not see that window until their late 50s or early 60s, which
doesn’t leave much time to catch up.

“Somebody who is in their 40s having children probably knows
they’re going to be working longer,” says Lee Helkie of Helkie
Financial and Insurance Services Inc. in Toronto. But she is quick
to add all parents will have challenges when they have children,
regardless of their age. “When you’re older, the challenge may be
you have to take a vacation from your financial plan to pay for other
expenses when you’re probably in your better earning years. ”

Laurie Stephenson, CFP, of Starboard Wealth Planners in
Halifax, agrees. “Lots of people are just hitting their stride workwise
in their 40s,” she says. “We deal with a lot of business owners, so
to suddenly take a year off when you’re just kind of humming, to
be off with your first baby, can be tricky. People don’t always have
enough money saved to step out of the workforce for a year.”

Kane is a case in point. A business owner, she took four months
off with her first child and just three weeks off with her second.
Now, with her older son in second-year university and her younger
son starting university next year, she may have to work longer than
she’d like. In her mid-50s, Kane is ready to ease off on her career,
but she also wants to support her eldest’s interest in law school
and have a comfortable retirement. 

One option open to her may be downsizing, but she’s perfectly
fine with the concept of boomerang kids who return home after
school. “Part of me thinks I’ve got too much house, given that
Justin’s going to be gone in another year. Another part of me goes,
‘Don’t do anything fast.’”

WHERE’S THE REGISTERED
CHILDCARE SAVINGS FUND?
Carol Anderson, a Toronto-based freelancer, was able to take nine
months off when she had her son at 40, but says it was tough to
get her business going again when she was ready to return to work.
“I had no income for quite a long time, and then I was supposed
to be working, but I was mostly trying to sleep!” 

Overall, with no family living in the city to help out, Anderson
estimates that childcare — the nanny, then daycare, then after-
school care — cost her family $100,000 over her son’s first seven
years. Needless to say, the flow of money she had been contribut-
ing monthly to retirement savings dried up in the face of those
expenses.

Anderson says she would have appreciated some honest budg-

andra Lee gave birth to her third daughter, Emma,
when she was 41. She understood she faced
increased risks through pregnancy and delivery. She
knew she was carrying a child with Down syn-
drome. What was entirely unexpected was that
Emma would arrive one month early and an hour
after she was born Lee’s husband, Gary, would expe-

rience a massive heart attack. 
“The doctors told us that he would have died if we hadn’t been

in hospital,” she says. “Emma saved her dad’s life.”
Gary would spend the next six days in hospital. For four

months he would be restricted from most physical activity includ-
ing — pivotally for the father of young children — lifting. Emma
would stay in the neonatal unit for three weeks. Lee found herself
shuttling back and forth between her Ottawa home, where four-
year-old Maja and two-year-old Sammy were clamouring for her
attention, and the hospital to visit both her husband and her new-
born. 

Lee’s story puts some of the challenges of post-35 parenting in
sharp relief. There’s more chance of a baby born with a disability
(whether the mother, father, or both are older), more chance of a
parent experiencing a critical illness and even death while the child
is still young, and yet it’s a trend that’s increasingly common. 

In 1981, just 3.5 per cent of Canadian babies were born to
families in which both mother and father were age 35 or older.
That number rose to 6.8 per cent in 1991, 13 per cent in 2001,
and 15.4 per cent in 2011, according to Statistics Canada’s latest
figures. Furthermore, a significant flip occurred in 2010, when
the fertility rate for women aged 35 to 39 eclipsed the fertility rate
for women aged 20 to 24 for the first time in Statistics Canada’s
recordkeeping history. 

TIME TO STUDY, WORK, 
AND PAY DOWN DEBT
There’s no question that later parenthood has financial conse-
quences — but there are some advantages. 

Julia Quinette of Fredericton feels that had she started a family
earlier she may not have completed her doctorate — something that
led to a tenured position as a professor. “Getting the degree and then
having children was certainly better financially than not complet-
ing the degree,” says Quinette, now a mother of two.

Being child free until he was 40 gave Derek Konieczny of
Georgetown, Ont., time to focus on eliminating debt. “I bought a
house in my 30s, and my wife bought a condominium. Without
the cost of raising children in our early 30s, we were really able to
focus on paying down the balances,” he says. 

“The upside is you’re comfortable in your finances, so you don’t
sweat the little stuff,” adds Theresa Kane of Toronto. “Providing
for the children is certainly easier than it would have been had I
had kids when I was 22.”

Lee, too, feels that working for a number of years before having
children helped her family weather the surprises that surrounded
Emma’s birth. The couple’s house is paid off, they have no debt,
and their savings will allow Lee to wait until Emma is settled into
school before returning to work. 

Still, there are the extra costs of having a daughter with devel-
opmental challenges, including private occupational therapy and
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eting guidance to better prepare her for the
costs of childcare, clothes, and “all the big plas-
tic things they seem to need at a certain age —
from car seats to strollers to toys.” 

Helkie says there’s a simple way for clients
who are contemplating parenthood, and those
already immersed in it, to set aside funds: make
automated deposits into several saving pools
dedicated to different needs within one bank
account. Whether a client is saving for fertility
treatments, childcare, kids’ activities, or holi-
days, it’s a way to make sure there’s money
available when needed.

A savings pool for other kids’ presents may
be a good idea, too. Jenn Gruden of Toronto
added up all the birthday parties one of her
two sons was invited to during a single school
year. There were 22, and each came with a gift
expectation in the $25 to $30 range. That’s a
cost of parenting people don’t tend to plan for.

RISK IN INVESTING AND
CAREER PLANNING
With less time to save, and the pinch of expenses
leaving little money to put aside, are older par-
ents ready to accept more risk to enhance
growth potential? That hasn’t been Rempel’s
experience. He’s found that with age comes
caution.

“They’ve got more experience and they’ve
seen [rocky markets] before, so they know
what can happen,” he says. “If they’ve set a tar-
get [retirement] date in their mind and we
have an economic downturn like we saw in
2008 or 2001 or the current one, they don’t
want to be retiring into that with lower values.”

A desire to stay safe may also impact older
parents’ career choices. Gruden and her hus-
band are waiting until their children are older before pursuing
their dream of starting a martial arts academy. 

“There are certain risks that we haven’t taken because stability
of income seems more important to us,” she explains. Yet, without
taking career risks — say, starting a business, switching companies,
or going for a promotion — income may top out around the time
children arrive to post-35 parents. 

As Gruden observes, “When you have kids later, our experience
is you’ve maxed out your salary range for your current role. So
our cost of living increases have been miniscule over the last five
years and our actual buying power has gone down over the last
seven years.”

MORE INCOME, MORE SAVINGS,
MORE TO LOSE
“Parents in their later lives will probably need more life insurance,
more critical illness insurance, and more disability insurance to

protect children at a younger age if they pass away or become
disabled,” says Peter Ficek, CFP, of Terra Firma Financial Inc. in
Calgary. 

He points out that many people don’t understand that prob-
abilities need to be added together to assess risk. So, if a family has
two children and each has a 25 per cent chance of inheriting an
eye condition that led to a grandmother’s blindness, the family
has a 50 per cent probability they need to plan for.

The good news as Ficek sees it is that post-35 parents are more
willing to talk about the liabilities they face. He uses “what if” sce-
narios to demonstrate the impact of specific events and to help
answer parents’ questions such as, if we have a third child, can we
still retire at age 55? 

Helkie often recommends insuring children’s lives, as well as
parents’ lives, but is careful about how she positions the conver-
sation. It’s not about preparing for a child’s death, but instead
about buying a cost-effective permanent policy while a child is
young and healthy that guarantees insurability and builds a cash

COVER STORY The Lee family 
is “resourceful”
with managing
challenges that
come with 
parenthood 
post age 35.
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value that can help them stand on their own two feet when they
grow up. “We help our clients transition their children from young
adults to adults, and that’s a great place to start,” she emphasizes. 

“Critical illness insurance on kids is a place that people in my
business really fall down in terms of even having the conversation
because nobody really wants to think about, what if my kid gets
sick?” adds Stephenson. 

If a child gets sick, she believes it’s important to make sure at
least one parent has the option of leaving work for a period of
time. “[Kids’ insurance] can be cheap,” she says. “People think this
stuff is expensive but there are always options.”

An emergency fund is essential, too, and Gruden says the tra-
ditional recommendation to save six months’ worth of expenses
may not be sufficient. Within one calendar year, both her parents
were hospitalized, her older son had appendicitis and was in hos-
pital for one week and at home for three weeks, and she ended up
on bed rest while pregnant. 

“One good thing about being over 35, though, is that your bor-
rowing power is strong,” she says wryly. “We definitely have had
times where we’ve accessed our credit.”

MAKING THE MOST OF 
SCARCE RESOURCES
Rempel urges his clients to take advantage of “free money” wher-
ever it’s available — for example, through government grants and
employer-sponsored pension and share ownership programs. 

In addition, for Lee, one way to stay financially nimble has been
to accept help when it’s offered. Friends who had kids earlier gave
her hand-me-down clothes and toys. The church community she
belongs to helped with food and support immediately after Emma
was born. She took advantage of a free pilot kindergarten readiness
program offered by the city. And she accesses services regularly
through the Children’s Hospital of Eastern Ontario and Ottawa
Children’s Treatment Centre. 

“I’m very resourceful,” she says with a smile, and that’s exactly
what many post-35 parents need to be to ride out the financial
ups and downs of raising children later in life. �

ALISON MACALPINE is a Toronto-based writer, editor, and post-35 parent.
She can be reached at alison@amcommunications.ca. 

Sandwich Generation 
With older parents come older grand-
parents, so sandwich-generation
issues can loom large for 35-plus 
parents. Gruden’s mother-in-law will
be moving into their house while she
recovers from a financial loss.
Konieczny’s parents have both over-
come serious illnesses. “Their health
issues have really stabilized over the
last six months, so we’ll see what the
future holds, but they almost had 
full-time jobs just visiting doctors for
three years in a row,” he says.

If things take a turn for the worse,
long-term care expenses can dwarf
childcare costs. “Some of the more
expensive options can run up to
$10,000 a month for an elderly person
to have full-time care and lodging,”
says Roy Klassen, TEP, a partner at
McLeod Law LLP in Calgary. He
advises that families, “at a minimum,
make sure that the elderly parents
have proper wills, incapacity docu-
ments, such as powers of attorney 
and personal directives, monitor their
ability or not to be independent, and
look at options for care when the 
time comes.” He also recommends
discussing compensation for family

members who act as the primary 
caregivers.

Blended Families
“The modern family is alive and well,
and it’s made our work a lot more
complex,” says Stephenson. “I have a
client who just turned 50. He’s got
kids in their 20s and he’s just re-part-
nered with a woman who is 10 years
younger who has a daughter in her
20s, but also has a five- and a seven-
year-old. Now, all of a sudden he’s
faced with the fact that when he’s in
his early 60s he’s probably going to
have two kids in university, and then
potentially grandchildren,” he says. 

RESP planning is one area that
may require extra work for blended
families, says Rempel. “If we’ve got
three young children under the age 
of five, well, we can put the RESP 
contributions together. But if I’ve got
one at 14 and one at two I need to
allocate funds to a greater proportion
for the elder because they’re going 
to be withdrawing them sooner, and
then I need to replenish or catch up
for the younger.”

Estate planning can also get
extremely complicated because of 

a mix of legal and moral responsibili-
ties, says Klassen. “The primary risk 
is if there’s no will at all,” he says, 
recommending that financial planners
“assess the situation and encourage
good communication between the
parents and the parties.” He adds, 
“We always talk about that as being
the modern approach to estate plan-
ning as opposed to the ‘seal the 
envelope and don’t open it until I die’
approach.”

Disability Planning
When planning for a child with a dis-
ability, it’s very important for everyone
involved to understand their obliga-
tions and how long those obligations
persist, says Stephenson, adding,
“With the RDSP, you want to set it up
with a good amount of contemplation
and you want to go through it with
somebody who is an expert.” 

Beyond estate planning, which
may include life insurance and trusts,
Rempel says it’s also important to
acknowledge the stress caregivers face
every day and to give thought to fund-
ing alternative caregivers. “What if
one parent loses the capacity to care-
give? What do we do then? Insurance
can help. Investments can help. Even
just talking about it probably can
help,” he says. — A.M. 

Family Complications


