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Message from the Editor

Having good health in retirement is essential. Your doctor plays a key role in this.
Check out the article on how to enhance your relationship with your doctor.

What can couples do to minimize the tax implications of their RRSP’s.  Check out the
article on Spousal RRSPs.

THE EXPERTS SPEAK…………..
SPOUSAL RRSPs – A Refresher

An important part of RPI’s retirement planning seminar is the module on financial planning.  One of the topics
the presenters touch on briefly is directed specifically at couples—the spousal RRSP.  Here is an article that
elaborates on the advantages of making this investment decision.  It doesn’t work for everyone, but it can be
very helpful in some circumstances.  

Our author is Malcolm Fletcher, a chartered accountant, actuary and financial planner.  He can be reached at
842-4229 or mfletcher@wpi.ca

Since inception in 1957, RRSPs have been a key part of most Canadians’ financial plans.  They offer four key
advantages:

1. Initial tax deduction, resulting in part of the capital that’s invested having been indirectly provided by
government (due to the income tax that otherwise would have been payable that year);

2. Tax-deferred compounding on investment returns within the plan, which can become significant when
funds stay invested in the RRSP for at least 10 years;

3. Potentially lower tax payable upon withdrawal:  most Canadians will have lower income in retirement than
when they were at work, so most RRSP withdrawals will attract less tax than the taxes saved at the time of
the initial contributions;

4. Human nature: when our retirement savings are in an RRSP, we’re reluctant to make withdrawals before we
need to, because we don’t want to pay taxes early!

(Continued on page 2)
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(Continued from page 1)

Spousal RRSPs offer these same advantages, and potentially an additional one that is a variation of the tax

savings point 3:  income splitting.  If you prepare your own income tax return, or if you’ve attended a

Retirement Planning Institute pre-retirement course, you’ll recall that a couple who each earn $30,000 pays

significantly less income tax than a single taxpayer who earns $60,000. This is due to Canada’s progressive

tax system; on the first $30,000 of taxable income, an Ontarian pays less than $5,000 of tax whereas a person

with a $60,000 taxable income pays about $14,000. 

For spousal RRSP’s to perform their magic, a couple must foresee a difference in their respective tax brackets

in retirement; if both anticipate similar retirement incomes (e.g. similar employer pension + CPP + OAS

entitlements), then a spousal RRSP likely won’t save any more taxes than conventional RRSP’s held by each.

The best-case scenario for a spousal plan is where there’s a big gap in the income earned by the couple.  For

example, if A earns $75,000 in Quebec, (s)he is in a 45.7% tax bracket, so a $100 RRSP contribution generates

a $45.70 reduction in current tax payable.  If upon retirement A has $57,000 of retirement income, A will pay

42.4% tax, slightly below today’s rate.  But if A’s spouse earns only $13,000 in retirement, (s)he’ll pay 29.4%

on modest annual withdrawals from the spousal plan; the couple thereby realizes permanent tax savings of

over 16%.

Be sure to investigate the potential merits of a spousal RRSP with your financial advisor!

Resources Reviewed

Surviving Male Menopause: A Guide for Women and Men. 2000.  Jed Diamond.

Men in midlife often experience many of the same symptoms that menopausal women do but it is only

recently that the medical community has recognized that men, too, go through a very similar phase. In a frank

and informative manner, Diamond presents the facts about this phenomenon.  The book is targetted at men

AND women.  This way not only men, but the women in their lives, be they girlfriends, wives, or perhaps even

mothers, will be knowledgeable.

Midlife Runaway:  A Grown-Ups’ Guide to Taking a Year Off.  2000.  Linda Cronin.

I dare you to read this book and NOT think about taking a year off!   As  Cronin says, “the time away gives

you direct experience of what retirement may be like.  It allows you to test out not working and to see how

you adjust to not having a job to define you.”  This book is chockful of practical and insightful advice for

anyone who wants or needs to run away.
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THE EDITOR’S PICK………….Good communciation with your
doctor can actually improve your health!

The Scenario:

There you are.  Sitting in the little examining room, waiting for the doctor.  The paper sarong isn’t quite big
enough and the room isn’t quite warm enough.  You review your mental list of symptoms and questions.  The
doctor enters.  Your mental list vanishes the minute the doctor says, “Hop up on the table and I’ll just take a
look.”  When it’s all over and you are leaving the doctor’s office you realize that you’ve forgotten at least half
of what the doctor told you.

Being a Patient

This scene is played out over and over again as Canadians shift into the “patient” role. You may be a highly
confident and competent person in your regular life, but boy is it difficult to maintain this persona in the
medical examining room!  This reaction is quite normal.  Lots of research has documented the fact that we
become anxious, inarticulate and ineffective when confronted with a medical professional. 

Our need for medical diagnosis and treatment increases as we age. This means that many of us will need to
interact more frequently in the coming years with medical professionals. Taking charge of our own health
requires two things.  First, we must adjust our lifestyle so that it supports our health.  Second, we must
participate as full partners with our physicians in pursuit of successful and effective diagnoses and treatment. 

Fortunately, extensive research has been done to understand the nature of the unique relationship that exists
between physicians and their patients.   From this research, we know that good communication between
physician and patient is the key to a good relationship.  Not only that, research shows that there is a direct
relationship between how good the relationship is with our doctor and our level of health!  In other words,
good communication with your doctor actually enhances your health!

The Challenge

We like to blame our doctors for not communicating with us better, but the research shows that we are partly
to blame. Instead of taking charge of our own health, we all too often look to our physicians to provide miracle
cures.  We don’t want to hear that we are in the driver’s seat and that the quality of our health is going to
depend upon our own efforts.  However, it is becoming increasingly important for mature Canadians to take
a more proactive approach to maintaining their health.  This stems not only from the fact that so many
diseases are lifestyle-related, but also from the fact that the message we are getting from all levels of
government is that we are going to have to adapt to a very different kind of health-care system.  This new
system involves taking more personal responsibility for our own health as well as the health of our loved ones.

Some Pointers

If maintaining and improving your health is a priority for you, then one of the best things you can do is to make
sure that you are communicating effectively with your doctor.
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Recommended Reading

There are some wonderful Canadian books on the market now to help you manage your own health and your
relationship with medical professionals.  

The Healthy Boomer: A No-Nonsense Midlife Health Guide for Women and Men.  1999.  This is a great book
and it’s Canadian!  It targets individuals in midlife and contains great info and advice on a wide range of
health-related issues.

Health Talk: How to Communicate with Your Doctor.  2000.  This is a fantastic book that specifically targets
the issue of communication between doctor and patient.  

Great Health Web Sites

www.hc-sc.gc.ca This is Health Canada’s bilingual web site.  It is a great place to 
start as it contains lots of links to other health-related sites.

www.canadian-health-network.ca This is another great bilingual site that will provide you 
with lots of super health information.

www1.sympactico.ca This site has a great health section.  It is a good place to do 
research on specific diseases.

Here are some pointers.

1. If you want an examination, but also want to have time to talk with the doctor, ask the receptionist for a longer appointment.
If you prefer to have the discussion in the doctor’s office after the examination, let the receptionist know.  They can’t read
your mind!

2. If you feel that you are going to be too anxious to focus properly on the doctor’s diagnosis and treatment recommendations,
take someone else with you.  Let the doctor’s office know in advance if you are.

3. Organize your thoughts before you go to the doctor.  This means doing some research in advance so that you can describe
your symptoms accurately and also ask the right questions. Write your questions down and refer to them during the visit. 

4. Ask for clarification.  Sometimes the doctor uses medical jargon; you need to know and understand what the doctor is saying.

5. Ask questions.  Research shows that doctors assume you know the answers if you don’t ask the questions!

6. Take notes when the doctor is talking to you because patients often forget what the doctor has told them after the visit.  It’s
important for you to remember the treatment that has been recommended.

7. If you feel you won’t be able to follow the doctor’s advice, say so.  Ask the doctor if there are other ways to address the
problem.  Too often, patients let the doctor think they are going to follow-up and then they don’t.

8. If you take all these steps and your doctor isn’t responding very well, consider finding another doctor that can handle a
patient who is taking charge of his or her own health!
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