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Offering benefits that will attract and retain older workers may require 
a change of mindset among employers and plan sponsors, said Riley St. 
Jacques, FSA, FCIA, senior consulting actuary with PBI Actuarial Consul-
tants LP in Vancouver, British Columbia. Rather than focusing solely on 
costs, employers should see efforts to retain employees over the age of 
55 as a good investment, he said. As life expectancies improve, designing 
benefit programs that keep older employees on the payroll can be an ef-
fective way to counteract expected skills and labor shortages. St. Jacques 
spoke on “Semiretired Benefits: Working Past Normal Retirement Age and 
the Impact on Sponsored Benefit Programs” at the 46th Annual Canadian 
Employee Benefits Conference.  He discussed challenges and advantages 
of designing benefits for older workers with editor Kathy Bergstrom.

What are key trends employers 
should be aware of when it 
comes to their employees 
working past normal retirement 
age?
The baby boom demographic bulge, the 
low-interest-rate environment and the 
lifestyle that I think a lot of boomers 
have become accustomed to are really 
influencing retirement age patterns and 
what people in the so-called retirement 
age of 65 group are expecting with their 
future.

Since the mid-90s, you’ve seen the 
working life of individuals increas-
ing and stepping pretty much in line 
with average life expectancy. With bet-
ter health and better life expectancies, 
they’re likely to work much longer and 
want to find ways to work much longer. 
That’s where flexibility comes in.

When you ask individuals what they 
want to do when they get to retirement 
age, many don’t necessarily want to 
retire, but they certainly want to have 
some reduced work or scaled-back 

responsibility. They still want to con-
tribute significantly to an organization. 
That need for flexibility affects how 
benefits should be provided to those 
individuals.

Describe the mismatch between 
the benefits an older member/
employee needs and what 
the plan sponsor/employer 
provides.
A lot of the mismatch comes in the fact 
that individuals in this new semiretired 
cohort can be some of the most diverse 
individuals sponsors may have. You 
can have individuals with significantly 
younger spouses, dependent grandchil-
dren or needing to provide care for el-
derly spouses. That diversity can make 
it more difficult to meet the needs of 
those individuals.

 I think, also, that a lot of individu-
als at that age are feeling that they may 
not be treated as fairly as their younger 
active counterparts. One of the biggest 
issues is around the fact that they feel 
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they’re paying for benefits that they won’t receive or aren’t 
even eligible to receive, especially when it comes to disability 
or long-term disability benefits.

Should employers encourage employees to work 
past normal retirement age?
Many studies have shown that as employees get older, it 
doesn’t really affect their capacity to work. There’s no real 
correlation between an individual’s ability to work and their 
age.  In fact, it’s an important resource—their ability to share 
knowledge and history of an organization. Many of those 
employees become very desirable.

As labor and skills shortages become more of an issue, 
sponsors will need to be flexible to provide ways that older 
members can continue to participate and be valued members 
of the team.

What are the most effective incentives for 
attracting or retaining older employees?
Any sponsor that doesn’t provide benefits to part-time mem-
bers may want to rethink that policy as many semiretired will 
want that flexibility of time as one incentive to keep working. 
The vast majority of people talking about their retirement 
want to slow down or find some type of reduced capacity. 

You may also have members who have just returned to 
work, not necessarily because they want to, but because they 
have to for financial reasons. They may be concerned about 
the possibility of becoming disabled or having something 
impact their future work. Benefits that will provide addi-
tional security will be an important thing for employers to 
consider.

What are the cost implications of providing 
benefits to older employees?
For health care, the related costs go up. There’s not really a 
question—for most plans and most plan designs in Canada, 
the costs increase with age.

Although we know that the cost of providing benefits to 
older employees generally goes up, even with the current 
provincial coverage that is available for some at the age of 

65, I think that perceived value of benefits for that cohort 
of people around retirement age will outweigh the increased 
costs for those benefits. Costs will be partially offset by sav-
ings in business costs because of the talent and knowledge 
employers retain when older employees continue working.

Looking into the future, with continued government 
downloading of benefits from the public to individuals, it’s 
likely that people at the semiretired age or even in retirement 
will see expenses that they weren’t expecting, especially re-
lated to their health.  Downloading of expenses will grow.

When you’re looking at your overall compensation pack-
age, some benefits may provide a little more value to the semi-
retired employee than to the younger active cohort. Some 
benefits may be worth more than a little bit extra in salary or 
other types of compensation.

What are some ways employers can manage 
costs while still providing value to their older 
employees?

Many provincial programs discriminate or provide ben-
efits based on an individual’s age, and it’s important for spon-
sors to design and coordinate benefits to fully take advantage 
of provincial programs to help control costs. For example, 
several provinces currently offer drug coverage for individu-
als based on age. There can be some creative ways to shift 
most of the cost to the provincial programs—while they 
last—especially if provincial programs move to becoming 
second payer as Alberta has contemplated in its new Phar-
maCare proposal. A lot of the provinces are moving away 
from age-based to means-based programs.

If you do a broad-brush change and increase disability 
coverage up to the age of 67, the cost implications can be 
quite dramatic overall, because this change will impact all 
members’ benefits. But employers can come up with unique 
designs that can help minimize some of the costs and still 
make a connection between what individuals are paying into 
and what they’re actually receiving for benefits.

Employers could specify a minimum period of benefit, say 
five years, and offer disability coverage to the member until the 
age of 65 or until they have received at least five years of ben-
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efit. If somebody was aged 62 when they became disabled, they 
would at least receive disability benefit for the next five years, 
until they’re 67. If someone is working at the age of 66 and 
becomes disabled, they may be able to receive a benefit until 
they’re aged 71. Individuals would receive some type of mid-
term disability benefit and financial security, especially if you’re 
considering there will be more and more people who may just 
not have the means to retire at the magical retirement age of 65.

You have mentioned how needs can vary greatly 
among older workers. How can employers 
address those varying needs?

I think a lot of employers can provide great optional group 
coverage for things like critical illness, elder care, even long-
term disability or optional life insurance if needed.  Group 

optional coverage can really enhance and give individuals af-
fordable access to those benefits.

In recent years, employers have moved away from offer-
ing flexible benefit plans, but employers may rethink that as 
they look for ways to attract and retain older workers.

Are older employees willing to spend more  
on flexible benefits?

They generally understand the need for or the value of 
those benefits, and I think they will be willing to spend more 
for them. I believe a lot of organizations should rethink things 
like critical illness and long-term care as some of those costs 
could be spread throughout the full active group as opposed 
to keeping them optional, because the truth is they are im-
portant benefits regardless of your age. &
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