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Covid-19 has massively changed our expectations of what it means to save money. 

After hunkering down at home for over a year, a series of new reports have shown that the effects 

of these rapid changes to our lifestyle, have convinced some Canadians about the importance of 

looking at our retirement funds, our day-to-day savings and our plans for the future. In fact, the 

Bank of Canada says Canadians’ savings rate is up 18% over average, and, compared with historical 

averages, this trend is likely to continue for another two to three years at least.

So what happened? 

Covid-19 is a Black Swan situation. A Black Swan is an unpredictable event that is beyond what is 

normally expected of a situation and has potentially severe consequences. Covid-19 is the large-

scale version of having all the lights go out in your neighbourhood and not knowing what’s going to 

happen next. Is it a typical windstorm power outage or a breakdown in the entire grid that will take 

weeks to fix? As we all know, with the current pandemic, we’ve got vaccines coming our way and 

innovative ways of working have allowed us to keep safe and keep focused on the future, but the 

reality is that most people are still wary that all of the answers are in sight.
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SAVE TO THRIVE: THE PANDEMIC PENSION AT WORK

And the other question on Canadians’ minds is: 

Is the possible end to Covid-19 really the end of 

all of our challenges? 

From the dot-com crash in 2000 to 9/11, 

to the global financial crisis of 2008 and 

the Fukushima 

nuclear disaster 

of 2011, Black 

Swan events have 

been happening 

more and more 

frequently. On 

the Pacific Coast, 

what were once-

in-a-lifetime 

forest fires have 

become seasonal 

disaster zones from 

Los Angeles to 

Vancouver. Same 

goes for Australia, 

where smoke now obliterates city skylines every 

year. In all of these places, families had to be 

evacuated for weeks because their homes and 

families were at risk. Roads were closed, people 

were isolated over and over again from those 

they love, and the question keeps coming up: 

How can we plan ahead? 

Few of us expected that this would be what our 

lives would be like, and over the pandemic, our 

level of stress has only gotten worse. Allostatic 

overload is the wear and tear on the body which 

accumulates as we are exposed to repeated 

or chronic stress, and exceeds our capacity 

to cope, something that scientists saw we are 

experiencing in excess during Covid-19. 

Allostatic overload creates fatigue, fear and 

panic, which means that we’re not thinking 

clearly and creatively, and we’re affected 

1  https://hbr.org/2020/03/coping-with-fatigue-fear-
and-panic-during-a-crisis 

by poor decision-making mental processes, 

breakdown and relationship strain.1

We’ve had to adjust accordingly and continually 

build a new future for ourselves, adapting to 

every new normal. 

All of this is why many Canadians have 

also been seeing Covid-19 as a kickstart to 

building new, more adaptable behaviours. The 

pandemic has arisen not just as a burden, but as 

an opportunity, and a chance to live a better and 

more fulfilling life. 



2  http://www.bnnbloomberg.ca/4-in-10-canadians-worried-about-covid-19-s-impact-on-their-retirement-plan-poll-1.1511677 

3 https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/retirement-savings-in-the-time-of-covid-19-b9740518/

4 https://www.newswire.ca/news-releases/pandemic-s-economic-impacts-leading-many-canadians-to-worry-about-their-retirement-plans-cibc-poll-810018489.

html

5 Bazzoli, A., Probst, T. M., & Lee, H. J. (2021). Economic stressors, COVID-19 attitudes, worry, and behaviors among US working adults: A mixture analysis. International 

Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 18(5), 2338; Nawawi, A., & Salin, A. S. A. P. (2018). Employee fraud and misconduct: empirical evidence from a 

telecommunication company. Information & Computer Security, 26, 129-144.
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But, before looking at the opportunity, let’s face facts.

Corporate decision makers have to pay attention 

to how the average Canadian in their workforce 

is feeling. 

Work has changed since the onset of the 

pandemic, and it’s still changing. Many people 

have lost their jobs. Others have been pushed 

into early retirement. And four out of ten 

Canadians have become concerned about the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their 

retirement savings, because they’ve had to stop 

contributing to their retirement savings or 

lessening that contribution significantly, since 

the pandemic began.2 Workers are reeling in the 

wake of a decrease in the value of assets in their 

retirement savings accounts from falling financial 

markets.3 The idea of postponing not only their 

vacations, but their planned retirement dates, 

due to a loss of household income is a reality 

these workers have had to face.

That’s why one out of every five Canadians have 

reported that they’ve realized that they need to 

pay more attention to their personal finances, 

adjust to longer term savings plans and save 

more for their future.4

All these insecurity factors, both economic and 

social, can have an impact on how people show 

up to work. 

When the workforce is insecure and feeling 

anxious about not only their current financial 

condition but the next Black Swan situation, 

they’re not going to be as focused and as 

engaged as we need them to be. In fact, 

research shows that, as a result of stressors 

like Covid-19, worried employees are more 

compliant workers on the surface of things, but 

they are ultimately more prone to mistakes, 

fraud and misconduct because of that worry.5
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So, what can pension managers do?
Pensions are a good, secure financial base for families in times of uncertainty, but transparency is a 
key tactic to manage this time of rapid changes. 

That means that it is important to link the purpose of pensions to corporate governance and risk 
policies around pension management, and to communicate what the company is doing to 
address risk and help people feel confident that their financial base is secure. 

Pension managers need to start with designing communication strategies to help employees 
navigate a long term financial recovery. 

Here’s what to do:

Communicate and revisit retirement savings arrangements clearly, reminding employees of your 
retirement income promises. Make sure people know how, when and why they can review their 
pension plans; how long economic recovery may last; and that your company is constantly reviewing 
best practice options.

Think about instituting subsidies covering pension contributions for those who have had their jobs 
restructured or limited in the short term, which many organizations have begun to test, as a means to 
decrease fears. 

Go over how they can avoid retirement savings cyber-attacks, frauds and scams directed at individuals, 
which have been more prevalent since the pandemic began. Consult a cybersecurity expert to make it 
easy to communicate best practices.
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And what not to do? Research 

across the OECD has shown that 

facilitating employees’ early access 

to retirement savings is not a viable 

plan, however, despite the fact that 

some organizations in Canada have 

explored this possibility. This is 

because a reduction in savings and 

compound interest earned, as a result 

of measures intended to provide 

relief in the short term, can have a 

large negative impact in the long 

term, especially on retirement income 

and plan adequacy.

With a clear communication strategy 

in place, most employee stress and 

fear around their future pensions and 

retirement plans can be resolved 

easily. 

Our future has never looked so 

challenging than it does right now, 

but if our workplace teams know that 

we’re all in this together, we will adapt 

to a new and brighter tomorrow.
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