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Financing retirement in the COVID era
BY GINA GALLUCCI-WHITE
Special to The Daily Record

Many residents want to retire from
their jobs as soon as they are financially
able to do so. The ongoing COVID-19
pandemic has caused some older adults
to reevaluate their finances and retire
even earlier.
“A lot of clients have done plans
where they were supposed to retire in
two, three, five years out,” said Joseph
R. Topolski, managing partner at the
Baltimore-based Fraser Financial Partners. “They are all trying to retire within
the next six months. We are pretty busy
with (those clients) right now.”
With a shorter timeline, many financial planners are now having to
restructure retirement plans to make
sure clients have enough money to
last the rest of their lives. These moves
can be tricky given how the pandemic

has made for a volatile stock market.
As well as being in a bear market for
fixed-income products like bonds,
certificates of deposit and savings accounts, which are at historic lows for
interest.
“Usually fixed income is a big component we would use during a retirement,” Topolski said. “It is steady. It
pays interest. It is predictable so that
their income is predictable. That is
how you get to retire. You know what
is coming in, and you know what needs
to go out.”
Twenty years ago, if he had a client
about to retire, they would put together
a portfolio with 50% in stock-based investments and the other 50% in bonds,
CDs and other fixed-income options.
Today, financial advisers are seeing
portfolios where clients are 70 to 80%
in the stock market in some variation.
“The way that a lot of advisers, in-

cluding us, are trying to combat the lack
of yield they call it on the fixed income
or the bond markets is we are using insurance products,” such as annuities,
he said. “The issue we are having now
is most of those insurance companies
are leveraged off of interest rates so
all of the things that they were offering
have all kind of been pulled away a little
bit or what they are offering is nowhere
near as robust.”
Some of the money advisers would
have suggested be put into a regular annuity where the individual would get a
predictable income is now being placed
into buffered annuities. “There is this
buffer that says if the market goes
down a certain percentage, the insurance company eats the loss and you are
still good,” Topolski said. If the market
goes up, the client is going to get a certain percentage of that market going up.
SEE FINANCES 5A
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Steven J. Sless of the Owings Mills-based Steven J. Sless Group said reverse mortgages are
an underutilized banking tool in retirement.
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while 36% wanted to wait at least a year.
According to the National Investment Center for Seniors Housing & Care,
senior housing occupancy dropped to
80.7% in the fourth quarter of 2020 from
82% in the prior quarter. The occupancy
rate has not been this low since the NIC
began tracking the measure in 2006.
Meanwhile, occupancy in senior living facilities dropped 1.3% to 77.7% in
the fourth quarter, while independent
living arrangements decreased 1.4% to
83.5%.
Survey respondents said they were
much more worried about contracting
seasonal flu in a senior housing facility than at home, while 70% said they
thought they were more likely to contract COVID-19 at a senior housing facility than at home.

Dealing with the pandemic

Mark Beggs, president and CEO of
Edenwald Senior Living in Towson,
which offers independent living, assisted living and nursing care, said independent living prospects dried up
after the pandemic. In a typical year, the
company has about 40 move-ins, but in
2020, had 10.
Edenwald responded to the pandemic from the get-go, educating staff
and addressing the topic, the future of
the organization and how it would be
impacted on its YouTube channel and
with residents, he said.
The nursing care and assisted living units stopped admissions and visits, focusing on keeping residents safe,
Beggs said. The firm also consolidated
units and closed others to maintain high
staffing ratios in its open units, which
remain mostly full.
The company’s assisted living units
are 100% occupied. Independent living
units are 91% occupied. Overall, Edenwald has 84% occupancy at the moment, well above the national rate of
80.7%, Beggs said.
In early March, Edenwald had one
independent living resident who apparently died from COVID-19, and no other
pandemic-related illnesses of note for
the residents, he said. Staff members
who’ve tested positive have all returned
to work.
Currently, the company carries out
testing in its nursing care and assisted

living units twice a week, and does
point of care testing as a precaution in
independent living units.
In the spring of 2020, Brightview Senior Living paused new move-ins until
the company felt comfortable with its
testing capabilities, said Julie Masiello,
senior vice president of technology and
marketing. The company reopened to
new residents in July 2020, and since
then has seen the volume of prospective residents match the company’s preCOVID-19 days.

folks typically sell their houses. But
although interest rates are at record
lows, and demand for houses is surging,
some don’t want to put their house on
the market and potentially be exposed
to people coming into the house with
COVID-19, he said.
“A lot of people want to wait until
this whole thing is over,” Beggs said.
“But people don’t really have a sense of
what that means.”

Convincing future prospects

Making a Hard Decision

People are weighing several factors
when considering the move into senior
living.
The biggest hesitancy that both Masiello and Beggs said they have encountered is the fear of not being able to
visit, or have visitors, should there be an
outbreak. And the best way to counter
this worry is to provide safe conditions.
Brightview began its COVID-19
vaccine clinics earlier this month. The
company has operations in eight states,
and some states have lagged in vaccine
distribution scheduling, Masiello said.
“With 98% of residents opting to get the
vaccine, we feel like that provides an
added layer of comfort,” she said.
While there are people who are concerned about the virus and congregate
living situations, prospects have concerns with staying at home that weren’t
there before the pandemic, Masiello
said.
Struggles with isolation are hitting
everyone, but those struggles have
been amplified for seniors during the
pandemic, she said. The normal outlets
from extreme isolation, like going to
restaurants, theaters or places of worship, aren’t safe to visit.
“In some cases, that isolation has
resulted in a deterioration of cognitive abilities – so staying at home to
avoid the virus has had negative consequences,” Masiello said. “A move to senior living allows them to socialize with
their friends every day at meals and
during our multiple planned activities.”
Brightview has heard from adult
children taking care of their older relatives who are facing challenges caring
for the parents’ needs, including meals,
care and medication management.
Those who have hired home health
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Edenwald Senior Living in Towson saw a decrease
in the number of new residents in 2020. In a typical year, the company has about 40 move-ins, but
in 2020, had 10.

care assistance have been finding those
caregivers may not be tested as frequently as Brightview’s associates, who
get tested at least weekly and sometimes twice a week, she said. “So they
come to us for the added assurance
with infection control.”
Beggs said he’s also seen several factors holding people back from making
the move.
To pay for living in a facility, many
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Beggs tries to encourage folks on
the independent living side with a focus
on safety, as well as the prospects to be
a part of a community that’s still active
and engaged. Residents are still enjoying everything the community has to
offer, even if things are still handled
differently with safety protocols like
social distancing.
Over the holidays, Edenwald held a
“12 Days of Christmas” event, boosted
through social media, where the company gave away gifts, brought in a bagpipe player and more to make things
fun and celebratory.
Beggs said he believes there is
pent-up demand in the market right
now and that it’s unrealistic to think everyone will live with their children. The
company has strong cash reserves right
now, which will help it weather what
he’s expecting will be another hard
year in 2021, though he’s hoping to see
a pickup in sales by midyear.
“People will look at which organizations handled the pandemic well,” he
said.
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Topolski notes they usually keep
money in buffered annuities for around
three to five years to allow folks to still
participate in the market but to have
a safety net if something bad happens
during this time.
“It is not ideal,” he notes. “If you
gave me 10 tools it would be the 10th
option I would use, but it is the market
we are finding ourselves in right now.”
Steven J. Sless, of the Owings Millsbased Steven J. Sless Group, notes reverse mortgages are an underutilized
banking tool in retirement.
A reverse mortgage is a loan that is
designed to provide seniors access to
some of the equity that they have built
up in their home. This option provides
seniors with flexible repayment options. They may either treat the loan
like a regular mortgage or defer payments until the home is sold or they
leave. In that case, the amount of money
that gets paid back when they leave the
home are the funds that were borrowed
plus any interest that has accumulated
during the life of the loan.
“It provides seniors with increased
liquidity, flexibility and accessibility,”
Sless said.
The option, he notes, is unique because it offers homeowners the opportunity to leverage what is in most cases
their largest asset. They could take out
a home equity loan, but that features a
monthly payment and may derail their
budget. A regular mortgage is another
option, but those traditionally come
with a 15- to 20-year term, which a senior might not want to take on.
Sless notes reverse mortgages are a
great option because they are federally

insured, which means the funds can
never be frozen or suspended.
“They don’t have to make a monthly
mortgage payment unless they chose
to,” he said.
One key way seniors can better manage their retirement finances is with the
help of a professional.
“I think it is important to have
somebody working on your behalf that
is not emotionally involved in your finances,” Sless said. “Emotions can trigger rash decisions, and you don’t really
want to make a rash decision when it
comes to something as important as
retirement.”
Topolski observes that many people just have 401(k)s or 403(b) plans
through their employer.
“Most folks do not work with an adviser,” he said. “Most of them are not
investing correctly for their goals.”
He encourages folks to find an adviser who does comprehensive planning.
“I would say work with one that is
more holistic where they sit down with
you and they help you create a plan,
they let you know from A to Z how everything is going to work out.”
Sless said it is important to have a
plan specifically for all the different
risks in retirement, including long-term
care and health care. Also, people must
be ready to transition from wealth accumulation to wealth distribution
where they understand how much they
can safely take out and not outlive the
money.
“Getting educated on that wealth
distribution, I think that is paramount
for anybody to live a comfortable retirement,” he said.
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ENERGY AND MONEY
ALL WINTER.
Now that winter’s here, your home may be using more
energy to keep you comfortable—and your energy bill
may show it. What can you do now to reduce your
costs? Using the energy tips below could pay off.

MAKE THIS THE WINTER OF 68
It’s simple: set your thermostat to 68°F
this winter. For each degree you lower the
thermostat, you can save up to 5% on
heating costs.

GBC’S ANNUAL MARYLAND GENERAL
ASSEMBLY LEGISLATIVE FORUM
January 25, 2021 * 8 a.m. (virtual)
Join the GBC as these top legislators and fiscal
policy expert discuss key issues for the 2021
Maryland General Assembly legislative session:
Senate President William C. “Bill” Ferguson
Senator Michael J. Hough, Senate Minority Leader
Delegate Eric G. Luedtke, Majority Leader, House of Delegates
Delegate Stephanie Smith, Chair, Baltimore City House
Delegation

SET WATER HEATER TO 120º
Water heating accounts for about 18% of the
energy consumed in your home. Setting your
water heater to 120° will make a difference.

USE MyAccount ONLINE TOOLS
Your BGE online account provides the tools
you need to track your energy usage in
near-real time. Compare energy usage trends,
measure results of energy-saving practices,
and set alerts to let you know when energy
usage is trending high.

Find more tips at BGE.COM/Save
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David C. Romans, Fiscal and Policy Coordinator, Department
of Legislative Service Office of Policy Analysis
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GET TICKETS:
HTTPS://GBC.ORG/REGISTER-FOR-EVENTS
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For event and sponsorship information contact Lisa Byrd, Director of Events and
Business Development: lisab@gbc.org
For membership information contact Jeremy Rosendale, Director of Member
Engagement and External Affairs: jeremyr@gbc.org
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