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Brad Brain: It ain’t what you don’t know

Recently an advisor friend made a comment on social media about the role of �nancial journalism. One of the
national columnists chimed in saying, “We try to help people �gure out if they need advisors and then to �nd the
best and avoid the worst.”

Although that is a nice sound bite, I am not sure how that logic works. You see, to me, if someone has to ask
whether they need an advisor, then they probably do.

We all have our skills and abilities, and when a person gets out of their depth there are two possible solutions; you can expand
your circle of competence, or you can seek expert guidance.

But with some �elds, and I think personal �nancial planning is one of them, expanding your circle of competence can be easier
said than done. One obvious issue, which goes for everybody and everything, is that we don’t know what we don’t know.

To be clear, I am not advocating for people to not even bother trying to improve their �nancial literacy just because there is so
much to learn. Quite the opposite, I think everyone should take some degree of personal responsibility for knowing about
money. Rather what I am saying is it requires a signi�cant commitment to achieve a mastery level of knowledge.

But when it comes to personal �nance there is a little more to it than simply we don’t know what we don’t know. As Mark
Twain supposedly said, “It ain’t what you don’t know that gets you into trouble. It’s what you know for sure that just ain’t so.”

Years ago I worked with a family who got it into their heads that they wanted to purposely and aggressively deplete their
RRSPs before retirement. This went on for quite a while. Each year they would tell me what they wanted to do, and each year I
would try to talk them out of it.

They didn’t actually need the money, but their logic was that by taking money out of their RRSP before retirement they would
pay less tax in retirement.

The problem was, they both had good paying jobs and were in high tax brackets. By taking money out of their RRSP they were
voluntarily paying tax, at high rates, on income that they didn’t even need. Never mind that they were spending their
retirement. It just didn’t make sense to me.

I would show them all the charts and graphs and projections and tax tables about why this was not a great strategy, but they
were having nothing to do with that. They were convinced that it was better to take the money out now, even though they
were still working.

Finally, towards the end and after many discussions, once the money was almost gone and too late to do anything about it, the
lightbulb came on for the fellow, and he �nally heard what I was saying.

All this time, he was basing his reasoning on incorrect assumptions. For years he thought that it was mandatory that he
unwind the entirety of his RRSP at age 65, and that government clawbacks were going to take away all of his senior’s bene�ts.
Neither of these assumptions is correct.
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He made a series of expensive mistakes that cost thousands of dollars in unnecessary taxes, and erased his retirement fund,
all because of incorrect assumptions.

The point of all this is that the question “Do I need an advisor?” might not be the right question. I think a better question to ask
is, “This is what I am thinking, am I missing anything?”

It ain’t what you don’t know that gets you into trouble. It’s what you know for sure that just ain’t so.

Brad Brain, CFP, R.F.P., CIM, TEP is a Certi�ed Financial Planner in Fort St John, BC. This material is prepared for general
circulation and may not re�ect your individual �nancial circumstances. Brad can be reached at www.bradbrain�nancial.com. 
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