
B y  P a u l  B r e n t

J
ane Smith’s relation-
ship with her advisor 
is an intergeneration-
al affair that has been 
going on for more 

than a quarter-century. 
Ms. Smith (not her real 

name), an Ottawa-based pub-
licist, shares the same finan-
cial advisor as her mother 
and brother. Her relation-
ship is also somewhat unique 
because the advisor, Susan 
Howson of Mackie Research 
Capital Corp., is based hun-
dreds of kilometres away, in  
Toronto. 

The relationship has stood 
the test of time and distance 
for one simple reason — it 
works. 

“I met Susan through my 
father, who had used her pre-
decessor as a broker,” says Ms. 
Smith. “She has been part of 
my family for quite a while 
now and I think that is why 
I have stuck with her, even 
though we are in different 
cities. She knows the back-
ground, she knows the hist-
ory. She is like an extended 
member of the family. For that 
reason, there is an element of 
trust there that I think I would 
have a hard time replacing.”

Trust is an extremely im-
portant component of the 
relationship. That is because 
Ms. Smith takes a decidedly 
hands-off approach to her in-
vestments. 

“I let Susan manage quite 
a bit and I think again that is 
why I have kept up the rela-
tionship,” says the publicist. 
“I read what I can, I try to 
keep up, but I just don’t have 
the time or the knowledge to 
manage things the way that 
she does. I feel confident that 
she is doing what needs to be 
done, and we talk enough that 
I feel that I know what is go-
ing on.

“And when there are times 
that I’m not sure, she is there 
and available to answer any 
queries that I might have.”  

Ms. Smith, who has two 
children and a husband who, 
like her, operates his own 
business, shrinks the distance 
between her and her advisor 
primarily through regular 
phone communication — the 
two discuss investments and 
financial strategies an aver-
age of two or three times per 
month. 

As well, she stops in to see 
Ms. Howson at her Toronto of-
fice whenever business takes 
her to the city. 

The fact that both Ms. 
Smith and her husband are 
self-employed is a complicat-
ing factor: “There are good 
years and not-so-good years,” 
is how she characterized the 
family’s finances, and part of 

the advisor’s job is to ensure 
that there is adequate cash 
flow to maintain the house-
hold as well as pay for retire-
ment and their children’s fu-
ture education. 

“To have someone manag-
ing the income so that we are 
keeping up with our RRSPs, 
RESPs and doing what we 
need to do, that is peace of 
mind.” 

Ms. Howson, for her part, 
views the long-term relation-
ship with Ms. Smith and other 
such clients as a serious, al-
most humbling commitment.

“I have the full responsibil-
ity for making any decision as 
to what to invest in and how 
to invest it,” Ms. Howson says. 
“So it is very important to 
know the clientele, know what 

the needs are, what the focus 
is. It is a relationship that de-
mands a great deal of trust, 
because they have to trust me 
to do the right thing for them 
without them partaking of the 
immediate decision of invest-
ing.”

On the other side, clients 

such as Ms. Smith bear the 
responsibility of updating her 
advisor on changes in their 
financial circumstances or re-
tirement goals. 

“Because she is an entre-

preneur, there is a constant 
awareness that her income is 
not a steady, regular income,” 
Ms. Howson says. “My job is 
to try and balance that aspect 
and monitor the situation 
with her, to ensure she is get-
ting the best investment ad-
vice and planning for her over 

the long term.” 
Ms. Howson sends out regu-

lar morning email commen-
taries on the stock market and 
mails out a quarterly letters 
to her clients — “people will 

open envelopes whereas email 
gets lost in the ether” — and 
has regular phone conversa-
tions or face-to-face meetings 
to take stock of key milestones 
and incorporate any key chan-
ges to investing and retire-
ment plans. 

In the specific case of Ms. 
Smith, Ms. Howson’s work for 
her and her husband included 
setting up tax-efficient educa-
tion savings plans for their 
two children, who are now in 
their mid-teens, and the es-
tablishment of RRSP and tax-
free savings accounts for Ms. 
Smith.

“There is always a process of 
monitoring the tax situation, 
whether it will affect her or 
not, and then the constant re-
view of the portfolio to ensure 

that opportunities are maxi-
mized as much as possible 
— on a conservative basis. As 
I tell my clients, ‘I don’t aim 
to shoot the lights out; I pre-
fer long, steady growth’ ” for 
clients’ investment portfolios, 
Ms. Howson says.

“It is really managing the 
big picture and helping me 
keep up with things so that I 
know that things will be okay 
in the future, both for the kids 
and the rest of the family,” Ms. 
Smith says of her smooth-run-
ning relationship with Ms. 
Howson.

“I think what always im-
presses me is she is always in 
touch. She lets me know what 
she is doing, and she makes 
sure I’m comfortable with her 
decisions.” 
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It is very important to know the clientele, know what the needs 
are, what the focus is. It is a relationship that demands a great deal 
of trust, because they have to trust me to do the right thing for them. 
— Susan Howson, Mackie Research Capital Corp.
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Susan Howson of Mackie Research Capital Corp. views her relationship with clients as a long-term commitment to a profitable partnership.


