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FOR YOUR WHOLE LIFE! 

By Michele  Plat je  Devl in ,  BASc 

It’s not your job that dictates your financial 

future, it’s your choices. 

 

uch, that hurt!” I exclaim but my voice sounds 

distant and hollow to me. I hear a murmur telling me 

to roll onto my back a bit more. My mind clouds as 

the room fades in and out, darkness to bright, and back again. “Why is 

it so cold in here?” my mind asks itself. I see a screen above the hard 

and narrow surface I am lying on. Flashing across it is a mushroom 

covered in white spots, like the kind you see in fairytales. But this was 

no fairytale. It wasn’t a mushroom either. It was a lumpy pink mass 

with white spots and the beginning of three long years of dealing with 

advanced colorectal cancer. 

I am tough. Cancer is not the first life-threatening thing I have had to 

deal with. During my university studies, I had an experimental 

procedure to correct a congenital heart defect. In the years leading up 

to my surgery I grew more and more ill. Finally, I had no choice. 

Either the WPW Syndrome I had been diagnosed with 10 years prior 

would be my demise, or my asthmatic lungs that could no longer 

respond to my medications would be.  

I am tough, but not immune to tough challenges. I have been in many 

circumstances where money was very scarce. I survived a time when 

the Salvation Army thrift store was my boutique of choice and a bowl 
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of instant fettucine alfredo with tuna and peas added to it was the best 

meal of my week! As a youngster, my single mother of two worked in a 

low-income job and went to school to get her Grade 10 equivalency. 

In 1970, it’s what she needed to land a better job in a hospital kitchen. 

Though my mom married again, it was not for money.  

Fast forward a couple of decades to the demise of my first marriage; I 

was homeless, starting college and a new job all in the same week. I’m 

sure you have guessed, I continued to struggle financially. Happy in my 

studies, I was the quintessential starving student—but I loved it! It 

didn’t do much for my pocket book though. By the time I graduated, I 

had about $60,000 in student loan debt, even with working two jobs 

during those years.  

Just before graduating I met the love of my life, my second husband—

a top-rated manager of an Internet job search company. By then I was 

running a risk management company with three partners. I was 

impassioned by my work but the intensity of 9/11 a few years later had 

me reconsidering my career choice when I became pregnant with our 

son. “What if” scenarios and motherhood did not go together for me. 

This coupled with my husband’s job loss a few months prior when the 

company he worked for downsized, had us doing some serious soul 

searching. To make a long story short, our entrepreneurial spirit kicked 

in and we started up a couple of businesses. One was immensely 

successful, earning us a net worth of about $2 million. However, the 

other brought us down to near bankruptcy a few years later. We were 

faced with desperate circumstances. Not sure what to do, we went to 

our bank for solutions. Despite maintaining a good credit rating, our 

bank turned its back on us. Fortunately, a timely conversation with a 

friend of ours showed us a way out of debt. It renewed our passion for 

business, turned our thinking from scarcity to abundance and got us 
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familiar with our financial potential in a hurry. This financial concept 

helped us to whittle away at our debt and led us to financial security, 

predictability, protection and wealth. Most importantly, we did not go 

bankrupt. Quite the opposite. In debt yes, but with a fairly stellar credit 

rating and eventually a prosperous new business. 

Regardless of my attendance at the School of Hard Knocks, I not only 

survived, I thrived! While going through chemo, I was known for 

saying, “I rented a night in the pity room once in a while, but I didn’t 

live there.” These very words have shaped my entire life. I allow myself 

to process the bad times; to feel and learn from them. I never stayed in 

those bad moments for long. There has to be a time to check-out and 

go back to what matters—home-sweet-home. Adversity is adversity, 

no matter your definition or experience. When your life becomes 

hijacked for it, bad times are just simply bad. Most people don’t get 

through life without spending several nights in their own pity rooms 

and most often with the words “Financial Adversity” scrawled on the 

walls. Considering women are still marginalized in our society, I expect 

many of us have been to the School of Hard Knocks and stayed at the 

Financial Adversity Inn.  

Just think about the women you know. Do they struggle financially? 

Do they carry the responsibility and financial load of their children 

following divorce? At what point in their lives did they start their 

businesses? You and I know when it comes to equal earning potential, 

women are still not on a level playing field with men.  

As CEO and Chief Compliance Officer of two financial companies 

with advisors across Canada, I am the exception to the rule and thrived 

despite the odds. According to 2012 statistics from my industry, 

women’s average weekly wage was $1237 compared to men’s at $1496. 

However, it’s not your job that dictates your financial future, it’s your 
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choices. There are plenty of CEOs struggling with debt. I found a way 

to strategically use cash flow to build a wealth generator for my family 

and my business.  

It means taking women out of the back seat when it comes to finances. 

Day-to-day budgeting and spending are a work-of-art, but when it 

comes to long-term investing or planning, that’s where women fall 

short. We also tend to be conservative investors who are risk 

adverse—I know I fit that statement. Women’s priorities around 

money are largely focused on lifestyle purchases that are "now-based" 

and this can lead to inadequate retirement planning. Women under 50 

are less confident in their ability to invest, budget, save for retirement, 

buy life insurance protection and manage debt.3 Though studies reveal 

women are lacking in financial acumen they also show women are 

eager to learn. So, are you eager to learn? Because what I am going to 

show you is a game-changer for anyone, but it is crucial for women 

entrepreneurs. Like my husband and I, you will wonder why you 

haven’t heard of or been shown this concept before—especially 

considering the strategy is based on a savings vehicle that has been 

around for more than 150 years! This concept is so powerful, we have 

a testimonial letter on our website from British Columbia’s own 

billionaire, Jimmy Pattison. So if he swears by it, surely you need to 

know about it! 

The biggest stumbling block in starting a business is access to money. 

To introduce you to the concept, let’s first look at something familiar, 

real estate. A home is an asset with a certain cash value you can use as 

collateral to obtain a loan, such as a Home Equity Line of Credit 

(HELOC). If your home is mortgaged, your payments reduce what you 

                                                   
3 MacDev Financial Group Corp. "Participating Whole Life Insurance: A Smart Savings 

Strategy for Women." MacDev Financial Blog, March 2016. 
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owe but you gain in home equity, or cash value; the difference between 

what is owed on the mortgage and the assessed value of your home. 

For example, your house sells for $500,000 and you owe $300,000 on 

the mortgage, the cash back to you is the equity or cash value of 

$200,000. The equity in your home determines the amount available in 

a HELOC. If you understand this, the next step is to apply this 

principle to another. 

Remember Jimmy Pattison? His testimonial is encouraging a common 

practice of the wealthy. It is an asset stronger than real estate. You can 

pay a lot or a little for it. It is based on what you can afford and what 

you want out of it. What is it? It is called participating whole life 

insurance (PWL). Sounds unconventional, right? It is life insurance as 

an asset. What a unique concept, or so you thought. Whole life 

insurance is what your great grandparents bought! And I say bought 

because in today’s world, when speaking of life insurance most people 

are referring to term life insurance. Paying for term life insurance is like 

renting a home. You don’t own it, whereas you OWN whole life 

insurance. When I first heard what it could do, my jaw dropped! How 

come no one told me I could own an asset without the huge 

investment of a home? When I found out I could save money while 

growing wealth in a safe and protected financial vehicle, use it to fund 

my business and provide for my retirement, I jumped into the driver’s 

seat! The more I learned, the more it boggled my mind I hadn’t heard 

of it before.  

Right now you are probably thinking, how the heck can life insurance 

fund my business and protect my money? Participating whole life 

insurance can if it is structured correctly. It can also fund your lifestyle, 

your business and your child’s education. For example, there are 

illustrations that show if you put $200 in to a newborn’s policy every 
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month until they are 20, they will have accumulated $1 million dollars 

by the time they retire4. PWL policies open up endless financial 

possibilities. Let me show you how it is done. For ease of reference, 

when I refer to whole life, policy, par life, or PWL, I am speaking of 

dividend or participating whole life insurance.  

Whole life has cash value. Similar to a HELOC5 on your home, when 

you take out a loan on a life policy the cash value remains the same, 

like you haven’t touched it. Because you haven’t. You are using the 

equity of the cash value as collateral. It is a bank of money you can use 

when you want, for what you want. There are no credit checks and no 

one pounding on your door to pay it back, which is particularly useful 

for life’s adversities! Though paying it back is advisable because you are 

charged a small amount of interest if you don't. However, it makes a 

great safety net. It’s a bank of money you can rely on because it’s 

yours! You own it! 

What participating whole life enjoys that your home equity wouldn’t, 

are dividends. PWL gain dividends and unlike market gains, those 

dividends can accumulate tax free6 and have remained pretty fairly 

steady for decades. In a report by Equitable Life of Canada7 we see 

that in the last 25 years, markets have soared to plus 30% returns but 

they have also plummeted to -30%. You’ve heard it before, “The 

                                                   
4 This information is for educational purposes only. Figures dependent on many variables and 

are subject to current dividend scales. Individual advice should be carried out by a licensed life 

insurance agent. 

5 A HELOC is a Home Equity Line of Credit—Definition can be found at http://www.fcac-

acfc.gc.ca/eng/resources/publications/mortgages/Pages/Borrowin-Emprunte-1.aspx  

6 Dividends remain tax free as long as the dividends remain in the policy and are not cashed 

out. You should always seek the advice of a tax professional to verify tax implications of your 

policy. 

7 Equitable Life of Canada. “Understanding Participating Whole Life Insurance: Equimax”, 

www.equitablelife.ca. 
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losses are okay because you are in for the long term” but it is a myth. 

What if you are retiring at age 65 and the markets suddenly plunge 

10% or tragically, -35% like they did in 2008? You wouldn’t have time 

to make up that kind of loss. At best, your initial investment might be 

protected but it’s highly unlikely. With par life insurance, all your cash 

value is protected, including the dividends you gained. If we look at the 

S&P/TSX, it has averaged a 5.4% return from 1990 to the end of 

2014. Equitable Life’s PWL dividends averaged 8.7% during the same 

period. Perfect for this time of global economic turmoil! Whole life is 

as low risk as it gets because once that dividend is paid out into your 

policy, it is protected against losses. When you have a PWL policy as 

your base and you can afford to lose money, then go gamble in the 

markets or buy mutual funds if you want.  

The other advantage to PWL policies, is of course, the life insurance. 

Life insurance is protection. It is security for your loved ones, your 

business, and/or your estate. I’ve been to so many funerals where I 

hear the hushed question, "Did they have life insurance?" The answer 

is inevitably no and my heart drops. People readily insure their health, 

their car, their home, but they also need to insure their most valuable 

assets—themselves, their family and their livelihood! You need to 

insure your life, both personally and professionally to secure the 

financial future of your loved ones, who are often a business partner 

too. I know you probably hate to think about it but I've had three years 

to contemplate life going on without me. How would your family or 

business cope without the resource of life insurance? The death benefit 

on PWL is that protection. 

To further explain how this financial engine works, I’ll use the same 

numbers from the mortgage and HELOC example referred to earlier 

in this chapter. The death benefit in participating whole life is like a 



Michele Platje Devlin 

88 

mortgage on your policy. A bit of trivia for you: do you know that 

“mortgage” is a French word that literally means “death pledge”? The 

death benefit represents what would be paid out when the policy 

holder dies but can also be used to indicate what is owed on the 

policy.8 As you pay down the policy, it is gaining equity as cash value. 

Although you should not cash out your policy, it is an easier way of 

illustrating this concept. So, hypothetically, if you cashed out your 

$500,000 par life policy but still owed $300,000, you would receive 

$200,000 back. Please note, unless an advisor qualified in this area of 

expertise tells you to and for good reason, it is not advisable to cash 

out your policy because it could have serious tax consequences and 

make getting future policies difficult. If you are tempted to cash out 

your policy because you need money for some reason, borrow the 

money from your policy’s cash value instead! That’s what we did. It 

prevented us from bankruptcy and saved our credit rating when one of 

our businesses folded. Your PWL is more than a death benefit, it is a 

life benefit. Use it to fund your lifestyle, business, education or 

whatnot. The more you use it, the better it works at growing your 

wealth. Understanding cash flow and leveraging your money leads to 

financial security and generating wealth.  

Financial guru Pamela Yellen authored a book about it called Bank on 

Yourself (BOY). The BOY concept puts participating whole life policies 

on steroids and is the concept I’ll refer to most often. However, it is 

also addressed by two other authors of importance, the indelible 

Nelson Nash, who was the first person to comprehensively address 

PWL leveraging with Becoming Your Own Banker, and financial myth 

buster, Garrett Gunderson with his book, Killing Sacred Cows. These 

                                                   
8 If for some unfortunate reason you died before you pay it off, your beneficiary would get the 

full $500,000 tax free because that is the contracted payout. 
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concepts teach people how to effectively use their life benefits from 

their par life policies with maximum wealth generating strategies. Had I 

known what I now know about using these concepts earlier in life, I 

could have protected my finances from my first husband, funded my 

education, protected my finances from an unfortunate business 

venture, and gained an asset amongst other things, all with a PWL! 

These policies are so secure, creditors and the government can’t even 

touch them.9 The financial security of par whole life would have saved 

me from so much stress in my early life. It certainly did for our family 

while I battled cancer and I had to take two-and-a-half years off from 

work! Though the reason for a policy loan doesn’t need to be so 

drastic. 

When our client, Mary10 divorced, her ex-husband could not access the 

money in her PWL policies because she owns them, not him. When 

Mary needed to pay for a dance camp for one of her daughters, she 

borrowed the money from one of her policies using the BOY concept. 

The alternative was using a credit card with 18% to 24% interest! Mary 

went to her advisor to request the loan by filling out minimal paper 

work. Within a few days she had a $3000 cheque in her hand to pay for 

the camp. There were no credit checks and no demands to make 

payments. Although, Mary’s Bank on Yourself Authorized Advisor did 

set up a repayment plan for her so she could keep to her financial 

values and goals. 

Your money is power when you use the BOY concept with your 

participating whole life policy. You are essentially your own banker. A 

do-it-yourself approach with the guidance of an Authorized Advisor. 

                                                   
9 There are circumstances that could jeopardize the security of your policy. Assigning it as 

collateral for example.  

10 Mary is a pseudonym to protect the identity of our client. 
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When you borrow from your policy, you are using the equity of the 

cash value you have saved. What you are not using is your current cash 

flow—the smart thing to do! Financial liquidity is the key to getting 

ahead! You can take out a loan with a low interest charge, and because 

you earn a dividend on all of your policy’s cash value, the interest is 

usually negated. The idea is to stop taking loans and paying interest to 

banks. The small interest charge on a PWL BOY policy loan goes back 

to you indirectly any way; it adds to the pool revenue of the life 

insurance company and makes up part of your dividends paid to you 

and the other policy holders. It is a win-win situation!  

For business owners, the BOY concept used on a PWL gives you the 

confidence of a bank of money that is easily accessed should you have 

an issue with cash flow. If it is used to its fullest potential, you can 

create your own lease, so to speak, on your business equipment. For 

example, let's say you need to buy a company car. If you have built up 

a cash value of $80,000 and the car you want is $40,000, you take out a 

policy loan, tax free, and set up a payment plan with your advisor to 

pay back the loan. Remember though, your $80,000 is still in your 

policy’s cash value earning dividends. Your loan is on the equity, using 

the cash value as collateral.  

For corporations there is an added advantage benefit to PWL.11 It also 

takes care of company shareholders. In the event the owner of a 

corporate PWL policy dies, the death benefit is deposited into a Capital 

Dividend Account (CDA). In this account the death benefit is 

sheltered from tax. Therefore, it is distributed to shareholders tax free. 

Please note, regulations allowing this tax shelter do change, so I urge 

                                                   
11 Michele Devlin is not a tax or financial professional. The information in this document is for 

educational purposes only. Financial, legal, tax or other professional advice should be sought 

by the appropriate professional. 
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you to contact your life insurance agent to find out the current CDA 

tax exemption. In this case, a portion of the death benefit will not be 

eligible for deposit into the CDA account and will be taxed. Regardless 

of changes to tax practices, corporate par whole life is a powerful 

financial leveraging tool.  

I have given you a very rudimentary overview on how participating 

whole life insurance can be used to improve your cash flow, build 

wealth, protect your family and your business, all while growing your 

money and providing for your lifestyle, now and in retirement. Smart 

business people use these policies and often own several, like me and 

my husband—and of course Jimmy Pattison! Corporate and personal 

par whole life policies using the BOY and of-like concepts are so 

powerful, I can’t fully address all their benefits in this chapter. Actually, 

I would need a book—I am working on one so look for it, soon!  

Help me help women. Please, empower yourself. Learn how whole life 

is the only foundation to build your life, wealth, and legacy upon. I 

mentioned a couple of resources earlier, here are a few more to get you 

started:  

Transform Your Life, Business & Health by Brian Tracey and Stephen 

Devlin. 

The Secret to Lifetime Financial Security by Stephen Devlin and Pamela 

Yellen. 

The Bank on Yourself Revolution by Pamela Yellen. 

 

You have nothing to lose in learning and nothing to lose with 

participating whole life insurance, but you have much to gain. 
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Under Michele’s leadership during her three-year term as President of 

the Gibsons and District Chamber of Commerce and directorship 

from 2009-2013, the Chamber built a Visitor’s Information Park to 

greet travelers upon their arrival on the Sunshine Coast. This 

collaborative community project developed from a sustainable 

financial framework created by Michele and her team. In 1999, Michele 

and three partners formed Concept Plus Risk Management Group, an 

analytical policy planning consulting company specializing in risk 

management. As Director of Risk Management, she strategically 

managed policy initiatives and project management cases that included 

response to 9/11 and anthrax threats. 

Early in her career, she held a prestigious research associate position 

with the Department of Economics at Simon Fraser University from 

1997-2001. In this role she provided research, editing and writing 

support to faculty members on various academic publications in 
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Today Michele splits her time between homes in Vancouver and the 

Sunshine Coast of British Columbia with her husband and business 

partner Stephen Devlin and their young son. As a colorectal cancer 

veteran, her passion-project is managing the Facebook page, Literally 

Kicking Cancer in the Ass, aimed at raising awareness and informing the 
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public about the disease. In her downtime, she enjoys spending time 

with her family, traveling, kayaking, skiing and walking along the beach. 

She has a natural curiosity about life, the environment and the 

experiences that shape modern society. Aside from being an active life-

long learner, her family is her greatest pride and joy. 


