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Dickson:  Older adults are community assets
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A key part of “aging in place” is providing opportunities for people as they grow older to work, to contribute and to engage in productive activities. The recent columns by Marion Knapp and Tamara Bliss allude to this as an important adjunct to housing options, community services and connection to family and friends.

This vision of retirement bears little resemblance to that of our parents and grandparents. The interest in continued work in particular diverges from that tradition. It is spurred by the practical need to fund a longer retirement as life spans continue to grow. But it is also motivated by a sense that we have much to contribute in terms of our skills, insights and experiences. We see unmet societal needs to which we can apply these attributes and we understand that life purpose and meaning are as important in our later years as during our primary careers. In fact, some of us who felt our earlier careers missed the mark in terms of personal meaning believe this is our chance to turn that around.

 The idea of making a contribution through “good work” in the second half of life is gaining momentum and has acquired a name. “Encore careers” are defined (by Civic Ventures, a think tank on boomers, work and social purpose) as work that includes three components: personal meaning, continued income and social impact. This is backed up by a recent survey outlining four reasons for the rising interest in work among older Americans: staying involved with other people, providing a sense of purpose, generating additional income, and improving the quality of life in their communities.

People interested in encore careers typically focus on education and youth, health issues, environmental or “green” jobs, or the poor, the elderly and others in need. But any societal challenge is fair game. And encore careers come in all shapes and sizes: full-time, part-time, seasonal or project-focused, tailored to fit a variety of circumstances. 

Newton is one of a handful of communities across the U.S. that offers assistance to people who wish to learn more about or to engage in encore careers. Discovering What’s Next, a local non-profit that encourages creative exploration of retirement alternatives, with support from the Tufts Health Plan Foundation, is building a model program to help individuals pinpoint their areas of interest, then search for and land successful encore careers. (Visit www.discoveringwhatsnext.com for news about upcoming events.)

When people in their 50s, 60s and 70s stop working, the threats to their health and well-being jump because of their loss of community, identity and self-worth. Forty percent of retirees are worried, bored or sad. This can lead to alienation, depression, ill health and even death. This segment of the population is at-risk but it flies under the radar of most communities—we don’t recognize the potential for struggle in retirement until it’s too late because we idealize the life of leisure and believe people will find their way.

The antidote to these struggles is engagement. When people are engaged, their orientation is outward, they are connected to others and they are creating value. From society’s perspective, a liability has been converted into an asset, with the promise of productive input and societal benefits that offset the cost of safety-net programs. When people are engaged, they are also happier, healthier and longer-lived.

Implicit in a life of engagement is a focus on lifestyle and health, a heightened interest in balance between work and play, a new emphasis on friends and family, and a strong sense of optimism about the future. Indeed, these are among the variables that contribute to longevity, as demonstrated by centenarian studies, along with a high value placed by society on the contribution of their “elders.”

Livable communities like Newton will not and cannot afford to take their older members for granted. This is not just because of the high cost of dependency, but because the missed opportunity to capture the benefit of their contributions is just too great. Instead, we must actively work to harness this resource and channel it for the good of us all.
Doug Dickson is president of Discovering What’s Next. He has lived in Newton for 28 years and has spent the last dozen years helping people make significant life transitions, including retirement alternatives. He is vice president of the Life Planning Network and contributing author to “Audacious Aging,” a book about making the most of mid-life and beyond. He can be reached at dougdickson@discoveringwhatsnext.com. Learn more about encore careers at www.discoveringwhatsnext.com and www.encore.org.
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