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THE NEW OLD AGE

Some Seniors Readily Step
Back. Some Never Will.

Researchers are only beginning to understand why some people
embrace retirement while others won't even consider it.

Philip Roth in Manhattan in 2018, a few months before he died. When he stopped writing a few years earlier, at age 79, he said, “I know
I’'m not going to write as well as I used to.” Philip Montgomery for The New York Times
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Beth Bergmans liked working as a project manager for an online university
based in Minnesota. “We are offering opportunities for people to advance in life
— that brought some satisfaction,” she said. “And the people I work with are
awesome.”

Ms. Bergmans, 63, planned to stay on the job for two years, until she qualified
for Medicare. But in recent months, something had shifted, subtly. In her fast-
paced workplace, she began to find it harder to recall the details of recent
meetings, to retrieve words and to filter out distractions. She took short breaks
at her desk to recharge.



“You find ways to adapt,” she said. “You use Post-it notes and whiteboards,
and you spend more time prepping before a meeting.” Nobody complained or
even seemed to notice, but Ms. Bergmans worried.

“People don’t really talk about this, the fear that you’re starting to slip
professionally,” she said. “The last thing I want is to crash and burn at the end
because I didn’t recognize that it was time to stop.”

So a couple of weeks ago, Ms. Bergmans told her manager that she would retire
at the end of the year.

Sometimes it works this way: People engaged in and proud of their careers,
intending to continue past typical retirement ages, encounter internal or
external difficulties and step aside, even if no one is urging them to resign or
retire.

And sometimes, even if lots of people are urging them to, they Just Say No.

President Biden (who is 81 and unbowed by doubts about his age and abilities)
and former President Donald J. Trump (78 and unbowed by his felony
convictions and other legal challenges) are the latest personifications of this
response, but hardly among the first.

Consider Dianne Feinstein, a six-term senator from California, who faced
questions about her competence while growing increasingly frail and confused.
She agreed to not seek re-election after her term ended in 2025, but refused to

resign.

When she died in office last fall, she was the Senate’s oldest member, at 90.
(Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina, who resisted similar entreaties,
retired at 100 and died shortly afterward.)

Consider Sumner Redstone, who held onto the leadership of his $40 billion
media empire, including Viacom and CBS, despite pressure from investors and
analysts. When an interviewer asked about his succession, he replied, “I'm not
going to die.”

After facing a lawsuit that portrayed him as mentally incompetent, Mr.
Redstone resigned from CBS at 92 and Viacom at 93, inciting legal battles over
control of the companies. He died in 2020 at 97.
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“People who have more authority and status and control over their jobs are
much less likely than others to retire voluntarily,” said Teresa Ghilarducci, an
economist at the New School for Social Research and a longtime retirement
researcher.

“People with authority in the workplace actually have less stress,” she added.
“Having a boss at older ages is deleterious to your health, but being a boss is
good for you.”

Only a fraction of older Americans fall into this category, in which good health
enables extended careers while financial security makes further employment
unnecessary.
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Sumner Redstone, left, in 2009. Mr. Redstone refused to step down from his media
empire, telling one reporter, “I'm not going to die.” Larry King, right, was active in his
career until his death in 2020.Credit...Fred Prouser/Reuters

Dr. Ghilarducci’s analysis of data from the national Health and Retirement
Study shows that only a third of those working at ages 62 to 70 can afford to
retire but choose not to. Most who are still employed at that age are working
because of financial need.


https://www.economicpolicyresearch.org/images/docs/research/retirement_security/The_Illusory_Benefits_of_Working_Longer_Working_Paper_2020.pdf

In 2022, almost 40 percent of U.S. households were at risk of being unable to
maintain their standard of living in retirement, according to the Center for
Retirement Research at Boston College.

“This is a rare bird,” said Lisa Berkman, an epidemiologist at the Harvard T.H.
Chan School of Public Health who has written about longer careers. “Very few
people have the luxury of working because they love their jobs and want to
continue.”

Those who work only because they want to tend to be well off and well
educated, she added, with flexible workplaces and physically undemanding
jobs.

Most older workers are more like Rob Belgeri, 70, a labor union field
representative in Redding, Calif. He intended to retire in his mid-60s, but after
coronary bypass surgery at 54, he found his demanding job to be more of a
struggle, “like getting stuck in neutral, not being able to get in gear.”

He said he would awaken at night fearing he had missed some crucial deadline,
though he never did, and his managers had no complaints. Still, Mr. Belgeri
stayed on the job for another six years until, with relief, he could collect a
union pension at 60.

Or they are like Myrna Cozen, 74, an epidemiologist in El Cerrito, Calif., who
was abruptly laid off in May along with dozens of co-workers. She wants to
keep working, but “I've put in 30 applications and not gotten a single positive
response,” she said. “Just like we do in the political arena, we make
assumptions about people based on age.”

Why not hand over the reins when doubts surface — either one’s own or those
of others — about continuing? Retirement can be attractive, after all. Most
retired adults reported feeling “free” (59 percent) and “relaxed” (72 percent)

in an AARP survey. And an international meta-analysis found that retirement
was associated with a reduced risk for depression.

Popular culture tends to extol this phase of life: Notice all those older couples
dancing on beaches and cruise ships in television commercials.

Yet “the reality is that retirement can be a very challenging time,” said Teresa
Amabile, a psychologist at Harvard Business School and a co-author of the
forthcoming book “Retiring: Creating a Life That Works for You.”
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After a decade of research into the retirement trajectories of professionals and
executives, her team found that detaching from work can prove difficult, a
phase often lasting two to three years before retirees settle into new routines.

The end of a career means “the loss of being a wage earner, of being a member
of an organization or of a profession,” said Dr. Amabile, who retired this month
at 74. It’s “the loss of being someone needed, counted upon, respected, perhaps
powerful if you've been the head of a major corporation — or the president of
the United States.”

Particularly disturbing, Dr. Ghilarducci pointed out, is an involuntary
resignation or retirement, for reasons such as scandal, a health crisis,
dismissal or an election loss.

“You’re more likely to be depressed and anxious,” Dr. Ghilarducci said. “Being
forced out is one of the worst things that can happen to an older adult.”

Researchers have identified sequences of developmental tasks or phases that
older employees work through to find satisfaction in their post-work lives.
When retirement is involuntary, “the tasks of the transition get short-
circuited,” Dr. Amabile said.

“The person never gets the chance to make a deliberate decision. They don’t
have that sense of closure on a career, that sense of agency and control.”

Mavis Staples performing in Spain last month. She is still active and currently on tour
at age 85.Credit...Ander Gillenea/Agence France-Presse — Getty Images
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The difference between people who step aside and those who don’t, though not
a well-researched topic, may come down to self-awareness, Dr. Amabile said.

When Benedict XVI, 85, became the first pope in six centuries to resign, his
strength had deteriorated so much that he “had to recognize my incapacity to
adequately fulfill the ministry entrusted to me,” he said.

Philip Roth announced at 79 that he had stopped writing fiction because, he
said, “I know I'm not going to write as well as [ used to.”

On the other hand, some onetime admirers are still angry with Justice Ruth
Bader Ginsburg, a cancer survivor several times over, who remained on the
Supreme Court until her death at 87. She ignored pleas to resign before former
President Barack Obama left office, not because of concerns about her
competence, but so that he could nominate her successor.

So far, nobody seems outraged about the long careers of Warren Buffett, 93,
the chairman of Berkshire Hathaway. Or of Mick Jagger, 80, or Mavis Staples,
85, both on tour this summer. Representative Nancy Pelosi of California found
a middle ground: She resigned as speaker of the House, but she remains in
Congress at 84 and will be on the ballot in November.

Beth Bergmans’s work life has been much shorter, but she considers herself
“one of the lucky ones,” she said. “I get a choice.” In January, one of her first
post-retirement acts will be to stop multitasking while listening to audiobooks.

At her home in Nowthen, Minn., she said, “I'm going to sit down in a chair with
a real book in my hand and read the words on the page.”

Teddy Rosenbluth contributed research.

https://www.nytimes.com /2024 /07 /20 /health /retirement-mental-health.html?smid=nytcore-ios-
share&referringSource=articleShare&sgrp=c-cb

I did not know what prejudice was till I got enough gray in my hair to be
considered “old.” It is disconcerting to be well and fit and more sharp than
ever (not so handicapped by youthful ignorance and gullibility) yet written off
automatically because of one’s age. I have encountered organizations with
“progressive” mandates that only hire people like them, young. I think the
thought of having someone in the picture who might sometimes know more
and better than them unsettles them and make them feel insecure.

People hire, not the best, most competent people they can find, but rather,
people they feel comfortable with and not threatened by. TJB



https://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/12/world/europe/pope-benedict-xvi-says-he-will-retire.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/18/books/struggle-over-philip-roth-reflects-on-putting-down-his-pen.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/17/us/justice-ruth-bader-ginsburg-cancer.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/17/us/justice-ruth-bader-ginsburg-cancer.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/07/20/health/retirement-mental-health.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&referringSource=articleShare&sgrp=c-cb
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/07/20/health/retirement-mental-health.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&referringSource=articleShare&sgrp=c-cb

