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Ten Questions About Aging
To plan effectively for later life, you’ll need to identify your expectations and assumptions about grow-
ing older. The following 10 questions will help you focus on aspects of the aging process and what 
you can do to plan for the future. The issues raised by these questions are discussed in more depth 
throughout the booklet. 

1. At your current age, and given your sex, how long are you likely to live? 

The older you are, the longer you can expect to live. For instance, a man reaching age 65 today can 
expect to live, on average, until age 84.3. A woman turning age 65 today can expect to live, on av-
erage, until age 86.6. And those are just averages. About one out of every four 65-year-olds today 
will live past age 90, and one out of 10 will live past age 95. A number of factors affect life expec-
tancy. To calculate your life expectancy, go to https://www.ssa.gov/planners/lifeexpectancy.html.

See Health and Health Care (pp. 6–13) 

2. What do you look forward to about getting older? 

If you answer this question in a positive way, it means you will be in much better shape to meet 
both the positive and negative challenges of aging. Individuals with more optimistic self-per-
ceptions of aging report better functional health and live longer than those with less optimistic 

No matter where you are in your life span, you need a life plan. Most of us do not like to think 
about aging, much less plan ahead for later life. Yet preparation is key to well-being as you grow older.

The good news is that you can do specific things to secure a healthy, happy, and financially sound old age. 
With some foresight, your later years can be healthy, wealthy, and happy.

In that spirit, this booklet highlights important issues for you to attend to during different stages of 
your life. It provides links to resources that can help you make your own life plan. We focus on the 
following five areas:

• Health and health care

• Legal and financial matters

• Work life and retirement

• Psychological issues

• Social roles and resources

https://www.ssa.gov/planners/lifeexpectancy.html
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self-perceptions of aging. Unfortunately, many people focus on the 
negative aspects of aging, such as joking about having a “senior 
moment” or being “over the hill.” The truth is that most older adults 
find positive things about getting older. They report high levels of 
life satisfaction despite often facing societal devaluation. 

See Psychological Issues (pp. 30–37) and Social Roles and Resources 
(pp. 38–45)

3. As you get older, how can you best take advantage of the 
experience and wisdom you have accumulated during your 
life span? 

As people get older, their experience and wisdom can make up for 
losses in other areas, such as reaction times (which may be slower) 
or memory (there may be working memory difficulties). The best 
way to take advantage of your lifetime of experience is to view your 
abilities in a positive light. Take a positive view of what you have to 
offer and others will, too. 

See Psychological Issues (pp. 30–37) and Social Roles and Resources 
(pp. 38–45)

4. Are there ways you can maximize your cognitive functions as 
you age, such as your memory and problem-solving abilities? 

Research shows that keeping your mind active and engaging in 
physical exercise is the best way to maintain and maximize your 
cognitive and memory skills. Having a hobby that engages your 
brain and body is particularly valuable, whether it involves learning 
new things, going dancing, reading a book, being a sports or vid-
eo game enthusiast, or staying abreast of current events. Staying 
socially involved also keeps your mind engaged and can help keep 
your intellectual functions intact. 

See Health and Health Care (pp. 6–13) and Social Roles and  
Resources (pp. 38–45)
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5. Is your current living arrangement the best choice for you as 
you age?

Many people find that as they grow older, their houses become difficult 
to navigate and manage, yet remaining in their home (“aging in place”) 
may help them feel comfortable and secure. To decide what is best for 
you, take a careful look at your current housing situation. Are there many 
stairs? Is it difficult to keep clean? Does it have handicap-accessible or 
adaptable facilities? Will groceries, health care, and religious services 
remain accessible to you if your health status changes or you can no 
longer drive? Before you consider moving, take stock to see whether 
there are changes you can make in your current home that will allow 
you to remain there. One comprehensive source of information on this 
topic can be found at http://www.seniorresource.com/house.htm. 

See Work Life and Retirement (pp. 22–29)

http://www.seniorresource.com/house.htm
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6. Do you know the legal and financial steps needed to retire?  
Do you know how to retire or close your practice in a 
thoughtful way? 

Retirement does not just happen. It takes careful planning. You can-
not simply walk away from your job, even if you are self-employed. 
Consult with your state professional association, visit your human 
resources department, or review the helpful resources for retiring 
professionals in this booklet. 

See Work Life and Retirement (pp. 22–29)

7. Will your parents outlive their financial resources? Will you? 

The financial resources you and your parents will have depend on 
many factors, including assets, pension plans, Social Security entitle-
ment, and any other savings that have been put aside. You can calcu-
late your Social Security entitlement and conduct a financial checkup 
using other resources at https://www.ssa.gov/planners/calculators.

See Legal and Financial Matters (pp. 14–21)

8. Does your family know what you would want if you were to 
have a serious health problem and could not speak for your-
self? Do they have the legal right to carry out your wishes? 

It is important to be able to make your wishes and values clear 
regarding the care you would like to receive should you become ill. 
Advance directives, such as living wills or durable power of attorney 
for health care, provide a formal way to specify who you would want 
to make decisions for you and what types of decisions you would 
like made. A good resource is the Toolkit for Health Care Advance 
Planning, developed by the ABA Commission on Law and Aging 
and available at https://www.americanbar.org/groups/law_aging/
resources/health_care_decision_making/consumer_s_toolkit_for_
health_care_advance_planning.html.

See Legal and Financial Matters (pp. 14–21) and Work Life and 
Retirement (pp. 22–29)

https://www.ssa.gov/planners/calculators/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/law_aging/resources/health_care_decision_making/consumer_s_toolkit_for_health_care_advance_planning.html
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/law_aging/resources/health_care_decision_making/consumer_s_toolkit_for_health_care_advance_planning.html
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/law_aging/resources/health_care_decision_making/consumer_s_toolkit_for_health_care_advance_planning.html
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9. What services would be available if you became sick, frail, 
or needy? What services would be available to your spouse, 
partner, or parent? 

Many people live in communities that provide services to older 
adults through senior centers or area agencies on aging. Some 
services available to older adults include Meals on Wheels, fuel 
assistance, caregiver support, respite care, and transportation 
services. Find out what resources are available in your community 
by checking your local governmental listings or visiting the Eldercare 
Locator developed by the U.S. Administration for Community Living: 
https://eldercare.acl.gov/Public/Index.aspx.

See Social Roles and Resources (pp. 38–45)

10. Will Medicare pay for your nursing home care should you 
need it? 

Medicare only pays for a part of nursing home care for a very limited 
time and only if you are discharged from a hospital. Eligibility for 
Medicaid is based on income, assets, and family size. For more infor-
mation about Medicare, check http://www.medicare.gov. For more 
information about Medicaid, the primary public funding source for 
nursing home care, check https://www.medicaid.gov.

See Legal and Financial Matters (pp. 14–21)

https://eldercare.acl.gov/Public/Index.aspx
http://www.medicare.gov/
https://www.medicaid.gov/
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Never Say Never
Many people think there is nothing they can do about 
aging. However, how you age is partly a function of 
your lifestyle. Whether you are 46 or 64, it is never 
too late to benefit from eating well, exercising regu-
larly, and maintaining healthy lifestyle habits.

Be an Informed  
Health Consumer
Informed health consumers learn about the physical 
changes that occur with normal aging and those that 
are caused by disease. They educate themselves 
about how to stay healthy and prevent illness and 
disability. If they do become ill, they find out about 
their treatment options and the risks and benefits 
of each.

It is important to know not only how to optimize your 
personal health but also how to get the health care 
you need when you need it. The health-care deliv-
ery system in the United States is the most complex 
and confusing system in the world. If you understand 
how to navigate your way through it, advocate for 
yourself when working with health professionals, 
and stay informed about the health benefits and ser-
vices available to you, you will be better equipped to 
manage your health and work as a team with your 
health-care providers—on your own behalf and on 
behalf of your loved ones.

It is never too early to clarify and communicate your  
health values and needs and learn about those of 
your loved ones. Be sure to tell your loved ones your 
wishes in the event you need emergency or end-of-
life care and are unable to communicate your desires 
to your health-care providers. You may also wish to 
consider appointing a personal representative, such 
as a surrogate decision maker or health-care proxy.

He who has health has  
hope, and he who has hope  
has everything.

— A R A B I C  P R O V E R B

DID YOU KNOW?

• Research shows that people who have 
healthy lifestyles not only live longer but 
also have better cognitive abilities and fewer 
health problems and disabilities than those 
who do not have healthy lifestyles.

• Those who are healthier as they age enjoy a 
better quality of life, with greater indepen-
dence and ability to engage in the activities 
they enjoy.

• People with good social relationships tend 
to be healthier.

• People with a conscientious and flexible 
personality tend to be healthier. 

• Consumers who are informed about their 
medical options receive better health care.

• Preventive health screenings, such as annual 
visits to a physician, are especially import-
ant for people with genetic or family predis-
positions to illness.



8 AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION

Young Adults
• Develop a healthy lifestyle that includes a 

nutritious diet, adequate sleep, and regular 
physical activity.

• See your health-care provider for recommended 
preventive health services.

• Develop skills to manage stress and regulate 
your emotional health.

• Educate yourself about health, self-care, and  
prevention. Be an advocate for yourself and your 
family in health-care settings.

• Stay abreast of developments in health promotion 
and disease prevention (e.g., risks, solutions, and 
prevention opportunities regarding obesity, 
smoking, drugs and alcohol abuse or dependence).

• Avoid environmental risks that may cause 
immediate or long-term physical damage (e.g., 
automobile accidents, hearing loss, lung disease, 
joint deterioration).
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Middle-Aged Adults
• Continue to be attentive to living a healthy 

lifestyle, including building physical strength and 
flexibility through regular exercise.

• Create positive emotional experiences for 
yourself and learn how to go with the flow.

• Monitor your health risk factors and participate in 
recommended health screenings (e.g., 
colonoscopy).

• Stay on top of developments in health promotion, 
disease prevention, and the management of 
chronic conditions.

• Set aside time for stress management and 
continue to regulate your emotional health.

• Continue to educate yourself about your health and 
actively partner with your health-care providers to 
ensure you receive the care you need.

• Be an advocate for yourself and your family in 
health-care settings. If you find yourself in a 
caregiving role for an aging loved one, seek the 
help and support you need to take care of yourself 
and your loved one. 

• If sensory, cognitive, and physical capabilities 
begin to change, seek information and support to 
help you maintain your daily function. 
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Older Adults
• Continue to maintain a healthy lifestyle, including regular physical 

activity, and make accommodations for any changes in your function 
(e.g. hearing, vision, flexibility, strength).

• Continue to engage in routine preventive health behaviors (e.g., get flu 
shots, participate in cancer screenings, stay physically and mentally 
active).

• Continue to advocate for yourself and your family in health-care 
settings or bring a knowledgeable representative with you. Do not 
be afraid to ask questions or get a second opinion.

• Keep an accurate record of all medications with dosing instructions 
to review with all of your health-care providers and pharmacists. 
Clarify anything that does not make sense to you.

• Maintain good stress management and emotional health. As you 
experience age-related losses, seek the support of others to help 
you cope.

• Live in a community that will provide you with needed support as 
you age. Socialization, activity, and access to quality health care and 
transportation will all help you to remain healthy, happy, and 
engaged as you age.

Whether you are 46 
or 64, it is never too late
to benefit from eating
well, exercising regularly,
and maintaining healthy
 lifestyle habits.
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Practice healthy habits and know your own health-
care needs and those of your loved ones. Be an 
informed health consumer so you can manage your 
needs well.

BOTTOM LINE
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Resources Worth Exploring
Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. (2014). Men: 

Stay healthy at any age (Publication No. 14-IP006-A). 
Retrieved from https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/
wysiwyg/patients-consumers/patient-involvement/
healthy-men/healthy-men.pdf

Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. (2014). Men: 
Stay healthy at 50+ (Publication No. 14-IP009-A). 
Retrieved from https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/
wysiwyg/patients-consumers/patient-involvement/
healthy-men/men-over-50.pdf

Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. (2014). Women: 
Stay healthy at any age (Publication No. 14-IP007-A). 
Retrieved from https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/
publications/files/healthy-women.pdf 

Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. (2014). 
Women: Stay healthy at 50+ (Publication No. 14-IP002-A). 
Retrieved from https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/
files/wysiwyg/patients-consumers/prevention/lifestyle/
women-over-50.pdf 

American Bar Association, Commission on Law and Aging. 
(2018). Toolkit for health care advance planning. Retrieved 
from http://www.americanbar.org/groups/law_aging/
resources/consumer_s_toolkit_for_health_care_advance_
planning.html 

American Geriatrics Society. (2017). Geriatrics at your fingertips 
(19th ed.). New York, NY: American Geriatric Society. 

American Psychological Association. (2007). Integrated health 
care for an aging population. Retrieved from http://www.
apa.org/pi/aging/programs/integrated/index.aspx 

Hartford Financial Services Group. (2017). We need to talk.
Family conversations with older drivers. Retrieved from 
https://s0.hfdstatic.com/sites/the_hartford/files/
we-need-to-talk.pdf 

LeadingAge. (2018). Center for Aging Services Technologies 
[Clearinghouse of information about emerging technologies 
in aging services]. Retrieved from https://www.leadingage.
org/center-aging-services-technologies 

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. (n.d.). 
Older drivers. Retrieved from https://www.nhtsa.gov/
road-safety/older-drivers

National Hospice and Palliative Care Organization. (n.d.). 
Advance care planning [Provides strategies for talking 
to your family about advance care planning, advance 
directives, financial information, and information for 
family and friends of people at the end-of-life]. Retrieved 
from http://www.caringinfo.org/i4a/pages/index.
cfm?pageid=3277 

National Institutes of Health. (n.d.). Aim for a healthy weight 
program [The webpage has an interactive menu planner 
and body mass index calculator]. Retrieved from  
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/educational/lose_wt

National Institutes of Health, National Institute on Aging. 
(n.d.). [Provides research-based information on age-
related topics for consumers.] Retrieved from https://
order.nia.nih.gov 

National Institutes of Health, National Institute on Aging. 
(n.d.). Go 4 Life®: Try these exercises. Retrieved from 
https://go4life.nia.nih.gov/exercises 

National Institutes of Health, National Library of Medicine. 
(n.d.). Medline plus [Data file that provides a variety of 
health resources]. Retrieved from https://medlineplus.gov

Tufts University and Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. (2008). Growing stronger: Strength training 
for older adults. Retrieved from http://growingstronger.
nutrition.tufts.edu

U.S. Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. (n.d.). Find 
& compare doctors, hospitals, & other providers [Data file 
that allows viewer to find out what services are offered, 
make side-by-side comparisons of the care provided, 
and get helpful hints on choosing providers and plans]. 
Retrieved from https://www.medicare.gov/forms-help-
and-resources/find-doctors-hospitals-and-facilities/
quality-care-finder.html 

https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/patients-consumers/patient-involvement/healthy-men/healthy-men.pdf
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/patients-consumers/patient-involvement/healthy-men/healthy-men.pdf
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/patients-consumers/patient-involvement/healthy-men/healthy-men.pdf
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/patients-consumers/patient-involvement/healthy-men/men-over-50.pdf
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/patients-consumers/patient-involvement/healthy-men/men-over-50.pdf
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/patients-consumers/patient-involvement/healthy-men/men-over-50.pdf
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/publications/files/healthy-women.pdf
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/publications/files/healthy-women.pdf
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/patients-consumers/prevention/lifestyle/women-over-50.pdf
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/patients-consumers/prevention/lifestyle/women-over-50.pdf
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/patients-consumers/prevention/lifestyle/women-over-50.pdf
http://www.americanbar.org/groups/law_aging/resources/consumer_s_toolkit_for_health_care_advance_planning.html
http://www.americanbar.org/groups/law_aging/resources/consumer_s_toolkit_for_health_care_advance_planning.html
http://www.americanbar.org/groups/law_aging/resources/consumer_s_toolkit_for_health_care_advance_planning.html
http://www.apa.org/pi/aging/programs/integrated/index.aspx
http://www.apa.org/pi/aging/programs/integrated/index.aspx
https://s0.hfdstatic.com/sites/the_hartford/files/we-need-to-talk.pdf
https://s0.hfdstatic.com/sites/the_hartford/files/we-need-to-talk.pdf
https://www.leadingage.org/center-aging-services-technologies
https://www.leadingage.org/center-aging-services-technologies
https://www.nhtsa.gov/road-safety/older-drivers
https://www.nhtsa.gov/road-safety/older-drivers
http://www.caringinfo.org/i4a/pages/index.cfm?pageid=3277
http://www.caringinfo.org/i4a/pages/index.cfm?pageid=3277
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/public/heart/obesity/lose_wt/
https://order.nia.nih.gov/
https://order.nia.nih.gov/
https://go4life.nia.nih.gov/exercises
http://growingstronger.nutrition.tufts.edu/
http://growingstronger.nutrition.tufts.edu/
https://www.medicare.gov/forms-help-and-resources/find-doctors-hospitals-and-facilities/quality-care-finder.html
https://www.medicare.gov/forms-help-and-resources/find-doctors-hospitals-and-facilities/quality-care-finder.html
https://www.medicare.gov/forms-help-and-resources/find-doctors-hospitals-and-facilities/quality-care-finder.html
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Retrieved from https://www.cdc.gov/chronicdisease/
resources/publications/aag/healthy-aging.htm

Chopik, W. J., & O’Brien, E. (2017). Happy you, healthy me? 
Having a happy partner is independently associated with 
better health in oneself. Health Psychology, 36(1), 21–30. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/hea0000432 
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systems for older adults: The role of technology. American 
Psychologist, 71(4), 294–301. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/
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Surprising discoveries for health and long life from the landmark 
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Designate a Personal  
Representative
Because unexpected emergencies and disasters can 
occur at any time, not just when you are older, it is im-
portant to designate a decision maker for your finan-
cial, legal, and health-care affairs. Depending on how 
much authority you legally authorize, a legally des-
ignated advocate can manage your finances, create 
a will or trust, make legal and health-care decisions 
on your behalf, and advocate for you should circum-
stances make it impossible for you to do so yourself.

Be Financially Literate
It is important to know your current assets, how best 
to protect them, and where your financial resources 
will come from as you grow older. This knowledge 
will help you make informed decisions throughout 
your life about such issues as purchasing a house, 
paying for college education, and retirement.

Plan to Reach Your  
Financial Goals
Financial planners estimate you will need to generate 
70–80% of your preretirement income to maintain 
your current standard of living in retirement if you 
are not employed. Plan to build enough retirement 
income to last until you are approximately 90 years 
old. Determine whether your assets and income 
sources will provide enough for your future needs. If 
not, create a plan to reach your financial goals.

Protect yourself and your  
family from legal and financial 
vulnerabilities.

DID YOU KNOW?

• Many people incorrectly assume that 
Medicare will pay for all of their medical 
expenses during retirement. Twenty per-
cent of spending by people 65 years and 
older is for health-care costs not covered 
by Medicare.

• In 2018, the maximum Social Security 
benefit for a person retiring when eligible 
for full retirement benefits was only $2,788 
per month.

• Most people will need someone to make 
financial, legal, or health-care decisions for 
them at some point during their lifetime.

• Less than half of all individuals set aside 
enough personal savings to ensure they 
will achieve their desired lifestyle during 
retirement.
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Young Adults
• Communicate your preferences about health 

care and end-of-life care to close friends and 
family members.

• Prepare documents that will help you if 
something unexpected happens and you are 
unable to make legal or health decisions for 
yourself. Creating a will is the most basic part of 
planning.

• Store your legal and health-care–related 
documents in a safe place and be sure someone 
you trust knows where they are located.

• If you travel extensively or participate in high-risk 
activities, it is especially important to prepare 
legal documents that appoint a health-care 
advocate and a guardian for your minor children.

• Learn to seek second and third opinions about 
financial products or investments that sound too 
good to be true.

• Know where you spend your money, the value of 
basic budgeting, and the benefits of regular 
saving, even if you save only small amounts. Your 
savings will build up and earn interest over time.

• Evaluate the adequacy of health, disability, life, 
and other types of insurance.
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Middle-Aged Adults
• Review and update health-related documents 

such as living wills. Talk to family and close 
friends about your wishes.

• Choose a health-care advocate and legally 
authorize him or her to act on your behalf under 
certain specified conditions.

• Have a frank discussion with your primary care 
physician regarding your health-care wishes.

• Develop a “values history,” which will help others 
know of your personal health preferences and 
beliefs.

• Make sure you have adequate health insurance 
and other types of insurance for your needs.

• Review your contributions to Social Security and 
other forms of retirement savings.



18 AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION

Older Adults
• Review and, if needed, modify any legal or health-care planning 

documents.

• Be realistic about what you will be able to afford in retirement.

• Consider a part-time “bridge job” that will not only ease your 
transition to retirement but also reduce your overall financial need.

• Examine any work-related benefits, such as Social Security or pension. 
Make sure you are receiving the correct payments.

• Review your health-care and insurance plans to make sure coverage 
is adequate for your needs.

• Continue to consider your health-care wishes and discuss these 
with family members, friends, and physicians.

• Make a plan and leave instructions for any resources (financial or 
otherwise) that may survive you.

• Continue to monitor your financial resources carefully during 
retirement and make budgetary adjustments as needed.

• Continue your financial review and planning even after retirement.

Determine whether your assets
and income sources will provide
for your future needs. 
If not, create a plan to reach 
your financial goals.
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Never stop legal and financial planning! Assume 
that your personal wealth must last to age 90.

BOTTOM LINE
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Resources Worth Exploring
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unable to communicate]. Retrieved from https://www.
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Alzheimer’s Association. (2016). Money matters: Making 
financial plans after a diagnosis of dementia (Rev. ed.). 
Retrieved from http://www.alz.org/national/documents/
brochure_moneymatters.pdf 
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from https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/
administrative/law_aging/2011_aging_hcdec_span_
univaddir.authcheckdam.pdf 

American Bar Association, Commission on Law and Aging. 
(2011). Giving someone a power of attorney for your health 
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adults. Retrieved from https://www.americanbar.org/
content/dam/aba/administrative/law_aging/2011_aging_
hcdec_univhcpaform.authcheckdam.pdf 
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(2018). Toolkit for health care advance planning. Retrieved 
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resources/consumer_s_toolkit_for_health_care_advance_
planning.html 

Fidelity Investments. (n.d.). Retirement [Tips for planning 
and saving]. Retrieved from https://www.fidelity.com/
retirement-guidance/overview 

Motley Fool [Website provides user-friendly material on 
investing and financial planning]. www.fool.com 

National Academy of Elder Law Attorneys. (n.d.). Questions 
& answers when looking for an elder law and special 
needs planning attorney [Includes a searchable directory 
of elder law attorneys]. Retrieved from https://www.
naela.org/Web/Consumers_Tab/Consumer_Resources/
Questions_and_Answers.aspx 

National Council on the Aging. (2018). BenefitsCheckUp 
[Provides free personal report of the public programs and 
benefits you may qualify for]. Retrieved from http://www.
benefitscheckup.org 

Social Security Administration. (n.d.). What you can do online 
[Benefits information]. Retrieved from http://www.ssa.gov/
onlineservices 

TIAA-CREF. (n.d.). Retirement calculators and financial tools. 
Available at https://www.tiaa.org/public/offer/insights/
tools-calculators 

U.S. Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. (2018). 
Medicare and you [Large print ed.]. Retrieved from  
https://www.medicare.gov/pubs/pdf/10050-Medicare-
and-You.pdf

Women’s Institute for Financial Education. (n.d.). Retirement 
[Special issues women face in preparing for retirement]. 
Retrieved from https://www.wife.org/retirement 
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Refine Your Career Goals 
Throughout Your Life Span
Clarify and review career goals throughout your life 
and take an honest reckoning of what you enjoy and 
do not enjoy about work. As needed, consider new 
work options or activities you would like to engage in.

Work themes include recognizing the limits of career 
progress, evaluating possible age discrimination, de-
ciding whether to change jobs or careers, rebalanc-
ing work and family, and caregiving responsibilities 
for loved ones.

Workers willing to start a new career can be more 
critical in their self-analysis, more assertive in seek-
ing feedback, and more likely to refuse transfers or 
promotions that might challenge career goals. A ma-
jor predictor of successfully remaining in the work-
force is one’s attitude toward work and motivation to 
be competitive.

Plan Early for Retirement
Retirement planning should begin early in your career 
and intensify as you move toward your retirement 
years. This planning should include determining your 
financial requirements and exploring other career pur-
suits, where you will live, and what nonwork activities 
you might pursue. As career and personal circum-
stances change, review and update your retirement 
plan. Take advantage of organizational retirement 
planning resources or engage a reputable professional 
retirement planner.

Plan for your work and  
retirement goals and  
monitor and revise them 
throughout your life.

DID YOU KNOW?

• People who retire but maintain part-time 
employment or volunteer activities are more 
satisfied with aging than people who retire 
completely or work full time.

• Retirement planning should begin early and 
be updated often, especially as your health 
and financial situation change.

• 3 out of 5 older Americans say that they see 
retirement as a time to be active and involved, 
start new activities, and set new goals.
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Young Adults
• Investigate and develop career/work options  

and skills.

• Find work that offers or enhances intrinsic 
rewards, such as feelings of competence, positive 
self-esteem, autonomy, self-direction, and 
intellectual challenges.

• For success in your field, cultivate mentoring 
relationships and seek opportunities to gain 
knowledge and skills that will allow you to 
advance professionally.

• Acquire or continue to build technological 
competence.

• If you are considering a career change, think 
about the longer term implications (e.g., future 
career growth opportunities, health benefits, 
portability of retirement benefits).

• Master assertiveness skills that may be required 
to deal with work demands that interfere with 
career goals or work/family balance.

• Start saving for retirement. Having automatic 
deductions directed to a retirement account is an 
easy way to get started.
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Middle-Aged Adults
• Continue to learn and acquire new skills and 

maintain professional competence in the tasks 
considered essential to your work.

• Maintain or continue to build technological 
competence.

• Sustain motivation and a positive attitude about 
work by seeking new challenges.

• Review your career trajectory so far and evaluate 
the need to change jobs or careers.

• Be alert to age discrimination and other forms of 
work-related bias that may affect you or your 
colleagues’ progress and satisfaction.

• Balance personal and professional life, especially 
when caregiving responsibilities arise. Consider 
telework options if available.

• Begin to plan for a transition to retirement.

• Establish hobbies that will continue to be fulfilling 
if and when you retire.

• Begin discussing your retirement goals with 
loved ones.
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Older Adults
• Transition to a less stressful career if you wish but work as long as 

you are physically able (assuming the work is still satisfying).

• Evaluate the benefits and drawbacks of full-time versus part-time 
work or a “bridge job” between full-time employment and full-time 
retirement.

• Be prepared for retirement to occur sooner than you anticipated if 
health problems, downsizing, or early buyouts occur.

• Decide what might be lost in retirement and how to fill in the gaps. 
Figure out what new opportunities might be gained by retirement 
and how best to make use of them.

• Synthesize work and leisure interests. Consider how these interests 
might be expressed through volunteerism.

• Explore the continuum of living arrangements and services available 
for older adults.

• Go on fact-finding trips to scout out places you might like to live 
after leaving the workforce, determining the best fit for your later 
life interests.

• Choose or make accommodations to a home that will take account 
of waning physical abilities.

Consider becoming a
mentor to an early career
colleague or someone in
your community.
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Proactively plan for your retirement throughout 
your career so your needs are met. Do an annual 
review at the start of each new year.

BOTTOM LINE
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Volunteer Match. [Website offering an online recruiting tool 
to attract volunteers for more than 30,000 nonprofit 
organizations.] http://www.volunteermatch.org 

Weir, D. R. (n.d.). Health and retirement study [A longitudinal 
research project that has been studying aging and 
retirement issues since 1990, funded by the National 
Institute on Aging and the Social Security Administration]. 
Retrieved from https://hrs.isr.umich.edu 
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Stay Active to Help Prevent 
Memory Loss and Dementia
The risk of developing dementia (e.g., Alzheimer’s 
disease) increases with age. However, some lifestyle 
factors may alter the risk. A healthy diet coupled 
with engagement in physical and mental activity may 
help delay or stave off memory loss.

Address Psychological Issues
Psychological factors have a powerful influence on 
the experience of aging. These influences include 
one’s identity and personality, spirituality, personal 
control, competence, emotional stability, and ability 
to manage stress.

Those people who have a sense of involvement in 
the care of the next generation, have a positive out-
look, and find meaning in life are psychologically 
healthier and more likely to experience a positive 
transition from middle to late life. Also, your psy-
chological well-being and what you do will affect 
how you feel physically.

Psychological factors can  
maximize or jeopardize the 
quality of our lives at all  
stages of adulthood.

DID YOU KNOW?

• Most people incorrectly believe that everyone 
who lives past age 65 will have the progres-
sive thinking problems that define Alzheimer’s 
disease or dementia. In fact, only about 1 in 8 
people in this age group have dementia. 

• Psychological influences, including an indi-
vidual’s personality, affect many aspects of 
optimal aging.

• Many cognitive abilities assumed to decline 
over the life span can be maintained, and in 
some cases, decline can be reversed.
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Young Adults
• Develop a wide range of interests so you will 

always have sources of enjoyment, even if you 
have sensory changes (e.g., poor vision) or 
mobility problems (e.g., walking with a cane).

• Keep in mind that aging is a lifelong process. 
Physical and psychological changes are 
inevitable but not necessarily detrimental.

• Develop life skills (e.g., know how to set goals, 
make rational decisions, and resolve conflicts).

• Develop and nurture relationships with like-
minded individuals. These friends and confidantes 
will become important sources of support during 
times of crisis and when the going gets tough.

• Seek opportunities to maintain self-confidence.

• Establish healthy life habits that include physical 
exercise and a healthy diet. 

• Some people find it helpful to integrate religious 
faith or spirituality with other core values and 
beliefs.

• Be mindful of medical conditions, like 
hypertension and diabetes, that can impact 
physical and cognitive health across the life span.
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Middle-Aged Adults
• Invest in the emotional care and concerns of the 

younger generation.

• Keep close relationships fresh. Maintain ties with 
siblings and friends who will serve as resources 
in later adulthood.

• Keep physically and mentally active to help 
preserve cognition. Maintaining good vascular 
health and a healthy weight and eating a balanced 
diet can have many short- and long-term benefits.

• Develop leisure interests and skills you enjoy and 
that can be maintained into later adulthood.

• Take time to nourish your spiritual side despite 
the demands of a busy life. If you have religious 
beliefs, reflect on how they support or prevent 
coping with life’s challenges.

• Reexamine roles and activities in relation to 
personal beliefs and values. Identify ways of 
passing on key beliefs and values to the next 
generation. Take pride in your accomplishments.

• Pause and learn other ways to reduce stress—
with others and alone.
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Older Adults
• Keep mentally and physically active to help preserve cognitive skills 

and maintain overall health.

• Keep active sexually and recognize that sexuality can take many forms.

• Be an interested person—remain aware of new developments in the 
arts, sciences, politics, and other areas of cultural and social interest.

• Be an interesting person—have something that matters to you and 
that you care passionately about.

• Maintain focus on appropriate sources of joy, hope, and meaning.

• If you have religious or spiritual beliefs, consider how they support 
developing your understanding of the meaning of life.

• Consider leaving a personal, professional, or financial legacy.

• Take the time to consider with compassion the views and lifestyles 
of young people even when they clash with your own.

Maintain ties with
friends and family to
maximize your social
support system.
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Develop and maintain those aspects of your life 
that enhance psychological, physical, social, and 
intellectual well-being.

BOTTOM LINE
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Taos Institute. (n.d.). Positive aging. [Electronic newsletter 
provides information on scientific research on aging, 
gerontology practices, and daily life.] Retrieved from 
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Plan Ahead to Meet  
Changing Needs
Most people have family ties, whether biological or 
chosen, but the structure of families and the issues 
they confront vary greatly. Change is a way of life, 
though, and changes may affect the availability of fam-
ily and friends or create the need to develop new re-
lationships. Young adults who move away from family 
and friends to pursue work need to prepare to build a 
new network of friends and supporters, couples have 
new social needs after children enter the family, and 
mid-life adults who are divorced may need to acquire 
a new social network as single persons.

Meeting the needs of older persons in a way that 
minimizes strain for both older relatives and caregiv-
ing children is another family change that requires 
forethought and planning. It is interesting to note, 
however, that few individuals or families engage in 
planning for changing social needs. Exploring val-
ues and preferences among siblings and between 
parents and adult children can provide helpful back-
ground information for times when changes occur 
and more specific planning is needed.

Maintain Social Relationships
Friends and other social relationships are a crucial 
part of life at all ages. Their presence can help you 
feel valued in a way that is important to your emo-
tional well-being. Friendships also offer opportuni-
ties to provide support to others. Stable social rela-
tions can provide a sense of life-long continuity and 
help you adjust to changes such as transitioning to 
retirement, relocating your household, or losing a 
loved one.

Social relations and activities 
should be maintained at all 
ages and match changing lives 
and life goals.

DID YOU KNOW?

• Family types have changed. 
Only 50% of families consist 
of two parents in their first 
marriages living with their 
biological children.

• At some point during their life span, most 
people will have a loved one who requires 
personal care.

• People with friends tend to be happier 
than those without, even if they have good 
family relations.
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Young Adults
• Cultivate broad and deep social relationships.

• Develop adult relationships with multiple 
generations of family members.

• As you develop adult friendships, practice being 
a good friend and discover what you value about 
your friends.

• Enjoy life. Learn how to work AND play.

• Learn how to care about others but not be 
overwhelmed by them.

• Understand and become involved in social issues 
by contributing emotionally, socially, and 
financially to the world around you.

• This life is your life. Make sure you are doing the 
best you can with it.
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Middle-Aged Adults
• Celebrate the transition to middle age, which 

brings a sense of power and competence to many.

• Respect traditional and nontraditional family 
members.

• Cherish old and cultivate new social relationships 
with family, friends, colleagues, and social groups.

• Give to family, friends, colleagues, and your 
community.

• Continue and/or develop interests in addition to 
work and family roles.

• Plan to become the older person you want to be.

• Multiple roles are often overwhelming during 
the middle-age years. Arrange for and accept 
help as needed.
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Older Adults
• Identify those relationships among family and friends that are most 

important to you. Nurture them by being as interested in others as 
you would like them to be in you.

• Be creative about how to give and receive help.

• Change social activities as needed following retirement. 

• Develop new relationships that fill gaps created by losing important 
loved ones, even if those new relationships are different from the 
lifelong relationships that are lost. 

• Let go of any relationships that become stressful or are otherwise 
unfulfilling.

• Anticipate and plan for the future—for good and bad times, including 
for unexpected possibilities; help those close to you to do the same.

Think of yourself 
as an age pioneer. 
Keep up with old interests
and develop new ones.



LIFE PLAN FOR THE LIFE SPAN SOCIAL ROLES AND RESOURCES 43

Your social world is always changing, so plan for 
and adapt to that reality throughout your life span.

BOTTOM LINE
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