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About thirty years ago I met an uncle of mine whom I hadn’t seen for a long time at an ice cream stand. As we caught up on our lives, he told me that he had a new job. When I asked him how he liked it, he looked at me quite puzzled and said, “Jobs are not things people like”. Since I liked my job at the time, I was taken aback by his comment until I remembered some of jobs I had before I entered college. As I approach retirement age, I think about the many people who plan to retire from jobs they dislike and like, and how this is a major event in their lives. I imagine that it might be a lot easier to retire from a job in which one found little satisfaction but that also depends what a person does to prepare for retirement.  As anything else in life, retirement is what we make of it.  To get to the point where people are able to experience retirement in a positive way certain factors are involved. These include being in control of the decision to retire, a plan of action for retirement, pension eligibility, high self-esteem and spending time with friends. When retirement is voluntary, it usually goes much better.
We all have to retire sooner or later and most of us have an inner voice that tells us when that time is. Of course there are some occupations that have an external voice making that decision as in the case of air traffic controllers and other occupations that require quick reflexes, physical agility, etc. The advantage of this external voice is that it removes ambiguity and necessitates some degree of planning. Its’ involuntary aspect is compensated for by its predictability. There are also many variations on retirement. There are “continuers” who work part-time at the same or different job, “involved spectators” who stay on the same job in a new role, “adventurers” who develop new skills or talents, “easy gliders” who keep no schedule and enjoy the freedom that gives them, “searchers” who are still using trial and error to find their niche and “retreaters” who give up and become depressed. There are many people of good health and mind in their 90s and 100s who still engage in work.
The process of retirement has several stages. The first stage is the anticipation or “enchantment” stage in which the soon to be retiree is thinking excitedly about all the things s/he want to do but has little time to do because of the demands of the work schedule. These may include fishing, spending more time with grandchildren, traveling, writing, gardening, reading, cooking, taking up a musical instrument, exercising, etc. Just thinking about these things brings pleasure. There are also thoughts about never having to deal again with that obnoxious boss or co-worker, being able to sleep later in the morning and having to answer mainly to oneself.
The next stage involves the “honeymoon” when retirement has actually begun and the person is now sitting in his boat thinking that he can stay out there as long as he wants, soak up sunshine, and have a leisure lunch in his boat or on shore. This honeymoon can last up to six months or more.

The next stage is “disenchantment” when the person says, “fishing stinks; the sun will give you cancer”; and “I am not happy”. Life is now seen as boring and meaningless. The retiree misses his coworkers and comes to believe that his obnoxious boss is not quite as bad as he thought. After all, he put up with him for all those years. He also wonders if the company will let him come back to work at least part-time. He feels that retirement has made him useless and that he has been put out to pasture and forgotten forever. 
The next stage is “resignation” whereby the person reorients himself and develops priorities and routines which give him a sense of stability and satisfaction. He accepts the fact that there is no turning back nor should there be in this life cycle process. After all, young people need jobs too, and staying too long in the job only delays the employment of others. Thus, he develops a broad range of interests and activities to the point that he even has to sell his boat because he has no more time for fishing. He gets involved in many activities and comes to the realization that his existence does have meaning outside of the workplace and that people are still counting on him but in new and different ways. This stage can go on for thirty to forty years as long as one’s health is good.

The last stage is “termination” and involves failing health and increasing dependency on others but this is a part of life that people can still come to peace with. They can develop a sense of integrity and look back on their lives with great satisfaction. Often people at this stage will say that they wouldn’t have done things that differently if they had to do them all over again. This integrity is a strong buffer against the frailties of very old age. At this point the person begins to prepare for a new albeit uncertain journey and once again they set their sights forward.
I have no plans for retirement because I have come to see my role as teacher as more of a mission than a job. I love what I do and want to keep doing it as long as I am able. The world of ideas leading to social change is very exciting to me, and to see my students engaging in world changing activities is very gratifying. When I do retire, I would like to devote more time to social action and do more reading, writing and traveling. In the meantime, I’ll continue to find immense satisfaction in the second most important and life affirming occupation in the world.
