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Abstract  

This thesis is comprised of two papers: a systematic review to examine the individual 

psychological factors that impact a positive adjustment to retirement, and an empirical 

study to answer the question ‘How do people find meaning after retirement from full time 

work’. There is also a process review to reflect on the overall doctoral process. 

The first study was a systematic literature review (N = 17) to review the individual 

psychological factors that impact a positive adjustment to retirement. Findings indicated 

that there is promising evidence for the impact of personality on adjustment. Strong 

preferences for Extraversion, Agreeableness and Conscientiousness and low Neuroticism 

and a proactive personality were identified as stronger predictors of a positive adjustment 

to retirement. There is also promising evidence that mastery is a good predictor of 

retirement adjustment; generativity predicts hedonic and eudaimonic well-being and 

explains a meaningful part of the variation in individuals’ quality of subsequent retirement 

adjustment. Values such as autonomy, openness to change and harmonious passion all have 

greater impact on the adjustment to retirement, along with self-efficacy. Finally, there is 

promising evidence that self-esteem increases positive attitudes to retirement, and in one 

study, most retirees reported a perceived calling to a kind of work/activity. 

These results are interesting, but through the focus on quantitative measures there was a 

lack of richness to the data. Many times, psychological factors formed one small measure 

within a study (e.g., Lindwell et. al., 2017). The review concluded that more qualitative 

research would enable a greater understanding of the co-existence and dynamic nature of 

psychological factors and provide greater depth into the lived experience of people 

adjusting to life after full-time work. 

This led to the direction for the second study. This took a qualitative approach using 

Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis to look deeper into the lived experience of seven 

individuals to answer the question - How do people find meaning after retirement from full 

time work? The analysis identified three super-ordinate themes: Search for knowledge, A 

change in ‘time’, and Who am I? Key themes were curiosity and being proactive and there is 

evidence that the seven people interviewed for this study had found meaning in later life. 

The in-depth interviews and clear interpretation of the meaning behind the words used has 
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added a richness to this analysis and evidence that people have found a way that is 

meaningful for them. Whilst we cannot generalise from this type of study, it adds to the 

body of literature through a deep understanding into how these people have found 

meaning. Some of the participants clearly have a proactive personality, and there was 

evidence of self-determined motivation throughout the interviews, where the participants 

can have autonomy, a personality characteristic found via the SLR. All were curious and 

open to change, aspects of personality not uncovered in the SLR. An example of one of the 

smaller findings that slip through quantitative analysis. Suggestions for how the findings can 

feed into pre-retirement training are explored.  
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‘‘Man’s main concern is not to gain pleasure or to avoid but rather to see a 

meaning in his life.’’ (Frankl, 1959, p.115) 
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AS THE WORLD TURNS 

Within the circles of our lives 

we dance the circles of the years, 

the circles of the seasons 

within the cycles of the moon 

within the circles of the seasons, 

the circles of our reasons 

within the cycles of the moon … 

the circles turn, 

each giving into each, into all. 

Only music keeps us here. 

- Wendell Berry, ‘The Peace of Wild Things’ 
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1.1 Background to the research  

 

1.1.1 Introduction  

Friedmann and Havighurst, in their book The Meaning of Work and Retirement, (1954) listed 

five reasons for work: (1) as a source of income, (2) a life routine structuring the use of time, 

(3) a source of personal status and identity, (4) a context for social interaction, and (5) a 

meaningful experience that can provide a sense of accomplishment.  

My psychology practice is primarily focused on helping the over 50s with career exploration, 

job search and pre-retirement planning, and my initial plan for research was to focus on 

unretirement (Maestas, 2010). However, time spent on a Vision Quest (Foster & Little, 

1992), led to a rethink and to focus more on the transitions we face in our sixties, as we 

(probably) move on from full time work alongside a strong interest in elderhood and 

meaning.  

There is a need to mark important transitions in life, retirement being a major one. 

Retirement has often been considered a ‘rite of passage’ (van Gennep, 1960), and these are 

sometimes marked through completing a Vision Quest. Indeed, it was undertaking a Vision 

Quest myself, to mark a clear transition from divorce to a new life that led to greater clarity 

on this area of research. 

Initially this thesis was to review what is covered in pre-retirement training. Through 

research it moved towards how people have a life with meaning (not dependent on health 

and money) and contribute to society after full-time work. The age of 66 should not be the 

end of our time of contribution, but contribution can be broader than continuing to work. 

The time after retirement is a time when people can remain socially productive, even 

though they may not be financially productive.  

As the research area was scoped further, it became clearer that it was the adjustment to 

retirement that was of greater interest than the initial transition. The transition can be a 

time of flux that people need to move though, a stage of liminality (a feeling of neither here 

nor there; Beech, 2011), from work to retirement. It is once through this stage where my 

interest lies. A review of current literature identified that much research was focused on the 
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financial and health aspects of retirement, much less on psychological factors. This then 

became the focus of the systematic literature review (SLR). With an interest in elderhood 

and meaning, the empirical research in this thesis is less on the transition and more on the 

adjustment thereafter. To focus on how people have adapted to their new life and found 

greater meaning in life after full-time work.  

 

1.1.2 Definitions of retirement 

The retirement age is increasing, and people are living longer, although not necessarily in 

good health (Brown, 2015). In common with other developed economies, by 2050, 25% of 

people living in the UK will be aged 65 or older, up from 18% in 2016 (ONS, 2019)  

Retirement constitutes a major transition in older workers’ lives. (Kubicek, Korunka, Raymo, 

& Hoonakker, 2011). It is also changing, no longer defined by a specific chronological age 

(Moen, Kim, & Hofmeister, 2001) and with pensions moving from defined benefits to 

defined contribution, less certainty over pension levels.  

What we understand by retirement has significantly changed over the last 50 years (Alley & 

Crimmins, 2007; Shultz & Henkens, 2010) and there are alternatives to the abrupt 

withdrawal as the main way of retiring, (Byles et. al., 2013) with the options of 

‘unretirement’ when people return to work after retirement, on a full or part-time basis 

(Maestas, 2010) and ‘encore careers’ where people take on a ‘person driven job’ with a 

focus on meaning and social impact (Freedman, 2007).  

‘Retirement is no longer the passage to old age’ (Moen, in Mortimer & Shanahan, 2003, 

p271) and can be seen as a social phenomenon that is changing, with successive cohorts 

responding in different ways. There are many more choices than when people retired in the 

1950s when it was assumed people would exit the workforce, aged 65, with limited options 

(Moen, 2003).  

Retirement can be voluntary or involuntary, gradual, or sudden. Voluntary retirement is 

generally chosen when people have economic security via a pension or savings (Nilsson, 

Hydbom & Rylander 2011). It can be forced (involuntary) due to reorganisation or health 

reasons (Schultz, Morton & Weckerle, 1998). For some it becomes temporary with a 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/ageing/articles/howwouldyousupportourageingpopulation/2019-06-24
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decision to return to the workplace, sometimes in a new career. Others take a phased 

approach with part-time working. 

Haslam et. al., (2018) recognised that with a diversity in people’s experience, there is 

considerable variability in the way that retirement is defined. Some people will choose the 

‘clean break’ and stop work entirely; others may move to part-time working possibly in a 

different type of work. Others may return to work after a break. Therefore, seeing 

retirement as a life transition is more in line with people’s experiences. 

There is no single definition of what retirement is within existing literature, (e.g., Shultz & 

Wang, 2011). Retirement has been defined in various ways by different researchers, based 

on the research questions being addressed and the researcher’s disciplinary background 

e.g., economics, history, management, political economy, psychology, and sociology 

(Denton & Spencer, 2009).  

Parnes and Less (1985) agree and state that no one strategy for defining retirement may 

suffice and concluded that their findings did not suggest an optimal definition for 

retirement.  

With no definitive definition, it is useful to consider the range of definitions in use. Luborsky 

and LeBlanc (2003) refer to retirement as being culturally bound. From our western 

perspective we see retirement as a time of freedom, individuality, and independence, but 

this is not the view from all cultures. This complexity is recognised as being ambiguous with 

different criteria that can influence the definition (Ekerdt, 2010) and with a focus on what it 

is not – a state of not working (Denton & Spencer 2009).  

Feldman (1994) defined retirement as leaving the labour force with a reduced commitment 

to work and Shultz and Wang (2011) similarly spoke about exiting the workforce and with 

less of a psychological commitment to work but neither take account of the range of 

retirement options. 

Rather than describing a particular transition from being in employment to an exit from the 

labour market at the end of working life, a description of retirement can be seen (a) to 

include numerous forms of transition from work or certain types of work to other activities, 

(b) to occur potentially at different stages of working life, and indeed (c) to be compatible 
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with other activities that contribute “to the well-being of the society” (Denton & Spencer, 

2009, p.74).  

Some people will see retirement as a time of leisure and disengagement, others as a more 

active time in life and do not want to be associated with a label of ‘retired’. There is also a 

percentage of the population who through ill health and a sporadic employment history 

don’t even consider their time of life as retirement (Holstein & Minkler, 2003). 

For some individuals, retirement is the time when people declare themselves to have 

transitioned out of the labour force, are no longer employed full-time, and describe 

themselves as ‘retired’ (Doshi, Cen, & Polsky, 2008). Eckerdt et. al., (1990) agree that 

retirement is defined only when they declare themselves as retired people. Receipt of a 

pension alone is not enough for all people to embrace the title of retired. We also have 

younger people declaring themselves as retired, when they have sufficient income to move 

on from the workplace.  

One of the problems with a definition of retirement is that it is too broad a time span. Given 

it can last for more than 20 years, it should perhaps be divided into different periods. 

MacBean and Simmons (2006) proposed a phenomenological structure of three stable 

periods and three transitions similar to over childhood (MacBean, 2007), but this has not 

gained wider interest.  

One way to understand the difference in research findings is that whilst retirement is 

predictable, individuals experience it in different ways. For some it is negative with a focus 

on regret and loss, others see it as a time of growth and development to focus on new 

activities, such as joining clubs or attending theatre and sporting events (Guerriero-

Austrom, Perkins, Damush & Hendrie, 2003). Some see this as a sign of success, they have 

achieved their long-term goal, others focus more on their loss of status associated with their 

work identity (Jones, Leontowitsch & Higgs, 2010). This can lead to greater life satisfaction. 

But what is less clear is the personal characteristics to motivate people to adapt in a positive 

way (Stephan, et. al., 2008). 
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1.1.3. Practice to Theory   

Much academic research  lacks a practical impact in the ‘real world’ and can be seen as 

narrow in focus and of most interest to other academics, rather than practitioners. Too 

strong a focus on theory is likely to ‘prevent the reporting of rich details about interesting 

phenomena for which no theory yet exists’ (Hambrick, 2007, p1346).  This research therefore 

adheres to the advice by Ployhart and Bartunek (2019) that academic theory should build on 

practice and be grounded in phenomena which can lead to theory that is more likely to be 

‘novel and insightful’ (p496). With phenomenon driven research, what is observed and 

captured by practitioners can drive theory and research design through noticing what may 

not be considered by academic researchers. Practitioner led research can help, by raising 

interesting topics that can be explored further by those with a standard theoretical stance. 

More on the theory-practice gap will be found in section 4.2.1 (pages 157-8). 

The research study takes a ‘practice to theory’ approach, where the focus is more on putting 

the context of the wider theoretical perspective into the practice implications. In this 

approach you start with embodied practice and then move on to theory (Haroun, 2021). 

Through this thesis are many practical implications but all are placed within a theoretical 

perspective including the life course development theory with particular attention to the 

work of Moen (1996, 2003) and Elder (1995).    

Much of life course research has been focused on early and late life (Lachman, 2004) but 

human development and ageing are lifelong processes and people can continue to make 

significant changes throughout their lives – biological, social and psychological. People also 

make their own choices through their lives and have events that can be considered as 

opportunities and constraints. 

Clearly an important time, Erikson (1963) identified the main challenge for the age when 

people will retire (late mid-life) as generativity, and being able to work with people both at 

the younger and older ends of the life course.  It can also be seen as the intersection of 

growth and decline with a move to maintenance and stability (Baltes, Lindenberger & 

Staudinger 2006; Mustafic & Freund, 2013) before the decline of later life. Retirement is an 

objective life course transition but also a subjective developmental and social psychological 

transformation in identity, expectations, preferences, and meaning (Dannefer, 1992) and 
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the research for this thesis provides evidence from practice to be incorporated into this 

wider theory. One of the outcomes is to challenge the view of ageing to be seen in the 

negative, a time of decline. As will be seen in this thesis, despite some health issues the 

participants all were thriving on a developmental basis and provide some sense of role 

models for those approaching this period of their lives. 

 

1.1.4 Outcomes of retirement - health and well-being 

Although retirement has been considered one of the most important later life status 

transitions (Szinovacz, 1980), our knowledge of its psychological consequences is 

fragmentary. Research findings are mixed, with some studies reporting retirement in 

negative terms (e.g., Atchley & Robinson, 1982; Kim & Moen, 2002), others as having a 

positive effect, (e.g., Ekerdt, Bosse & LoCastro, 1983; Midanik, Soghikian, Ransom & Tekawa, 

1995) and still others not finding any significant impact (e.g., Gall, Evans & Howard, 1997; 

Stull, 1988).  

Research examining the impact of retirement on health and well-being has yielded a mixed 

picture. Well-being can improve as people move on from stressful work; for example, 

Rosenthal and Moore (2018) found that if work was stressful and physically straining it can 

be good for health but on the negative side people can lose their identity and their social 

network of work colleagues (Kim & Moen, 2002), and no longer having structure to the day 

can be detrimental. We also need to consider the difference between forced and chosen 

retirement. If people have chosen retirement, they are more likely to have found happiness 

in retirement than if it was forced (Calvo, Haverstick, & Sass, 2009). 

A pan European study found that retirement leads to health improvements for both men 

and women, and at differing levels of education (Hessel & Bell Fellow, 2016). The study by 

Eibich (2015), found health improved due to less stress, more exercise, and more sleep after 

retirement alongside improved mental and physical fatigue and improved depressive 

symptoms. A systematic review of longitudinal studies by van der Heide, van Rijn & Robroek 

(2013) found strong evidence for retirement leading to improved mental health which they 

said could be linked to the loss of work-related stress. Several studies have found the 
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adjustment to be positive, with many beneficial effects to the individuals (e.g., Kim & Moen, 

2001; Mein et. al., 2003; Wang, 2007).  

Yet, despite evidence demonstrating the positive, beneficial effect, retirement is ranked 

tenth on the list of life’s most stressful events (Holmes & Rahe, 1967). For some this can be 

attributable to a reduction in income, sometimes through having to take early retirement 

(Taylor & Doverspike, 2003; van Solinge & Henkens, 2008). It could also be down to illness. A 

study by Harvard School of Public Health found that there was a 40 percent increase in 

having a heart attack or stroke when retired, compared to those still in work (Moon et. al., 

2012). When people have poor health, it can mean a less active retirement – impacting on 

social interaction and leisure activity. The reduction in the number of social interactions may 

play a role, with studies suggesting that the reduction in social interaction can have a 

negative effect on mental and physical health (e.g., Dave, Rashad & Spasojevic, 2008).  

 

1.1.5 The process of retirement  

Retirement is a unique transition in the lifespan that involves changes in roles, relationships, 

and daily routines as well as shifts in income and in health. Individuals gain a substantial 

amount of free time, with increased opportunities for living the good life, such as spending 

time with friends and family and pursuing satisfying activities. This is a time with greater 

freedom where they can avail themselves of opportunities they didn’t have when working 

(Nuttman-Shwartz, 2004) and focus on new interests and sources of pleasure (Floyd et al., 

1992; Fouquereau, Fernendez & Mullet, 1999; Fouquereau et. al., 2005; Kim & Moen, 2002). 

With typically a drop in income, personal motivation is important to how well retirees adjust 

to retirement (Burr, Santo, & Pushkar 2011). In retirement people can ‘satisfy their needs 

for autonomy, freedom, and pleasure and could be characterized by the more self-

determined forms of motivation’ (Stephan, Fouquereau & Fernandez, 2008, p332). 

There are three phases of retirement that are generally agreed upon (Richardson, 1993). 

Pre-retirement, when the individual is still working; a transition period, which may last 

varying lengths of time and involve multiple changes in employment status; and an 

adjustment stage, in which the individual is principally engaged in retirement (Borland, 
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2005). Adjustment is a dynamic and ongoing process (Wang, Henkens & van Solinge, 2011) 

potentially with multiple alternating periods of stabilisation and re-adjustment.  

The Transition Stage 

The transition from being a worker to a retired person can be seen as a macro-role identity 

transition which follows a three-stage model, (Ashforth, 2001): exit from the present role, a 

period of transition that can be marked by rites of passage and liminality, and entry into the 

new role. This is in line with The Transition Model created by Bridges (1996). This states that 

a transition starts with the ending and letting go, goes through the neutral zone until a new 

beginning is reached.  This sounds simple, but as retirement is a major transition it can 

affect people differently.  As we grow older our behaviour is determined by transitions, not 

age. This differs from when we move from infancy through childhood to adolescence where 

there are similarities between individuals of the same age.  Individuals can become parents  

from their late teens until much later in life, for example. It is the transition (marriage, 

divorce, death of a child, retirement) that brings people together rather than a 

chronological age (Schlossberg, 1991). Reference to Schlossberg’s 4 S’s (situation, self, 

support and strategies) can be helpful. For some people the transition will be positive and 

expected, for others a more negative experience, and people will take varying amounts of 

time to move through the stages to adjustment. People bring different strengths and 

experiences to the situation, have differing levels of support and different coping strategies.  

This is covered further in section 4.2.2. 

Previously seen as a crisis, in which the older worker’s physical and mental health was 

threatened and a single negative event (e.g., Barron, Streib & Suchman, 1952), researchers 

now view retirement as a process (Beehr & Bennett, 2007), and the transition from work to 

retirement can take several years to be concluded (Shultz & Wang, 2011). It is a subjective 

journey involving a psychosocial transition rather than a single event of leaving the 

workplace and it may be related to psychological well-being (Kim & Moen, 2002). It is also a 

dynamic process, with changes over time which may be down to external factors (August, 

2011a).  

For most older people, retirement is not only a transition between middle and late 

adulthood (65 and older) but is also associated with important psychological and 
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interpersonal changes that may impact on an individuals’ self-esteem and well-being 

(Bleidorn & Schwaba, 2018). This is a transition to the later stages of life and an introduction 

to the realities of ageing, the start of a decline in health and noticing age-related physical 

and cognitive changes in themselves and others, alongside the mortality of relatives and 

friends (Burr, et. al., 2011). Whilst for some the transition is smooth, Bosse, Aldwin, 

Levenson and Workman-Daniels (1991) noted that up to one third of people who retire find 

the transition either stressful or notice a decline in their well-being.  

While most adjust to retirement with ease, not everyone experiences a smooth transition. 

This can be down to the loss of challenge and purpose that is associated with one’s career. 

Leaving a challenging job, is related to less satisfaction in retirement (Van Solinge & 

Henkens, 2008). Though retired individuals spend more time doing enjoyable activities 

compared to full-time employees, for some they also have less variety in their daily tasks, do 

less problem-solving, are less likely to learn new things, and have significantly fewer positive 

social interactions (Ross & Drentea, 1998).  

Whilst having more autonomy on when to retire, there is no longer a clear ‘rite of passage’, 

no longer the retirement party with the presentation of a gold watch to mark a clear break 

into a life away from the workplace. This can lead to people feeling ‘unmoored’ and lacking 

guidance on how to manage the transition.  

Retirement Adjustment  

Retirement adjustment refers to the process of adaptation to changes associated with the 

transition (van Solinge & Henkens, 2008) and a time when individuals cease to focus on this 

transition and are now accepting of their new life stage (Wang, Henkens, & Van Solinge, 

2011). Retirement adjustment may not be a ‘one time’ event and the impact of this 

important transition can affect individuals over time, however, eventually it leads to 

adjustment. 

Part of the initial phase was to clarify how the different researchers defined a successful or 

positive adjustment to retirement. A review by Wang et. al., (2011) and used by other 

researchers e.g., van Solinge (2013) concluded that there is still a lack in our understanding 

of the underlying mechanisms of successful adjustment to retirement but they do include a 

definition: ‘retirement adjustment is the longitudinal process through which resources 
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availability influence how retirees feel comfortable with retirement’ (p263). The difficulty 

with a definition of retirement adjustment may be down to it being a process, a major life 

transition that can take time, this was mentioned in many studies rather than a clear stage. 

The SLR considered the individual psychological factors that impact a positive adjustment to 

retirement. Identifying these psychological factors was a comprehensive process with many 

terms such as well-being included in the initial sift. If the study had seen a connection 

between psychological factors and a positive adjustment they were included in this review 

and if not, they were discarded. Therefore, if the study authors declared their study focused 

on retirement adjustment this was accepted. 

However, whilst there was not always a clear definition of the term the majority of papers 

used dependent variables to measure this such as the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, 

Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985), more information will be found in section 2.4.3.  

Individuals need to adjust to the loss of their work role and the creation of a new lifestyle 

(van Solinge & Henkens, 2008). They need to take time to go through this initial transition so 

they can gain retirement adjustment and then adapt to the new life stage of retirement 

(Wang et. al., 2011). Adjustment to retirement includes how people fit into the wider 

environment of the outside world (Dingemans & Henkens, 2015). After retirement people 

may question if they still have a useful role in society. Many people have status and identity 

through their work, and careers can be seen as around mattering (Savickas, 2005). To what 

extent do people ‘matter’ without work? 

The adjustment to this important life stage will not always go smoothly; van Solinge (2012) 

reports that between 10 and 25 percent of older workers experience difficulties in adjusting 

to retirement and in the UK, 25 percent of retirees experience difficulties which can affect 

mental health (DWP, YouGov PLC, 2015).  

Much earlier research into retirement adjustment, e.g., Taylor-Carter & Cook (1995), Moen 

(1996; 2003) and later pursued by van Solinge & Henkens (2008) focused on health and 

finances, with psychological factors rarely considered until more recently. Whilst adequate 

finances and good health are important factors for retirement these are not easy to improve 

once you are close to retirement.  
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Alongside finances and health are psychological factors such as values, self-efficacy, and 

mastery, and these have a role to play in retirement adjustment. Burr et. al., (2011) 

recognised that motivational factors such as personal values, can help to shape attitudes, 

coping styles, and behaviour, and thus are an important part of the retirement adjustment. 

However, much of the research into the psychological factors influencing adjustment was 

more limited and often included within broader research projects. For example, Pinquart & 

Schindler (2007) used just a single measure of life satisfaction within a national survey. 

A broader reading (Taylor-Carter & Cook, 1995) identified two constructs as strong 

predictors of successfully adapting to the change of retirement. These are locus of control 

and self-efficacy. With an internal locus of control, people believe that they are in control of 

life events, and so may actively seek out ways to transition into retirement, whilst those 

with an external locus of control attribute outcomes to luck and chance.  

High self-efficacy is the belief that you have the necessary skills to adapt to the change. 

Encouraging retirees to take a more active role in the planning process rather than simply 

listen to people present information may support the adjustment (Fretz et al., 1989). An 

important psychological resource serving as a protective mechanism at all stages of the life 

course is a sense of mastery or self-efficacy. Pearlin, Menaghan, Liberman & Mullan (1981) 

defined mastery as ‘the extent to which people see themselves as being in control of the 

forces that importantly affect their lives’ (p.340). A sense of mastery both affects and is 

affected by life experiences such as retirement (Moen, 1996). These variables and others 

such as values, can lead to a greater understanding of adaptation to role changes, which are 

a natural part of retirement.  

 

1.1.6 Conclusion  

Through accomplishment at work people can have a sense of meaning in their life. In 

retirement, there is a loss of the work role, loss of the people connections we have from the 

workplace and a need to establish a new way of life (Burr et. al., 2011).  

Moving to a life after full-time work can lead to a loss of status, but people, can also 

potentially lose the meaning and purpose that has been gained from their work (Reis & 
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Gold, 1993; Wang & Shi, 2013). In the transition phase of retirement there is often 

excitement over how to fill their days, with time for hobbies, interests, and travels 

(Osbourne, 2009). However, for some people this is not enough, when work has provided 

them with a meaningful experience, there is a gap to be filled. Many retired people report 

feeling a sense of emptiness and loss of meaning in this phase of life (Jonsson, Borell, & 

Sadlo, 2012). Being busy is not enough, indeed it can stop a person taking up the challenge 

to find meaning (Osbourne, 2009).  

From an initial interest in adjustment to retirement, greater clarity on the focus on this 

thesis was gained. Firstly, it was to consider the psychological factors that impact on a 

successful adjustment to retirement, to identify research done in this area. Much research 

has focused on the financial and health aspects (e.g., van Solinge & Henkens 2008) and to 

identify relevant studies within the SLR that considered psychological factors would make a 

small input into the body of knowledge. This is an important life stage, and our knowledge 

of its psychological consequences is fragmentary (Szinovacz, 1980). The SLR will be found in 

section two. 

In time most people will adjust to retirement, but people are often unclear on their identity; 

do they still matter without their work identity? (Savickas, 2005). Many retired people 

report feeling a sense of emptiness and loss of meaning in this phase of life (Jonsson, Borell, 

& Sadlo, 2012) and so it would be useful to understand how people respond. Qualitative 

analysis is a way to do this, and a number of studies have noted the importance of life 

histories (Damman, Henkens & Kalmijn, 2013) for understanding perceptions of retirement 

and adjustment (e.g., Kloep & Hendry, 2006; Nuttman-Shwartz, 2004). 

My personal interest in elderhood and meaning lead to the focus of the empirical study. 

Identifying how people find meaning after full-time work is the area undertaken for the 

empirical research and has relevance for people facing the challenge of retirement. Beyond 

the overall adjustment, how have a small number of people sought to find meaning in life 

after full-time work. For some people it will be to find a calling, particularly if this is 

something they had through their work. It will provide people with clarity of purpose, 

direction, meaning and personal mission (Dik & Duffy, 2009). This will be found in section 

three. 
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1.2 Methodology  

As humans we know the world through assigning meaning (Billington, Hockey & 

Strawbridge, 1998). Constructivism proposes that each individual mentally constructs the 

world of experience through cognitive processes and unlike social constructionism has an 

individual focus rather than a social one. It represents an epistemological perspective, 

concerned with how we know, and by implication, how we develop meaning. This can be by 

integrating knowledge into what we already know, or by being more accommodating and 

adapting to the environment (Young & Colin, 2004). With a focus on meaning, 

constructivism is well suited to this empirical research, seeing things from the individual 

perspective with the focus on life story and the subjective career (Goffman, 1959; Stebbins, 

1970). Constructivism is seen to challenge the basis of some older career development 

theories (Super, 1953; Super, Savickas, & Super, 1996), and to move away from a 

predictable development stage model. Instead to see human development as a process that 

is dynamic and dialectical, embracing both variability and disorder (Mahoney, 2003). This 

research has also taken a phenomenological approach (e.g., O’Donovan-Polten, 2001; 

Teixeira & Gomes, 2000) which has been used to understand participants’ subjective 

realities through personal interpretations of their lived experiences and the meanings they 

attach to these experiences (Smith, 2011).  

In research terms, epistemology describes the assumptions researchers make about their 

knowledge of reality and their beliefs regarding how they come to obtain or understand that 

knowledge. The underlying thought being that the way a researcher perceives the world, to 

a great extent, determines his or her philosophical assumptions about that world (Myers, 

1997) and the constructs and phenomena within it (Knight & Cross, 2012).  

 

1.2.1 Ethics 

As a Chartered Psychologist I abide by the ethical guidelines of my professional body. A key 

part of the systematic review was that each of the studies were critically appraised in 

relation to the quality criteria to reduce the risk of bias using the Snape, Meads, Bagnall, 

Tregaskis, and Mansfield framework (2017), to assess all papers.  
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Qualitative research must be conducted in an atmosphere of safety, trust, and respect 

(Hammersley & Traianou, 2012). Key aspects of ethical consideration were given to the 

empirical study, including informed consent, data confidentiality and privacy. In my 

approved ethical approval application (see Appendix E), I included details of support in case 

any negative feelings such as distress were experienced. After a review of the pre-research 

survey, individuals who met the criteria were contacted. As part of the signup process, 

individuals were told about the purpose of the research, the style of interview and how the 

information will be used. Any questions were answered honestly. All participants were 

asked to consent electronically, confirming their free and informed consent. This was 

needed before they were able to proceed to the semi-structured interview stage of the 

research process. All data is stored and will be subsequently destroyed in accordance with 

GDPR requirements. 

 

1.2.2 The SLR 

In conducting our review, we adopted a systematic approach to address the research 

objective. There were several reasons for choosing a systematic review rather than a more 

standard literature review. One of the strongest reasons is that a SLR sets out to answer a 

specific topic with a focused approach and thus eliminates bias, whereas a standard 

literature review is more of a summary or overview. A traditional review may start with a 

clear question, but often there is no clearly stated hypothesis, it does not have clear 

inclusion and exclusion criteria and does not usually seek to locate all relevant literature, it 

is partisan in its choice (Armitage & Keeble-Ramsay, 2009). With a SLR, all studies are 

assessed against qualitative measures rather than taking a more informal approach to 

shortlisting. However, SLRs are not without challenge (Hammersley, 2002), it can be seen as 

taking a reductive stance, and the clearly defined inclusion and exclusion criteria can mean 

that some studies that are interesting have to be rejected. It also can be more time 

consuming. Often grey literature (Government reports and policy documents) is ignored, 

but in this research, it was specifically included. The Narrative synthesis approach was 

considered which takes a form of ‘storytelling’ to a review and provides a written summary.  
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The SLR was based on 5 steps: (1) planning the review, (2) locating studies, (3) appraising 

contributions, (4) analysing, and synthesizing information, and (5) reporting best evidence 

(Briner & Denyer, 2012). Using clearly replicable methods to perform the literature search 

and critically appraise the studies, results in a review that can objectively conclude what is 

known, and unknown about the topic and results in the development of a review that is 

replicable. I followed the PRISMA framework (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff & Altman, 2009) and 

created a PRISMA Flowchart to provide details on the database searches, the number of 

abstracts screened, and the full texts retrieved. 

A narrative synthesis of the findings was conducted to review each study individually. It is 

focused on words, the narrative, to summarise and explain the findings rather than a 

statistical meta-analysis. The studies were then grouped depending on the outcome 

measures used. An important aspect to a Systematic Review is to ‘dig deep’, to focus on a 

specific area especially populations, phenomena, or factors of importance. This can then 

lead to more innovative studies based on genuine gaps in the literature (Clarke, 2016).  

 

1.2.3 The Empirical Study 

Choice Of Methodology  

Qualitative approaches allow the researcher to be more sensitive to the multiple 

interpretations that individuals may make of experiences and so gain some sense of 

meaning (Smith, 2004; Willig, 2001). Recognising the need for a deeper, more qualitative 

analysis, a more careful consideration of options was made.  

A review of approaches including Narrative Psychology, Grounded Theory, Thematic 

Analysis, Participatory Action Research, Ethnographic, Discourse Analysis, and Case Study 

identified that many use content analyses to compare themes and to look for similarities, 

and differences across the participants. With a focus on meaning for the individual, after 

careful consideration, the most appropriate methodology to choose was Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to allow a deeper analysis.  
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Introduction To IPA 

IPA, is an analysis strategy of phenomenological data, embedded in hermeneutic 

phenomenology and also a qualitative research methodology concerned with trying to 

understand lived experience, how people make sense of their personal and social world. It is 

concerned with the ‘particular’ rather than the ‘general’ qualitative approaches, and takes 

an idiographic approach, rather than the nomothetic approaches more commonly found 

within psychology, which aim to establish laws of human behaviour to be applied across 

groups and populations (Smith Flowers & Larkin, 2009). It is informed by three key positions: 

phenomenology, hermeneutics, and ideography (Smith, et. al., 2009, Smith, 2011).  

Phenomenology 

Phenomenology can be described as a philosophical approach to studying human 

experience and ‘the way in which things are perceived as they appear to consciousness’ 

(Landridge, 2007, p10). Phenomenology describes the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of individuals’ 

experienced phenomena, and develops descriptions of the essences of experiences, but 

does not explain or analyse descriptions (Creswell, 2013). It is used to understand 

participants’ subjective realities through personal interpretations of their lived experiences 

and the meanings they attach to these experiences (Smith, 2011). Put simply, it is the study 

of an individual’s lived experience in the world. Their experience is interpreted by a 

researcher with their own conceptions and biases.  

Hermeneutics 

Hermeneutics is a theory of interpretation concerning textual meaning, as in the techniques 

used in speaking and writing that divulge the intentions and context of the speaker/writer 

(Smith et. al., 2009). Ricoeur (1970), discusses how interpretation can be through a 

hermeneutics of empathy or a hermeneutics of suspicion. An empathic approach, however, 

is not enough as researchers need to both ‘stand in the shoes’ and also ‘stand alongside’ the 

participants when asking questions to make sense of what they say (Smith et. al., 2009). 

Double Hermeneutics 

Although IPA has its roots in phenomenology, its central focus is on the understanding of 

subjective experience and on the meaning attached by participants themselves to their lived 



 

32 

 

experience, so IPA looks beyond simply uncovering meaning, and employs a double 

hermeneutic approach ‘whereby the researcher Is trying to make sense of the participant 

trying to make sense of what is happening to them’ (Smith 2011, p10). This stresses the 

duality of this interpretive process, in which the participants are interpreting their own 

experience (meaning-making) and the researcher is interpreting the participants’ narrative 

(sense-making). This involves not only examining what is said, but also looking beyond the 

words themselves to consider what those words might mean in the larger context of the 

experience. This interpretive aspect makes it necessary to acknowledge my own individual 

perspective with inherent bias and interests. I used reflective and reflexive awareness 

(Smith et. al., 2009) to understand my own perspective on this research as I sought to 

understand the personal perceptions and individual experiences.  

Ideography 

Ideography relates to details and a thorough analysis of small cases. It focuses on personal 

perspectives and the experiences of particular individuals rather than completely losing 

these accounts in order to make group level claims (Smith, 2004). Mainstream psychological 

studies differ as they are nomothetic in nature and focus on generalised and overarching 

claims (Smith et al., 2009). In this research the idiographic commitment was represented in 

the analysis write up by including transcript extracts for each individual in order to highlight 

individual experiences.  

Analytical Strategy  

Phenomenology is not usually deemed to be generalizable, nor does the approach strive to 

be (Finlay, 2013). Rather, IPA analysis provides insights that should be seen as tentative, 

they cannot be seen as generalisable proof. The most important aspect of using a 

phenomenological approach is to provide a rich description and insight into lived 

experience. IPA can be seen as particularly useful in presenting a case for participants where 

the limited evidence would be lost through using a quantitative research approach (Smith, 

Flowers & Larkin 2009). Smith et.al., (2009) state that a richer depth of analysis can be 

achieved by reducing sample size, advising that a larger sample size makes it more difficult 

to use an IPA methodology than when a smaller sample size is used. Within the empirical 

study will be found details of how this approach was utilised. 
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The Write Up 

The conventional approach to research is to present the findings and then to follow with a 

discussion section. This was the intention for this research, but in practice it led to a great 

deal of repetition. Instead, the decision was made to include relevant discussion within the 

findings to enable the reader to fully immerse themselves within the discussions. Meaning 

cuts across all of themes and is discussed separately. This is in line with other IPA research, 

with the option to combine both elements into a single ‘results and discussion’ section 

(Smith & Osborn, 2008). 

Strengths and Limitations of IPA 

IPA is used to understand how an individual is making sense of their personal and social 

world, including sensations, feelings, and thoughts. The main strength in this approach is to 

understand the lived experience of individuals, and to take a deeper perspective. 

There are limitations with this approach such as the reliance on participants to have the 

language to describe their experience, and Willig (2013) argues that this can be a challenge 

for individuals who are not used to this level of communication. However, Smith and Osborn 

(2008) take the view that there is a direct relationship between how people talk about their 

experiences and their thoughts and feelings surrounding these. The IPA researcher 

therefore analyses talk to gain an understanding of how participants are making sense of 

their experiences (Smith, 2011). With an active role in the analysis process, interpretations 

could be constrained by the researchers own ability to interpret, reflect and make sense of 

the data. As a highly experienced interviewer and counsellor I brought to this research an 

ability to listen deeply and probe for clarity of understanding and used this to guide this 

process and to support the interpretative process. 

Some people will argue that you need larger numbers to reach saturation point, but this is 

not required due to the ideographic focus of IPA where each case brings in new insights 

which are uniquely valuable. 

Recruitment Of Participants 

IPA researchers are interested in relatively small sample sizes so they can explore each case 

with the necessary time, energy, and rigour required for this type of analysis (Smith & 
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Osborn, 2003). Typically, IPA involves detailed analysis of verbatim accounts of a small 

number of participants (typically under ten), usually through semi-structured interviews 

(Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 2008; Smith, 2004). Creswell (2013) argues the importance of 

choosing participants with commonality of lived experience and so a fairly homogenous 

group was chosen. The focus being on quality not quantity and so interviews took place with 

seven individuals. Reid, Flowers and Larkin (2005) have stated that less is more in IPA; fewer 

participants examined at a greater depth is always preferable to a broader, shallow, and 

simply descriptive analysis of many as found in other qualitative studies (including thematic 

analysis and grounded theory). 

Whilst the participants could be identified via people known to the researcher, to raise 

awareness of this research with a wider group of people and to garner interest in people 

who would like to be one of the participants a request was shared via relevant Face Book 

groups Including Modern Elder Academy, and Advantages of Age, a message to connections 

met on an online webinar (via www.encore.org) and connections via LinkedIn. Interested 

parties were sent a short questionnaire to ensure they met the research criteria.  

 

1.2.4 Reflexivity – Researcher role 

‘Reflexivity is understood in qualitative research as an attentiveness to the influence of the 

researcher on the research process’ (Goldspink & Engward, 2019). Reflexivity has been 

defined in different ways including to refer to the social constructions of the Other and the 

process of Othering in qualitative research (Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 1996). What is helpful is 

to see it as a continuum that ranges from benign introspection (reflection) through to 

radical constitutive reflexivity (Woolgar, 1988). Whilst reflection may be ‘good enough’ with 

some qualitative approaches with IPA there is a need for a deeper analysis.  

Radical constitutive reflexivity where neither the participant, nor the researchers view is 

valued more could be seen as too extreme. Taking reflexivity as an ‘explicit evaluation of the 

self’ (Shaw, 2010, p234) where reflexivity is embedded within the qualitative analysis means 

that we make sense of the conversation through our participation within it. We make sense 

of our experiences within the constraints of the world around us (Bruner, 1990). 

http://www.encore.org/
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As a qualitative researcher I am engaged in the ‘process of continually reflecting upon our 

interpretations of both our experience and the phenomena being studied so as to move 

beyond the partiality of our previous understandings and our investment in particular 

research outcomes’ (Finlay 2003, p.108). 

The focus on reflexivity goes much beyond just being reflective, a helpful framework on 

informing reflexive practice is to use the Seven Cs of caring conversations (Roddy & Dewar, 

2016). To start by being courageous and willing to take a risk, to connecting emotionally and 

noticing how as a researcher you feel, and being ready to share this. Having curiosity to 

explore small triggers. Reflecting after the interviews I could have been more openly 

collaborative but I was clear that I considered others perspectives, and compromised, being 

willing to suspend judgement and to help the participant to tell their story in their best way. 

The write up of this thesis is the time to celebrate, to note what went well and what is 

learned for the future.  

In this thesis reflexivity is a theme that runs through the research, and is addressed at all 

stages of the empirical study. This starts at the very beginning, to understand our self and 

recognize our role as practitioner-self, and individual-self, alongside researcher-self. The 

work by Gadamer (1975) and Heidegger (1962) encourage us to seek an understanding of 

our own feelings and expectations about the research. 

Research, especially qualitative research does not operate in a vacuum. We all have our own 

beliefs, assumptions and bias that may influence research, both consciously and leaked 

through our non-verbal behaviour. It is important, therefore, that as the researcher, I 

consider my own position and to what extent it may impact into this research. Taking an 

epistemological stance and a contextual constructionist perspective suggests the use of 

reflexivity. Using reflexivity ensured that I questioned my own assumptions. This recognises 

the knowledge and experience I have gained through my professional and personal life and 

how this has shaped my approach to understanding both my own experiences and those of 

others.  

Potential researcher bias can affect the study at different points, from choosing participants, 

to data collection and analysis. Using reflective and reflexive awareness (Smith et. al., 2009) 

helped understand my own perspective on this research. I entered this research aware that 



 

36 

 

my own ability to interpret, reflect and make sense of the data will impact on the analytical 

interpretation. Whilst a highly experienced interviewer and counsellor and seeing myself as 

someone who can listen deeply and probe for clarity of understanding, I was aware that I 

have limited experience in the interpretation aspect of this work. 

The research topic is an area of personal interest, and as I seek to find meaning in my life 

after full time work, I am interested in how others have explored and acted upon this, but 

also came to this research with no fixed view on what this means and so to be open to 

differing views and perspectives. Taking account of the work of Colaizzi (1978), I wanted to 

focus on the phenomenon without my personal views and knowledge taking too much of an 

impact on the approach taken. To help this I reflected on my own views on meaning in life 

after full-time work and how my life has changed over the time of this doctorate. From 

working fairly full-time, I realised the nature of my work was no longer meaningful for me 

and through experiences and further learning, my life has segued to a more nature-based 

approach to working with individuals and to helping them find greater meaning, alongside a 

greater interest and usage of the depth of consciousness research by Carl Jung (1933).  

I sought to enter each interview without any specific conclusion in mind. This led to the use 

of themes rather than a list of questions to ask, and to be led by the answers given. I sought 

to be aware of any impact of my own body language and verbal cues, consciously not 

showing support for any specific points made but to be encouraging throughout. I took a 

stance where I would openly seek to hear what the participant had to say, rather than 

encouraging people to confirm a personal view.  

As an IPA researcher I had two main aims – the first being to carefully listen to the individual 

to get their perspective on the phenomenon under study and the second to interpret their 

accounts to understand what it means to the individuals (Larkin et al, 2008). I paid particular 

attention to the meaning behind the words used. With a focused attention on the 

individual, any time I was triggered of a connection to my own story, I breathed to let this 

pass and was pleased that I never uttered a ‘me too’ comment. 

Before each interview I took time to prepare myself, to take a break from other activity, to 

focus on my breathing and ensure I was ‘present’ for the participant with a readiness to 

hear their story and not to enter the conversation with any pre-conceived ideas. My desk 
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was clear, my recorder was set up and I was ready for the video interview a few minutes 

before the scheduled time. I had a set introduction asking the person to ensure they were 

comfortable and to let me know if they wanted to take a break.  

Afterwards, when I was in the transcription period, I made a note of any triggers this had 

raised in me, and these are included in the pen pictures of the participants.  

Reviewing this thesis, just prior to submission, I recognise much of my self within the 

research findings, and it gave greater clarity to some things I already knew about myself. I 

have learned that the most favourable personality characteristics are to be high in 

Extraversion, Agreeableness and Conscientiousness and low in Neuroticism. Personally, I can 

demonstrate extraversion, but I am also self-sufficient and happy to be on my own, for 

example I would still attend a gig even if no one else wanted to come with me. But I would 

also get chatting to other fans. I’m seen by others as warm and friendly and take an 

optimistic view of life. Whilst I don’t follow all rules if I don’t see them as valid, I put task 

first, and set out to meet my goals and be punctual for meeting people. Whilst I have 

suffered from stress, depression, and anxiety in the past, I’m now far more likely to be calm 

and respond well to stress. I also have an optimistic personality, indeed, a previous boss 

used this as a ‘put down’ to me. Before undertaking this research, I was unaware of the 

proactive personality, and this really sums up my personal style, keen to take the initiative 

and focused on achieving goals. I look ahead and anticipate problems. At this stage of life, 

I’m stepping up to the role of ‘wise elder’ and to consider more about future generations, 

and more widely the planet.  

My values have changed over time. Recently finding a values exercise I completed over ten 

years ago, I have moved away from top values of Achievement, Advancement, Initiative and 

Status to values to include Autonomy, Freedom, and Wisdom. I could continue, but it was 

fascinating to read just how much of me has come through in this research and that I have 

the right personal characteristics to successfully navigate through this stage of life.  

Moving on to the empirical research and noting that all seven individuals have a strong 

internal locus of control; all my life I have taken responsibility for my own actions, indeed 

my counselling trainer, back in 1990, said I was stoic. Reading about relatedness, and 

following the end of a long marriage, and not having a single friend, (due to a controlling ex) 
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I consciously set out to join groups and to develop and maintain friendships. Past research 

suggests that late adulthood is characterized by minor declines in self-esteem, not 

something I recognise within myself, and my friend Henry has said just how much I have 

‘blossomed and grown’ since he met me soon after I started going to watch bands with a 

‘meetup’ group.  

I can look back over my life to date and think of choices I could have made but accept that 

‘we are where we are’ and that what seemed like a poor choice has led to better things. I 

appreciate what I have now and look forward to ageing. Recognising my health will decline 

but adjusting to get the best of my life yet to come. I now seek greater meaning in life and 

have flexible plans for the years ahead. 

 

1.2.5 The Role of Reflexivity in IPA Research  

‘Reflexivity in IPA strengthens the rigour of the research process and enables the researcher 

to gain deeper interpretive access to the data’ (Goldspink & Engward, 2019, p302). 

Reflexivity also includes stepping back and considering it in the context of IPA, and as I 

complete this thesis, I am able to reflect back on the full process. I chose to use IPA for a 

deeper understanding of the lived experience of the seven individuals. My role as 

researcher cannot be considered independently from my role as a practitioner and indeed 

my wider life. With hermeneutics, as a researcher I am part of the methodology, and bring 

with it all of me, my thoughts, biases and experiences, I can also be triggered by what the 

participants say. Goldspink & Engward, (2019) refer to echoes. This is a term used to 

describe how the participant’s and researcher’s words and experiences vibrate with each 

other during the research process. For me, as a researcher, it was important to listen to the 

‘echoes’ that resonate within me and to become more sensitive to my role within the 

research. When these are noted, they should be explored, and not ignored as they add to 

the phenomenological understanding between researcher and participant and can be 

explored in the researchers’ journal. 

IPA is a very personal methodology, and how the data is interpreted will be influenced by 

the researcher. It is beneficial to make a note of thoughts raised within and sharing, this 
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brings the personal self into the self as researcher role.  As a first time IPA researcher it 

could have been tempting to treat this methodology in an objective way, and to pay less 

attention to the impact on the self. What proved helpful was to ‘attend to the reflexive 

echoes’ (Goldspink et. al., 2019). Goldspink added this as an additional step into the six 

analytical steps of IPA research as created by Smith et. al., (2009). Rather than treat this as a 

process as in other qualitative methodologies, such as Thematic Analysis, instead to truly 

take the space to consider what the data means both for the research but also for the 

researcher.  Reflexivity should be a consideration throughout the analysis. For both 

Goldspink, and myself, journaling is a helpful way to capture thoughts and recollections. 

Alongside words can be triggers such as doodles, images, snippets of poetry. For me images 

and doodles as I listened to the recording, reviewed the transcript, and reflected were 

useful as reminders of my inner thoughts. What someone says, and also how they say it can 

lead to reflections and recollections from our personal and professional lives. It may be that 

these memories are only triggered later, when reviewing notes and transcripts, when a faint 

recollection becomes stirred. Indeed, this was my experience, as during the interviews my 

full attention was on listening to the participant.                           

With the use of pen pictures, it was important to go beyond the factual and obvious and 

note as a researcher any feelings in interaction with the participant. What do they say, what 

is it about their non-verbal behaviours that trigger something within you?  A lesson learned, 

and worth sharing is that the deeper the personal reflexivity, the richer the data from the 

analysis. Particularly as a new IPA researcher, I had to allow myself to go deep into the 

process and to allow thoughts and feelings to surface, and then to capture them to enhance 

the overall analysis. It took time for this to properly flow for me as researcher, but once ‘in 

the groove’ it became easier and added depth to the pen pictures.  

Whilst personal observations and recollections can be helpful, it must be clear that the 

research is less about us as researcher, and more about the participants story, so whilst 

recognising any echoes within we must also focus on the data. To paraphrase Nagal (1974), 

whilst facts can be objective, they can also be subjective. The closer we are to someone the 

easier to understand their point of view. Therefore, the greater the similarity between 
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researcher and participant the easier to ‘step into their shoes’ and have a deeper 

understanding of their sense of self. 

Double hermeneutics lead us to access deeper insight through our self-awareness 

(Heidegger, 1962) and to use this knowledge and understanding to help us to see ourself as 

part of the analytical process (Smith et. al., 2009). The use of journaling can aid this as a 

structured approach to noticing our thoughts and reflections. We must however, remember 

that the research is about the participants and we need to ensure that this is where our 

focus lies. Reflexivity is part of the process and taking a critically vigilant approach will keep 

distinct the roles of participant, observer and object (Gadamer, 1975). 

Noting ‘echoes’ is important, but so too is ensuring their relevance; we still need to take an 

objective filter to the data and to ensure what we share will add to the research. Paying 

attention to the avoidance of ‘endless narcissistic personal emoting’ (Finlay, 2002, p26). 

Throughout the IPA process as researchers, we want to get deep within the data, and 

spending more time within the gathering and review of the descriptive data will help with 

the subsequent interpretive stage. These interpretive insights are based on both the 

interviews and also on the triggers and echoes that we gain from an immersion in the data. 

There is a need to consider both me as researcher, and me as a 64-year-old female. 

Gadamer (1975) has said that we need to be aware of our own biases. Our interpretation of 

the data will be influenced by our attitudes, values and beliefs, and all the experiences that 

make us who we are. Throughout the research I have endeavoured to recognise and pay 

attention to this.  
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Chapter 2. What are the individual psychological factors 

that impact a positive adjustment to retirement? A 

systematic literature review (Study 1) 

 

 

  



 

42 

 

 

Abstract 

There are many factors that influence an individuals’ adjustment to retirement. While there 

is a wealth of research that examines the role of health and financial security, less is known 

about the role of psychological factors. The purpose of this study was to systematically 

review research on the psychological factors that lead to a successful adjustment. This 

review identified 17 studies that met the inclusion criteria.  

A number of personality factors, including low neuroticism, high extraversion, high 

agreeableness, and high conscientiousness, alongside a proactive personality as well as 

values including higher openness to change, and autonomy, were found to influence a 

successful adjustment. The review identified that self-esteem and self-efficacy are 

associated with higher levels of life satisfaction and increased positive attitudes to 

retirement, and aspects of social identity are a good predictor of retirement satisfaction. 

The study by Duffy, Torrey & England, (2017) identified having a calling to a particular kind 

of work and/or activity. A number of limitations of the research were noted: the majority of 

the research identified was quantitative and psychological factors formed one small 

measure within a study. Limited attention was given to psychological factors within the 

adjustment to retirement such as the role of meaning, life choices, intrinsic and internal 

motivation. Over half the studies were cross-sectional, and only one study specified the 

amount of part time hours worked (10 hours or less), therefore it is unclear whether 

continued work in some capacity leads to a more positive adjustment. Longitudinal studies 

into psychological well-being would be beneficial to capture changes over time and increase 

understanding of the factors that influence a positive adjustment to retirement and 

qualitative studies to gain a deeper perspective into the psychological factors would benefit 

the body of knowledge.  
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2.1. Introduction 

2.1.1. Retirement and Adjustment  

Retirement is changing; there is no longer a fixed retirement date, pensions are moving 

from defined benefits to defined contribution, and there is less certainty over pension 

levels. The retirement age is increasing, and people are living longer, although not 

necessarily in good health (Brown, 2015). At some point, most people will disengage from 

work, and class themselves as retired. Retirement from work is a major life transition in 

older adulthood and represents an important life event, marking the transition from one life 

stage to another (Kiefer & Briner, 1998). This is a move into later adulthood (Kim & Moen, 

2001), and involves a behavioural as well as a psychological workforce withdrawal (Wang & 

Shi, 2014). The adjustment to this important life stage will not always go smoothly; 

approximately 30 percent of people find it hard to make a successful adjustment to 

retirement (Braithwaite & Gibson, 1987) and 25 percent of retirees experience difficulties 

which can affect mental health, (DWP, YouGov PLC, 2015).  

Retirement has been defined in various ways by different researchers, based on the 

research questions being addressed and the researcher’s disciplinary background (Denton & 

Spencer, 2009) generally it covers an individual leaving the work force with a drop in the 

commitment to work (e.g., Shultz & Wang, 2011).  

2.1.2. Process of adjustment and differences in experience over the 

adjustment process 

For most older people, retirement not only marks the transition from middle to late 

adulthood (65 and older) but is also associated with important psychological and 

interpersonal changes that may impact their self-esteem and well-being (Bleidorn & 

Schwaba, 2018). Individuals need to adjust to the loss of their work role and the creation of 

a new lifestyle (van Solinge & Henkens, 2008). They also need to take time to go through 

this initial transition so they can gain retirement adjustment and then adapt to the new life 

stage of retirement (Wang et. al., 2011).  
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2.1.3. Impact of retirement on health/ wellbeing  

Several studies have found retirement adjustment to be positive, with many beneficial 

effects to the individuals (e.g., Kim & Moen, 2001; Mein et. al., 2003; Wang, 2007). Health 

and well-being are likely to improve after retirement if work has been stressful, (Rosenthal 

& Moore, 2018) but without structure to our day we can lose our identity (Kim & Moen, 

2002). A pan European study by Eibich (2015), found that retirement leads to health 

improvements due to less stress, more exercise, and more sleep after retirement alongside 

improved mental and physical fatigue and improved depressive symptoms. Also, a 

systematic review of longitudinal studies by van der Heide (2013), found strong evidence for 

retirement leading to improved mental health which they said could be linked to the loss of 

work-related stress.  

2.1.4. Factors influencing a positive adjustment to retirement 

As we consider the factors that influence an individuals’ adjustment to retirement much 

research examines the role of health and financial security for well-being in retirement (e.g., 

van Solinge & Henkens, 2008; Wang, 2007). The study by Barbosa, Monteiro and Murta 

(2016), found that poor health and the lack of financial security led to people having 

problems with the adjustment to retirement in 80 percent of the 115 studies in the review. 

However, whilst adequate finances and good health help with a satisfactory adjustment to 

retirement, a successful adjustment involves more than money and good health, 

psychological factors have an important role to play but there is limited research on these 

(Hansson, Buratti, Johansson & Berg, 2018).  

A narrative review by Wang and Hesketh (2012), found 24 factors that influence 

psychological wellbeing in retirement, categorised into five categories: (1) individual 

attributes e.g., physical health, (2) pre-retirement job-related factors e.g., work stress (3) 

family-related factors e.g., marital status, (4) retirement transition-related factors e.g., 

retirement planning, and (5) post retirement activities such as bridge employment and 

leisure activities. These are the same categories as described by Wang, Henkens and van 

Solinge (2011). 

Barbosa et. al., (2016), identified 807 predictor variables which were classified into 26 

categories and organised into four groups. The first group was of the predictors with the 
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highest proportion of positive results for adjustment and included: physical health, finances, 

psychological health and personality-related attributes, leisure, voluntary retirement, and 

social integration. 

While these reviews offer greater insight into the factors that influence retirement 

outcomes, there has been limited research into the psychological aspects of retirement 

adjustment. Indeed, research regarding the psychological impact of retirement is 

inconsistent (Kim & Moen, 2002). van Solinge and Henkins (2008), in reviewing the work of 

Taylor-Carter and Cook (1995) and Moen (1996) assume some of the variations in 

adjustment to retirement is down to psychological factors, but they did not define this term. 

Other research will consider just one psychological factor such as self-esteem (Reitzes & 

Mutran, 2004). Overall, the specifics of psychological factors were sporadic, dispersed, and 

unsystematic.  

The need for further research into the psychological factors was supported by research by 

Wong and Earl (2009). In a sample of almost 400 employees, they found only individual 

(e.g., income, health, age, marital status) and organisational factors (such as conditions for 

exiting the workplace) predicted retirement adjustment. This led the authors to conclude 

that additional research is required to identify the psychosocial factors that may promote 

retirement adjustment although psychological factors in particular were not noted. 

Seeing a research need, the literature was explored to look further into non-financial and 

health related factors. Whilst this can include socio-economic and culture factors, 

parameters were set down to focus on psychological factors.  

2.1.5. Psychological Factors 

Psychological factors have an impact in many different areas of our life such as after physical 

illness (Macleod & Davey Smith, 2003; Morris, Oliver, Kroll & MacGillivray, 2012). Wang and 

Schulz (2010) identified that whilst personality variables were good predictors of transition 

and adjustment in other life transition points, including relocation transition (e.g., Kling et. 

al., 2003), cross-cultural adjustment (e.g., Wang & Takeuchi, 2007), and transition to 

parenthood (e.g., Levy-Shiff, 1994), very few empirical studies focused on them in 

retirement adjustment. This recognised that research focusing on the personality variables 
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that affect individuals’ coping styles and social behaviours would advance our 

understanding.  

Wang and Shulz (2010), identified psychological factors such as personality as playing an 

important role in retirement adjustment. However, much of the research in this area relies 

on single item measures embedded within a wider survey. For example, there was only one 

measure of life satisfaction used in the large German socio-economic panel (Lindwell et. al., 

2017).  

The most common psychological factors considered are personality characteristics. 

Personality traits have been found to be important individual resources that influence the 

extent to which positive outcomes occur as people adjust to life transitions such as 

marriage, (Kelly & Conley, 1985), divorce (Kurdek, 1993), and career choice (Page, Bruch, & 

Haase, 2008). However, comparatively less research has examined personality as a predictor 

of retirement quality of life (Wang et al., 2011). van Solinge and Henkens (2008), also 

recognised the need for further examination of the importance of psychological factors and 

assume that the differences in how people adjust to retirement is down to these 

psychological factors, thus, recognising this as an important area to explore to add to the 

body of knowledge.  

The importance of this as an area of research was identified by Wang and Schulz (2010), 

who identified that further research should focus on the personality variables that may 

influence retirement transition and adjustment and impact on individuals’ coping style and 

social behaviours. There is therefore a need to go beyond personality to a wider group of 

psychological factors. 

Psychosocial factors such as marital status and social support were omitted from the review, 

as were studies looking at work attitudes and work centrality as these are outside the 

individual, and part of the wider environment. They are also more malleable and 

changeable. The focus was clear; to look at the psychological factors that are part of who we 

are, not the external context. 
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2.2. Aims and objectives  

Much research is looking at retirement adjustment in a broad sense – considering all factors 

including health and finance (Wang & Hesketh, 2012). This systematic review will extend the 

findings of previous reviews into the predictors of retirement adjustment that have focused 

on a broad range of factors associated with socio-economic and health e.g., Wang et. al., 

(2011) and Barbosa et. al. (2016) and will focus on one specific area - the individual 

psychological factors that impact a positive adjustment to retirement.  

This study will therefore seek to review studies that have examined the impact of 

psychological factors onto retirement adjustment which can be seen as the longitudinal 

process through which resource availability influence how retirees feel comfortable with 

retirement (Wang et. al., 2011). Whilst a clear definition of retirement adjustment was not 

available in the papers considered in this SLR, if the studies declared that their study 

focused on retirement adjustment this was accepted. The search strategy below shows the 

breadth of search terms used to ensure the widest numbers of studies enter the first stage 

of this review process.  It also provides detail on how retirement adjustment was measured.  

Research Objective 

To examine the individual psychological factors that impact a positive adjustment to 

retirement. 

 

2.3. The present study 

A number of frameworks were used during this section of the thesis. 

1. Firstly the SLR is based on the 5-step method as developed by Briner & Denyer, 2012. The 

steps are: 1) planning the review, (2) locating studies, (3) appraising contributions, (4) 

analysing, and synthesizing information, and (5) reporting best evidence.  

2. For a clear and structured approach to which papers were to be shortlisted, use was 

made of SPIO (see section 2.3.3). This covered study design, participant population, 

intervention and outcomes.  
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3. Assessment of quality was undertaken using the Snape et. al. (2017) Framework, see 

section 2.3.5. 

4. The stages of data collection are shown using the PRISMA framework (Figure 1) to clearly 

show how the papers followed a systematic approach to narrow down to the 17 documents 

to be used in the SLR, see section 2.3.5. 

5. Table 2 shows the study characteristics, participant population details, and outcome 

measures used and Table 3 provides details on the dependent variables used within each 

study to measure retirement adjustment, see Section 2.4. 

2.3.1 Search Strategy 

In February 2020, a systematic electronic literature search was conducted of four databases: 

PsycINFO, Psych Articles, Business Source Premier via EBSCO, and Academic Search 

Complete, via EBSCO and Scopus. The search was restricted to articles published between 

2000 and 2020 and available in the English language. This time period was chosen as in 

1997, most UK FTSE 100 companies offered traditional final salary schemes to employees, 

UK company pension funds were in surplus, and when there was a need for reorganisation, 

larger companies e.g., Royal Mail were using early retirement on enhanced pension terms as 

a way to reduce head count. Shortly after, the UK chancellor, Gordon Brown, abolished 

substantial tax relief on the dividends that pension funds received on their investments 

resulting in this change of pension arrangement with the risk moving to the employee and 

much less certainty over pension provision. Companies thus stopped offering the enhanced 

early retirement option. 

The search terms were identified through a review of the existing literature, consideration 

of SLRs in the wider field of retirement (Amorim & Franca, 2019, Barbosa, et. al., 2016), 

through discussion between the researchers, and consultation with a panel of expert 

practitioners specialising in occupational and organisational psychology, coaching and 

consulting within organisational settings. 

The review by Amorim and Franca (2019) focused on improving well-being rather than 

specific psychological factors which were not explored in depth. From the 101 articles 
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identified to go into the abstract sift, only 17 articles were common to both, so this review is 

complimentary.  

Through the abstract sift and full paper review, a comprehensive collection of search factors 

was identified. These included factors such as autonomy, self-esteem, and self-rated 

cognitive ability. These have been previously linked to well-being in retirement (e.g., 

Hansson, Buratti, Johansson & Berg, 2018). Factors such as high self-esteem (Reitzes & 

Mutran, 2004), personal sense of mastery (Donaldson, Earl & Muratore, 2010; Price & 

Balaswamy, 2009), internal locus of control (Gall et. al., 1997) were also chosen alongside 

motivational factors such as personal values e.g., self-efficacy, and personality. It was 

important to differentiate, and exclude any factors related to psycho-social factors such as 

marital status, social support, and work attitudes such as one’s prior relationship to work or 

work centrality (Wang et. al., 2011). This systematic review provides a comprehensive 

understanding of the available research on the individual psychological factors that predict a 

positive adjustment to retirement. 

The search parameters were as follows: ‘Psychological factors’ AND Retirement OR Retir* 

(to cover retiring or retire – related to retirement) AND Adjustment AND Attitudes OR 

Agreeableness OR Beliefs OR Ego development OR Extraversion OR Future time perspective 

OR Generativity OR Hope OR Life satisfaction OR Locus of control OR Mattering OR 

Motivation OR Optimism OR Personal growth OR Personal sense of mastery OR Personality 

OR Planning for retirement OR Positive attitude OR Psychological antecedents OR 

Psychological health OR Quality of life OR Resilience OR Retirement adjustment OR 

Retirement adjustment predictors OR Retirement attitude OR Retirement decision attitudes 

OR Self-efficacy OR Social integration OR Subjective well-being OR Well being OR Well-

being. 

2.3.2 Grey Literature 

To ensure that we did not miss any important studies, and to increase the relevance of this 

review to both academics and practitioners, contact was made with researchers, research 

groups, and institutions known for conducting research relevant to the review question for 

unpublished or in-press studies. The grey literature search included a review of doctoral 

theses via EThOS.  
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Relevant studies were identified through contacting known experts in May 2020. A request 

was also posted on ResearchGate, but only published research was identified. The known 

experts were asked if they were aware of any unpublished research or research studies, 

(including Government papers, conference proceedings, dissertations, and theses) that 

might not be included in academic databases but should be included in this Systematic 

Literature Review. Of the 36 contacted, 12 responded. No relevant unpublished research to 

include was elicited and any recommended published articles had already been identified 

via the search strategy.  

Also undertaken was a search for reports on the websites of the following organisations, 

who are known for research into older workers and retirement: AgeUK, Calouste Gulbenkian 

Foundation, Centre for Ageing Better, Centre for Research into the Older Workforce 

(CROW), Chartered Management Institute, Chartered Institute of Professional Development 

(CIPD), The Careers Research and Advisory Centre (CRAC), Demos, Department of Work and 

Pensions (DWP), Independent Age, Institute for Employment Studies (IES), International 

Longevity Centre (ilc), National Institute for Career Education and Counselling (NICEC), 

Network for Studies on Pensions, Aging and Retirement (Netspar), Netherlands 

Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute (nidi), Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD), the Trades Union Congress, Work Foundation.  

This search produced 132 reports of which 21 were selected for full review. For example, 

from the 13 identified from AgeUK, one went to the full review, 34 articles were identified 

from the Centre for Ageing Better and four were reviewed. All three from the Calouste 

Gulbenkian Foundation went into the full review. The full list can be found at Appendix A. 

2.3.3 Eligibility Criteria - Selection of Papers for Inclusion 

The effects of the predictors on retirement adjustment may change over time. Research 

suggests that the early retirement experience (six months or less since retirement) may be 

significantly different than the experience a year after leaving the workforce (Gall et. al., 

1997). Work centrality should be stronger during the first year after retirement, increasing 

perceptions of losses, but it declines with time, (van Solinge, 2013). The adjustment phase 

was chosen to get beyond the initial transition period where people are learning to adapt 

and are still affected by aspects of work that they may miss such as meeting colleagues at 
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work and being involved in what’s going on (Berkovitch, & Manor, 2018). This contributed to 

the search period of one year and longer after taking retirement.  

Few studies clearly defined retirement adjustment; given the research objective the studies 

had to include a focus on retirement adjustment within the title and abstract to meet the 

first sift stage.  

Only research published within the last 20 years was reviewed. This period was chosen as in 

the 1990s, many large organisations were using early retirement on enhanced pension 

terms to reduce head count. 

Bibliographic records retrieved from the literature searches were subjected to a broad 

screening process based on their titles. The abstracts obtained were subjected to a narrow 

screening process checking that they were about adjustment to retirement and 

psychological factors and using specific inclusion and exclusion criteria, based on the Study 

design, Participants, Interventions and Outcomes framework (SPIO); adapted from 

Richardson, Wilson, Nishikawa and Hayward (1995). This stage was undertaken by two 

researchers, working independently. See Table 1 for the specific inclusion and exclusion 

criteria used. 

The review omitted people who retired earlier than expected, due to redundancy, or for 

health reasons, or to take up caring duties. These are outside the control of the individual 

and may negatively influence the retirement adjustment as they had not entered retirement 

voluntarily.  
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Table 1- SPIO Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria  

 Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria  

Study design The studies will be peer reviewed, 

written (or available) in the English 

language and published from 2000 

onwards. These could be qualitative, 

quantitative and both cross sectional 

and longitudinal. 

 

Any studies that don’t reference 

psychological factors, studies that are 

purely theoretical or descriptive and 

papers published prior to 2000. 

 

Participant population  Individuals between 12 months and c10 

years post retirement, including people 

who left full time volunteering. 

Studies on people still in full time 

employment (30+ hours); individuals 10 

years beyond retirement who will no 

longer be in the adjustment phase; 

studies where retirement is noted as 

down to ill health and carer duties, 

studies looking at individuals who retire 

early, such as athletes and dancers. 

 

Intervention Studies that explore individual 

psychological factors impacting on a 

positive adjustment to retirement. 

 

Studies that focus on non-psychological 

factors, or transition to retirement. 

Outcomes  The outcomes should include individual 

measures or perspectives of positive 

adjustment to retirement. 

 

Any studies that are not focused on 

factors that affect the outcomes. 

All studies included in this review are summarized in the Appendix and listed in the 

references marked with asterisks (*). 
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2.3.4 Data Collection Process 

From an initial database of 12,613 articles, merging of databases and removal of duplicates, 

reduced the titles included in the search to 2,845. Throughout these stages, one researcher 

conducted the initial data extraction which was reviewed by a second researcher for 

consistency of data handling and comparison. Any discrepancies or points of disagreement 

were adjudicated by a third researcher. 

The title sift reduced the database to 678. A first abstract sift reduced the number of papers 

to 156. A further abstract sift reduced this to 106. These 106 shortlisted papers were 

carefully reviewed and were subjected to a further narrow screening using the SPIO 

inclusion and exclusion criteria. The focus was on papers where the psychological factors 

affected the outcome of retirement. Any papers that focused on how retirement caused 

well-being were excluded. Based on this criterion, we excluded 65 of the 106 articles found, 

resulting in 41 articles whose details were extracted into a database using key criteria: years 

since retirement, reference made to psychological factors, the paper was empirical and not 

theoretical based, and the timescales from leaving work (over one year and up to 10 years) 

was met. From this the number of papers was reduced to 28 for the more detailed 

extraction phase. 

Alongside key information such as title, author(s), DOI, database/ publication, date of 

publication, and country of study, other data was collected: population, age range, years 

since retirement, any part-time working, study design, aims/ hypotheses, measures, factors 

/ dependent variables, statistics, findings/ outcomes, key recommendations, and limitations. 

Whilst initially data on education, income, sector, function, family background was 

collected, this was removed due to the creation of ‘noise’, the only relevant variable was 

retirement. Completion of this more detailed extraction process resulted in 17 papers for 

inclusion. Again, this stage was undertaken by two researchers, working independently.  

The Grey literature was then considered, both unpublished research and articles and 

academic theses. From an initial 125 documents, 21 papers were fully reviewed and 

although no papers met the inclusion criteria, the researcher was satisfied that a broad 

review had been undertaken with some of the articles being relevant for the second study 
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and added further depth to the introduction section. From the six theses, only two went 

through a more detailed review programme and neither met the inclusion criteria.  

A flow diagram to illustrate the steps in finalising the papers to be reviewed is displayed in 

Figure 1.  

2.3.5 Assessment of Quality  

A key part of the systematic review is that all of the studies are critically appraised in 

relation to the quality criteria to reduce the risk of bias. The Snape et. al., framework (2017) 

was used to assess all papers; initially four papers were reviewed by a first researcher, and 

these were reviewed by a second researcher with agreement reached before the remaining 

papers were evaluated. A summary is provided below, and also to be found at Appendix B 

with a more detailed presentation at Appendix C. 

Quality assessment of papers included in the SLR – Simplified version of 

the full analysis using the Snape et. al., framework (2017) model.  

 

Burr et. al., (2009) had a quality grade of 53% (high); four papers: Hansson et. al., (2018), 

Henning et. al., (2019), Maurer & Chapman (2018) and Serrat, Villar, Pratt & Stukas (2018) 

had a quality grade of 46.7% (very good) with the remaining twelve papers at 36.7% (good). 

The Löckenhoff, Terracciano & Costa Jr., paper (2009) had quality grades of moderate for 

the longitudinal study (very good) and promising for the cross-sectional study (good). 
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Figure 1: PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 

Meta-Analyses) Flowchart 
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2.4. Method 

2.4.1 Study Characteristics 

2.4.1.2 Country of origin 

Each study was based on one country only, no cross-cultural research was identified. Six 

studies were conducted in the USA: (Duffy et. al., 2017; Löckenhoff et. al., 2009; Maurer & 

Chapman, 2018); Mike, Jackson & Oltmanns 2014; Reitzes & Mutran 2004; Serrat et. al., 

2018). Two each from Australia (Donaldson et. al., 2010; Wong & Earl, 2009); Canada (Burr 

et. al., 2009; Houlfort, Fernet, & Vallerand, 2015); Sweden: (Hansson et. al., 2018; Henning 

et. al., 2019). There was one study from France (Michinov, Fouquereau & Fernandez 2008); 

Netherlands (van Solinge & Henkens, 2005); Nigeria (Salami, 2010); Spain (Topa & Alcover, 

2015) and the UK (Robinson, Demetre & Corney 2010). 

2.4.1.3 Study design 

All but one of the studies were quantitative; Duffy et. al., (2017), being qualitative. Eight 

studies were longitudinal (Burr et. al., 2009; Hansson et. al., 2018; Henning et. al., 2019; 

Houlfort et. al., 2015; Löckenhoff et. al., 2009; Maurer & Chapman, 2018; Mike et. al., 2014; 

Serrat et. al., 2018) and 10 were cross-sectional in design (Donaldson et. al., 2010; Duffy et. 

al., 2017; Löckenhoff et. al., 2009; Michinov et. al., 2008; Reitzes & Mutran, 2004; Robinson 

et. al., 2010; Salami, 2010; Topa & Alcover, 2015; van Solinge & Henkens, 2005; Wong & 

Earl, 2009). The study by Duffy et. al., (2017) was both cross sectional and qualitative. 

Löckenhoff et. al., (2009), undertook both cross sectional and longitudinal studies which was 

analysed separately within their study. 

2.4.2 Participant Population 

2.4.2.1 Sample size 

Total sample size is 10,638. The sample size for longitudinal studies ranged from 63 

(Löckenhoff et. al., 2009) to 5371 (Mike et. al., 2014). The cross-sectional sample size ranged 

from 138 (Duffy et. al., 2017) to 570 (Donaldson et. al., (2010). 
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2.4.2.2 Gender 

The percentage of female participants ranged from just over 29 percent to 63.5 percent. 

Overall, ten studies were above 51 percent and two studies (Topa & Alcover, 2015 and 

Michinov et. al., 2008) being under a third.  

2.4.2.3 Age 

All participants classed themselves as retired, with a mean age from 58 – 71. Five of the 

studies including participants who were still working part-time (Burr et. al., 2009; Duffy et. 

al., 2017; Löckenhoff et. al., 2009; van Solinge & Henkens, 2005; and Wong & Earl, 2009).  

2.4.2.4 Role/Sector  

The majority of studies were undertaken using data that included people from a wide range 

of occupations and industries for example the HEARTS survey (Hansson et. al., 2018; 

Henning et. al., 2019). Two studies were more specific, referring to retired teachers (Salami, 

2010), and all working for the same company (Topa & Alcover, 2015). 

2.4.2.5 Years since retirement 

Whilst some of the studies were comparing workers to retirees, only the data related to 

retirees were included. All studies had a participant population of a minimum of one-year 

post retirement, with the longest elapsed time being an average of 9 years (Duffy et. al., 

2017).  

2.4.2.6 Any work after retirement  

In the study by Burr et. al., (2009), participants were included if they worked a maximum of 

10 hours per week. The Duffy et. al., study (2017) noted that 12.2 percent were working 

part-time and with Löckenhoff et. al., (2009), almost 39 percent undertook part time 

working. Wong & Earl, (2009) noted that 23 percent continued with some part time 

working. van Solinge & Henkens, (2005) referred to part-time working but did not specify 

further.  

2.4.3 The Dependent Variables  

van Solinge and Henkens (2008) have argued that retirement adjustment is preferably 

studied through context sensitivity measures and the use of life satisfaction should be 
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considered an indirect measure.  Indeed, they have supported the suggestion by Taylor and 

Cook (1995) that both the context in which the transition is made and psychological factors 

are important predictors of difficult adjustment. The studies within this SLR have used 

several different measures of the dependent variable and these will now be discussed.  

The most essential index of subjective well-being for an individual is the person’s judgement 

about quality of life and life satisfaction (Diener, 1984). Whilst there are global measures 

such as the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et. al., 1985), General Health Questionnaire 

(Goldberg & Williams, 1988) and the Life Satisfaction Index from Neugarten, Havighurst and 

Tobin (1961), these are not specific to life in retirement.  

Retirement Satisfaction is widely used as the main indictor of adjustment during retirement. 

Floyd et. al., (1992) set out to measure both overall satisfaction and also sources of 

satisfaction and dissatisfaction in specific life areas such as economic resources, 

interpersonal relationships, quality of social services and access to transport and created the 

51-item Retirement Satisfaction Inventory (RSI). However, this was only used in one of the 

studies (Topa, 2015), although other direct measures of retirement were used in five 

studies. Which study used which assessment can be visually seen in Table 3.  

Donaldson et. al., (2010) and Wong et. al., (2019) used the 13-item Retirement Adjustment 

Measure (Wells, DeVaus, Kendig, Quine, & Petralia, 2006). Reitzes et. al., (2004) used 

Positive Retirement Attitudes (Atchley & Robinson, 1982) as an indicator of retirement 

adjustment. Van Solinge & Henkens (2005) asked seven specific questions on adjustment to 

and satisfaction with retirement. Michinov et. al., (2018) used the more detailed GHQ 

assessment (see below) and also included a single item - ‘overall how satisfied are you with 

your retirement’. All of these clearly set out to measure retirement adjustment. However, 

the other studies used indirect measures.  

Duffy et. al., (2017), Hansson et. al., (2018), Houlfort et. al., (2015), Maurer et. al., (2018) 

and Robinson et. al., (2010) used the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et. al., 1985) to 

measure retirement adjustment which is an indirect measure.  Lockenhoff et. al., (2009) and 

Michinov et. al., (2008) used the 12-item General Health Questionnaire (GHQ) from 

Goldberg & Williams, (1988). Salami (2010) measured retirement adjustment using the Life 

Satisfaction Index (DSI-A, 20 items) from Neugarten, et.al., (1961). Henning et. al., (2019) 
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used the Basic Psychological Needs Assessment by Chen et. al., (2015). Serrat et. al. (2018) 

used the Psychological Well-Being Assessment by Ryff, (1989).  These can all be seen as 

useful but they are indirect measures and raise the question of how much of this is down to 

the retirement adjustment and how much to their wider life satisfaction.  

Burr et. al., (2009) used PANAS (Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988), however a limitation of 

this assessment is that it doesn’t capture low arousal affective states such as calm and 

worried. Houlfort et. al., (2015) alongside the Satisfaction with Life Scale also measured 

adjustment to retirement through use of the Absence of Psychological Distress scale (Ilfeld, 

1976).  This however, focused assessment of 4 symptoms from the previous week which 

may not be representative of their retirement.   Van Solinge and Henkens (2005) also 

measured feelings of anxiety (created questionnaire), and feelings of depression (Warr, 

1990). However, these may be related to their wider life with no connection to the process 

of retirement adjustment.  

A limitation of the use of 10 different assessments, is that it leads to difficulties when 

comparing the different studies. It may be that a review should be undertaken of the 51-

item Retirement Satisfaction Inventory (RSI) from Floyd (1992) to see the extent of its usage 

in contemporary studies. A definitive measure of retirement adjustment could be 

constructed and further research could do a statistical review of the suitability of these 

measures for those retiring in 2022 and beyond.   
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Table 2: Study Design  

 Study Characteristics Participant Population Outcome Measures 

Study 
Author and 
date 

Country/ 
Location 

Design 
 (L/CS)  

Sample size 
(N) 

Gender (% 
F)  

Age  
 

Years since 
retirement 

Any work 
after 
retirement 

Calling Values 
incl. 
Passion & 
Autonom
y 

Personality  Self-esteem & 
Social identity  

Self-
efficacy & 
Mastery 

Other  

Burr et. al. 
2009.  

Canada L 371 52.6% Age range 
44-77  
M: 59.05  
SD = 5.0 
 

1.9 years SD 
= 1.81 

Maximum 
of 10 hours 
per week 

Burr et. 
al. 

2009. 

     

Donaldson 
et. al. 2010 
 

Australia CS 570 47% Age range 
49- 97 
Mean: 64.9 
SD = 5.9 
` 

6.35 years 
SD = 6.7 

Self -
classified as 
retired - 
assumed 
No 

      

Duffy et. al. 
2017 

USA Mixed 
Methods 
CS/ QUAL 

196/ 138 51% Age range 
51-93 
M: 69 
SD = 5.99 
 

Min. 1 year, 
av. Was 
9.06 
SD = 10.4 

12.2% took 
on p/t work       

Hansson et. 
al., 2018 

Sweden L 614 56% Age range 
60-66 
M: 63.31 
SD = 1.59 
 

Minimum of 
1 year 

No – 
retirement 
defined as 
full time 
retirement 

      

Henning et. 
al. 2019 

Sweden L 247 42% Age range 
60-66  
M: 63.65 
SD = 1.50 

Minimum of 
1 year 

No – full 
time retired 

   
 

   

Houlfort et. 
al. 2015 

Canada L 73 63% M: 58.5 
SD = 2.4 

Average of 
32 months 
SD = 25.02 

No    
 

   

Löckenhoff 
et. al., 2009 

USA CS 144 59% M: 63.15  
SD = 9.45 

4.6 
SD = 2.96 

38.9% did 
part-time 
work 

  
 

 
 

  
 

Löckenhoff 
et. al., 2009 
 
 
 

USA L 63 63.5% M: 60.59  
SD = 9.45 

3.73  
SD = 2.72 

38.1% did 
part-time 
work 
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 Study Characteristics Participant Population Outcome Measures 

Study 
Author and 
date 

Country/ 
Location 

Design 
 (L/CS)  

Sample size 
(N) 

Gender (% 
F)  

Age  
 

Years since 
retirement 

Any work 
after 
retirement 

Calling Values 
incl. 
Passion & 
Autonom
y 

Personality Self-esteem & 
Social identity  

Self-
efficacy & 
Mastery 

Other  

Maurer et. 
al. 2018 
 

USA L 118 55% M: 65.49 
SD = 7.72 

3.92 
SD = 2.64 

Fully retired 
       

Michinov et. 
al. 2008 

France CS 154 33.1% Age range 
52-70  
M: 59.24 
SD = 3.49 

20.10 
months 
SD = 19.46 

Unknown- 
assumed No 

      

Mike et. al. 
2014 

USA L 5371 54% 71.92 
SD = 10.37 
 

Unclear  Unknown- 
assumed No 

  
    

Reitzes et. 
al. 2004 

USA CS 376 60.1% Age range 
63-69 
 

2 years 0.5%       

Robinson et. 
al. 2010 
 

UK CS 279 54% M: 64.5 
 

5 years, av. Unknown- 
assumed No 

  
    

Salami 
2010 

Nigeria CS 284 38.8% Age range 
52-75 
M: 63.5 
SD = 5.32 

Unknown Unknown- 
assumed No 

     
 

 
 

Serrat et. al. 
2018 

USA L 351 51.8% M: 67.7 
SD = 5.5 
 

Up to 9 
years  

Retired – 
assumed 
not working 

  
 
 

   

Topa 
2015 

Spain CS 218 29.4% M: 68 
SD = 7.2 
 

Mean of 6.5 
(SD = 5.8 

Retired – 
assumed 
not working 

     
 

 
 

Van Solinge 
et. al. 2005 
 

Netherlands CS 559 couples 50% All aged 55+ 
 

Less than 6 
years 

Some part-
time 
working 

     
 

 
 

Wong et. al. 
2009 

Australia  CS 394 35% Age range 
45-93 
M: 71 
SD = 7.66 

Average 9.9 
SD = 7.14 

23% were 
semi-retired  
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Table 3: Dependent Variables    

Study 
Author and 
date 

Retirement 
Adjustment 
Measure 
(Wells et. al., 
2006) 

 
Positive 
Retirement 
Attitudes 
(Atchley & 
Robinson, 
1982) 

 
Satisfaction 
with life scale 
(Diener et. al., 
1985) 

General 
Health 
Questionnaire 
(Goldberg & 
Williams, 
1988) 

 
Life 
Satisfaction 
Index (DSI-A, 
Neugarten et. 
al., 1961). 

 
Basic 
Psychological 
Needs 
Assessment 
(Chen et. al., 
2015) 

Psychological 
Well-Being 
Assessment 
(Ryff, 1989) 

 
Retirement 
Satisfaction 
Inventory 
(RSI). Floyd et. 
al., 1992 

 
PANAS 
(Watson et. 
al., 1988) 

 

 
Absence of 
Psychological 
Distress scale 
(Ilfeld, 1976). 

Questionnaire 
and other 
items  

Burr et. al. 

2009.             

Donaldson 
et. al. 2010            

Duffy et. al. 
2017            

Hansson 
et. al., 
2018 

           

Henning et. 
al. 2019            

Houlfort 
et. al. 2015            

Löckenhoff 
et. al., 
2009 

           

Maurer et. 
al. 2018            
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Study 
Author and 
date 

Retirement 
Adjustment 
Measure 
(Wells et. al., 
2006) 

 
Positive 
Retirement 
Attitudes 
(Atchley & 
Robinson, 
1982) 

 
Satisfaction 
with life scale 
(Diener et. al., 
1985) 

General 
Health 
Questionnaire 
(GHQ; 
Goldberg & 
Williams, 
1988) 

 
Life 
Satisfaction 
Index (DSI-A, 
Neugarten et. 
al., 1961). 

 
Basic 
Psychological 
Needs 
Assessment 
(Chen et. al., 
2015) 

Psychological 
Well-Being 
Assessment 
(Ryff, 1989) 

 
Retirement 
Satisfaction 
Inventory 
(RSI). Floyd et. 
al., 1992 

 
PANAS 
(Watson et. 
al., 1988) 

 

 
Absence of 
Psychological 
Distress scale 
(Ilfeld, 1976). 

Questionnaire 
and other 
items 

Michinov 
et. al. 2008            

Mike et. al. 
2014            

Reitzes et. 
al. 2004            

Robinson 
et. al. 2010            

Salami 
2010            

Serrat et. 
al. 2018            

Topa 
2015            

Van 
Solinge et. 
al. 2005 
 

           

Wong et. 
al. 
2009 
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2.5. Findings 

The psychological factors examined in the research can be grouped into seven main areas: 

(1) Personality; (2) Values; (3) Self Esteem;(4) Self-Efficacy (5) Mastery; (6) Social Identity; (7) 

Calling. These are shown in Table 2: Study Design with a more detailed breakdown shown at 

Appendix D. 

As I discuss the findings, I want to first state that Openness is an unusual measure as it can 

be considered both as a personality trait, and as a value and is discussed under both 

headings. 

Personality traits and values are different constructs and considered separately within this 

findings section. Personality traits are often identified via a personality measure, based on 

the Big Five (Costa & McCrae, 1992) as within this research. Rokeach (1973) has argued that 

personality traits come before values as they are products of nature, whereas values are 

learned from how we interact with the environment.  The difference can be explained as 

‘traits refer to what people are like, values to what people consider important’ (Roccas, 

Sagiv, Schwartz, & Knafo 2002, p799).  This is supported by Oliver and Mooradian (2003) 

who say that ‘accumulating evidence shows that personality traits are largely endogenous 

characteristics, while personal values are learned adaptations strongly influenced by the 

environment’ (p109).  

2.5.1. Personality  

Personality was considered in five of the identified papers, (Löckenhoff et. al., 2009; Maurer 

& Chapman, 2018; Mike et.al., 2014; Robinson et.al., 2010; and Serrat et.al., 2018). The 

majority of studies used Neo-PI-R (Costa & McCrae, 1992) or a similar big five measure 

which assesses: Openness to experience (O), Conscientiousness (C), Agreeableness (A), 

Extraversion (E), and Neuroticism (N). These are all broad personality traits that consist of a 

number of behaviours and motivations.  

The Löckenhoff et. al., study (2009), used NEO-PI-R (Costa & McCrae, 1992) to consider 

personality traits and the retirement transition, with both longitudinal and cross-sectional 

research. They found that retirement satisfaction was associated with low Neuroticism 

(particularly the Depression and Vulnerability facets), as well as higher scores on four of the 
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Extraversion facets (E1: Warmth, E2: Gregariousness, E4: Activity, and E6: Positive 

emotions). The longitudinal analyses revealed high levels of stability across the retirement 

transition. There were no changes in the Neuroticism and Extraversion factors. After 

retirement, participants described themselves as less fast-paced and vigorous (decreased 

E4: Activity) as well as less competitive and argumentative (increased Agreeableness (A4: 

Compliance) than before. 

Maurer et. al., (2018) used the International Personality Item Pool (IPIP) representation of 

the NEO-PI-R (Costa & McCrae, 1992) and also used a shortened (10 item) version of the 

Proactive Personality Scale (Bateman & Crant, 1993). This research found that a proactive 

personality is a stronger predictor of a positive adjustment to retirement than any of the Big 

Five personality traits. Proactive people were more satisfied during this critical period of life. 

This was true whether differences in life satisfaction included or excluded differences in 

career satisfaction during that time.  

The study by Mike et. al., (2014), was interested in the relationship between 

conscientiousness, retirement, and volunteering. Using the Midlife Development Inventory 

(MIDI) Personality Scales (Lachman & Weaver, 1997), they found that highly Extraverted and 

highly Agreeable individuals were more likely to volunteer, Neuroticism was negatively 

related to volunteering and a higher level of Conscientiousness predicted higher levels of 

volunteering in retirement. Their second study identified that some people are not content 

for a retirement being free of commitments and without their work identity want to work 

towards another higher order goal to keep busy. Retired individuals were more likely to 

volunteer than their working counterparts, they were also more likely to start volunteering 

two years down the line. They concluded that a higher level of Conscientiousness may be a 

reason why people volunteer in retirement.  

Robinson et. al., (2010) looked at the links between the Big Five personality traits, reasons 

for retirement and the experience of being retired, noting that the research on this topic is 

very limited. They used the Ten Item Personality Inventory (TIPI) (Gosling, Rentfrow, & 

Swann, 2003), which is a brief measure of the five-factor model. The study found that 

Neuroticism, Conscientiousness, and Agreeableness were all related to life satisfaction. 

Conscientiousness, and Agreeableness, correlated positively with the enjoyable experience 
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subscale and were related to higher life satisfaction and Neuroticism had a negative 

correlation. Extraversion did not correlate as a positive outcome for retirees. The discussion 

suggested that a personality suited to work may not be a personality suited to retirement.  

Serrat et. al., (2018) again used the Big Five model (McCrae & Costa, 1990) to research the 

quality of adjustment to retirement, and the longitudinal role of personality traits and 

generativity to see if personality traits and generativity predict hedonic and eudaimonic 

well-being at two time points after retirement. Eudaimonic well-being is when someone 

focuses on achieving their potential in the search for meaning and purpose in life (Serrat et. 

al., 2018). The results showed that personality traits and generative concern at midlife 

explain a meaningful part of the variation in individuals’ quality of subsequent retirement 

adjustment. 

In all these studies, whilst there was support for the personality traits of high levels of 

Conscientiousness, Agreeableness, Extraversion, and low Neuroticism; Openness was not 

identified in any of the studies. One explanation could be that Openness is best treated as a 

Value, as identified by Burr et. al., (2011). Support on the link between personality and 

values was identified through a meta-analysis by Fisher and Boer (2014). Their study rated 

the trait of Openness as more cognitive in nature, and as values are considered to be 

cognitive constructs, then Openness should be associated with values (Zillig, Hemenover & 

Dienstbier, 2002). See also De Raad and Van Oudenhoven (2008). 

Rather than accept this as an answer, it was deemed important to dig deeper into the 

underlying makeup of the Openness to Change trait. Differing instruments were used in the 

research reviewed - studies by Löckenhoff (2009) and Serrat et. al.,(2018) used NEO-PI-R 

(Costa & McCrae, 1992). Maurer et. al., (2018) used the International Personality Item Pool 

(IPIP) representation of the NEO-PI-R. The study by Mike et. al., (2014) used the Midlife 

Development Inventory (MIDI) Personality Scales (Lachman & Weaver, 1997) and Robinson 

et. al., (2010) used the Ten Item Personality Inventory (TIPI) (Gosling et. al., 2003). Research 

by Woo et. al., proved helpful; they found that whilst Openness is one of the ‘Big 5’ there is 

no consensus as to what is meant by this construct and there is some overlap between the 

five factors. Further analysis in this thesis only focuses on the Openness scale.  
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Different measures have considered Openness in different ways. Costa and McCrae (1992) 

developed their subscales based on their intuition rather than a theoretical analysis. Their 

subscales being fantasy, aesthetics, feelings, actions, ideas, and values. The IPIP (Goldberg, 

1999) is theory driven with nine subscales - intellect, ingenuity, reflection, competence, 

quickness, introspection, creativity, imagination, and depth. Hough and Ones (2001) 

developed the scale from a consultation with subject matter experts with six facets - 

complexity, culture/artistic, creativity/innovation, change/variety, curiosity/ breadth, and 

intellect. Saucier and Ostendorf (1999) identified three facets of Openness – imagination, 

intellect and perception through a factor analysis of how people responded to different 

words. So, there are many differing views on what is meant by Openness. 

Openness is also seen as the most controversial of the five basic factors of personality 

(McCrae & John, 1992). There is a great deal of depth to how the concept was created 

(McCrae & Costa, 1997) and a lack of agreement on how this dimension should be called 

(Saucier, 1992) with descriptive labels of Intellect (focused on ability to learn and reason but 

ignoring imagination and variety) and Culture (an appreciation of the arts, but not 

intellectual interests and imagination) being considered. With Guilford, Eysenck and Cattell 

taking the view that intelligence was best measured by intelligence tests, these key players 

paid little attention to Openness.  

When using the Big 5 measures to see how personality factors can help with the adjustment 

to work, it may be that the participants in the studies only agree with some of the facets of 

Openness to Experience. This is often shortened to Openness, but this can suggest self-

disclosure (Jourard, 1964) and a passive or uncritical receptivity. Whereas people who are 

open to experience are more likely to be thoughtful and reflective. 

Funder and Sneed (1993) recognised that lay readers have differing views about Openness 

than the psychological definitions and for some people there may be an interest in variety, 

novelty and cultural experiences but little interest in the more scientific aspects of this 

construct. 

The meta-analysis by Fischer and Boer (2014) described earlier provides some evidence for 

treating Openness to Change as a value rather than a trait. This may explain why Openness 

does not appear as a significant personality trait associated with adjustment to retirement 
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but it does appear as a value in the study by Burr et.al., (2011). This will be considered in the 

next section. 

2.5.2. Values 

Burr et.al., (2011), identified values that impact upon retirement adjustment in the broad 

sense, and Houlfort et. al. (2015) specifically passion.  

The research by Burr et. al., used the Portrait Value Questionnaire (Schwartz et. al., 2001) 

which is based on ten universal values - benevolence, universalism, self-direction, 

stimulation, hedonism, achievement, power, security, tradition, and conformity. These were 

arranged on two axis - self-enhancement versus self-transcendence and openness to change 

versus conservation (Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002).  

The openness to change values of self-direction, stimulation, and hedonism were opposed 

to the conservation values of security, conformity and tradition. The emphasis is on ‘the 

proactive and voluntary search for stimulation, novelty, and change and on free and 

autonomous thinking and behavior’ (Oreg et al., 2008, p.937). Burr also refers to the 

openness to change value as being focused on flexibility, creativity, independence and 

pleasure. These are quite specific and lacking the breadth that was covered in the 

personality facet of openness to change which included more intellectual descriptors. The 

work by Schwartz (1992) included modifications to earlier work. For example, self-direction 

moved away from the focus on control and mastery to creativity, freedom, choosing own 

goals, curious and independent.  Stimulation is made up of excitement, novelty and a varied 

and exciting life. Whilst Rokeach (1973) emphasised values of happiness and cheerful 

Schwartz (1992) included Hedonism which  has a more organismic focus on pleasure and 

enjoying life.  

The research by Burr et.al., (2011)  found that higher openness to change values enhanced 

positive emotions, protected against negative emotions, and were linked to seeking 

emotionally meaningful goals. Higher transcendence, which involved concern for the 

welfare of others and of the natural world, and conservation values, predicted more positive 

emotions.  
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Houlfort et. al., (2015) researched if passion for work predicted adjustment to retirement 

through the satisfaction of basic psychological needs and used the short form of the Passion 

Scale (Marsh et. al., 2013). The results suggested that harmonious passion for work paves 

the way for basic need satisfaction in retirement. Being passionate about work can lead to 

positive or negative outcomes in retirement, depending on whether the passion is 

harmonious or obsessive, respectively.  

Autonomy was considered in two studies using the Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction 

Scale (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Chen et al., 2015). Hansson et. al., (2018), investigated how 

autonomy and self-esteem impacted on life satisfaction in the adjustment to retirement. 

They used three items of the Autonomy subscale including ‘I feel a sense of choice and 

freedom in the things I undertake.’ Whilst associated with higher levels of satisfaction, no 

difference was identified between retirees and workers in this variable although the results 

suggest that the association between perceived physical health and levels of life 

satisfaction, was stronger among retirees with low autonomy. 

Autonomy was also considered in the research by Henning et. al., (2019) as part of their 

review into preretirement work motivation and subsequent retirement adjustment. The 

research found that full-time retirees experience stronger increases in autonomy than those 

who continue working. There was a statistically significant overall increase in autonomy 

satisfaction, but no statistically significant change in relatedness satisfaction or competence 

satisfaction. There was, however, statistically significant variance in the change of autonomy 

satisfaction, relatedness satisfaction, and competence satisfaction. Low intrinsic work 

motivation was associated with gains in autonomy satisfaction for full-time retirees, which 

may be interpreted as a relief from dissatisfying jobs.  

2.5.3. Self Esteem 

Self-esteem was measured in two studies (Hansson et. al., 2018; and Reitzes & Mutran, 

2004). Hansson et. al., (2018) used five items from the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, 

(Rosenberg, 1965) e.g., ‘I feel that I have a number of good qualities.’ The research found 

similar results between workers and retirees, but that self-esteem was associated with 

higher levels of life satisfaction among retirees. Findings suggest that negative effects of 
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poor health and lack of financial security among retirees can be compensated for by higher 

levels of autonomy, social support, and perceived cognitive ability. 

Reitzes & Mutran (2004), used positive retirement attitudes (Atchley & Robinson, 1982), as 

an indicator of retirement adjustment and followed working men and women from pre-

retirement to 24 months post-retirement. They used a measure of self-esteem derived from 

Rosenburg (1979) to measure self-worth, the evaluative dimensions of self-concept. The 

scale included items such as ‘I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal basis with 

others.’ The study set out to test if positive pre-retirement self-esteem will encourage more 

positive retirement attitudes, and this was supported. Self-esteem increased positive 

attitudes to retirement at 6, 12, and 24-months post retirement.  

2.5.4. Self-Efficacy  

Van Solinge and Henkens (2005), used a shortened version of the General Self-Efficacy Scale 

(Sherer et. al., 1982), to measure generalised self-efficacy expectations. Almost half of the 

retirees adjusted very easily; more than three quarters of the workers adjusted within a 

year but about 13 percent reported severe difficulties in adjusting to retirement. 

Adjustment to retirement was found to be easier for workers with part-time jobs and 

employees with shorter work histories.  

Workers with higher scores on self-efficacy were much more likely to adjust easily. Among 

partners, anxiety about the implications of retirement on marital conflict was felt to be 

particularly important. Older workers who expressed anxiety about the consequences of 

retirement for their social contacts and social status had greater problems adjusting. Their 

findings supported the suggestion by Taylor-Carter and Cook (1995) that it is both the 

context in which a transition is made, and the psychological factors that are important 

predicators of a difficult adjustment. When older workers express anxiety about the 

consequences of retirement for social contacts and social status, they had greater problems 

adjusting.  

Topa and Alcover (2015), used 13 items of the Retirement Self Efficacy Scale (Harper 2005), 

e.g., adjust successfully to retirement, answered using a 5-point scale. The study tested that 

high retirement self-efficacy will be positively related to retirement satisfaction, negatively 

related to feelings of anxiety and of depression and this was confirmed through this study. 
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Retirement self-efficacy was negatively related both to older worker identity and to relative 

deprivation.  

Self-efficacy was also considered in the paper by Salami (2010.) This was measured using the 

10 item Generalised Self Efficacy Scale (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995). The results showed 

that self-efficacy predicted life satisfaction with the study on retired teachers.  

2.5.5. Mastery  

The research by Donaldson (2010) used the 7-item mastery scale (developed by Pearlin & 

Schooler, 1978). This included questions such as ‘I can do just about anything I really set my 

mind to do’ to measure a sense of control on what goes on in our lives. Mastery had a 

strong positive association with retirement adjustment. As hypothesized, mastery 

significantly predicted better retirement adjustment over and above demographic 

characteristics, psychological and physical health. People who reported higher mastery 

tended to report greater retirement adjustment. This supports the premise that feelings of 

mastery are linked to well-being (Lachman & Burack, 1993) and that mastery is an important 

resource in later life (e.g., Kim & Moen, 2002). 

2.5.6. Social Identity 

The study by Michinov et. al., (2008), was concerned with social identity and its impact on 

satisfaction with retirement and to examine the structure of the retiree-identity. One 

hypothesis sought to test that to be satisfied with retirement, it is not enough to define 

oneself as a retired person, one must also be involved affectively e.g., to like being a 

member of this group or enjoy meeting other retirees, and this was assessed using the 

Group Identification Scale (Ellemers, Kortekaas, & Ouwerkerk, 1999).  

Two components of social identity (affective and cognitive factors) were positively 

correlated. Affective identity was highly correlated with satisfaction to retirement on all 

measures. Cognitive factors refer to the awareness of one’s group membership (self-

categorization). The two components (affective and cognitive) are relatively independent of 

each other; awareness of group membership does not necessarily lead people to be 

affectively attached to that group or behave in terms of its membership (Michinov et. al., 

2008). The results of this study support the idea that social identity is not a single theoretical 
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construct and that only the affective component is a reliable predictor of satisfaction with 

retirement. 

2.5.7. Calling 

Duffy et al., (2017) explored the role of calling, using a mixed methods approach. This study 

was to see if the experience of a calling could be extended beyond work into retirement. 

Their qualitative study grouped peoples experience into eleven categories which were then 

used in the quantitative research. The largest category being ‘helping others’ agreed with by 

40 percent of the sample but with limited detail. In the quantitative study, two assessment 

measures were used – the Brief Calling Scale (Dik, Eldridge, Steger & Duffy, 2012) and the 

Living Ones’ Calling Scale (Duffy et.al., 2012). The study found that most retirees (78.8%) 

reported a perceived calling to a particular kind of work and/or activity. 

2.5.8. Other 

The study by Wong & Earl (2009), was a cross-sectional study to examine three predictors of 

retirement adjustment: individual (demographic and health), psychosocial (work centrality), 

and organizational (conditions of workforce exit). The first hypothesis was that better 

psychological health, higher income, or being married will predict better retirement 

adjustment, as will being older, male, or retired for more years. This SLR was only interested 

in the first aspect – psychological health, and there was very limited data on this.  

 

2.6. Discussion   

This systematic review aimed to identify the individual psychological factors that influence a 

positive adjustment to retirement and provides a comprehensive understanding of the 

available research on this subject. Alongside a detailed review of published studies, a review 

was undertaken of the grey literature, doctoral theses, and a search of a wide range of 

websites from AgeUK to Work Foundation, the full list can be found at Appendix A. 132 

papers were identified in the initial search and 21 papers included in the full paper review. It 

was important to differentiate, and exclude any factors related to psycho-social factors such 

as marital status, social support, and work attitudes – one’s prior relationship to work and 

work centrality (Wang et. al., 2011).  
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The findings revealed seven broad psychological factors that have been examined in relation 

to retirement adjustment – personality, values, self-esteem, self-efficacy, mastery, social 

identity, and calling.  

Personality theory can be useful in the study of retirement adjustment as it makes 

predictions about both behaviour and subjective experiences (Ryan, Newton, Chauhan & 

Chopkik, 2017). Much of the personality literature focuses on the classic Big 5 and there is 

promising evidence for the impact of personality on adjustment with specific characteristics 

being identified - high in Extraversion, Agreeableness and Conscientiousness and low 

Neuroticism. Extraversion has been linked to more involvement in social and leisure 

activities (Jopp & Hertzog, 2010; Stephan, Boiché, Canada & Terracciano, 2014). 

Conscientiousness is the personality characteristic most commonly linked to postretirement 

well-being and could potentially benefit well-being in retirement through adopting healthier 

and more active lifestyles (Ryan et. al., 2017). It is associated with volunteering 

postretirement (Mike, et. al., 2014) and cognitively based recreational activities, such as 

playing card games and doing puzzles (e.g., Jopp & Hertzog, 2010; Stephan et al., 2014).  

Through the studies no evidence was found that Openness, as a personality variable, was a 

predictor of successful adjustment to retirement, it does, however, appear as a value. As 

values are considered as cognitive constructs, there is some evidence that openness will 

show a stronger association with values (Zillig et.al, 2002) and there is evidence for treating 

openness to change as a value rather than a trait (Fischer & Boer, 2014) due to the trait of 

openness being relatively cognitive in nature. The study by Grankvist and Kajonius (2015) 

set out to research six hypotheses which included overlap between traits and values. 

Whereas Schwartz included hedonism, self-direction and stimulation under openness to 

change, in this research hedonism was set under extraversion, and universalism included 

with openness. Their study found that openness to experience correlated positively with 

universalism, self-direction, and stimulation values. So, this broad trait is most compatible 

with values that include intellectual and emotional autonomy, acceptance and cultivation of 

diversity, and pursuit of novelty and change. This is a broader view of personality than used 

in the Costa and McCrae work.  

An interesting finding was how a proactive personality (Maurer & Chapman 2018) was a 

stronger predictor of a positive adjustment to retirement and how proactive people were 
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more satisfied during this critical period of life. Studies have shown that those with a 

proactive personality are more likely to achieve career success (e.g., Ng, Eby, Sorensen & 

Feldman, 2005) and have high levels of initiative and seek to influence their environment 

(Bateman et.al., 1993). This identified the proactive personality in retirement as an area to 

explore further. Another interesting finding was how a personality suited to work may not 

be a personality suited to retirement (Robinson et. al., 2010). 

Generativity is the central task of adulthood, and this is seen as a personality factor (Serrat, 

Villar, Warburton & Petriwskyj, 2017). Research by Serrat et. al., (2018) had considered 

personality traits and generativity to predict hedonic and eudaimonic well-being and this 

explained a meaningful part of the variation in individuals’ quality of subsequent retirement 

adjustment. According to Erikson (1963), if people score higher on generativity at midlife, 

they should have a better quality of retirement, another area to explore further. 

Optimism is feeling positive about your future and can predict motivation (Scheier & Carver, 

1985). Whilst not measured within this study, optimism, one of the most widely researched 

personality traits (Schiavon et. al., 2016) is worth further exploration.  

Our values are not fixed, and will change over time, for example, excitement is more 

important to adolescents, and declines with age and also our values become more 

important as we age (Gouveia, Vione, Milfont & Fischer, 2015). At retirement our values 

should be clearer, and we should be more likely to live in line with our values, especially 

when we no longer have to ‘fit in’ with the workplace. The results show the importance of 

values in retirement adjustment with full retirees experiencing stronger increases in 

autonomy (Henning et. al., 2019), openness to change (Burr et.al., 2011) and harmonious 

passion (Houlfort et. al., 2015) and all having greater impact on the adjustment to 

retirement. The research by Hansson et. al., (2019) found that psychological resources 

(including autonomy) could help to alleviate some of the negative effects of poor health and 

limited financial resources in the adjustment to retirement and so is worthy of further 

exploration. 

We have promising evidence that self-esteem increases positive attitudes to retirement 

(Reitzes & Mutran, 2004) and this is an area to review further. Self-esteem is used to 

describe a person's overall sense of self-worth. From this review, there is evidence that self-
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esteem was associated with higher levels of life satisfaction among retirees (Hansson et.al., 

2018; Reitzes & Mutran, 2004; Michinov et.al., 2008). High levels of self-esteem may 

address some negative effects such as poor health and lack of financial security although 

these areas are also affected by social support, and perceived cognitive ability. Individuals 

with higher and more positive self-esteem have intrinsic motives, self-esteem enhancement 

and self-congruency, to assume a more positive set of retirement attitudes.  

Bandura (2001) sees self-efficacy as the foundation of human agency and is the extent to 

which one will be able to successfully handle the specific challenges and tasks implied by the 

new situation (Topa & Valero 2017). From other studies we know that self-efficacy 

influences other tasks and domains, e.g., job crafting (Tims, Bakker & Derks, 2014), burnout 

at work (Schwarzer & Hallum, 2008; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010) and high performance as an 

athlete (Escarti & Guzman, 1999; Gernigon & Delloye, 2003). Research by Tims et. al., (2014) 

identified that some of the adjustment to retirement is down to self-efficacy. Topa and 

Alcover (2015) and Valero and Topa (2015), have found that retirement self-efficacy 

significantly explained retirement satisfaction or life satisfaction. The findings support this, 

Van Solinge and Henkens, (2005); Salami (2010); Topa and Alcover, (2015) all found that 

self-efficacy was positively related to retirement adjustment and satisfaction.  

We have promising evidence that mastery is a good predictor of retirement adjustment. 

Mastery has been described as the extent to which one regards one's life-chances as being 

under one's own control in contrast to being fatalistically ruled (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978) 

and maintaining a sense of control has been found to aid in the ability to cope with stressors 

in general (Bandura, 1989). Research by Skaff, Pearlin, and Mullan (1996) define mastery as 

a broader concept including both self-efficacy (the ability to perform a specific task) and 

locus of control.  

Social identity is part of an individual’s self-concept that comes from membership of a social 

group or group, which provides a person with an emotional attachment (Tajfel, 1978). So, 

when an individual identifies themselves as part of a group, the group becomes part of their 

personal identity (Michinov et. al., 2008). The findings support this; satisfaction with 

retirement is linked to being a member of a group of people who are also retired (Michinov 
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et. al., 2008). However, after full time work, to what extent do people want to identify as 

part of a group called ‘retired’? 

Work can be seen as a job, career or calling. Calling refers to the focus on activities that are 

significant at the moral, social, and personal levels (Wrzesniewski, Dekas & Rosso, 2009). 

Feeling and living a calling have been linked with a greater sense of overall life meaning and 

satisfaction with a focus on employed adults. A person with a calling is not driven by income 

or career progression but from the fulfilment gained from the work (Wrzesniewski, 

McCauley, Rozin & Schwartz 1997).  

The study by Duffy et al., (2017), considered within this SLR found that most retirees (78.8%) 

reported a perceived calling to a particular kind of work and/or activity. This raises the 

question of the extent to which calling continues into retirement or if it is something that 

can be pursued after retirement. 

 

2.7. Strengths, limitations, and directions for future research  

Strengths and limitations of existing research in this area 

A previous review (Amorim & Franca, 2019) focused on improving well-being rather than 

specific psychological factors which were not explored in depth. From the 101 articles 

identified to go into the abstract sift, only 17 articles were common to both, so this review is 

complimentary. A second review (Barbosa et. al., 2016) looked at broader predictors, again, 

specific psychological factors were not explored in depth.  

Within this SLR, over half the studies were cross-sectional and so may not capture the 

changes over time; thus, more longitudinal studies into psychological well-being would be 

beneficial.  

All research was undertaken with people who worked for large organisations, what was 

relevant to them may be different to people who are self-employed e.g., as a window 

cleaner, graphic designer, working in a small retail establishment, or a 5-person garage. 

Research into these groups could be worthwhile.  

Some studies included people who, whilst retired, continued with part-time working. Whilst 

the Burr et. al., study (2009) specified working 10 hours or less, the number of hours worked 
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was not noted in the other studies, so it remains unclear if it is part-time working that 

contributes to a more positive adjustment. This is worthy of further exploration.  

The research undertaken rarely took a theoretical approach, such as using the different 

theories for retirement adjustment (role theory, continuity theory, stage theory, and life 

theory) described in Wang et. al., (2011). Future studies could use this to enhance the 

research undertaken.  

This SLR has found some factors that will be useful in a successful adjustment but as shown 

above, through the focus on quantitative measures there is a lack of richness to the data. 

Many times, psychological factors formed one small measure within a study (e.g., Lindwell 

et. al., 2017), a more qualitative study would enable a greater understanding of the co-

existence and dynamic nature of psychological factors and provide greater depth into the 

lived experience of people adjusting to life after full-time work. The papers have also taken 

a tight lens approach, and there are wider factors, such as resilience that were not covered 

within these papers.  

Strengths of this SLR 

A main strength is that this is the first SLR to consider which psychological factors impact a 

positive adjustment to retirement and, through a documented search strategy and inclusion 

criteria, offers an objective view on the available research. The research also included a full 

range of methodology rather than to consider e.g., just longitudinal studies.  

A wide range of search terms were used to help identify relevant literature. Also, a deep 

search of the Grey Literature led to a degree of confidence that this was a good current 

state of the situation. Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria, and a focus on gathering data 

without any researcher hypothesis as to what was being looking for helped to limit bias.  

Limitations of this SLR 

Retirement adjustment is reached when people have successfully negotiated the retirement 

transition (Wang, et. al., 2011) but when a retirement transition becomes adjustment to 

retirement is not defined. Thus, when considering if research has moved on the continuum 

from transition to adjustment there was a need for personal judgement as to whether a 

study came into the adjustment area. Steps to mitigate this included using a double-blind 



 

78 

 

review; two members of the research team reviewed the sift and a third cast the deciding 

vote.  

The process of adjusting to retirement may differ, both across time and between individuals 

(Wang et. al., 2011). In setting a time span of one to ten years it was intended that this 

would ensure that the initial ‘honeymoon’ period of retiring (Reitzes & Mutran, 2004; van 

Solinge & Henkens, 2008), did not influence the research, but within these studies 

individuals may have been affected by specific events from their lives.  

We also need to remember that psychological factors are not seen in isolation from wider 

factors, and the interplay of all factors must all be considered. This can include the 

importance of life histories. Differences in an individuals’ background – family, leisure, 

health can all impact on how people can adjust to retirement and quantitative studies are 

not the best way to identify this (Damman et. al., 2013). Thus, future work taking a life 

course approach (e.g., Elder, 1995) could prove fruitful.  

The SLR could have included research that was not published in English, there is a possibility 

that interesting research was missed through a focus on the English language. Whilst the 

search terms are comprehensive, there may be search terms that could have elicited some 

qualitative studies that were not identified. Most importantly working part time in 

retirement was not a factor to exclude a paper, only one study (Burr et. al., 2009) specified 

10 hours maximum per week of work. It may be that some of the findings may be down to 

people continuing in work. 

 

2.8. Implications  

This study has implications for research and practice.   

 

2.8.1 Implications for Research  

I specifically want to raise the meaning behind words as an area for future research. Taking 

the example of openness, found as both a personality trait and a value, and in particularly 

when people are making choices based on looking at a list of words, there is not always a 

shared understanding of the meaning of a word. For example, the research by Gibbins and 
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Walker (1993) found a large number of possible interpretations behind a value with 24 for 

pleasure, 18 for wisdom and 15 for freedom. As openness can include imagination (seeking 

out novel experiences), intellect (wanting to gain a deeper scientific understanding) and 

perception (Saucier & Ostendorf 1999) there is a need for a much clearer understanding of 

the meaning behind words and this is relevant when undertaking further research.  

Retirement preparation is important and is noted as having a positive effect on retirement 

adjustment, even when circumstances change, (e.g., Weiss 2005; Feldman, 1994; Llewellyn, 

Balandin, Dew & McConnell, 2004) but this needs to go beyond finances and health, to 

include lifestyle and sources of well-being (Kleiber & Linde, 2014). As the research was 

undertaken within large organisations research with people who work for smaller 

organisations or independently may provide a different perspective.  

Further qualitative research, including longitudinal studies, can look into how people have 

made successful adjustments which can feed into pre-retirement planning and earlier, into 

mid-career reviews.  

Research could focus on longitudinal studies and qualitative research. For example:  

Longitudinal Studies 

A longitudinal study could look at values; have these values been there throughout life or 

have they changed. Are they related to passion, autonomy, or something else? Longitudinal 

research would help to understand this. As self-esteem is associated with higher levels of 

life satisfaction, work to help people to increase levels of self-esteem whilst still employed 

could be beneficial both in the workplace and later in retirement. A longitudinal research 

study could be undertaken to test this hypothesis. As a higher score in self-efficacy can aid 

adjustment to retirement, and people who expressed anxiety about retirement are more 

likely to have problems adjusting, this could be explored further. As mastery, along with 

self-efficacy gives people inner strength, helping people to understand their role in past 

successes and what was learned from failure will be helpful. Research could look at the 

impact, over time, when people are trained in gaining greater mastery. A longitudinal study 

into how people define themselves (their social identity) both before and after retirement 

could be worth consideration. Longitudinal research could ascertain if personality changes 

from mid-life to pre and to post retirement. This could be illuminating. 
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We have seen the importance of social relationships; belonging to several groups is likely to 

mean that people have the resources to help them in challenging times (Jetten et. al., 2014). 

Further research into group membership, before and during retirement across people with 

different personality profiles could further expand knowledge in this area. 

Qualitative Studies 

Future research into retirement adjustment could include an understanding of individual 

personality characteristics. Are certain personality characteristics more helpful for a 

successful adjustment? A qualitative study could focus on understanding more on how 

people get a calling; to ascertain if this is something they always had, or something newly 

found. What do people mean by ‘helping others’, a qualitative study would lead to a deeper 

level of understanding. What are the values that underpin a person’s psychological make 

up? The quantitative approach of measuring values, via a survey does not get the depth of 

meaning to the individual of each value which could be explored in a qualitative study. 

Future qualitative research can ascertain what self-esteem and self-efficacy means to an 

individual. Personality and retirement could be explored further. All of these, separately or 

jointly, can be covered in a qualitatively study. 

Erikson (1959) identified the ages of 45-65 as when people reach the Generativity vs. 

Stagnation stage. This is around the time when people have a desire to establish and guide 

future generations with a move away from self to others. This could be part of how people 

find meaning after work and warrants further exploration.  

The empirical research will seek to understand more about how individuals find meaning 

after full-time work. To understand from an individual perspective more about their 

personality, values and if they now have a calling.  

2.8.2 Implications for Practice  

In practice, there are implications for retiring individuals, practitioners, and organisations.  

As people live longer lives and look forward to 10-20 years of active life, they can seek 

inspiration of how to ‘do’ later life (Sargent, Lee, Martin & Zikic, 2013). Should they focus on 

volunteering, social entrepreneurship, self-exploration, or other as yet ‘unimagined 

possibilities’ (Sargent et. al., 2013, p17).  
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Some people will approach retirement with a concern over how to bring meaning to this 

stage in life and recognise that there is more to life than a focus on pleasure and 

expenditure. Consideration of the life course, generativity, etc. will provide a potential path 

forward and this and wider psychological well-being can be included within pre-retirement 

preparation alongside health and financial matters.  

With more people seeking a gradual retirement and with mid-life reviews proposed by 

Unions (Watts, 2019), and Government (Watts et.al., 2015), the subject of a successful 

adjustment to retirement could be discussed at an earlier stage in a persons’ working life. As 

individuals understand the factors that can be helpful, organisations, coaches and 

consultants can support people with their development plan for their transition into the 

next phase of life.  

This SLR has focused on adjustment to retirement, and has not covered the initial transition 

phase, therefore any implications are to address only adjustment, after at least a year rather 

than the first few months following retirement.  

2.8.2.1 Implications for Individuals  

To enhance retirement, alongside independent research into the financial aspects and 

ascertaining if they can afford to retire, people can also get mentally prepared. Pre-

retirement courses may discuss hobbies and interests. Individuals can consider their 

passionate interests, the things that make them lose track of time; what they are called to 

do (Duffy et. al., 2017), and also to identify things they want to do when they have the time, 

to go beyond hobbies to include personal development and volunteering. 

An understanding of both protective factors and risk factors will be helpful. Aspects of 

personality could fall into both categories. For example, being an Extrovert could mean that 

someone is more likely to engage with social groups. Most of this research has focused on 

the protective factors that are helping the adjustment rather than risks of, for example, with 

high Neuroticism.  

In this pre-retirement phase, developing greater self-awareness can help the person know 

of any development activity they could pursue. Possibly to be undertaken on an individual 

basis but, more helpfully to be part of an organisation’s human resources employee plan. 



 

82 

 

Small organisations and individuals may not have the resources for this and thus seek help 

from external organisations.  

Individuals can focus on a plan, which is pertinent to them, to lead to a smoother transition 

and adjustment. This could include a focus on, for example, developing resilience which had 

not been covered within the papers reviewed in this SLR. 

It may also be helpful and increase retirement self-efficacy for individuals to take an active 

role in planning for their retirement rather than be more passive and just receive 

information (Fretz et al., 1989). This is consistent with research on self-efficacy, which 

suggests that it may be raised by engaging in activities related to the event of interest 

(Bandura, 1982). Thus, active planning should have a positive effect on retirement self-

efficacy. 

2.8.2.2 Implications for Practitioners  

When working with individuals or designing pre-retirement seminars the following could be 

included.  

1. Personality 

Overall, the most important personality characteristics to impact a positive adjustment to 

retirement are low Neuroticism, high Extraversion, high Agreeableness, and high 

Conscientiousness, along with generativity and the proactive personality. Pre-retirement 

programmes could include a ‘Big Five’ personality measure and one to one feedback could 

help people understand more about their personal style and how their personality will be 

helpful for their retirement adjustment and to consider at times to move outside their 

comfort zone. As some of the research pointed to the benefits of volunteering (Mike et. al., 

2014), if we want more people to volunteer, due to the need for more ‘work’ to be done by 

the wider community, helping people to understand more about their personality and to 

help them to work to lower levels of Neuroticism and to demonstrate greater levels of 

Extraversion may prove helpful.  

2. Values  

Pre-retirement work could also focus on helping individuals understand their values, seeking 

greater clarity on what drives them and the impact it has on their lives. Another topic area 
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could be to discuss what self-efficacy means to the individual and to explore how to develop 

this within the individual. 

The flexibility entailed in harmonious passion may lead workers to undertake new activities 

once they retire, and also to fully commit to other activities that are non-passion inspired. It 

could be that passionate workers transpose their passion for work to another activity after 

retirement (Houlfort et. al., 2015). Most pre-retirement programmes cover hobbies and 

interests, and this research suggests this could be covered in greater depth.  

3. Self-Esteem 

Self-esteem is associated with higher levels of life satisfaction and increased positive 

attitudes to retirement with an emotional (affective) component a good predictor of 

retirement satisfaction. Pre-retirement programmes could explore what self-esteem means 

to the individual and how the participant sees their social identity with a discussion of how 

this would change post retirement.  

When people have low levels of self-esteem, a lack of confidence can stop them achieving 

their goals. Rather than wait to pre-retirement, professional development and coaching 

could support employees in the development of this at an earlier stage.  

4. Self-Efficacy  

As higher levels of self-efficacy are more likely to lead to a successful adjustment, more 

support to individuals in increasing this can include developing resilience and talking with 

people who have made a successful adaptation after retiring from work.  

5. Mastery  

As people who reported higher mastery tended to report greater retirement adjustment, 

talking with clients around mastery, and helping them to think of examples of where they 

have achieved this in other aspects of their life should help with their adjustment. 

6. Social Identity  

With the research by Michinov et. al., (2008) concerned with the retiree-identity, it may be 

helpful to help those approaching retirement find relevant groups to join to help construct a 
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new identity. People can be encouraged to join a group they can relate to rather than 

feeling it has to be a specific group.  

 

7. Calling  

The Duffy et. al., study (2017) identified that almost 80 percent of participants reported a 

perceived calling and identified a number of groups to include ‘helping others.’ Individuals 

could be encouraged to think in what way they may like to help others or if there is 

something else that may give them meaning. Volunteering is just one option for them to 

consider.  

2. 8.2.3 Implications for Organisations 

Much of the preparation for a successful adjustment to retirement can start sooner, and 

when organisations have a mid-life career review with their staff, this is a good place to 

start. Starting earlier can also help in identifying those individuals who are more likely to 

experience difficulties in the retirement transition and additional support can be offered.  

An organisation will generally run a pre-retirement seminar around a year or two prior to 

retirement. A typical pre-retirement programme will spend the majority of time focused on 

financial issues, and with less attention paid to ‘life impact’ such as health, leisure, and 

housing. One pre-retirement seminar, for example, covers the non-financial aspects in a 90-

minute session as part of a full day pre-retirement workshop. Understanding more about 

the person, and psychological factors is rarely covered. Yet for a successful retirement, 

these wider areas are important. It may be more appropriate to have small group 

discussions rather than large scale seminars where people can discuss self-efficacy etc. and 

consider the implications with support from a professional in developing a plan.  

Organisations can also consider the phased retirement approach to allow people to make a 

smoother transition and, if they wish, to move into part-time working.  

Everything listed under implications for practitioners could be introduced by an 

organisation. At an earlier stage, organisations could support individuals in understanding 

more about their personality style and how this will support and hinder future life goals, to 
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include retirement. Self-esteem and self-efficacy could be considered by organisations as 

part of professional development for employees supported by coaches.  

 

2.9. Conclusion 

This study has set out to understand the current knowledge of the psychological factors that 

impact a positive adjustment to retirement. It has recognised that there is a grey area 

between transition and adjustment, but at some stage people will leave full-time work and 

this SLR has brought together the factors that can help in this area and has identified a need 

for both longitudinal and qualitative research.  

 

2.10 The link between the SLR and the research study  

The research focus was to find out how people find meaning after retirement from full time 

work, and this would begin with the SLR. With only 3 papers found that considered meaning 

and retirement, there was a need to take a broader view on meaning. As the intention was 

to focus on individuals, in a qualitative study, I wanted to find out more about the 

personality characteristics that would aid a person seeking meaning, and then widened the 

focus to include all psychological factors, thus providing a clear and relevant introduction to 

the research.  All research participants had self-declared as having made a positive 

adjustment to retirement which supports the connection between the SLR and research 

study.  
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retirement from full time work? A research study using 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. (Study 2) 
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Abstract  

Most people will disengage from work, at some stage, and class themselves as retired, they 

will then spend many years in retirement, much of it in good health. The purpose of this 

qualitative study was to explore how people find meaning after full time work.  

Qualitative interviews were conducted with seven individuals, (5 female, 2 male) who had 

retired from full-time work. These were found via personal contacts and a broader search 

on groups aimed at the over 50s. The interviews were transcribed verbatim and analysed for 

recurrent themes using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). The inclusion 

criteria were - retired from full time work within the last 10 years, self-identify as having 

found meaning at this stage of life and their ‘story’ will make an interesting read. 

Using IPA three primary themes were identified – Search for knowledge, A change in ‘time’, 

and Who am I. These were explored using an arts based, poetic inquiry approach, seeking a 

deeper understanding. The individuals within this study have sought out change and new 

experiences, and this could be seen as a new way for people to spend retirement.  

All seven participants discussed how they are curious and how it shows itself in their lives. 

They also demonstrate having a proactive personality and qualities of the enterprising self. 

Some participants spoke of being unmoored and the need to be anchored as one way of 

dealing with this transition. Various other areas were discussed including looking at 

‘possible selves’ and authenticity. Several were up front on the importance of being of 

service. Finding a sense of meaning, a purpose for life, to live to one’s full potential was 

important to all seven individuals, they wanted to move beyond being happy to feel their 

life has meaning. Underpinning the interviews is reference to self-determination theory, 

self-efficacy, self-esteem, and locus of control.  

The seven people interviewed for this study had found meaning in life after full time work. 

Some continued with paid work on a part time or ad-hoc basis. The in-depth interviews and 

clear interpretation of the meaning behind the words used has added a richness to this 

stage of life.  
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3.1. Introduction 

‘Most people have a real need for meaning and purpose in their lives, a 

meaning and purpose that could transcend the selfishness and materialism 

of the competitive marketplace and root them in something with 

transcendent significance’ (Lerner, 2000, p75).  

Victor (1994) has identified what appear to be five stages in the transition to retirement: (1) 

a growing interest as retirement approaches, (2) initial euphoria, (3) some stress, (4) dealing 

with adjustments to a new lifestyle, then (5) settling down. Transition can include both 

external resources (e.g., a phased retirement) and internal resources, especially 

psychological factors (e.g., Kim & Moen, 2002). The transition to retirement can impact the 

eventual adjustment. Whilst for some the transition to retirement is smooth, Bosse et.al., 

(1991) noted that up to one third of people who retire find the transition either stressful or 

notice a decline in their well-being. Wang (2007) suggests that transition can take time, but 

eventually people will have adjusted to life after full time work.  

Retirees can see retirement as offering a freedom of choice and opportunities not available 

to them during their working life (Nuttman-Shwartz, 2004). A time to move on from 

unrewarding responsibilities and pursue new interests and sources of pleasure (Floyd et al., 

1992; Fouquereau et al., 2005; Kim & Moen, 2002). Thus, they could satisfy their needs for 

autonomy, freedom, and pleasure, by a focus on what they want to do now.  

3.1.1 The adjustment to retirement  

Most people will disengage from work, at some stage, and class themselves as retired. 

Retirement is an important life stage that is experienced by more people and for a longer 

period than ever before (Fouquereau et. al., 2005). People have the dichotomy of a life of 

freedom, although this may be constrained by reduced financial resources alongside feeling 

they no longer matter and are irrelevant without the responsibilities and status gained 

through work (Sargent et. al., 2013).  
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In retirement some people remain in good health, financially secure and with time to make 

the rest of their life, their best life. This is a time when people can remain active and 

productive if they wish, beyond full-time work. The initial transition to retirement can focus 

on pleasurable activity, and feeling busy; time with friends, looking after the grandchildren, 

planning holidays, etc. but this can lead, at some point to individuals seeking to understand 

their purpose for the coming years; to seek meaning in life. 

Some people, making the adjustment into retirement can see this as 20+ years when they 

can be what they have always wanted to be. Many young people are activists, they have 

freedom of thought, helped by not having many responsibilities. In mid-adulthood people 

are often weighed down by responsibility. As they move into later adulthood some may 

reconnect with younger selves. To return to living in line with their values. Taking an active 

route rather than being passive. A time of greater meaning in life, to find their life purpose. 

To work towards a legacy, and to give back. In Western society we don’t have a role of older 

people moving up to the role of elder which provides people with a purpose and meaning, 

whereas this is more common in indigenous societies, like, for example, the Agìkùyù and the 

Samburu of Kenya, (Mutua, 2014).  

The meaning that people assign to retirement will vary. For some retirement is seen as a 

new beginning in which they discover life beyond work; others have such an attachment to 

their work that they find it difficult to let go of work in retirement, work is their life and 

there are some who feel at a loss and see retirement in negative terms with nothing to live 

for (Kloep & Hendry, 2006). What influences adjustment to retirement is less clear.  

A recent systematic review (Taylor et. al., in prep) examined the psychological factors 

associated with a positive adjustment to retirement. Of the seventeen unique studies that 

met the inclusion criteria, sixteen were quantitative, and one used a mixed methods 

approach. The psychological factors explored included personality, values, and calling 

among others and offer important insights into our understanding of the psychological 

factors influencing retirement.  

3.1.2 Results emerging from the systematic literature review 

Personality was the individual factor that has received most research attention. Research 

using Neo-PI-R or similar big five measures were considered in five of the papers, 
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(Löckenhoff et. al., 2009; Maurer & Chapman, 2018; Mike et. al., 2014; Robinson et. al., 

2010; and Serrat et. al., 2018). Overall, the personality characteristics of high extraversion, 

low neuroticism, and agreeableness were associated with retirement satisfaction and 

predicted volunteering. Maura and Chapman (2018) identified that a proactive personality 

was a stronger predictor of a successful adjustment than any of the big 5 personality traits. 

With a proactive personality, people can influence changes within both the workplace and 

their lives. Retirement is therefore seen as a new challenge to be explored leading to 

greater life satisfaction.  

Values are defined as fundamental beliefs that guide us and were identified as important 

psychological factors within the SLR. Research by Burr, et. al., (2011) found that certain 

values are beneficial for the well-being of retirees with an outward transcendence focus 

being important at predicting positive emotions. Houlfort et. al., (2015) specifically 

addressed passion. However, the research did not identify if the values were newly found, 

or those that had been present since younger times.  

The research by Duffy et. al., (2017) suggested that calling could have a significant impact 

and has been linked with a greater sense of overall life meaning and satisfaction. The 

quantitative study led to limited detail and a loss of richness of response but did raise calling 

as an area worthy of further research. This research will explore the role of calling, asking 

participants if they have a calling, and if so, what does a calling mean to them. 

Five further studies (Donaldson et. al., 2010; Hansson et. al., 2018; Henning et. al., 2019; 

Salami, 2010; and Topa & Alcover, 2015) explored how psychological factors of autonomy, 

perceived control (self-efficacy) and mastery, self-esteem, optimism, and low stress will 

predict psychological well-being in the adjustment to retirement. Autonomy is therefore 

likely to lead to a greater sense of mastery in retirement (Rodin & Langer, 1980). 

From other studies we know that self-efficacy influences other tasks and domains, e.g., job 

crafting (Tims, et. al., 2014), burnout at work (Schwarzer & Hallum, 2008; Skaalvik & 

Skaalvik, 2010) and high performance as an athlete (Escarti & Guzman, 1999; Lee, 1982; 

Gernigon & Delloye, 2003), yet little is known about its role in supporting adjustment to 

retirement; this research will consider self-efficacy in a retirement context.  
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Generativity (Serrat et. al., 2018), was also identified via the SLR. This is positively associated 

with adjustment; and highly generative individuals may be able to sustain a sense of 

meaning and contribution to larger purposes, once they enter retirement. 

Erikson (1959) identified the ages of 45-65 as when people reach the Generativity vs. 

Stagnation stage. This is around the time where people have a desire to establish and guide 

future generations with a move away from self to others. This could be part of how people 

find meaning after work and is included within this research.  

Also relevant to this research is the role of mattering (Froidevaux, Hirschi, & Wang, 2016), 

which is an individual’s perception that they make a difference in the world. This is based on 

the work of Rosenberg and McCullough (1981) who have identified that once retired, 

people no longer matter to the wider society. They are cited as saying that Mattering 

provides a sense of social meaning (one’s meaning to others) and relatedness (the degree to 

which one matters to the world). A lack of feelings of mattering can mean a person feels 

invisible, not recognised, and peripheral to their social context (Schultheiss & Pang, 2007). 

Rosenberg later expanded mattering into societal mattering and interpersonal mattering 

(1985) seeing the later as significant to psychological well-being (Jung, 2015).  

3.1.3 Criticisms of the extant research  

Research to aid our understanding of the psychological factors influencing retirement 

adjustment has been limited in several ways. Many times, psychological factors formed one 

small measure within a study. From the seventeen studies, only one used a qualitative 

methodology and this was to set up the quantitative research that followed. Little specific 

attention has been paid to the deeper meaning behind psychological factors, their intrinsic 

and extrinsic motivation and how specific areas could be explored further to offer a more 

complete understanding of finding meaning after retirement.  

3.1.4 Introducing the research focus  

Having considered the psychological factors, including Generativity and Mattering that can 

help in the adjustment to retirement, I was reminded of the work by Frankl (1959) on the 

importance of a search for meaning at every life stage. Whilst retirement allows some 
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people to focus more on the pleasure and freedom (Stephan et. al., 2008), this study sought 

to find out more on how people find meaning in life after full time work.  

My research develops from an interest in Rites of Passage (van Gennep, 1960), a common 

stage with indigenous ancestors to move individuals through life stages and to mark 

important transitions such as the move to adulthood, and in becoming an elder. Before 

considering whether introducing a Rite of Passage would help with this transition, as a 

psychologist I wanted to look within, at the aspects of an individual that leads to finding 

meaning in life after retirement. What is it that gives them a purpose after full time work? 

As a woman of 64, in receipt of my occupational pension this research is focused on people 

like me, and I bring a high level of personal interest.  

3.1.5 Exploring meaning in retirement 

Meaning is not fixed but can change over time (Bengtsson & Flisback, 2021). Although 

philosophers may say that definitions of a meaningful life are complex (Audi, 2005), a 

meaningful life can be seen as one that has a sense of purpose, and a meaningful life is one 

that matters or possesses significance and makes sense to the person living it (e.g., 

Baumeister, 1991). 

Researchers often use the terms ‘meaning’ and ‘meaningfulness’ interchangeably. Pratt and 

Ashforth (2003), suggest that when scholars refer to the ‘meaning of work’, they are usually 

referring to either the type of meaning employees make of their work (‘meaning’) or the 

amount of significance they attach to it (‘meaningfulness’). 

Much research on meaning is undertaken in the workplace. People can find meaning in their 

work when their work is aligned to their values (Nord, Brief, Atieh & Doherty, 1990). People 

can also find meaning when the work is intrinsically motivating to them and they engage in 

an activity because it is something that they enjoy (Sheldon, Turban, Brown, Barrick & 

Judge, 2003). Rosso, Dekas and Wrzesniewski (2010) identified that work becomes 

meaningful when you can be authentic, when your behaviour can align with your true self 

(e.g., Markus, 1977; Ryan, Deci & Grolnick, 1995; Sheldon, Ryan, Rawsthorne & Ilardi, 1997). 

Being authentic is described as an underlying motivation for individuals to maintain a sense 

of meaning and order in their lives (Gecas, 1991). Research by Shamir, (1991) suggests that 

work experiences can promote our ‘authentic self’ and provide us with meaning or 
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meaningfulness at work because we are able to work in line with our attitudes, beliefs and 

values and our identity is congruent.  

This raises a question, if people have a strong connection to their work, does this impact on 

the extent people seek meaning once they leave full-time work? Continuation in part-time 

work may help with having meaning in life but eventually this will need to be addressed as 

the person finally retires (Matour & Prout, 2007). Rosenthal and Moore (2019) also refer to 

how many of their respondents see retirement as a new beginning, a time to reinvent 

themselves and how life continues to be meaningful, through a non-traditional working life. 

August (2011b) identified four kinds of meaning associated with retirement including seeing 

retirement as a time where people have the freedom to reconsider what is important to 

them and focus on personal development.  

With most research undertaken using quantitative methodology, it was essential to 

ascertain whether any qualitative research had been undertaken into meaning and 

retirement to add richness to this research. The need for this was raised by Kojola and Moen 

(2016) who recognised the complexity of retirement decision making and how the use of 

surveys with potentially out of date categories make it difficult to identify later life career 

and life choices (Kojola & Moen, 2016). Amabile (2019) recognised the importance of a 

deeper understanding of retirement through qualitative studies; Bengtsson and Flisback 

(2021) state the need for qualitative studies to identify individual meanings that are missed 

through quantitative research.  

A search using EBSCO with search terms ‘meaning in life’ and ‘retirement’ alongside a 

qualitative study found just one article. Changing the first search term to ‘meaning’ lead to 

nine results, with one common to both searches. These papers were reviewed. Six were 

discarded: two related to financial areas, one was on the Felsch measure (for word 

meaning), one looked at the reasons why people take early retirement, the fifth was 

focused on social capital with old people and the sixth was a theoretical discussion.  

With the other three, they took a limited perspective. The study by Firmin and Craycraft 

(2009) looked at four retired faculty from the same university. From the content analysis 

four different portraits emerged: A Life of Service, Existentially Dissatisfied, Renaissance 

Man, and Family Affair. A second study by Choi (2009), looked at older adults’ peer teaching. 
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Whilst this was of a very narrow focus, it was useful in that it used phenomenological 

research. The third view by Cousineau and Misener (2019) focused on volunteering in the 

transition to retirement. This paper drew attention to the deeper meaning that can make up 

measures of an individuals’ self-worth including how people answer questions such as – 

who am I? What is my place in the world? Why do I matter? Questions that underpinned this 

research study. Whilst volunteering may lead to meaning in later life, this research will be 

open to how the individuals within the study have found meaning in later life, from 

anywhere. Therefore, no qualitative studies were identified covering this topic in depth.  

 

3.2. Aims and objectives:  

The aim of this study is to identify how people find meaning after retirement from full time 

work. The research has adopted an Interpretive Phenomenological Approach (IPA) to look 

deeper into the lived experience of seven people who now identify as having meaning after 

retirement/ at this stage in life.  

Key Research Question  

How do people find meaning after retirement from full time work? 

 

3.3. Methodology 

Recruitment of Participants 

With a focus on quality, not quantity, interviews took place with seven individuals. Reid et. 

al., (2005) have stated that less is more in IPA; fewer participants examined at a greater 

depth is always preferable to a broader, shallow, and simply descriptive analysis. 

Recruitment was via relevant Face Book groups, and online connections. Interested parties 

were sent a short questionnaire to ensure they met the research criteria:  

Inclusion criteria 

• Retired from full time work within the last 10 years 

• Self-identify as having found meaning at this stage of life 

• Their ‘story’ will make an interesting read 



 

95 

 

Exclusion criteria 

• Still in work (30+ hours per week) or retired more than 10 years ago 

• They do not self-identify as having meaning in their life, at this stage 

If they met the criteria, they were sent details on the study (Appendix 1 in the ethics form – 

Appendix E) and asked to sign a consent form (Appendix 2 in the ethics form). The final 

participants chosen, via purposive sampling rather than randomised sampling comprise 

people who self-declared as retired and could offer some meaningful insight in life after 

retirement. 

3.3.1 Participants 

IPA seeks to have a homogenous group and all participants met the inclusion criteria and 

shared aspects in common. Whilst all participants could be seen as ‘weird – white, 

educated, industrialised, rich democracies (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010), this was 

not a conscious choice, but on reflection, in the Western world, it is easier to think about a 

meaningful life when you do not need to worry over earning enough to meet basic needs to 

accommodation, food and heating.  People from different cultures also can think differently 

about the world, and this has been shaped by their environment. Future research around 

Rites of Passage will want to consider this (Henrich et.al., 2010). 

Looking at commonalities, we are all white, no one from an ethnic minority came forward, 

we are educated, although not all of us took the conventional route to go to university at 

18. Helen and myself studied as an adult, I took all academic qualifications part-time 

alongside working, Helen full time but as a mature student. Henry did not study for a degree 

but learned through life – through union participation and wider reading.  

Most occupational psychology research is undertaken with individuals who meet this ‘weird’ 

definition.  There are clearly differences with those of us who live in the industrialised global 

north compared to those in the developing world. This research did not seek to be inclusive, 

but worth noting that within different cultures results could differ and it leads to 

consideration on the impact on the individuals.  

Demographic details on the seven individuals can be found in Table 3. 
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Pen portraits 

Table 3: Demographic Table 

Pseudonym 1. Sally 2. Claire 3. Sarah 4. Helen 5. Rose 6. Henry 7. Colin 

Gender Female Female Female Female Female Male Male 

Age 58 53 64 70 52 68 67 

Country USA UK USA UK Columbia/ 

USA 

UK USA 

Retirement 

Date 

September 

2018 

December 

2017 

December 

2011 

December 

2011 

2016 March 

2016 

2018 

Relationship 

status  

Married Lives with 

partner 

Married Lives with 

partner  

Single Single Married 

Self identifies 

as 

Semi-

retired 

Semi-

retired 

Semi-

retired 

Retired Retired Retired Semi-

retired 

Previous main 

work 

High ranking 

civil servant 

Senior 

manager in 

3rd sector 

University 

administrator 

Barrister  Sales 

Consultant  

Marketing 

manager  

Consultant  

        

1. Sally 

This was my first interview, and I felt slightly unsure. I had questions planned and I’m an 

experienced interviewer, but for my first ‘proper’ interview it may have been easier with 

someone with a shared culture, Sally is American and had retired from a high-ranking job 

with the US Government. Some feelings of being ‘not as good’ crept in, even though I’ve not 

felt this for over 20 years. Sally was in her stylish, artfully decorated living room with strong, 

bright coloured walls and striking artwork. She was well groomed, with nicely coloured hair. 

I compared to myself, now mainly grey, hair left to dry natural and a makeup free face. Even 

when in full-time work I never wore makeup but did straighten my hair. I felt I should have 

paid more attention to my appearance but then reminded myself of the importance, to me, 

of authenticity and being natural. Sally was well spoken, much of the time with a 
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professional tone; there were times of humour, for example, as she remembered aspects of 

her past. Within a couple of minutes of speaking Sally said that she was always curious and 

later said that the theme of her retirement was the same as when going to college, to be 

curious and inquisitive and to expose herself to everything. We share this in common, I 

continue with a childlike wonder and curiosity for the world. Starting each day with a long 

walk, listening to podcasts, combines keeping fit with learning, something else we share.  

Proactive and not wanting to feel ‘unmoored’ she ensured she had activity to do in 

retirement and remains energetic and industrious. I too want to feel my life is worthwhile 

through getting things done, although over the past 18 months I’ve focused more on 

wanting to ‘be’ more than ‘do’. 

2: Clare 

The interview was from her home office, neutral walls with certificates on the wall. Claire 

was smiley, and fresh faced, she looked younger than her 53 years. I really enjoyed the 

conversation, she had a warm, chatty, and friendly style, open and articulate, there was 

frequent laughter. Claire spoke about a happy childhood, bringing back feelings of my 

unhappy early years. Like me Claire was always curious and wanting to explore, my curiosity 

was more around my imagination until I became an adult. Claire spoke about being 

rebellious and pushing boundaries. I too was seen as a rebel, and I felt a sense of 

camaraderie. We both gained an interest in politics and feminism around the age of 20, 

reminding me of how I blossomed as I learned more about patriarchy and how it spurred me 

to educate myself and study for a degree with the Open University. Feminism became part 

of both of our identities. We both experienced working long hours, stress, and the impact 

on health, leading to life changes. Moving on from full time work, Claire has a natural talent 

for healing and an interest in paganism. Over the past 18 months I’ve moved into spending 

more time in nature as a healing environment, listening to the messages from trees and the 

wind. We both want to continue to use our brain – both continuing with some client related 

work, and we both need a passion to drive us, with hers being an underlying interest that is 

now more important, nutrition, and me with my interest in elderhood and wisdom.  
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3: Sarah 

I warmed to her, she seemed like a good friend right from the start. Many of my friends 

when I was a teenager were around 3-5 years older than me. We both have grey un-styled 

hair, wore casual clothing, but it was deeper – a shared personality and lots of laughter. 

Many things in common from reading fantasy books and Hermann Hesse; and being a bit of 

a rebel in early years. We both were ‘dreamy’ at school, married young as a way to leave 

home. I loved her natural style, the way she laughed as she talked about her life, she had a 

wonderful light to her face, open, curious, seeking the new, we really are alike. I found her 

honesty about her background refreshing, too many people try and paint a curated view of 

their life. Like me, she isn’t afraid to speak up truthfully about her past. At one point it 

clearly had had an impact on her, her facial expression changed, hand against her heart. I 

loved the way she talked about her creative interests; I don’t have much natural talent but 

did a 2-year arts-based course. Possibly for me my talent is more for writing than creating 

artwork, but this reminds me of a need to find some creative outlet. She worked hard when 

working, now her life is more relaxed, with a great mix of paid work (jewellery making), 

creativity, yoga, and time just to be. This is how I see my life heading over the next few 

years. Her metal/clay work touches her heart. Just like for me, now owning a woodland that 

this touches my heart.  

4. Helen  

The interview was undertaken online from her home office with a backdrop of books and 

some small photos in frames. Helen is a retired Barrister but would prefer to be known as 

the local historian, saying that her career does not define her, preferring to be known for 

her passion for local history. It made me realise I should stop calling myself a psychologist 

and instead be focusing on embracing my new passion being in the outdoors and leading 

reflective retreats. Helen was warm and friendly from the start of the interview, ready to 

talk about her life. There was no need for me to probe deeply, she was fluid in the way she 

spoke. Open, and eloquent, thoughtful and at times with an underlying sadness of 

expression but mainly a ‘no nonsense’ approach to life. Her life had not been easy, 

reminding me of elements of my own younger days. We shared unsupportive family 

backgrounds with ‘education is wasted on women’ messages. We are both proactive and 
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driven, probably as our way of dealing with this. I was struck by someone who was diligent 

and focused, working hard both in work and with studies. Curious with a strong intellect she 

can’t sit still and do nothing, she needs to be active of mind, learning through formal 

education and self-directed studies, again traits we share in common. There was no 

bitterness to her background, or subsequent injury leaving her with a disability. She 

appeared as stoic, taking setbacks in her stride. We both have moved on from a work focus 

to a priority on appreciating friendships.  

5. Rose 

In a white room, with a coffee bag on the wall, it seemed like a meditation area, without 

distractions. My eyes were drawn to her long swishy hair, beautiful statement necklace with 

bright blue stones and the braided bracelets around her wrists. She spoke eloquently and 

throughout was expressive with her hands, at times her face lit up as she spoke. Much in 

common, we both had successful careers that were more money focused rather than 

aligned to our values. We both left marriages to become more of who we were as 

individuals; for me, this didn’t happen till I was 60, and leaving it till then was the right time. 

I’d have repeated patterns in relationships otherwise. We both took time out to find 

ourselves. She took time out to travel, for me it was in getting grounded, and building 

friendships and my own life near my new home. We both explored freedom and ‘partied 

like teenagers’ but also focused on personal development, for her it was via a women’s 

group, for me taking a Vision Quest and developing my interest in the natural world. We 

both had difficult family relationships, I didn’t immediately pick up on her not being home 

for 35 years, both leaving home at 16, she became estranged, I continued to see my parents 

out of ‘duty’. I’m now in an ok relationship with my mum having forgiven her via my ‘death 

lodge ceremony’. I was very taken when she spoke about returning to Columbia and 

planting her roots in Medellin. With recently buying a 4-acre wood I’m planting my roots!  

6. Henry 

Sat on a sofa with plain walls, giving no indication of his personality or interests, I wondered 

if this was intentional or his home style? He was my first male participant, and I noticed a 

change in tone and style to the women I had previously interviewed. The interview was 

initially business like but some lightness and shared humour as he spoke about the hippy 
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aspects of his younger life; We both took an interest in politics and unions and it impacted 

on early years, for him leading to a negative impact at work. In my workplace my union was 

powerful and the people I worked with were generally involved in politics. We both worked 

too hard, with high standards, reminding me of how in the past I prioritised my work over 

my personal life. When he spoke about creating a pension guide for women it reminded me 

of when I created a book on maternity rights for Postal Workers. Not happy as self-

employed he needed more certainty and spoke of the need to be anchored; self-

employment only offered him money. I reflected how I have moved on from this feeling to 

accepting that I will earn enough and also for me, money is not my driver, it is more about 

freedom and autonomy. A change of career to work in the public sector, his face changed, lit 

up, and there was more energy to his speech. He spoke about retirement being a time of no 

restrictions and any mistakes were down to him, reflecting on mistakes from the past. This 

resonated with me, living alone, the major life change of separating at 60 gave me the 

freedom to live how I want and also to be responsible for my decision making. He appeared 

more thoughtful as he talked about changes as he moved into retirement, reflecting on the 

changes to his life. I’m becoming much more reflective on my life now. And we both have a 

strong connection with nature, discussing this he was most expressive, reminding me of 

times we have walked together, spotting butterflies and more.  

7. Colin 

My final interview, his room gave few indications of his personality being plain apart from 

one painting on the wall. There was shared humour at the start and then a quieter 

thoughtful conversation. Colin was prepared, telling me that he had already written memoir 

style essays on his life story, enabling him to be reflective on chapters of his life. This is 

something I do with my blog posts but never as formally as this and something that could be 

helpful. I was struck by how his leadership potential was recognised from a young age which 

was quite awe inspiring, I have never come across this and made me think of an area to 

discuss with my clients. We have both worked in the leadership area, helping people to 

develop and grow. He spoke about books and thought leaders, most I was familiar with, and 

I saw the serendipity of him talking about working with Peter Senge when I’ve just started 

reading one of his books which discusses Vision Quests. When he talked about his charmed 

life, I thought of the setbacks that I had experienced, but know that for me, these setbacks 
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have helped me to grow and develop. His voice and face ‘lit up’ as he spoke about the 

adventures in his life and this is something I too continue to have and believe this keeps me, 

and others, young and interesting. Keen on introspection he has been journaling for 30 

years, something I wish I had done. He lives near the forest; said he is a nature guy and loves 

walking and kayaking. A relationship with nature is important for both of us. He spoke about 

his second marriage, reconnecting with his childhood sweetheart and moving across 

America to be with her. I warmed to this as I move towards the year anniversary of meeting 

someone special in my life who shares my love of nature.  

3.3.2 Data collection 

The seven interviews took place between 15 February and 8 March 2021. Due to Covid-19, 

all interviews were undertaken online using Skype and the video interviews were recorded. 

They interviews took from 1 hour 10 to 1 hour 45 minutes. 

A semi structured interview structure was used. This allows both researcher and 

participants to discuss areas without constraint to a rigid structure. Time was taken at the 

beginning to create sufficient rapport and develop trust. The participants were asked to 

agree in advance to the session being recorded.  

Through the use of IPA, as data was collected, any thoughts, and comments were noted at 

the time. From the external - what was seen, to the internal, how I felt and triggers to 

aspects of my past. This was both during the interview and also once the recording had 

ended. As a reflexive practitioner I sat and noted anything more that came immediately into 

my conscious mind but also afterwards, sitting quietly and allowing anything below the 

surface to rise and be noted. 

The researcher is a highly experienced interviewer and counsellor, and thus confident to 

probe deeply into areas of interest whilst also being mindful of the impact any questions 

may have on the participant. Smith et. al., (2009) have stated that interview schedules 

should be short, starting with broad, general questions that allow the participant to set the 

parameters of the topic, not the other way around. This is so that the researcher does not 

impose their understanding of the phenomenon on the participant’s narrative. Research 

followed Creswell (2003) who recommends that qualitative researchers limit questioning to 

one or two central areas, with no more than five to seven sub-questions thus allowing more 
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space for the individual to respond more freely, rather than being constrained by many 

detailed questions. As Smith and Osborn (2015) clarify, the structure of the interview should 

be used as a guide. Instead of having a set script with specific questions I wanted to ‘nudge’ 

the participants rather than be too explicit. 

My intention was not to replicate each interview, but to have an overt, flexible structure. 

This was to avoid what a number of authors identify as the mistaken assumption of 

employing high levels of structure or guidance for gaining greater detail and depth 

(Wimpenny & Gass, 2000; Arthur, Warning, Coe, & Hedges 2012). This afforded the freedom 

of expression to the participant, whilst having tangible guidance for the phrasing of helpful 

questions, maximising the encounter (Smith et. al., 2009). 

All participants were provided with the interview schedule prior to interview, to include the 

themes to be covered, bringing transparency and structure to aid our forthcoming 

‘conversation with a purpose’ (Burgess, 1984, p102). I had reiterated the reason for the 

interview on several occasions, including at the recruitment stage, at a pre-interview 

conversation the day before, and at the beginning of the interview. Providing the interview 

schedule ahead of time allowed us to share a reflective space, supported by the parameters 

of the research. These themes were to guide the interview, not to relate into the findings 

section.  

A semi structured interview opened with an exploratory question to help understand the 

participants experience, and draw probing questions as guided by the themes identified in 

the SLR:  

• Earlier life and experience leading up to retirement. 

• Transition into retirement and adjusting to life after retirement. 

• Their life now, what gives them meaning, importance of values, and personality?  

• Looking back over earlier life and working life how does this relate to where they are 

now? 

• Do they have a plan, a sense of direction for the coming years? 

The interview schedule was used as a guide rather than a rigid framework. The above 

themes were shared with the participant and whilst generally they were covered in 
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chronological order, if the participant preferred to start at a different place (e.g., Rose) their 

preference was followed.  

A decision was made to do the interviews close together, but to leave the transcription till 

later. This reduced the chance of any ‘contamination’ between interviews such as looking 

for similarities between participants.  

3.3.3 Data analysis 

The first stage was transcription  

The decision was made to do this by the researcher rather than to use a transcription 

service so that the researcher could be fully immersed in the data and develop better 

insights. After each interview, I listened to the interview four times, to ensure it was fully 

accurate and that any significant nonverbal communication such as laughter and significant 

pauses in the narrative were noted (Smith & Dunworth, 2003). I ensured superfluous words 

and hesitations such as ‘you know’ and ‘umm’ were included so I remained as close as 

possible to the participants dialogue during the analysis. I immersed myself in the data and 

once I was happy with the accuracy of the transcript, I watched the video carefully to recall 

the atmosphere, ensure any non-verbal signals were included and also to create the pen 

picture, paying attention to how the interview made me feel, thus going beyond the 

descriptive stage. To maintain anonymity, each participant was given a pseudonym and 

place names and any other identifying details were changed.  

Smith and Osborn (2003) noted that a meticulous case-by-case analysis of individual 

transcripts can be a lengthy process. IPA dictates that each interview will be analysed 

separately to find emerging themes before examining across the interviews (Smith, 2004). 

This was the approach taken, to fully transcribe and analyse one interview before moving on 

to the next one. Once accuracy of the transcription was confirmed, the interview had been 

listened to at least four times.  

Reflexivity was an important aspect of this stage. As well as noting any triggers and ‘echoes’ 

(Goldspink et. al., 2019) during the interview, as the recording was listened to repeatedly 

any subsequent thoughts and feelings were also noted.  
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The second stage was coding 

The transcript was read, and a line-by-line analysis undertaken, focusing on particular words 

and phrases which were highlighted. Whilst the standard approach is to do this using a 

printout and comments made in the left and right margins. With a researcher who operates 

in an online world these were made on the online transcript using highlighting colours. Once 

completed, line numbers were given to the whole document and the line number and 

word/phrases identified were added to an excel spreadsheet.  

Analysis of the spreadsheet lead to grouping the initial themes into broader themes. This 

was done using the first list of themes being written on to small pieces of paper and shuffled 

to lead to the broader themes. Comments and first impressions were also noted within the 

reflections journal.  

Further analysis of transcripts 

When the first interview had been fully analysed and a table of themes identified this was 

put to one side and the next transcript reviewed, following the same approach. Rather than 

use the themes already created, each interview was treated afresh, with names given to 

themes that seemed relevant to the transcript. At times there were similarities to a previous 

one, but these were not compared till the end of the transcription analysis when global 

themes were under consideration. This decision was reached to preserve the integrity of the 

data and not to seek to find justification for a theme which may not be the most 

appropriate one for a particular interview. 

3.3.4 Synthesising and presenting findings 

Much research takes a quantitative approach where the experience is reduced into 

compressed data (Furman, 2006). Taking a more arts based, interpretive approach helps 

stay true to the IPA approach. Oral and written language in all forms is at best an imperfect 

representation of human experience (Langer & Furman, 2004). With a need to understand 

the meaning behind the words spoken, the use of poetic language can provide a more 

sensory and evocative description (Furman, 2006). ‘Poetic inquiry is the interpretation of a 

verbal landscape. Like the photographer confronted by a visual landscape, the researcher 

poet chooses from a variety of lenses through which to re-present what is seen’ (Hordyk, 
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Soltane & Hanley, 2014, p211). As researcher, I carefully consider each interview, like an 

explorer, with no preconceptions and to see what I can discover and then present in written 

form (Hordyk et.al., 2014).  

Poems are built on concrete, real-world images that engage the reader through various 

senses. The visual and sensory image brings a poem to life, and so can bring an aliveness to 

these interviews. (Stein, 2003, 2004). Seeking this deeper understanding is based on the 

interpretation of the researcher, making it clear, through quoting the actual words how this 

description is developed into a new interpretation. The effectiveness of this can be 

ascertained when the curiosity of the reader has been aroused and it has illuminated their 

understanding (Hordyk et. al., 2014). The analysis has sought to bring to the fore the 

uniqueness of the participant, seeking to make clear the emotion, tension, and any 

ambiguity (Sullivan, 2009). 

Whilst on this occasion poems were not written down as I went through the stages. Later as 

I reflected on the process some snippets of poetry were produced, just for personal reading.  

Rather than to include analysis in a separate discussion section the decision was made to 

place the findings in the context of the wider literature here, it flows better and enables the 

reader to fully immerse themselves within the findings. This is in line with other IPA 

research, with the option to combine both elements into a single ‘results and discussion’ 

section (Smith & Osborn, 2008). 

The discussion includes some papers that were not referred to in the introduction. As Smith 

et. al., (2009) note, the use of IPA can lead to new areas of study that had not been 

considered before the interview. Rather than trying to make claims for larger populations, 

as an IPA study, this research aims only to report in detail on the findings from this limited 

sample, as a starting point for further investigation (Smith et. al., 2009). This chapter will link 

the findings to the existing literature and each theme will be presented and discussed in 

turn.  

Meaning cuts across all of themes and is thus discussed separately after the three themes 

have been considered. 
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3.4. Findings  

These in-depth interviews with seven individuals, resulted in three superordinate themes 

(with attendant subthemes) and emerged through a double hermeneutic engagement with 

the participants accounts. These were: “Search for knowledge”, “A change in ‘time’” and 

“Who am I?”  

Table 5: The superordinate themes 

Theme 1: 

Search for knowledge 

1.1. Being curious 

1.2 Childhood and adulthood  

1.3 From within 

1.4 Into retirement  

Theme 2: 

A change in ‘time’ 

 

2.1 The transition 

2.2 Having a slower pace 

2.3 Having additional time 

Theme 3:  

Who am I? 

 

3.1 The search for a new identity 

3.2 Family background 

3.3 Bravery and rebellion 

3.4 The value of being of service 

 

3.4.1 Theme 1: Search for knowledge 

This first theme covers a search for knowledge at different life stages and includes being 

curious, where people are looking for new things, earlier stages in life, the need to look 

inside us and how our search for knowledge changes as we move into retirement. This ties 

in with mastery, and motivation. 
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3.4.1.1 Being Curious 

Being curious is an aspect of personality that was not uncovered via the SLR; this could be 

an example of one of the smaller findings that slip through quantitative analysis.  

I have to have this constant flow of new things going into my eyes, into my ears, to 

stimulate my brain. I love it. And if I don't get it. I seek it out. Because I know I need it. 

If I didn't, I would vegetate, I would become bored. And there's no way that's gonna 

happen. I've got too much life left in me. (Henry, line 895) 

Part of knowledge exploration is to be curious, mentioned by all seven participants. Henry 

has a thirst for knowledge, seeking a constant flow. Being curious relates to aliveness and 

this aliveness gives life meaning. Without meaning what is life about? Without curiosity, it is 

about stagnation. Henry needs a constant flow, like a stream, continually flowing, and which 

he can take from when wanted, to quench his thirst, or fully immerse himself within. He is 

very alert to his senses, with reference to his eyes and ears, it is about what he hears, and 

sees. Saying that he will not vegetate, he will avoid living in a dull, inactive, and 

unchallenging way. Instead, he seeks it out, he is proactive, not waiting to see what comes 

into his radius of view. He needs it, it is part of who he is and there is ‘no way that’s gonna 

happen’, more evidence of being proactive and taking control. Too much life left – he is not 

in a ‘waiting room’ to the end of his life but seeking an aliveness within.  

I've never shied away from switching and doing things differently, learning new 

things, that type of thing. And I think I've always been quite curious … (Claire, line 91) 

Sometimes curiosity is referred to early on in an interview, like Claire, above. Claire 

recognised the trait of curiosity, which continued from earlier times. Again proactive, she 

won’t ‘shy away’ but proactively seeks things out and takes her own approach. Doing things 

differently suggests that she is assertive enough, and comfortable in her own skin to do 

things her way, seeking to understand more and to find things that are meaningful.  

Understanding aspects of our nature, enables us to be reflective on how we can be e.g., 

curious. However, with Claire, there is a slight hesitancy, starting the comment with ‘I think’, 

why not the stronger, ‘I have always been …’ as used by others. Is the hesitancy as she 

thinks back, and is wondering when this started?  
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The participants had been able to consider the subject in advance, within the first few 

minutes Sally had commented that one of the themes of her life was being inquisitive and 

how this has defined everything. 

Inquisitiveness came into all of my ... I think it's just weaved in my whole life and 

what I read (Sally, line 180)  

Saying that it weaves in her whole life, suggests it is the essence of who she is and how she 

behaves, impacting on her choice of literature. For Sally and others, they can have a trait of 

curiosity as a lens to see the world and to use this to find out more, to explore and expand 

their thinking. It can be seen as part of who we are. This is around seeking meaning, as 

through the process of finding out new things, it can make one feel alive.  

I'm always trying to figure out like some aspect of doing something to keep my hand 

in the climate world. (Sally, line 730) 

Not content to just take things at a surface level, but to ‘figure it out’ to dig deeper, to 

understand more about the purpose of the work she does, and having a purpose is an 

important aspect of being alive. This is then pursued, by Sally, as she moves into retirement: 

One of the themes of my retirement is, I'm super open minded to stuff and in a way 

the pandemic has been good because you know there's all these learning 

opportunities now - I take all these, like, either usually individual classes or a smaller 

short series. (Sally, line 429) 

Sally remains curious on how her life will unfold. The search for meaning is never ending and 

she is putting pressure on herself to find her place. Being ‘super open minded’ is quite a 

strong description, and can reflect on how she sees herself, her self-identity is being 

proactive to take advantage of ‘all these learning opportunities’; she is seeing the positive 

from the Covid-19 pandemic.  

Henry, Claire, and Sally have a proactive personality (Maura & Chapman, 2018). They see 

retirement as a new challenge. Being proactive led Colin to set up a music festival and for 

Helen to consider a PhD. The participants also showed themselves as having qualities of the 

‘enterprising self’ (Ainsworth & Hardy, 2008).  
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I’m constantly thinking about where I want to be in this world. … I think it's more for 

me because I was in my 50s when I left the work world. (Sally, line 793) 

Sally had come to the interview as someone who said she had found meaning in life, but as 

the conversation unfolded, I became more aware of it being a process that she is 

experiencing now. Constantly thinking means it is at the forefront of her mind, and 

something she is searching for. She is aware of her age, feeling that she is too young to just 

accept the situation, she needs to invest time and energy in where she is heading, seeking a 

passion and to find her place in the world.  

Claire had been seeking meaning in life after her full-time work, and curiosity for her was to 

recognise the strong feelings she got inside when she put her hands on someone, leading to 

her to study Reiki. This was instinctive, she wasn’t expecting this to happen, and it seems to 

have surprised her. She was drawn to do something, maybe from deeper within her 

consciousness. 

I suddenly had this really strong urge to go and put my hands near her … so, I put my 

hands on, and I was sort of just instinctively putting hands around her head. … Lyn 

said … you need to go and do Reiki … so, I went and did a Reiki thing, and I was like 

oh this is weird, I can feel energy. (Claire, line 733) 

Driven by a really strong urge, it sounds like this was something she had not been expecting, 

and this had a strong impact, a sense of this could be it, maybe I have found what I should 

do, how I can give back to others. It wasn’t expected, it felt weird to Claire that she could 

feel the energy.  

If you are so curious that you don’t want to experience the same thing twice, how does this 

affect a search for meaning? Is meaning going to be around new things and a constant 

exploration, never being satisfied with what one has, or is this part of the process, looking 

for new things and then choosing to settle into something new? This was the view of Sarah: 

I've always been very curious and always wanted new experiences, and very much 

still that way. I won't read a book twice, watch a movie twice, it has to be new. 

(Sarah, line 170) 
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Always wanting a new experience is a strong way of describing this, and the examples were 

quite mundane, but so is much of life. If you want to experience new things at this level, the 

feeling to explore the new is likely to be stronger with the more important things that have 

a stronger impact on ones’ life.  

Meaning is often considered as a developmental stage (Arnett, 2000; Erikson, 1968). At this 

later stage in life, a loss of meaning through work can lead to older adults looking for 

meaning in their life through the pursuit of significant activities. Continuity theory (Atchley, 

1989), states that as we age, we attempt to continue to use existing approaches and refer to 

our past experiences when making choices. Change can be a part of continuity if as 

individuals we follow a typical path. The individuals within this study have sought out 

change and new experiences, and this could be seen as a new way for people to spend 

retirement.  

3.4.1.2 Childhood and adulthood  

Being curious can show itself from childhood and early adulthood. Sarah spoke about 

adventures with her boyfriend on leaving school and early married life travelling around 

America.  

… quite the wonderful adventure actually. It was amazing, because I was just a small-

town girl and, and just the thing that impressed me the most was everywhere we 

went whether it was a small town in Indiana, or Salt Lake City, wherever, we met 

other people who are just like us. They were just people and up until that it was, you 

know, an unknown. (Sarah, line 129) 

Using the word amazing, suggests the wonder of a child, and the recognition that people 

from different parts of America are ‘just like us’ gave her a wider perspective than when in 

her hometown. It opened her eyes, broadened her horizon. Whilst she was happy to be 

seen as curious, when I said this was adventurous, she wasn’t sure, saying ‘I don't jump out 

of aeroplanes’ (Sarah, line 170). People have their own interpretation and can take a word 

such as adventurous and see and use it in a different way.  
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With Helen, curiosity underpinned much of her life, taking on a range of courses when her 

children where young, including reaching Grade seven in singing and completing a law 

degree. She had a need to be actively learning and finding out more.  

I've always studied … I went back to night school; I'm a qualified electrician. I have, I 

have a level seven in music singing and what have you … and of course, running the, 

the companies that I ran, and the Civic Society kept me occupied. Umm, and I just 

thought, what am I going to do now. So, I went to university. (Helen, line 141) 

Helen is finding meaning through knowledge, and gaining qualifications is part of her 

identity, it defines her, and it appears she would be lost without this part of her life. For her 

it was important to keep busy, to have a full life. As a child she was brought up to be busy, 

perhaps with ‘the devil makes work for idle hands’ part of her childhood and with an 

ethically strong upbringing. Not knowing what to do next she focuses on action, on doing, 

and whilst still focused on doing things in her retirement she is now taking time ‘just to be’.  

Curiosity is not always spoken about from earlier times, for Henry it was marriage that led to 

travel and a developing interest in other countries and cultures.  

… My wife and I, we went a lot of places, I started taking holidays for the first time in 

my life, slightly late in life … and our social life, a good social life, which included 

music, theatre, and so on continued. (Henry, line 208) 

For Henry, it seems to have laid dormant in his earlier adulthood but meeting someone was 

the catalyst he needed to explore.  

I really have had adventures through my professional activities, and an interest, 

personal interest that took me around the world multiple times. So, I've been a world 

traveller since I was 21. (Colin, line 118) 

Colin talked about the adventures gained through his work, with world travel since age 21 

and a deep interest in the studies that underpinned his work. His words seeing much of 

what he does as adventures, suggests an openness to the new, and a playful approach to 

work, seeking things out and embracing opportunities. The boundary between work and 

non-work is not always clear, with so much interest in exploration related to his work, it was 
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less a part of his non work conversation. With Colin it appears that being curious is part of 

his work identity, but his wider identity seems driven by this.  

Knowledge exploration can be helpful in the workplace, Henry was successful at work 

because of a different world view to people who entered his field of pensions from a more 

mainstream perspective. This work was meaningful to him, and having found it, it was 

something to seek in life after full-time work.  

… amongst one of the, the things that I wanted to do was set up exhibitions and jobs 

fairs. And I did that with huge enthusiasm. The enthusiasm wasn't always shared by 

my colleagues, sadly, but I kept going at it. I made my presence very much felt to our 

training partners and our charity partners. (Henry, line 369) 

Henry spoke about his ‘huge enthusiasm’, an excitement for things and resilience to keep 

going, to not be disillusioned by the more negative response of others. Having enthusiasm 

can drive us to seek out positive experiences and provide us with a real passion for activity, 

which comes later in his new interest of band photography.  

3.4.1.3 From within 

Curiosity is not only on the world outside but can also be within. Several of the participants 

spoke about spirituality, with an interest in eastern methodologies, mindfulness, and 

meditation. Colin’s example was reasonably typical: 

I have had these interests in Eastern, and other spirituality, spiritual paths for years, 

and certainly in my leisure time. I get to be quiet and introspective and do 

mindfulness practices. (Colin, line 625) 

Mindfulness and meditation allow for ‘quiet and introspection’, time away from a busy life, 

to close down the chatter in our head, to ponder and for reflection on life, our thoughts, 

and experiences; whilst talk of religion was rarely covered, broader spirituality was.  

Introspection was also important to Sarah, it had a spiritual element, connecting to a higher 

self.  

the preservation of my sanity, probably has been having a spiritual life. I'm not a 

religious person, but I do love meditation, I do believe in connecting to a higher self. 
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You know, then pursued via meditation and yoga practice and journaling. (Sarah, line 

846) 

When Sarah talks about the ‘preservation of my sanity’ it suggests a strong pull on her 

being. It is something that she has to do. Meaning is not just something that we find out 

there, but also what we can find inside us.  

Spirituality has a connectedness to authenticity (Laceulle, 2018) and this is seen as filling a 

‘spiritual void’ in our modern world. Studies by Atchley (2009) and Tornstam (2005) have 

focused on how inner development and spiritual growth, such as using meditation can lead 

to people having a more authentic and fulfilled life. Tornstam’s Gerotranscendence theory, 

(2005) states that in later life we can connect more to this deeper, original self and this 

leads to wisdom as we stop focusing on material possessions. 

Whilst several took an Eastern view, with Claire it was to consider the ‘old ways’ of our 

culture:  

I'd probably say I was a pagan having a little bit of, you know, I believe in the power 

of the earth I believe that there's energy and all of that sort of stuff. (Claire, line 712)  

A belief in the power of the earth, to rekindle how our culture used to be. The shared 

energy that exists between people, like how trees communicate. The way that society used 

to have meaning before the takeover of organised religion.  

Having a belief, can help people with a wider purpose in life and many mentioned nature 

alongside the spiritual side, like Colin: 

My relationship with nature and spirituality and the regional environment is a big 

part of my gratification for having moved out west. (Colin, line 491) 

For Colin, his interest in spiritual matters helps give him meaning, seeing this as him being 

part of the wider world. It is also a deeper understanding of the self, getting to know who 

we are. This can be from early times in our lives, not just at this transition. Being reflective 

and thinking about what we have learned from the past is all part of knowledge gathering 

and allowing us to attribute meaning now based on our past.  

Colin spoke about his university experience with experiential learning, including dream 

reflections to enable self-understanding and spiritual growth.  
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I started a dream seminar business in Seattle, Washington. And I had this University 

Extension programme. And that was a catalogue of adult learning classes similar to 

the one I'd been a part of in college. Once I got to graduate school in Seattle, I did 

that for 10 years I ran dream workshops, as an experiential leader of adult learning. 

(Colin, line 164)  

He saw this introspection as part of his self-development. Saying this is at the core of his 

being, who he really is and something to have a significant impact in his life. In finding a 

purpose and understanding our place in the world we need to understand who we are. This 

can then be used on the workplace, like Colin, and in our life after full-time work.  

Rose spoke about taking time to get to know herself through solo travel. She spoke about it 

being transformative, a word with high impact, this is a time of change, like crossing a 

threshold into some new way of being, finding out what was important to her. It is around a 

radical and typically positive change. With Rose this was taking an external event, the travel, 

and this led to having a deep change within her. She needed a ‘time out’ to find this.  

I did a solo around the world trip. … that too was transformative really like getting 

comfortable and spending time with just me. (Rose, line 96) 

Rose also recognised the need to understand herself as a prerequisite to finding meaning. 

Feeling ‘misaligned’ was also a way of finding her inner being. To make sure that her inside 

and outside were congruent. Saying how things ‘felt out of whack’ is a strong pull to do 

something different and find the equilibrium. She was able to find the alignment that 

brought her into balance.  

It showed up in every area, I felt misaligned in my marriage, in my body, in my career, 

in my social life, everything just felt out of whack. (Rose, line 73) 

That's what gave me meaning. During the first aspect of this new life. It was an 

internal meaning, and it was about aligning, it was about finding that alignment that 

I could tell was missing in the past. (Rose, line 177) 

This resonated with me, who has been described as blossoming since the end of my 

marriage and to find the me that was hidden from years of marriage. Henry too saw the end 
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of a relationship as a time to do what he wanted to do, not answerable to anyone, free to 

explore and to make his own mistakes.  

Self-reflection can be helped by journaling, a technique practised by Sarah and Colin, both 

starting this many years ago. It provides an opportunity to reflect on thoughts and life 

events, and to use this for inner growth. 

… I've been journaling for 35 years. … I have two journals going right now that are 

continuing, so introspection and self-learning, like, ‘who am I’, I have this question for 

people. In addition to ‘Who am I’ a key question is, ‘who are we going to be next’. So, 

it’s, that’s becoming a story I would say that that sustains me and is a source of 

meaning, where I'm continuing to inquire on the page and in dialogue with. (Colin, 

line 559) 

Colin has reflected on meaning and the journaling and the ‘dialogue with the page’ allows 

him to go back and reflect on the past. Seeking to find out who am I going to be next is an 

important question, and will help to plan for the future, on activities that resonate and allow 

Colin to live a life with meaning.  

Journaling, and reflection involve self-questioning, considering things carefully internally, 

and self-change where changes can be made and presented to the outside world. 

Retirement involves a liminal state: ‘liminality may be partly described as a stage of 

reflection’ (Turner, 1967, p105). The self-questioning aspect of reflection is seen as the 

essence of a dialogic construction of the self, Cunliffe (2002). 

3.4.1.4 Into retirement  

As the participants moved to retirement, they still had a passion for learning. Several 

participants saw this as a time to be open minded and to expand knowledge, not to sit still. 

It could be taking advantage of the myriad of online courses due to Covid as discussed by 

Sally. For Sally it was also learning more about her new interest in angel investing. She had 

been seeking meaning and this new activity, gave her a sense of purpose and to learn 

something new. 
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I found out about two of these angel investing networks, and I kind of explored both 

of them and I ended up just, I just joined one of them, so I'm just starting. (Sally, line 

593) 

She began with exploration, finding out more and then to decide. It is still at the earlier 

stages, but is this what will give her meaning? She seems to still be looking, recognising she 

is just starting, but is this something she feels she ought to do. There was a drop in passion 

and enthusiasm with both her words and voice tone.  

Knowledge exploration can also be more about being fearless and taking a risk in life. For 

Henry, this theme showed itself through extensive travel, and a desire to see new things.  

I have to have this constant flow of new things going into my eyes into my ears to 

stimulate my brain. I love it. (Henry, line 895) 

But it is not only travel. Henry wants to learn for the sake of learning, for his own self-

satisfaction, he’s pursuing new hobbies and interests that involve learning. Learning had 

been something he had pursued through his life; it was part of who he was. He has been 

‘like a sponge’ eager to learn, but it has to be on his terms. In another part of the interview, 

he said he was disengaged when at school, so the learning seems to tie in with what he 

wants to do, he has control over what he learns and seeks mastery on a topic.  

It was primarily work related, but I've just been like a sponge, for learning, all my life. 

(Henry, line 659) 

Retirement allowed Henry to continue to learn, and part of this was learning how to do gig 

photography, very different to how he had done photography before.  

I like to learn. Sometimes for the sake of learning. Not that I'll be using it for anything 

except my own self-satisfaction that I know this, I know how things work. (Henry, line 

670) 

To be able to study for ‘my own self-satisfaction’, to learn for its own sake, to choose a topic 

because of interest and passion, is part of the freedom that comes when you can do what 

you want and is important to Henry.  

In retirement Colin talked about intellectual discussions with smart friends, still having 

intellectual curiosity, keeping his brain active. Is he putting himself under pressure? He 
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wants to keep up with the smart people, so he is treating this as a challenge. However, with 

his smart friends, what happens if his brain became less sharp, would they remain part of 

his friendship group?  

I still have energy for intellectual curiosity. And these relationships with the smart 

people that I've known in my life that are long term friends, satisfy and gratify. My 

interest in keeping up with the, you know the some really smart people in these, in 

these examples that I'm offering. (Colin, line 405) 

Recognising that he still has energy, he can still keep up, this implies that he still feels 

valuable.  

For Helen, retirement was a time to remain curious about history, with more time to spend 

on her life-time passion. She was looking deep, with the possibility of doing a PhD. It looks 

like it is being considered but perhaps not strongly, as she is ‘toying with the idea’, there is 

no certainty to an action. Perhaps with her published articles that is enough, she is known as 

a historian, the academic credentials may not be needed.  

I want to continue to go to these lectures with John, John Hunt, as much as I can from 

the University. I'm still toying with the idea of doing a PhD. I still am, although what 

subject I would do it on I don't know. (Helen, line 1364) 

Study and knowledge gathering is part of how people find meaning in life after work, it is 

keeping brains active, demonstrating purpose, and giving structure to a day.  

Many people gain intrinsic motivation from work and often this leads to flow like 

experience, e.g., (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Csikszentmihalyi & LeFevre, 1989). When 

considering leisure activity people want to feel useful and have a sense of purpose, which 

can be missing without work (Ekerdt, 1986; Quinn & Burkhauser, 1990). 

Many people in retirement feel that they no longer matter (Rosenberg, 1985), so the 

transition into retirement was helped by having things to do – either planned for in advance 

such as Henry and his focus on band photography and writing; or developing in retirement 

such as Sally with angel investing and Colin setting up a music festival. As Rosenberg (1985) 

expanded his work to include societal mattering alongside interpersonal mattering, then the 

impact to wider society can help people to have a role in society. We see Rose with her 
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mentoring of young people in Columbia and Helen leading historical talks. We see evidence 

of self-determined motivation throughout the interviews, (Stephan et. al., 2008) where the 

participants can have autonomy and freedom and participate in activities they want to do, 

which brings pleasure.  

 

3.4.2 Theme 2: A change in ‘time’ 

This theme covers: the retirement transition, having a slower pace, and having additional 

time. The transition is a rite of passage and individuals can move into a different life, not as 

franticly paced and with more freedom and flexibility to do things on ones’ own terms with 

a focus on new interests. With more control over ones’ life the pace can change, and people 

can focus on interests that satisfy them now.  

3.4.2.1 The transition 

Retirement is an important transition, a rite of passage like moving from school to university 

or to a first job. Without the structure of a job, people can feel unmoored and want to know 

how they fit into the world, what is their role. For some, like Sally, it is to be upfront: 

I’m constantly thinking about where I want to be in this world. (Sally, line 793) 

Constantly thinking implies it is at the forefront of her mind. Whilst she came to the 

interview as someone who said that she had found meaning, through our conversation it 

appears that she is still searching, looking for her place.  

Henry spoke about how his work kept him grounded and anchored. He had left self-

employment as it ‘didn't offer me any anchorage at all’ (Henry line 309) and he wondered 

how he would get this without a job. In retirement he continues to travel but still needs 

stability, to ‘be anchored’, to feel grounded. This is who he is, and he spoke about this in 

earlier times.  

I love experiencing new things, but I do like familiarity. I do like being anchored. 

(Henry line 895) 

Some feel the pressure and urgency to find a role, albeit unpaid, they feel too young to do 

nothing and still feel a need to be productive and add value to the world. Getting nervous, 



 

119 

 

agitated, unsettled … like Henry, Sally is seeking to be anchored. She spoke about feeling 

unmoored and having to create structure.  

I was really freaked out that I was going to feel unmoored. (Sally, line 385) 

It seems that a lot of her identity, her reason for being is tied up with being productive. She 

has a driver to be busy, and this can give her a sense of purpose. She is looking forward and 

being pressurised to act now; part of this transition to retirement could be to accept that 

this feeling of being unsettled is an important stage in her life development.  

I get a little nervous like. If I don't, well especially before the angel investing, if I didn't 

find something. How was I going to feel it 70? if I was unprepared if I was 

unproductive between 57 and 70. (Sally, line 952) 

Some seek, like Sally, to create structure via a morning walk, classes, and voluntary work. 

Others can feel guilt, Sarah felt she had let down her colleagues and it took time to adjust to 

a differing pace. Feeling guilt for leaving may hit Sarah more as much of her identity has 

been tied in with her job, she took care for her colleagues and had a nurturing approach to 

her work life.  

… I felt very guilty about not being there to do that job and help the people, you 

know, all the professors in the programme, I was their support staff I took care of 

everything for them. (Sarah line 490) 

She needed time for the transition and to re-find who she was. Work that had been ‘go, go, 

go, go,’ was like a car screeching to a stop by slamming the breaks on, it is likely that a 

gentler phased retirement would have been helpful for her.  

The transition period was very difficult, emotionally, because I had always been go, 

go, go, go. (Sarah line 485) 

Henry recognised the major life shift to a time of freedom without restrictions with both 

positive and negative aspects. Now he has no sense of dread about going into work. His 

work had been unhappy towards the end, and he was happy to leave. Now, after 45 years in 

a structured work environment, he relishes his freedom although found the lack of structure 

confusing, for example, at first losing track of the days.  
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It does have the freedom, does have odd implications, you lose track of time, not only 

of days, but you also lose track of weeks, of months. And there's no sense of dread 

about going into work on a Monday. There's no sense of exhilaration about going 

into work on a Friday. There's no anticipation of weekends. Every day has got its own 

possibilities on a level basis. And that was one of the things that I've found not only 

very wonderful about retirement but also quite confusing. (Henry line 575) 

He misses the anticipation of weekends, of having something to look forward to. The 

exhilaration of going into work on Friday, both terms imply excitement, and he has had to 

find his own excitement after retirement.  

For people who have used their intellectual intelligence at work, they don’t want to step 

back completely. Claire stressed how she needed an intellectual aspect to retirement, for 

her this is nutritional therapy, ‘I can’t not use my brain’ (Claire, line 951) 

Sally summed it up well, discussing how that now she is in charge of her day, she can do 

what she wants to do, not having to do things she would rather avoid.  

Every day I think about what I want to do today. So, it's not like what I should do. It's 

like what I want to do. (Sally, line 895) 

So, there is a newfound freedom, but it can take some adjusting to.  

Retirement constitutes a major transition in older workers’ lives (Kubicek et. al., 2011). 

Whilst for some the transition is smooth, up to a third of retirees find the transition stressful 

or see a decline in well-being (Bosse, et. al., 1991). In this research no one said it was 

stressful but there was a feeling of being unmoored (Sally), and a need to be anchored 

(Henry).  

Some people will undertake ‘bridge employment’ (Cahill, Giandrea & Quinn, 2013; Feldman 

& Kim, 2000) but this can just delay the transition stage. What some of these participants 

have done is to opt for ‘encore careers’ (Freedman, 2007). An encore career is a pathway 

through which post-retirement individuals can (re)connect with their communities and 

continue to contribute in personally meaningful and socially worthwhile ways.  
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3.4.2.2 Having a slower pace  

I only want to work on the jewellery, when I'm in the right headspace for it and the 

emotional you know what I mean it's just like, but when I go out into my studio, that 

is also where I do my meditations. In the morning, and umm the space itself is very 

meditative, to me. It's a very … open windows, looking out at the garden. But I'm 

totally in another zone when I go in there. So, I love going in there. (Sarah line 750) 

Many spoke about the busyness of the workplace and the adjustment needed to this next 

phase of life. For Sarah it was to let things flow, she learned she didn’t need to ‘put her nose 

to the grindstone’ and to choose to only work when she was in the ‘right headspace’. Too 

many people spend their time being full on without the time to ‘smell the roses’ so being 

able to work when she wants to is a welcome change for her.  

This slower pace was appreciated by many, to be able to spend time with friends, to meet 

for coffee or a walk. To put e.g., home tasks on hold to be done another day and say yes to 

meeting a friend. Covid-19 making people like Helen realise that life is fragile, and you 

should say yes.  

I mean, if my friend says, do you fancy coming to town? Instead of thinking to myself, 

actually, I'd planned to clean the wardrobes out or I planned to do the kitchen, it will 

be. Yeah. I’ll come. Yeah. Coz this has made me realise that, well, life is fragile. (Helen 

line 1406)  

Meaning doesn’t have to be about filling our days with doing; a meaningful life can include 

time with friends, time just to be and also more time in the natural world. Helen recognises 

that her days had been ‘full of work’ and now she can appreciate that a life of meaning 

includes time just to be. When our days are full of work we can be on a treadmill, unable to 

come off, and no time to reflect on what is important to us. Something we can do once we 

step away from a full-time busy job. 

it was wonderful, going into town and sitting and having a coffee and just looking at 

the world. It was something I had not done because I've been so full of work and all 

the other charitable stuff I’d done. (Helen line 483) 
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A slower pace can lead to a reduced focus on material possessions. ‘Gerotranscendence’ 

(Tornstam, 2005) takes the focus away from acquisition and material success, and to 

appreciate the world more for being as it is. Pieper (1963) sees this as a philosophy of 

leisure. With Helen it was to spend more time appreciating the simple things like time with a 

friend. Sarah chose to work on her jewellery when she wanted to, as part of a more 

balanced way of living.  

Everyone spoke of the need to spend time in nature, gardening, hiking, watching wildlife. 

Sarah said: ‘I've always loved hiking, being outdoors’, (Sarah, line 392). They are finding 

meaning through spending time in nature. The fascination of watching the seasons change, 

and to focus more deeply on the natural world. Henry summed it up well: 

Taking nature in, seeing how nature works round us, and with us, how nature, left to 

its own devices, would happily get on without us, and the whole thing fascinates me. 

(Henry, line 725) 

Colin, lives near a forest, and 200 yards from a major river, he spoke about his relationship 

with nature and specifically about how this is a way of having meaning in his life. Being in a 

kayak, close to water, and feeling a part of the natural world, closeness to nature can make 

us feel alive and part of the greater universe which is giving a spiritual and natural 

connection to finding meaning. 

Multiple day outings in a kayak so I find meaning with nature … my relationship with 

nature and spirituality and the regional environment is a big part of my gratification 

for having moved out west. (Colin, line 491) 

Contact with nature is increasingly being recognized as contributing to humans’ mental and 

physical health and has been linked to a reduction in mortality (James, Hart, Banay & Laden, 

2016; Mitchell & Popham, 2008; Richardson, Pearce, Mitchell, Day & Kingham, 2010; 

Richardson et al., 2012; Takano, Nakamura & Watanabe, 2002) and decreased risk of 

disease (Maas et al., 2009). There is much research available with young people (e.g., 

Rantala & Puhakka, 2019). Our interaction with nature does not end just because we age 

and as people move on to later stages of life more adults are seeking out a place to live with 

a greater connection to the natural environment (Carman, 2011). Helen spent time in her 

garden, Colin kayaked to get close to nature, and Henry was bird and insect watching. 

Empirical studies are increasingly documenting that immersion in nature predicts 
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improvements in myriad health and well-being outcomes (Hartig, Mitchell, de Vries & 

Frumkin, 2014), and a meta-review of 59 review papers found that contact with nature can 

reduce stress and promote a more robust health profile (Hartig, et.al., 2014).  

3.4.2.3 Having additional time 

Retirement does not mean a total disengagement from work, but often work on their own 

terms. Claire was able to step away from being on committees and focus on her well-being 

with a balance of healthy activities alongside using her gift for healing through Reiki and 

massage.  

… because I just think you can't have regrets, in the long run. And that's what I want 

my retirement/ semi-retirement to be - the best life possible. And that's really what 

we're, I suppose, our philosophy is on life. Now, more than ever, life's too short, you 

have to enjoy every moment. (Claire, line 1109) 

Claire’s comments resonated, I too don’t want a life of regret, at this stage of life looking 

back at decisions we have made and wishing they were different are not helpful. Now is a 

time to stop, and decide, where am I going in my life. For Claire it is to have the best life 

possible. Stepping into her future with an openness and optimism. Seeking less stress and 

finding a calling with the freedom to live her life the way that she wants to. She declares a 

philosophy, of ‘life's too short, you have to enjoy every moment’ and indeed at this stage in 

life we become more aware of our mortality. Enjoying every moment is saying yes to what 

you want to do and having the freedom to say no to those things that you don’t want.  

Retirement has allowed some to take on new interests, or to expand on a hobby. Sarah now 

had the time to pursue jewellery making, and retirement was a time to restructure her life 

into how she wanted it to be and to escape the stress of a full-time job. The jewellery 

making is clearly a calling for her.  

Jewellery - Oh, that’s a calling. Yeah. Oh, totally yes. (Sarah, line 624) 

Helen had an interest in history throughout her life; now, in retirement, she could focus 

more on research, attending meetings and publications. Like many she has other interests 

too, around crafts and spending time in nature. Rose moved to Columbia and began with a 
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focus on new friendships and interests, helping to understand more about who she was. She 

is meeting people like herself, who are focusing on their personal growth.  

Here I am living in a foreign country trying to learn the language to survive, and all of 

a sudden now I'm surrounded by all these women who are like minded, who are 

interested in doing internal work and, and umm, focusing on their personal growth. 

And it was such a beautiful opportunity to develop meaningful lasting intimate 

relationships with women. (Rose, line 149) 

Rose is having a meaningful life in Columbia, here she found her purpose mentoring young 

women through the creation of a social enterprise. She is connecting with them, and caring 

for their development, taking on a mentoring role, and feeling relevant. This is allowing her 

to give back and to have formed long lasting relationships. 

Is finding their place in the world harder for people like Colin and Henry who had a calling in 

their work? Both gained a great deal of satisfaction from their occupation.  

It was the fourth job, the one that I thought I couldn't do that really liberated me. 

And, and that that was quite an extraordinary feeling. When I moved to Job Centre 

Plus there was a different element to work. (Henry line 785) 

For Henry, helping the long term unemployed back into work, it was a change of 

management style that led him to take retirement. He had spoken earlier about ‘huge 

enthusiasm,’ here he is using the word extraordinary. These epic descriptions capture how 

he can feel with work that gets him into the zone. He now has a new-found passion and 

huge enthusiasm for watching live music, through gig writing and photography.  

For Colin, whose leadership consulting was ‘helping people to grow into their future best 

self’ it was after a second marriage and moving across country that he decided to stop 

looking for work and see what happens, maintaining some very part-time work in this area 

and alongside time in nature, with a new interest setting up a series of music concerts in his 

village, choosing who to invite and seeing the music promotion as ‘The real crux of my 

meaning making in my ageing period’. (Colin, line 368) 

Having additional time allows people time to take on more activity, and to develop and 

expand on relationships with others. Social relationships are important for the retirement 
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adjustment. (e.g., Adams & Rau, 2011; Hershey, Jacobs-Lawson & Austin, 2013; Leung & 

Earl, 2012; Taylor-Carter, Cook & Weinberg, 1997; Yeung & Zhou, 2017) but are rarely 

considered as people plan for retirement. Much research will talk about the benefits of 

marriage to a better retirement adjustment, (e.g., Etaugh & Bridges, 2013; Trudel et al., 

2008) but others have found no support for this (Dorfman, 1995; Kim & Feldman, 2000; 

Pinquart & Schindler, 2007; Price & Joo, 2005) which may well be down to the quality of the 

relationship, not every marriage is a happy one. Only high-quality marital relationships 

enhance life satisfaction in retirement (Kim & Moen, 2001). 

Our wellbeing can be kept strong through wider relationships, with friends (e.g., Damman & 

van Duijn, 2017; Kim & Feldman, 2000). Social groups can help, meeting up with friends, 

being part of a class (such as Sally’s art group) and Helens’ history groups, and family and 

friendship groups. These groups are part of our social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and 

are part of understanding who we are, our self-definition such as members of the Watson 

family, members of the historical society, people who watch live music at independent 

venues. They can also provide support and connection e.g. (Cruwys, Haslam, Dingle, Haslam 

& Jetten, 2014; Greenaway et al., 2015; Haslam, Jetten, Cruwys, Dingle & Haslam, 2018; 

Jetten, Haslam, Haslam, Dingle & Jones, 2014).   

It is because of our connection with groups that we can experience feelings of loss on 

retirement. Evidence shows that in retirement, social contact is the biggest loss, although 

this concern is less common, the longer people are retired (Damman, Henkens & Kalmijn, 

2015). To have new social groups lined up for when we leave the workplace will enhance 

our transition. The more groups a person belongs to, the more likely it is that he or she will 

have access to resources that support and promote adjustment to life change, (Jetten et al., 

2014; Jetten, Haslam, & Haslam, 2012). 

Whilst there is evidence that some people will use the extra time to treat their body as a 

project for improvement (Bourdieu, 1984; Slevin, 2010) this was not an area covered by any 

of the seven participants.  
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3.4.3 Theme 3: Who am I 

‘Looking outwards has got to be turned into looking into oneself. 

Discovering yourself provides you with all you are, were meant to be, and 

all you are living from and for.’ Carl Jung  

Growing older can mean we can look back, take account of the journey to where we are 

now and review the future of our life. This theme covers: The search for a new identity, 

family background, bravery and rebellion, the need to be of service. All moving us forward 

into the person we are at this stage in life.  

3.4.3.1 The search for a new identity 

Michinov et al. (2008) found that the retiree identity has a psychological reality for people 

undergoing the retirement transition and this can act as a psychological resource in this 

time of significant life change. With a group known as ‘retired’, to what extent do people 

identify with it? Feldman and Beehr (2011), developed a three-stage model of retirement 

decision-making. In this model, social identity is seen to be particularly influential in the first 

stage, or lead up to retirement, when a person engages with the possibility that they will 

give up work. Having a positive image of retirees in the lead up to retirement provided a 

basis for the motivation both to retire and to connect with other retirees (Gaillard & 

Desmette, 2008).  

For many, their identity is closely related to their employment, (Antonovsky & Sagy, 1990) 

so retirement brings a loss of their identity and the need to find a new one. In retirement 

we need to let go of an older identity, e.g., for Helen, identity as a Barrister and to move to a 

new one; Helen defined herself as a local historian. This can be a positive if we did not enjoy 

our work, but for people who are highly invested in their work it is seen as a loss (Wang, 

2007).  

It is only after retirement that many people, especially men realise how much of their 

identity was connected to their work (Szinovacz & De Viney, 1999). One way to avoid 

considering a new identity is to continue to work. People who continue with bridge 
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employment and extensive voluntary work may be doing this to strengthen their continuity 

with their work identity, despite having formally retired.  

Through the transition to retirement, we can become clearer on the person we have 

become, what our identity is now, rather than saying that we are, for example, a retired 

teacher or Barrister. Helen has focused on historical research, writing and studies, this has 

giving her a new identity as an historian. She wants to be defined in the way that fits her 

now. She has made a clear break, being a barrister is the end of the old story.  

And then if it comes up in conversation. I was a Barrister, end of story, but it doesn't 

define who I am. I'd rather be known as the local historian, to be frank. (Helen, line 

1433) 

Henry took an interest in photography and a talent in writing, to undertake unpaid work 

with a music magazine. He is known by many for this role and now has a high profile on the 

music scene. People see him as an influencer in this area. He talked about the impact he has 

had. This can be seen as a fantastic achievement, and he is clearly influential. ‘I know for a 

fact that one artist pulled a 30 date UK tour. As an opening act for an A list act on the 

strength of two reviews.’ (Henry, line 840) 

Self-awareness  

Before getting a new identity, we need to know who we are through self-awareness. Self-

awareness is something that generally grows with age, we learn more about ourselves and 

have more confidence. Colin said this has been a life-long process, being a life-long learner, 

and understanding himself through introspection. He is on a path, sees his life as a journey, 

and will continue to grow through further looking within.  

The whole dimension of the inner spiritual growth and the opportunity to be a 

lifelong learner and believe that there's always, you know, self-development and 

introspection, is a valuable aspect of the path that I'm on. (Colin, line 619) 

 

For some people, like Sarah, it is to pretend; to ‘fake it till you make it’ but then something 

happens, and you get some inner strength and realise that you are capable. Sarah came to a 
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greater self-understanding and as she learned more about herself, it was no longer 

necessary to pretend. 

I'm gonna say when I was younger, I believed in the term ‘fake it till you make it’ and 

I spent a lot of years feeling like I was faking it. I didn't know that I was a strong 

person. When my second husband had the head injury, I had to find my strengths, 

and I realised that I was very strong and very powerful and very intelligent, very 

capable. I never knew those things. (Sarah, line 999)  

With Sarah’s husband badly injured she dealt with the situation, and like Helen, found her 

inner strength. She found out that she was ‘a strong person’. She felt powerful, her identity 

was changing, she realised that she was capable. No longer held back she had inner 

confidence. It is very powerful to realise that you do have strengths, to recognise your 

intelligence and being capable. To take this and move forward in life.  

Self-awareness was important to Rose. She wanted to understand her core self, the 

authentic person within rather than how she has appeared to the world in the past. She 

spoke about alignment, and earlier had said about being out of alignment in many aspects 

of her life. Knowing who you are, what is important, the need to create a purpose can all 

help with finding meaning in life.  

I believe, that in order to find meaning you have to find yourself first, your core self, 

like when nobody's looking. Who am I, and what matters to me, and I could not have 

done, I could not have been committed to this project when I first arrived in Colombia 

four years ago, because I had not aligned myself with myself. I truly believe that 

that's the first step in finding meaning. Well, the first step is recognising that I'm not 

feeling meaning. And then the second step is what does that mean to me. And who's 

me. (Rose, line 420) 

Rose had taken a step, like Jung has described, to ask, ‘who am I?’ and to ascertain what 

matters to her. Important steps before starting on a new life in Columbia. These are deep 

questions at any stage of life, but particularly as we move into the twenty or so years of life 

after full-time working. Understanding who we are, thinking about what matters, what gives 

us meaning, it is a very powerful stage to reach. 

Erikson’s model of personality development (1963) can lead to struggles with identity, as 

experienced at different life stages such as Identity versus Role Confusion (adolescence and 
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young adulthood stage). This can be the time to review the life to date, although most 

people will not consciously use a psychological model. This can be nostalgic as they 

remember the past or regret for lost opportunities (Osbourne, 2012).  

They also have the loss of relationships, challenges and activities and there is a need to 

allow space for consideration of what to do at this stage of life, now with a recognition of 

the finite nature of life, and to allow alternative identities to emerge (Biggs, 1999; Gilleard & 

Higgs, 2007). 

This theme includes seeking the answer to the question – who am I? It can be the 

development goal of finding the authentic self (Scharf, & Mayseless, 2010). There are 

different definitions of the authentic, or ‘true self’. Maslow, (1968) includes self-

actualisation, for Harter (2002) authenticity involves owning one’s personal thoughts, 

emotions, desires, preferences, or beliefs. Horney (1950) discusses the consequences of 

constructing a false self, resulting in individuals feeling alienated from their true selves.  

3.4.3.2 Still searching 

Not everyone has found their place in the world. People can feel that they have found 

meaning in life but as we explored things it became clearer that whilst Sally is busy, when 

she says: ‘maybe I'll find something that will really drive me’ (Sally, line 982) it leads to a 

view that she could be looking for something deeper. She is looking for a way to give back, 

via her blog which she says is ‘kind of giving back’, so she recognises the need for something 

deeper. This is not enough. 

The blog is kind of keeping me, my act, my mind active, it's only once a month … kind 

of is giving back it's, it's, it's er focused on like lessons from my career and my life. 

(Sally, line 454) 

At age 58 she was one of the younger participants and our conversation covered the 

pressure that she feels under to make use of her potential and not to just coast through the 

life ahead of her, recognising that much of her mental energy is spent on this. Is she looking 

for too much, setting impossible to reach standards? Possibly when she says that she is 

looking for an organisation – ‘like it might, that it melted my heart’ (Sally, line 1065). Her 
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current range of interests and activities seem to be filling the void that could be filled if she 

found the one passionate pursuit.  

Claire is exploring if she had wasted her talent. Fiercely intelligent, and with a father who 

gave her the self-belief that she could be anything she wanted, now feeling that she could 

have achieved more, is now the time to do something ‘mega’. But does it have to be?  

It's been a driver for me all my life. But it's the question that scares me. Because I, if I 

think too deeply about it, I think, have I wasted my talent, because I am not prime 

minister, I am not Bill Gates, I am not that massive person. And I believe I could have 

been any of those things, that self-belief that my dad gave me. I absolutely believe I 

could have done any of that stuff. I wasn’t the ground-breaking heart surgeon, 

whatever. So, when I think about legacy, I have to stop trying to be perfect. (Claire, 

line 1054) 

She is making an impact into the lives of all the people who come to her for therapy. That 

could be seen as enough and a better way of viewing life – embracing what she has done 

rather than being wistful for what was missed. Have I wasted my talent is a deep question to 

reflect on; I could have been any of those things. Yes, we all face ‘sliding door moments’ 

when we can make choices but what we can lose is supplemented by what we can also gain. 

Earlier she had spoken about not having regrets, but although she said this, there is still a 

part of her that can wonder on what may have been. As we search for meaning we are at a 

point where we look back and with regrets; this is part of the process to move ahead. Claire 

says that she will stop trying to be perfect, and this means accepting ourselves as human. 

When people are still searching, it may be that they need to consider their ‘possible selves’ 

(Kloep & Hendry, 2007). Possible selves are future conceptions of the self and provide 

possibilities of who we could be in the future, and also what we are concerned we may 

become (Markus & Nurius, 1986). These concerns could include being old and insignificant, 

and perhaps no longer mattering (Froidevaux et. al, 2016). Being aware of possible selves 

can motivate us to move towards a goal. Whilst possible selves can be considered across the 

life span, Cross and Markus (1991) say that from middle age the possible selves are more 

realistic. Campbell, Converse & Rogers (1976) suggest that an increase in life satisfaction in 

older adults may be due to a more realistic view of aspirations to when people were 
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younger. They can also consider a portfolio of ‘selves’ such as family roles, member of 

groups etc. By having these in advance of retirement they can help with the loss of the job 

role (Osbourne 2009).  

3.4.3.3 Family background 

Our family can have a major impact on who we are, it can influence us, both in a positive 

and negative way. Someone can take hardship as a reason not to succeed, whilst for 

another person it drives them forward. We also get messages that we absorb into how to 

be. 

Whilst many have what is seen as a ‘normal’ family upbringing, some can have highly 

supportive parents, giving them the confidence to do anything. Whilst this can be seen as 

inspiring, Claire was also left with a ‘Be Perfect’ driver, which has both driven her and had a 

negative impact. This has led to Claire who was academically able and could be seen as 

successful, questioning whether she could have done more with her life.  

my dad absolutely believed we could do anything in the world. …he really, umm, was 

very passionate about our capabilities, and particularly mine, mine, so I, from a 

psychological perspective, I ended up as a ‘Be Perfect’ child. And so that has been 

quite a significant driver for a long time, and … both in a positive and a negative 

sense, but I've also had a very strong sense of I can do anything. (Claire, line 82) 

For Helen, who was brought up by Grandparents, and without the support of her mother, 

family gave her a drive to do well, was this a way that she was seeking praise from an absent 

parent? It may well have led to her stoicism and to deal well with hardships and setbacks. 

She was also told by her Grandparents that she was lucky and the importance to ‘give back’ 

which led to voluntary work including getting special dispensation from Mabel Baden Powell 

that she could run a Brownie pack at age 16. The message of service being one she followed 

in life. ‘I’ve got to give something back to the community’ is a strong driver for service and a 

value she has followed.  

My grandfather ran the District Scout Group … my father was a District 

Commissioner of Scouts and right from an early age, basically my grandmother told 

me that I was very lucky to have what I got, and being the family, I had, and I’ve got 

to give something back to the community. So, all my life, that has been at the back of 

my mind. I’ve always done voluntary work. I mean I ran a brownie pack in my village 
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when I was 16, which was far too young, but I got a letter from Mabel Baden Powell 

to tell me I could run it. So, I got my warrant to run it. (Helen, line 82) 

For Rose, estranged from family, she ran away at 16 and focused on getting a job that paid 

very well and later, perhaps for survival, sought the security of marriage. When she says 

that her life was about survival, that’s not looking for meaning in life, but the very basic 

needs we need to have met like food and shelter. Part of her way of dealing with this 

unhappy childhood is to help others who have inner challenges to deal with. She now has a 

clear purpose in life with the young women she works with and offering a supportive 

environment for them. 

I had been estranged from my family, from my parents, for decades and decades. I 

grew up in New York, and I ran away to California, at age 16. So, but essentially, my 

life was about survival. (Rose, line 335) 

3.4.3.4 Bravery and rebellion  

Many of the participants were seen as rebels in their younger days. I was a bit of a hippy as 

a teenager and when Henry spoke of his difficulty of getting a job because of his long hair it 

resonated, as my male friends had the same problem. 

And I had some difficulty finding a job in the first place because my hair was very, 

very long way down past my shoulders. (Henry, line 59)  

Several had not wanted to be seen as the same as other people and explored life through 

the readings of Carlos Castaneda, Herman Hesse, and Zen and the Art of Motorcycle 

Maintenance. Books that I also had read. Sarah had dropped out to travel across America on 

a motorbike with her boyfriend and moved to Hawaii.  

… and I had a grand adventure. My boyfriend and I actually got married, shortly after 

high school… we had bought a motorcycle. We bought backpacks and tents and a 

couple changes of clothes. (Sarah, line 110) 

Claire was pushing boundaries and being rebellious in her teen years and could be seen as a 

radical feminist and Helen was a rebel in a different way, studying to be an electrician, quite 

unusual back in the 1970s.  
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I loved school, I loved er being there, but I had a very tense relationship with my dad. 

Because I was pushing every boundary. In a … and trying, trying to be rebellious. 

Really, I was a quite rebellious teenager, from his perspective. (Claire, line 119) 

For Colin it was to spend time in a retreat community that could be seen as ‘dropping out’ 

even if it wasn’t long term.  

I got to do the retreat at the ashram in Australia, … that was a highlight of my 

international travel and opportunities that came from networking. (Colin, line 538) 

So over fifty percent of the participants were willing to take a step out of the norm, and I 

see this as them seeking to be more authentic, being true to who they are rather than to fit 

in.  

Whilst divorce was becoming more common in the 1980s it takes courage to decide to leave 

a marriage and travel, and to leave, not because you have found someone new, or indeed 

for cruelty but because ‘I can't become who I'm supposed to be if I stay in the confines of this 

marriage.’ There is a need to find the authentic you, the path chosen by Rose.  

My husband forced the question of whether I was going to stay in the marriage or 

not. … What it came down to, after a brutal soul searching, was that I can't become 

who I'm supposed to be if I stay in the confines of this marriage. (Rose, line 103) 

She spoke of the need to find her core self, saying that this would be impossible within the 

constraints of a marriage. I take this to mean a search for authenticity, about being true to 

who she is rather than to portray herself in a particular way, and it takes courage to show up 

as our true self. For Rose, this internal search came as she explored freedom at the end of 

her marriage, recognising that you can be trapped in a marriage. 

3.4.3.5 The value of being of service  

Underpinning many of the interviews was a need to be of service, and for several this was 

also important before retirement. Colin talked about being of service to others through his 

work, and the positive impact he has made with contacts from across the world. He said 

that everything that he had done had been about helping people learn and grow, and this 

was an important part of his identity. He spoke about being of service as being one of his 
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core values. Understanding our core values is helpful in finding meaning, as we are clearer 

on what is important to us.  

… everything that I've done has been about helping people learn and grow and be of 

service in their settings that they live in work in. So those are among my core values. 

(Colin, line 199) 

Helen talked about her values of service and responsibility that showed itself in various 

aspects of her earlier life, and now through community work. Earlier I discussed her work 

running Guide and Brownie packs, but there was more. Being of service was core to her 

being, saying it was instilled in her from childhood that she needed to give back, and this has 

given her a sense of purpose throughout her life.  

On top of working, and I ran the Civic Society on top of working as well. So, I, I, as I 

said right at the beginning, it was instilled in me as a child to give something back. 

(Helen, line 316) 

For Sally, working for the Government, she saw her job as being for the people and now, in 

retirement, sought to be of service further through voluntary work. She created a blog to 

give back, as a way of continuing the mentoring of younger people which she did whilst 

working. She uses the word ‘feel’ and that’s important, feeling is not enough, for her. The 

tone to her voice was more tentative, she is seeking more. She is seeking to know and will 

find this as she gains positive meaning in her life.  

The blog is helpful because at least I feel like I'm giving back to something - that is 

contributing. (Sally, line 539) 

Being of service can relate to mattering, which is an individual’s perception that they make a 

difference in the world (Froidevaux et. al., 2016). This is based on the work of Rosenberg 

and McCullough (1981) who have identified that once retired, people no longer matter to 

the wider society. Mattering provides a sense of social meaning (one’s meaning to others) 

and relatedness (the degree to which one matters to the world). A lack of feelings of 

mattering can mean a person feels invisible, and not recognised and peripheral to their 

social context (Schultheiss & Pang, 2007). Rosenberg later expanded mattering into societal 
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mattering and interpersonal mattering (1985) seeing the later as significant to psychological 

well-being (Jung 2015).  

Retirement can be when some people step up to the role of Elder and this can involve 

support to younger people as pursued by Rose and Sally.  

I mentioned the friend asking me for mentoring on the financial plan. And I've since 

then helped a handful of young women, in planning how they can live my lifestyle. 

like planning at their age, how they can be living my lifestyle at when they're my age. 

(Rose, line 798) 

That was something I did a lot of in my job. I was always like everybody came to me 

and all the young people and stuff and I did a lot of speaking to younger, you know, 

younger professionals. (Sally, line 458) 

Being of service is a way that people can share their wisdom with the wider world. Rose has 

helped a handful of young women, but her impact has helped many, running personal 

development sessions for groups of women. Sally used to talk with younger professionals at 

work and was now able to utilise the knowledge that she had gained whilst employed within 

her blog.  

There is often a tension between work and leisure and where should the retiree focus time 

and energy. There is a dichotomy around wanting to be productive and work and a focus on 

leisure (James, Morrow-Howell, Gonzalez, Matz-Costa & Riddle-Wilder, 2020). The tension 

can be modified by a greater focus on generativity during retirement through mentoring 

activity in the community (Miranda-Chan & Nakamura, 2016). 

Our new identify can include greater clarity on our values. For Claire, these haven’t changed, 

and she clearly listed them, life may well be simpler when through your life you can live to 

your values, with Claire this included authenticity, integrity, and fairness.  

I don't think my values have changed that much if I'm honest. I think my values have 

always been around authenticity. I think they've always been around feeling 

productive and making a difference and integrity, and fairness. (Claire, line 982) 
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Integrity was important to Sarah too, alongside trust and honesty. She spoke about the 

importance of being herself within a relationship, and acceptance. Being accepted, ‘being 

able to completely be yourself’ not having to pretend or put on a fake front. 

Trust is huge. Integrity is huge, being truthful, sincere, honest. All of those things are 

very big to me. Family is important. Relationships, you know. (Sarah, line 683) 

I think being transparent in relationships. Like just being able to completely be 

yourself and trusting that the person you're in relationship with is totally okay with 

whoever, they you know they just accept you. (Sarah, line 688) 

We have previously read about Helen’s desire to be of service, and this stems from her 

values 

I definitely believe in giving something back to society. That's something that came 

with me from when I was child, and I hate to see selfishness in people who could give 

and don't. (Helen, line 1062) 

Sometimes values are hidden in earlier life as we try to fit in, but now is the time for them to 

come to the fore. This was covered well by Rose who said she has always had values of 

service and giving back but in the past, they were below the surface, other things took 

priority. She was able to follow these values while living in Columbia, supporting local 

people with their business ideas and social impact.  

I think, if I'm being truly honest, I would say that they have always been my values. 

Yes, they have always been my values the values of serving, of giving back, and 

serving, and abundance. I think that really plays into everything I do and believe. 

Umm and there were years in my life that those values were not on the surface, that 

there were other values that I were living by, that were taking a higher priority. And 

that's very likely what led to this feeling of misalignment. (Rose, line 622) 

Whilst younger these took a back place as they were beneath the surface. We can be driven 

by values that seem more important to us when we are younger. The values that society 

deem as important, about striving to be a success at work, having status, and financial 

rewards. It is only as we age that many of us realise that these things are not important.  
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Colin has been helping people learn and grow and to be of service to others throughout his 

life and continues to do so. He said that the core of his values was personal growth and 

adult and lifelong learning, and this has been shown through his working life.  

I would say that at the core of my values was personal growth and adult and lifelong 

learning. So, everything that I've done has been about helping people learn and grow 

and be of service in their settings that they live in work in. So those are among my 

core values. (Colin, line 199) 

 

3.4.4 Meaning 

Meaning cuts across all of these three themes. A meaningful life is one that has a sense of 

purpose and is one that matters or possesses significance (e.g., Baumeister, 1991). It also 

makes sense to the person living it, it is comprehensible, and characterized by regularity, 

predictability, or reliable connections (e.g., Antonovsky, 1993; Baumeister, 1991; 

Baumeister & Vohs, 2002). The presence of meaning in life refers to how people see their 

lives as being significant with a purpose or mission that drives them (Steger, 2009). 

Once people retire, there is a loss of status from the job, and also the loss of the meaning 

and purpose that has been gained from their work (Reis & Gold, 1993; Wang & Shi, 2013). 

Many retired people report feeling a sense of emptiness and loss of meaning in this phase of 

life (Jonsson, Borell & Sadlo, 2000).  

The search for life’s purpose and meaning is central to human development (Heintzelman & 

King, 2014) and in a modern society with many possibilities and no clear answer, people will 

find meaning through a personal search for one’s true or authentic self (Scharf & Mayseless, 

2010). Finding a meaningful life is a major developmental task in younger adults and can 

give direction to life (Havighurst, 1948); at earlier life stages individuals are focusing on a 

search for meaning, whereas in later life people are more likely to report that they had a 

greater presence of meaning in their lives (e.g., Bronk, Hill, Lapsley, Talib & Finch, 2009; 

Steger, Oishi & Kashdan, 2009). 

The experience of retirement can be the trigger for people to seek meaning in their lives and 

to review and reflect on their life to date. To create a new understanding of their life story 
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(McAdams, 2001), a time for reflection on their life to date and a sense of where their life is 

heading. This can lead people to revise the direction of their life with a consideration of life 

priorities, values, and future goals (Amabile, 2019).  

Part of the criteria for being involved in this research was to self-identify as finding meaning 

in life. Finding a sense of meaning, a purpose for life, to live to one’s full potential (Breitbart, 

2002) was important to all seven individuals, they wanted to move beyond being happy to 

feel their life has meaning, and this is seen as comparatively rare (Seligman, 2002, 2011). 

Breitbart (2002) described a sense of meaning as the general conviction that an individual is 

fulfilling a unique role or purpose in life, in which one is able to live to their full potential as 

a human and for these participants being curious relates to seeking meaning. We can’t know 

whether someone has meaning in life through observation, or an understanding of their 

personal circumstances, it is subjective and can only be ascertained through listening to 

them talk about their inner experience (Heintzelman & King, 2014). Therefore, using IPA was 

helpful in getting to understand people through a careful listening to their story. 

Whilst for some retirement is a time to sit back and do nothing, it is not the goal of 

everyone, and certainly not for these participants. In wider society, many people do not find 

that a busy schedule of recreational activities such as daily golf and regularly trips away 

provides long-term meaning. They may wish to expand their activity to include social 

entrepreneurship, volunteering, self-exploration, or something they have not yet identified 

(Sargent et. al., 2013)  

There are both personal and wider benefits to voluntary working such as increasing levels of 

self-esteem and self-efficacy (Morrow-Howell, Hong & Tang, 2009), life satisfaction (Moen & 

Fields, 2002) and enhanced integration with communities (Stukas & Cowling, 2005). Rose 

was involved with voluntary work, as a mentor to younger businesswomen in Columbia and 

this has helped her to integrate with the local community.  

Considering one’s life to be meaningful is associated with higher quality of life, especially 

with age (Krause, 2007), superior self-reported health (Steger, Mann, Michels & Cooper, 

2009), and decreased mortality (Boyle, Barnes, Buchman & Bennett, 2009; Krause, 2009). 

Meaning in life predicts slower age-related cognitive decline and decreased risk for 

Alzheimer disease (Boyle, Buchman, Barnes & Bennett, 2010).  
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Being busy is not enough, indeed it can stop a person taking up the challenge to find 

meaning (Osbourne, 2009). Using Erikson’s model (1963), in retirement people need to be 

actively engaged if they are to find meaning. Erikson’s stage of Generativity often leads to 

people taking part in activity that helps a person contribute to the community, both now 

and for future generations. These can lead to cross generational activity such as coaching, 

teaching, and mentoring younger people).  

 

3.5. Discussion  

‘People say that what we’re all seeking is a meaning for life. I don’t think 

that’s what we’re really seeking. I think that what we’re seeking is an 

experience of being alive, so that our life experiences on the purely physical 

plane will have resonance within our innermost being and reality, so that 

we actually feel the rapture of being alive.’ (Joseph Campbell, 1988 p.5)  

There is no one single measure of retirement adjustment (Haslam et. al., 2018). We do know 

that adjustment takes time and depends on whether our work was fulfilling or stressful, 

alongside our health, finances, and our relationships with others (Wang et. al., 2011). This 

study has looked at how seven people found meaning in life after retirement, and some of 

the relevant literature has been weaved into the previous section.  

Within the SLR (Taylor et. al., in prep), a consideration was undertaken of the psychological 

factors that affect a successful adjustment to retirement. These can be grouped into seven 

main areas: (1) Personality; (2) Values; (3) Self Esteem; (4) Self-Efficacy; (5) Mastery; (6) 

Social Identity; (7) Calling. Personality was considered in five of the papers using a Big 5 

measure. Whilst these seven interviews did not specifically assess personality, from the 

content of the interview they do appear as people who are low in Neuroticism and could be 

seen as mid Extraversion and above. Extraversion helps people to make friends more easily, 

and if it is not a natural aspect of personality, people need to be able to exhibit these traits 

as required. The research by Maurer (2018), found that a proactive personality is a stronger 

predictor of a positive adjustment to retirement than any of the Big Five personality traits. 
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Proactive people were more satisfied during this critical period of life. Having a proactive 

personality was shared by all participants and this can also help with retirement decision 

making, providing people with the energy to make decisions (Osbourne, 2012). They are 

also more likely to look ahead and anticipate problems.  

Other aspects of personality did come through the interviews. A broader reading (Taylor-

Carter & Cook, 1995) identified two constructs as strong predictors of successfully adapting 

to the change of retirement. These are locus of control and self-efficacy. All seven 

individuals appear to have a strong internal locus of control resulting in more positive levels 

of self-esteem (Sherman, 1985) and fewer negative reactions to stressful life changes (Moos 

& Billings, 1982). With a high internal locus of control, they are more likely to seek out new 

activities and roles after retirement, and to take personal responsibility for life changes. We 

saw how Rose found her place in the world through a move to Columbia and mentoring 

young businesswomen; retirement allowed Helen to focus on her historical passion. 

Retirement does not have to result in a pursuit of pleasure and leisure. It can be the stage in 

life where people can ‘give back’ and follow meaningful pursuits and make a meaningful 

contribution to society (Sargent, et. al., 2013). This had been identified through the study by 

Mike et. al., (2014) who found that a higher level of Conscientiousness predicted higher 

levels of volunteering in retirement. 

According to Seligman (2002), there are three paths to happiness. The first is focused on 

short-term pleasures. The second is to get ‘deeply involved in those activities in which one 

excels and losing oneself in the process’ (Cotton Bronk, Hill, Lapsley, Talib & Finch, 2009). 

The third is the meaningful life, where a person goes beyond the self and uses their 

strengths in the service of something that is bigger than they are. 

Considering the people interviewed for this study, all would comfortably fit into this second 

path: Sally has her art, investing and blog, Henry his interests in photography, music and 

travel, Colin setting up music events and all interviewees spending time in nature. Others go 

deeper: Claire, with her healing activity, Sarah with the meaning behind the art that she 

produces, Helen researching for the good of the wider society, Rose with her mentoring in 

Columbia. But should I, as an outsider be the person to say that someone has more meaning 

in their life than another person. All people said that they have meaning in their life and it 
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this self-definition that is important. Damon, Menon & Bronk (2003), have said that having 

an intention to accomplish something that is meaningful to the individual leads to an 

engagement with the world that is beyond the self. So, choosing to do something, with the 

motivation coming from within, can lead to meaning to the individual.  

Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000) can be used as we 

consider meaning and includes the three basic psychological needs of competence (linked to 

mastery), relatedness (connecting with people), and autonomy. The SLR found that low 

intrinsic work motivation was associated with gains in autonomy satisfaction for full-time 

retirees, which may be interpreted as a relief from dissatisfying jobs (Henning et. al., 2019) 

and mastery had a strong positive association with retirement adjustment (Donaldson, 

2010). As we review the interviews with the participants, they all demonstrate relatedness. 

For example, Sally is connecting with people in person through her art classes, Clare, and 

Colin through their part-time working. The individuals were in control of how they spend 

their time, and this gives people a sense of mastery (Pearlin, et. al., 1981). 

Self-efficacy (Bandura, 1982) is the belief that one can effectively cope with a given 

situation; some studies suggest that self-efficacy findings in other contexts can be applied to 

retirement (Valero & Topa, 2015). The findings on retirement self-efficacy suggest that this 

factor may be a psychological influence on retirement adjustment. All participants showed 

self-efficacy and also appear to have a high level of mastery, a sense of personal control to 

deal with the changes associated with retirement (Donaldson et.al., 2010; Topa & Alcover, 

2015). Participants overcame the challenging transition to life after full-time work, e.g., Sally 

and Henry adding structure to their day, and with Helen, learning to live with a health 

challenge. Mastery, demonstrating competence, would be used in the part-time work 

undertaken by Clare and Sarah, and also in the photography and writing done as an interest, 

by Henry.  

 

3.6. Limitations 

IPA is a distinct qualitative methodology focused on a small number of people, chosen more 

for commonality than to have a breadth of individuals. This research does not offer 
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generalisable data or provide an objective report (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011), therefore the 

findings from this research cannot be extrapolated to a wider audience.  

The limitations of IPA are well recognised and include being reliant on participants having 

the language to describe their experience, and Willig (2013) argues that this can be a 

challenge for individuals who are not used to this level of communication. It is also reliant 

on the skills of the researcher to interpret, reflect and make sense of the data. All the 

participants were articulate and spoke fluently and so communication was not considered 

to be problematic.  

All participants were white, there was no conscious reason for this, I advertised widely, and 

no one from an ethnic minority background came forward. Whilst the participants have 

retired, some have continued with some part time work therefore the meaning they have 

gained after full time work is from a combination of paid work and non-work activity.  

The seven participants all have sufficient financial resources to make the choice to retire 

from full-time work. We need to remember that not everyone has this freedom, other 

people need to stay working in a job that is unsatisfactory, purely for the income needed to 

meet bills.  

 

3.7. Implications for research and practice  

3.7.1 Implications for research  

Retirement preparation can have a positive effect on retirement adjustment, even when 

circumstances change (e.g., Weiss 2005; Feldman, 1994; Llewellyn, Balandin, Dew & 

McConnell, 2004). However, most pre-retirement activity focuses on finance, which, whilst 

important is not the only area to consider. This has been recognised, e.g., Kleiber & Linde, 

(2014) identified the need to include lifestyle and sources of well-being. The SLR (Taylor et. 

al., in prep) identified the importance of considering psychological factors in retirement 

adjustment; this empirical study has moved further to gain an understanding of how people 

can find meaning in life after full time work.  
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Further Exploration of themes  

The themes identified through this research – A Search for Knowledge; A change in ‘time’; 

and Who am I? could be further explored. For example, around a ‘Search for Knowledge’, is 

this something that people have been interested in throughout their life, or why does this 

get stronger later in life. What are the conditions that lead to this? The second theme, ‘A 

Change in Time’ could be explored through what makes some people segue into a slower 

pace whilst others keep going at the same pace as when working full time. What is there 

about their personality that leads to this. The third theme – Who am I? - brings into focus 

the work of Carl Jung (1933) whose work includes a focus on internal reflection to find out 

who you are meant to be. An in-depth study on how people develop a new identity at this 

stage of life is worth exploring.  

Longitudinal Research  

As this research has focused on how people find meaning after full time work, a possible 

research topic could be to take a longitudinal analysis with people considering meaning in 

their lives five years and two years prior to retirement and again at two- and five-years post 

retirement, to identify themes that move them forward. Research can also explore further 

into authenticity (e.g., Sheldon, et. al., 1997) and a deeper connection to self (Tornstam, 

2005), seeking to understand why some people seek a move away from a focus on material 

possessions. Studies to see to what extent the current research supports this could be 

enlightening. Research could also focus on mattering, participant activity included 

mentoring younger people and educational talks, to what extent do people choose activity 

such as this, and also to what extent do people plan in advance for activities to undertake 

after retirement such as Henry with his band photography. 

Further research could look at how people change in the years following retirement; for 

example, do people become more interested in meaningful activity, as they move five or 

more years beyond retirement, what changes (if any) can be found in values and 

personality. How does health issues impact, and to what extent do people follow the Erikson 

(1959) stage of Generativity rather than Stagnation?  
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Qualitative Research 

Contact with nature is increasingly being recognized as contributing to humans’ mental and 

physical health and has been linked to a reduction in mortality (James et. al., 2016) but 

research on nature connection is mainly focused on young people. Our interaction with 

nature does not end just because we age. Older people have a greater connection to the 

natural environment (Carman, 2011). With these participants Helen has her gardening, Colin 

kayaking, and Henry bird and insect watching and so nature connection could be explored 

further. Exploring more about how older people connect with nature and how it affects 

psychological well-being could be enlightening.  

Quantitative Research 

The research was a qualitative study with a limited number of participants, as such the 

results cannot be generalised across a wider population. What could be interesting is to now 

undertake a quantitative study to explore the key findings, possibly as part of a longitudinal 

study. This can include the measures used within the papers reviewed for the SLR (Taylor, 

et.al., in prep) such as the Mastery Scale (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978); Portrait Values 

Questionnaire IV (Schwartz et al, 2001); Proactive Personality Scale (Bateman & Crant, 

1993); Rosenberg Self-Esteem scale, (1965) and the General Self Efficacy scale, (Sherer et. 

al., 1982) alongside some open-ended questions. Additional measures could include PANAS 

– positive and negative affect scale, (Watson et al, 1988) and the Meaning in Life 

Questionnaire, (MLQ), (Steger, Frazier, Oishi & Kaler, 2006).  

The MLQ can be used to ascertain search for meaning e.g., ‘I am looking for something that 

makes my life feel meaningful’ and ‘I am seeking a purpose of mission for my life’ and more 

importantly use of the presence of meaning subscale with five questions such as ‘I 

understand my life’s meaning’ and ‘my life has a clear sense of purpose’. This could help to 

identify the number of people for whom meaning is important and can lead into deeper 

exploration for these people.  

Quantitative research could explore further into the presence of meaning in life, and 

possibly to include the development of a measure, around the process of gaining meaning 
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in life, what people did to reach a meaningful life. Quantitative analysis could include 

exploration on how people connect more with nature. 

3.7.2 Implications for practice  

With many years of active life ahead of them, organisations and practitioners can support 

individuals with their adjustment into retirement and a more meaningful life. As individuals 

understand the factors that can be helpful, organisations, coaches and consultants can 

support people with their development plan for their transition into the next phase of life.  

The implications can be considered for individuals, and a wide range of stakeholders such as 

line managers and HR, organisations, practitioners, and policy makers. These will be 

addressed in turn.  

Implications for individuals 

Preparation for retirement is generally limited and mainly consists of financial information. 

Adverts and articles aimed at people within this age/life stage focus on spending money and 

taking things easy but not everyone wants a life of leisure and pleasure following 

retirement. Some will want to get more meaning into their life, but they have few role 

models. Deeper content within pre-retirement training and the potential of broader 

seminars and articles in the popular media can expand awareness. Individuals can demand 

more of their employer, and this can include at any mid-career review that may be 

introduced, at performance reviews and when someone joins the organisation. As more 

people raise the question about the end of work strategy, HR can be prompted to do more 

in this area. A consideration of ‘possible selves’ (Scharf & Mayseless, 2010) can get people 

thinking deeper into how their retirement could be. For individuals to consider options and 

choose what is best for them, knowing that no choice is forever. Individuals can move 

beyond the bucket list of holiday destinations to consider their legacy and whether moving 

into the role of elder is something they want to do. Understanding more of the loss of 

people connections after retirement, individuals can consider joining groups before 

retirement. This could be part of the organisational strategy on developing links with the 

local community and be seen as part of the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) policy. As 

individuals approach a year or so before their proposed retirement date, they may find that 

journaling enables them to process their feelings as they move into this important life stage.  
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Implications for line managers and HR 

Not all organisations provide practical help for their employees, and this should be 

encouraged, as a ‘good thing to do’ for both those leaving and those left behind as part of 

their HR strategy. Alongside implications for organisations, below, HR and line managers 

have a role to play in encouraging their employees to consider their life after full time work, 

as part of the psychological contract (e.g., Argyris, 1960; Schein, 1965). This could be 

introduced at the recruitment stage and become an important discussion around five years 

prior to a probable retirement age. Preparation for individuals for this new stage of life, post 

full time working can also include making sure that knowledge is not lost as individuals leave 

the organisation. HR and line managers can raise a discussion about continuing in the 

workplace, perhaps working part-time and also to allow employees time to explore 

alternatives should they wish to leave and move into an encore career (Freedman 2007). 

Line managers could introduce schemes where employees could take on mentoring or other 

activity to enable them to be seen as an elder in their community.  

Implications for organisations 

Organisations will generally have the biggest impact through their sponsorship of pre-

retirement events. The SLR (Taylor et. al., in prep) has already made a number of 

suggestions for pre-retirement training such as to get people mentally prepared, understand 

more about their personality and to look for ways that individuals can help others as they 

look for how to bring meaning into their lives. But not all organisations provide any practical 

help for their employees, and this should be encouraged, as a ‘good thing to do’ for both 

those leaving and those left behind. It is a part of the psychological contract and should be 

motivational for those still in work. 

The research was into meaning in life; a meaningful life is one that has a sense of purpose 

and is one that matters or possesses significance (e.g., Baumeister, 1991). It also makes 

sense to the person living it, it is comprehensible, and characterized by regularity, 

predictability, or reliable connections. Preparation for retirement can begin the discussion 

on what this means to people and to raise it as an area that people may like to consider. 

This can be for people to search for their true or authentic self (Scharf & Mayseless, 2010), 

deep questions that many have not considered.  
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Through the IPA interviews two key themes were identified - curiosity and being proactive. 

These can be included when working with individuals and at any pre-retirement planning 

sessions. Questions could be asked around the challenge of retirement, perhaps to start 

with identifying their ‘bucket list’, to encourage people to look beyond holiday destinations 

then to move on to legacy. Time looking at the past as a step to looking forward, would tie 

in with continuity theory (Atchley, 1989). 

There are options for people to consider, to include bridge employment (Maestas, 2010) 

and an encore career (Freedman 2007). Conversations can focus on the benefits to be 

gained by this, but also to raise awareness that a decision to continue working can be a way 

of postponing the time that people consider this life transition, and eventually this will need 

to be addressed as the person finally retires (Matour & Prout, 2007). 

People connections are important, we lose touch with friends when we leave work. Joining 

groups in advance of retirement will aid the transition. Not everyone wants to be known as 

‘retired’ so how will they describe themselves? Memberships of groups may help people to 

find their new identity as they let go of their work identity. Talking about ‘possible selves’, to 

include the ‘feared self’ (Kloep & Hendry, 2007) can help people to consider all the 

possibilities they have ahead of them. Organisations can encourage individuals to join 

groups and volunteer, perhaps as part of the transition into retirement with individuals 

volunteering one day a week. 

When considering the sub-theme ‘from within’, the discussion included spirituality and 

authenticity (Laceulle, 2018). Studies by Atchley (2009) and Tornstam (2005) have focused 

on how inner development and spiritual growth, such as using meditation can lead to 

people having a more authentic and fulfilled life; Tornstam’s Gerotranscendence theory 

(2005), states that in later life we can connect more to this deeper, original self, with more 

of a focus on wisdom than material possessions. People can be introduced to the technique 

of journaling to consider the forthcoming changes to their life and to continue as they move 

into this new life stage. Conversations can include ‘mattering’ (Rosenberg, 1985) and how 

people can have a role in society, which for some may include seeing themselves as elders 

to the local community.  
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The participants all enjoyed spending time in nature, most people enjoy a walk in the 

countryside alongside, perhaps gardening and golf. Reminding people of the health benefits 

of contact with nature and connecting people with the natural world could be expanded, 

such as to include a more spiritual connection including ‘shinrin yoku’ (forest bathing). 

Implications for practitioners  

The findings have several practical implications to consider for practitioners working one on 

one with the ‘soon to be’ retired population. Taking the research by Duffy et.al., (2017) on 

Calling, in considering the largest category participants experienced as a calling, ‘Helping 

Others,’ practitioners could promote involvement in helping activities that may both fulfil 

retirees’ experience of a calling and increase retirees’ well-being, stemming from reaching 

ego integrity (Erikson, 1963). Additionally, the largest endorsed barrier, ‘No Resources to 

Live Calling,’ calls for more advocacy in helping retirees find resources and opportunities to 

pursue their calling. In further support, this study’s results emphasize the importance of 

retirees perceiving and living a calling in predicting life meaning and life satisfaction. For this 

population, in particular, who have left the full-time workforce, using counselling to help 

identify and enact meaningful, social activities may be especially impactful. 

Implications for policy makers  

As even basic pre-retirement training is not standard across all organisations this is 

something that should be strongly supported. Mid-life career reviews (MLCR) were 

proposed by Government (Watts et.al., 2015) and Unions (Watts, 2019), and trialled from 

2013-2015. Funding was from the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) and 

Department for Work and Pensions (DWP). The result of this project provided the evidence 

to back the promotion of a MLCR for all those who need one (Watts et.al., 2015). The 

findings included that 8 in 10 people found their self-confidence and belief in their skills and 

experience improved through their MLCR, with some deciding on plans for how and when to 

retire (http://www.careerreview.org.uk/researchers/).  

Support could thus be given to reviewing current pre-retirement training to include the 

output from this research and to pilot different approaches to retirement preparation. This 

http://www.careerreview.org.uk/researchers/
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should be supported as a way of enabling individuals to remain productive member of 

society, given that not all people can be productive beyond fiscal means.  

 

3.8 Conclusion  

‘Meaning is the web of connections, understandings, and interpretations 

that help us comprehend our experience and formulate plans directing our 

energies to the achievement of our desired future. Meaning provides us 

with the sense that our lives matter, that they make sense, and that they 

are more than the sum of our seconds, days, and years.’ (Steger 2009). 

There is evidence that the seven people interviewed for this study had found meaning in life 

after full time work with key themes of curiosity and being proactive. Some continued with 

paid work on a part time or ad-hoc basis. The in-depth interviews and clear interpretation of 

the meaning behind the words used has added a richness to this stage of life. This does not 

have to be at a ‘change the world’ level, but people need to feel that they have found a way 

that is meaningful for them.  
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Chapter 4.  

Implications for theory, research, and practice  

 

‘It is not the young man who should be considered fortunate, but the old 

man who has lived well, because the young man in his prime wanders 

much by chance, vacillating in his beliefs, while the old man has docked in 

the harbour, having safeguarded his true happiness.’ Epicurus 
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Implications for theory, research, and practice  

This final chapter brings together the findings from the two studies and sets out to consider 

implications for research and practice. It also sets out future directions. A synthesis of the 

aims and findings of both studies can be found at Table 6. 

Table 6 – Synthesis of findings 

 Study 1 Study 2 

Key Aims  • To examine the individual 
psychological factors that impact a 
positive adjustment to retirement. 

• To answer the question ‘How do people find 
meaning after retirement from full time 
work’. 

Method • Systematic literature review of 
12,613 articles.  

• Qualitative research using IPA. The semi 
structured interviews lasted 1 hour 10 to 1 
hour 45. 

Sample • 17 studies met the inclusion 
criteria. 10,857 participants across 
these studies. The longitudinal 
studies ranged from 63 – 5371; the 
cross-sectional sample size ranged 
from 138 – 778.  

• Seven individuals, 5 female and 2 males. 
Ages ranged from 52 – 70. 3 lived in the UK, 
3 in USA and one in Columbia.  

Key 
findings 

• Personality was considered in 5 of 
the papers. Promising evidence for 
the impact of personality on 
adjustment with specific 
characteristics being identified - 
high in Extraversion, Agreeableness 
and Conscientiousness and low 
Neuroticism. 

• A proactive personality was a 
stronger predictor of a positive 
adjustment to retirement. 

• Generativity predicts hedonic and 
eudaimonic well-being and explains 
a meaningful part of the variation 
in individuals’ quality of 
subsequent retirement adjustment. 

• Retirees experienced stronger 
increases in the values of 
autonomy, openness to change and 
harmonious passion and all have 
greater impact on the adjustment 
to retirement. 

• Promising evidence that self-
esteem increases positive attitudes 
to retirement 

• 3 studies found that self-efficacy 
was positively related to 

• Being curious and open to change is an 
aspect of personality that was not 
uncovered via the SLR; this could be an 
example of one of the smaller findings that 
slip through quantitative analysis.  

• Three of the participants clearly have a 
proactive personality and it was shown in all 
the interviews.  

• Participants also had the qualities of the 
‘enterprising self’. 

• Being of service is a way that people can 
share their wisdom with the wider world 
with examples from several participants. 

• As the participants moved to retirement, 
they still had a passion for learning. Several 
participants saw this as a time to be open 
minded and to expand knowledge, not to sit 
still. 

• Evidence of self-determined motivation 
throughout the interviews, where the 
participants can have autonomy and 
freedom and participate in activities they 
want to do, which brings pleasure.  

• 3 super-ordinate themes were identified: 
Search for knowledge, A change in ‘time’ 
and Who am I?  

• Self-awareness was important, e.g., Rose 
wanted to understand her core self, the 
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retirement adjustment and 
satisfaction. 

• Promising evidence that mastery is 
a good predictor of retirement 
adjustment. 

• Satisfaction with retirement is 
linked to being a member of a 
group of people who are also 
retired. 

• In one study, most retirees 
reported a perceived calling to a 
kind of work/activity. 

• Whilst not measured within this 
study, optimism is worth further 
exploration. 

authentic person within rather than how she 
has appeared to the world in the past. 

• All participants showed self-efficacy and 
appeared to have a high level of mastery, a 
sense of personal control to deal with the 
changes associated with retirement. 

• Retirement is an important transition, a rite 
of passage like moving from school to 
university or to a first job. Without the 
structure of a job, people can feel unmoored 
and want to know how they fit into the 
world, what is their role. 

• Underpinning many of the interviews was a 
need to be of service, and for several this 
was also important before retirement. 

• Retirement does not mean a total 
disengagement from work, but often work 
on their own terms. 

• Several of the participants spoke about 
spirituality, with an interest in eastern 
methodologies, mindfulness, and 
meditation. 

• Everyone spoke of the need to spend time in 
nature, gardening, hiking, watching wildlife. 

   

Limitations • Focus on Quantitative studies 
meant a lack of qualitative insight. 

• Psychological factors often formed 
one small measure within a study. 

• Use of IPA meant that the research was 
undertaken with a small number of people  

• The seven individuals all had sufficient 
financial resources to choose to leave full-
time work, not everyone has this option. 

   

4.1 Aims and overall findings 

The aim of this thesis was to examine the factors concerning how people find meaning after 

full-time work. We are living longer, but not necessarily in good health. Should our future be 

a time of leisure and pleasure or should we seek more; to find a way to live a meaningful 

life. 

The focus for this thesis was on the adjustment to retirement rather than the initial 

transition. It was also to go beyond an interest in the financial and health aspects of 

retirement and to consider the psychological factors. Once people retire, how do they spend 

their time. With an interest in elderhood and meaning, my research interest was with 

people who wanted more than a focus on family commitments and pleasurable activity and 
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to focus instead on how people have adapted to their new life and found greater meaning in 

life after full-time work.  

4.1.1 Findings from study one – the systematic literature review  

A systematic literature review (SLR) was conducted using four databases; 17 studies met the 

inclusion criteria. There is promising evidence for the impact of personality on adjustment 

with specific characteristics being identified - high in Extraversion, Agreeableness and 

Conscientiousness and low Neuroticism.  

An unexpected finding was that there was no evidence for Openness having any impact on 

the personality factors that help with adjustment to retirement whereas Burr et. al., (2011) 

had identified the value of ‘openness to change’ having an impact on this retirement 

adjustment.  As noted in Section 2, research into the link between personality and values 

(Fisher & Boer, 2014) rated the trait of openness as more cognitive in nature, and as values 

are considered to be cognitive constructs, then openness should be associated with values 

(Zillig, et. al., 2002).  

The review also identified that a proactive personality was a stronger predictor of a positive 

adjustment to retirement than using a personality assessment on its own. There was also 

promising evidence that mastery is a good predictor of retirement adjustment; and that 

generativity predicts hedonic and eudaimonic well-being and explains a meaningful part of 

the variation in individuals’ quality of subsequent retirement adjustment. Values such as 

autonomy, openness to change and harmonious passion all have greater impact on the 

adjustment to retirement, along with self-efficacy. There is promising evidence that self-

esteem increases positive attitudes to retirement, and in one study, most retirees reported 

a perceived calling to a kind of work/activity. 

These results are interesting, but through the focus on quantitative measures there was a 

lack of richness to the data. Many times, psychological factors formed one small measure 

within a study (e.g., Lindwell et. al., 2017), a more qualitative study would enable a greater 

understanding of the co-existence and dynamic nature of psychological factors and provide 

greater depth into the lived experience of people adjusting to life after full-time work. 
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4.1.2 Findings from study two – the empirical study 

For the second study, five women and two men participated in semi-structured interviews. 

This took a qualitative approach using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis to look 

deeper into the lived experience of these seven individuals to answer the question - How do 

people find meaning after retirement from full time work? The analysis identified three 

super-ordinate themes: Search for knowledge, A change in ‘time’, and Who am I? Whilst we 

cannot generalise from this type of study, it adds to the body of literature through a deep 

understanding into how these people have found meaning. Many of the participants clearly 

have a proactive personality, and there was evidence of self-determined motivation 

throughout the interviews, where the participants can have autonomy, a personality 

characteristic found via the SLR. All were curious and open to change, aspects of personality 

not uncovered in the SLR. An example of one of the smaller findings that slip through 

quantitative analysis.  

Research has uncovered five broad personality dimensions (Digman, 1990; Goldberg, 1993; 

McCrae & Costa, 1987) to describe personality and social psychology has researched the 

importance of values to life goals (Schwartz, 1992; Schwartz et al., 2012). The relationship 

between them has been undertaken through a meta-analysis undertaken by Fisher and Boer 

(2014) and some correlation between personality and values was identified. Through the 

analysis in study one, openness was recognised as a value rather than a personality factor. 

Roccas et. al., (2002), predicted that Openness to Experience traits share a broad approach 

motivation orientation with the openness value end of the Conservation value dimension 

and this was supported in their results. With study two being qualitative, and not based on 

objective assessment we are unable to say clearly how the participants would measure 

against openness to experience (the personality factor) and openness to change (the value). 

Meaning cuts across all of these three themes. A meaningful life is one that has a sense of 

purpose and is one that matters or possesses significance (e.g., Baumeister, 1991). It also 

makes sense to the person living it, it is comprehensible, and characterized by regularity, 

predictability, or reliable connections (e.g., Antonovsky, 1993; Baumeister, 1991; 

Baumeister & Vohs, 2002). The presence of meaning in life refers to how people see their 

lives as being significant with a purpose or mission that drives them, (Steger, 2009). 
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With a move from Industry to Generativity (Erikson, 1959) meaning can be found through 

activity that is focused on a younger generation, through coaching, teaching, and mentoring. 

This challenge is nicely explained by Willing (1981):  

… precisely at the time he turns to consider his unshaped future, he is like 

an electric appliance after the plug has been pulled. He has become a 

deactivated mechanism: There is a zero reading on the dials that used to 

measure his productivity, potential for further achievement, career 

progress, his influence, authority, and responsibility. This is the worst of all 

possible times for creating a sensible program, and the process of doing so 

is itself a wounding experience. For the first time he begins to think (to 

continue the machine analogy) not in terms of the functions he can 

perform but of the salvage value of his parts. (Willing, 1981, p.47) 

 

4.2 Implications for theory, research and practice 

‘Retirement is no longer the passage to old age’ (Moen, in Mortimer & Shanahan, 2003, 

p271), but it remains a major transition in life. Whilst retirement definitions (of which there 

are many) are no longer focused on a specific chronological age (Moen, Kim & Hofmeister, 

2001) there are now many options available; some people will choose a life of leisure and 

pleasure others will seek an encore career (Freedman, 2007) still more will continue in the 

same job, albeit possibly part-time.  

Changes to pension entitlement means that people are working longer although sometimes 

health issues can impact on this. With an ageing population and a desire that people remain 

productive members of society, at 66 and beyond people can remain socially productive 

even when not in paid work.  

With a strong personal interest in the ‘third chapter’ of life, this thesis has considered the 

psychological factors that impact a successful adjustment to retirement and a deeper 

analysis of how people can find meaning after full time work. Without work people can feel 
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‘unmoored’. Too many people drift into retirement and lack a clear transition as found in 

more indigenous cultures gained through a ‘rite of passage’ (van Gennep, 1960). Moving to 

a life after full-time work can lead to a loss of status, but people, can also potentially lose 

the meaning and purpose that has been gained from their work (Reis & Gold, 1993; Wang & 

Shi, 2013). Not everyone wants to take on the identity of ‘retired’. 

The typical pre-retirement seminar with a focus on finances and health emphasises the time 

to do what you want, with a focus on freedom to be spent on holidays and interests. Whilst 

both are nice ways to pass the time, seeing retirement in this way can lead people to miss 

out on the important life stage which includes generativity (Erickson, 1963).  

Many retired people report feeling a sense of emptiness and loss of meaning in this phase of 

life (Jonsson, Borell & Sadlo, 2012). Indeed, some people seek more than pleasure and 

leisure; work provided them with a meaningful experience and there is now a void. Being 

busy is not enough, indeed it can stop a person taking up the challenge to find meaning 

(Osbourne, 2009).  

My wider interest lies in how people can move beyond being seen as old, to being a 

respected elder within a society, able to share wisdom, and contribute from a position in life 

that people will want to aspire to. However, being an elder is much more than age. It is 

about knowing oneself and having a focus wider than the self (e.g., Hillman, 1999; Hollis, 

2005; Pevny 2014; Plotkin 2008; Schachter-Shalomi & Miller 2014). 

 The thesis began with the SLR. As we identified the psychological factors that impact on a 

successful adjustment to retirement people can consider if there are aspects of their 

personality that should be part of a development programme, as age is no barrier to 

learning more about ourselves, considering more on their identity (Savickas, 2005) and do 

they still matter (Froidevaux et.al., 2016)). It then progressed to the empirical study to 

consider how have a small number of people sought to find meaning in life after full-time 

work.  

One reason for this thesis is to raise awareness of how some people have sought a life of 

meaning beyond full-time work. To seek out meaning as a stage into becoming an elder. Not 

to expect that this is to be taken up by the majority, but to have an impact on some people 
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and some organisations, to chip away at the typical and to raise awareness of there being 

more out there. There is a greater purpose to life.  

4.2.1 The theory-practice gap  

Much academic research is featured in high quality journals, but a practical impact in the 

‘real world’ does not always follow and some research focused on the theoretical may have 

a negative impact in practice. For example, there is evidence that management research 

contributed to the Enron ethical problems (Ghoshal, 2005).  With much research focused on 

theory and with the highest quality research journals reviewing submissions ‘blind’ and 

assessed against objective, scientific standards, this leads to research that is narrow in focus 

and of most interest to other academics, rather than practitioners. Campbell and Wilmot 

(2018) considered publications from 1988 and 2018, and over this 30 year period the shift 

has been to be more abstract and theory driven articles that are of limited practical 

relevance going so far as to say the articles are ‘overly abstract, pedantic, and somewhat 

pretentious’, writing for other academics.  They argued that existing theory should not 

dictate empirical questions and subsequent research methods; rather, real world questions 

should come first and theory and methods should follow.  

Thus, practitioners are more likely to expand their knowledge via popular mainstream books  

which may not be grounded in theory or research (Bennis & O’Toole, 2005) and any 

research undertaken to be kept within the confines of their organisation (Landers, 2019). 

Ployhart and Bartunek (2019) have emphasised the importance of practice in the production 

of theory and Hambrick (2007) has noted that with a focus on theory, some rich details can 

be missed.  

With this phenomenon driven research, what is observed and captured by practitioners can 

drive theory and research design through noticing what may not be considered by academic 

researchers. This has been seen through the work of Peters and Waterman (1982), Senge 

(1990) and the Hawthorne effect from the study by Taylor (1911). In more recent years well-

respected academics such as Adam Grant have shared academic knowledge through best- 

selling books and media appearances (Geimer, Landers & Solberg, 2020). 

Phenomenon-based research can complement traditional theory-building and testing and 

aid the way that academics research and communicate about a phenomenon. Staying 
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focused on phenomenon-based research can mean that research focuses on problems that 

are interesting in their own right, rather than being mere opportunities for theory testing 

(Hacking, 1983; Simonson et al., 2001).  

This is where practitioner led research can help, by raising interesting topics that can be 

explored further by those with a standard theoretical stance. The synthesis of theory and 

practice will enhance the overall understanding of a topic (Von Krogh, Rossi-Lamastra & 

Haefliger). Ployhart and Bartunek (2019) have emphasised the importance of practice in the 

production of theory, 2012). As a practitioner-researcher it was important that this research 

could be of use to fellow practitioners, relevant and practical with a basis in theory.  

Most published articles include an implication for practice section but as pointed out by 

Bartunek and Rynes (2010) it only needs to be what the implications may be, there does not 

need to be evidence of successful implication.  Informal discussions with management 

academics included saying that ‘Very few practitioners read these journals, so why should 

we address them directly in our articles? Why not focus on translations instead?’ (p109). 

With some type of research, any suggestions need to be tentative as they are based on 

small samples, survey data etc. Other academics felt that a focus on practical implications 

would take away from the seriousness of their research. They questioned that as few 

practitioners read top-tier research articles does this matter; instead, those type of articles 

should be found in practitioner journals. But as Bartunek and Rynes (2010) note, six percent 

of the subscribers of the Academy of Management Journal are to non-academic 

organisations.  Hambrick (2007) has said that management research is obsessed with 

theory, whereas other scholarly fields, including finance and marketing, are far more 

concerned with finding answers to important problems: “We have gone overboard with our 

obsession with theory” (p1346).  

Landers (2019) argues that Individual studies do not need to ‘create theory’ to be useful; 

and can impact in differing ways including to ask new questions or provide context for 

theory. This emphasises the importance of practitioner led research, undertaken with a view 

to practical implications. Journal editors could also reduce the research-practice gap by 

requiring researchers to clearly articulate the applied implication of their research (Geimer 

et. al., 2020, p336). 
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4.2.2 Implications for theory  

Schlossberg’s transition theory (1991) defines a transition as any event, or non-event that 

results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles. Clearly, retirement is a 

major transition and affects all these areas. Whereas earlier life stages (infancy, childhood, 

adolescence) are biologically determined, as we grow older our behaviour is determined by 

transitions, not age. Chronological age is an unreliable predictor of how people will behave 

(Neugarten 1986). We may say that we are too old to do something, and someone may 

believe this is so, but this is not because of biology. This is why an understanding of 

transitions is of importance. To understand adults, we need to understand transitions which 

can be events (like retirement) or non-events (not getting the promotion) that alter peoples’ 

lives.  The more these events or non-events alter our roles, routines, assumptions and 

relationships the more we will be affected by the transition.  

Our ability to cope with a situation can be influenced by the 4 S’s (situation, self, support 

and strategies). For some people the transition will be positive and expected, for others a 

more negative experience, and people will take varying amounts of time to move through 

the stages to adjustment. People bring different strengths and experiences to the situation, 

have differing levels of support and different coping strategies. A transition requires coping, 

and people have differing personality factors that can either help or be a liability. The 4 S 

model refers to personal characteristics and psychological resources under the ‘Self’ coping 

resource. Whilst some of these are classed as psycho-social such as gender, age, health, and 

socioeconomic status, there are also psychological resources that include ego development, 

optimism, self-efficacy, commitment and values, as well as spirituality and resilience, all 

falling into the personality factors that were researched in this thesis.  Ego development can 

affect how people respond to ambiguity. As has been seen through this research, aspects of 

personality have helped with the overall adjustment to retirement, such as high 

extraversion, agreeableness and conscientiousness and low neuroticism, values such as 

autonomy and openness to change along with self-efficacy and self-esteem.  

 The retirement transition can be seen differently with some anticipating it and seeing it as a 

positive stage and others, perhaps having to retire prematurely due to ill health, finding that 

they have less money alongside health issues affect their plans. Still others may take an 
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overly positive view and find it is not as they expected. It was due to the fact that the 

transition can vary greatly that the research for the SLR was only interested in two years 

beyond retirement to allow the individuals to pass through the transition. The IPA 

interviews have provided examples of how some people have worked through the transition 

to retirement, sometimes chosen but also when factors have led them to this as an option. 

We have examples of how people have made the transition in their own unique way.  

As a practitioner I did not set out to create a new theory, What I have done is bring together 

evidence from the current literature. Two Systematic Literature Reviews had been 

undertaken (Barbosa et. al., 2016; Amorim et. al., 2019) but these had not included 

psychological factors so this thesis adds to the body of knowledge in that way. The SLR 

within this thesis has brought together evidence from 17 studies to demonstrate the 

‘current state’ on the psychological factors that impact a positive adjustment to retirement.  

With independent research undertaken using IPA methodology, it cannot be used to make 

generalisations but it can inform future quantitative research through a deep understanding 

into how seven people found meaning after retirement from full-time work. 

This research can contribute to practice-based theory. With sound IPA methodology and 

strong reflexivity, it can be an example of how practice can come before theory, starting 

with how things can change. For example, evidence of a renewed approach to retirement 

preparation may lead to a new theoretical understanding. Whilst in many cases theory is 

seen to be of most importance, it does need to have a basis in reality, a reminder to the 

work of Alfred Korzybski (1931) who introduced the phrase ‘the map is not the territory’. 

Publications arising from the empirical research could start with practice and then allow 

theory to follow.  

Contribution to evidence-based practice 

This research can provide evidence-based practical relevance to those who work with 

people at the end of their career. For example, if asked to give advice to the newly formed 

BPS Division of Coaching Psychology here are practical suggestions that have arisen from 

this research.  
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First, to help the individual to understand who they are through a clearer understanding of 

their own personality style. This can include to consider how helpful aspects of their 

personality has been for them to date and to consider towards the future. For example, 

understanding the extraversion-introversion continuum can be helpful as people consider 

whether to join groups and for an understanding of their social identity. 

Secondly, with some people seeing their identity as closely identified with their work, they 

can feel in a sense of flux on retirement, at a loss to who they are and to think that their 

only option is to continue in paid work. Instead, they could see this as a beginning, and to 

think about goals and plans for perhaps 15 or more years in good health where they can do 

what they always wanted to do without constraints. Retirement can be seen as a time of 

growth and development with a rebirth of passion and purpose. 

Thirdly, whilst looking at the short and medium term as a positive life stage, it may be 

helpful to also look further into the future, to a time of old-old age, and to support 

individuals to consider their legacy. What do they want to be remembered for, and what 

can they start doing now? This could be a time to step up to Generativity and to look for 

ways to share their wisdom across the generations.  This does not have to be at a ‘world 

changing level’, but to make a difference in a small way, thinking of the oft told story of 

saving a starfish on the beach, throwing one or two back may not make a difference to the 

wider starfish population but it made a different to the one or two that were saved.  

Through the review of the papers used in this thesis, both for the SLR and wider reading, a 

number of assessments used to assess retirement satisfaction were identified. A future task 

can be to see how these can be used to aid career and retirement coaches who work with 

those considering and in the retirement stage of life.  

4.2.2 Future research suggestions 

The SLR provided several specific suggestions for researchers to pursue, specifically to 

undertake longitudinal studies into how personality can change from midlife to retirement, 

how values change over time and if it is possible to build self-esteem, increase mastery etc. 

Qualitative research could include an understanding on whether certain personality 

characteristics are more helpful for a successful adjustment, it could look into calling and 
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what people mean by ‘helping others’ and could ascertain what self-esteem and self-

efficacy means to an individual. The empirical research again included specific suggestions 

for researchers to pursue. For example, linked to the third theme – Who am I? could lead to 

an in-depth study on how people develop a new identity at this stage of life. It could also 

look at authenticity and how people reduce their focus on material possessions. 

This leads to some specific limitations that could be addressed in further research 

specifically around the research sample and the need for longitudinal studies.  

Research could be undertaken in smaller organisations, and with people who work 

independently rather than just in large organisations. Research could also explore the 

differences with people from different socio-economic groups and how the impact of 

limited financial resources has on their retirement adjustment and the extent to which 

meaning is important to an individual if they are in a financially precarious position.  

I suggest the use of mixed methods studies, to bring together the best of qualitative studies 

with longer term understanding. A comprehensive research study would be to combine the 

use of assessments and questionnaires alongside in-depth interviews into an individuals’ life 

story and for this to take place, 5 and 2 years before retirement and 2 and 5-years post 

retirement. Thus, providing clear evidence on how personality and values change over time. 

2. Longitudinal studies  

Longitudinal studies could look further into a range of areas, to include how people made 

successful adjustments. This can feed into pre-retirement planning and earlier, into mid-

career reviews. Taking how people get a calling as an example, a study could focus on what 

people mean by ‘helping others’, and other aspects of understanding more on a person’s 

psychological makeup. It can also consider values development; have their values been 

there throughout life or have they changed. Are they related to passion, autonomy, or 

something else? How people define themselves (their social identity) both before and after 

retirement could be worth consideration. Does personality change from mid-life to pre and 

to post retirement. Within Chapter three will be found more specific suggestions of research 

suggestions. 
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4.2.3 Practice and policy implications 

Looking across this thesis, a number of implications for practice can be made at the 

individual and organisational levels alongside policy implications at the societal level. These 

include staying productive, midlife reviews, and the need for retirement planning, all can be 

considered across all three levels.  

Staying productive 

With a growing number of people aged 65 and over, the Government is interested in ways 

for these to remain productive members of society with a focus on employment. However, 

after full time work, many people remain productive members of society; they may not be 

in paid work but undertake caring responsibility and volunteering. It can be argued that this 

is important ‘work’ and has been included in definitions of productive activity (Goldschmidt-

Clermont & Pagnossin-Aligisakis, 1995; Herzog & Morgan, 1992). Pre-retirement training can 

support individuals to consider these wider ways of remaining productive members of 

society. 

Midlife reviews 

With more people seeking a gradual retirement and with mid-life reviews proposed by 

Unions (Watts, 2019), and Government (Watts et. al., 2015) the subject of a successful 

adjustment to retirement could be discussed at an earlier stage in a persons’ working life. As 

individuals understand the factors that can be helpful, organisations, coaches and 

consultants can support people with their development plan for their transition into the 

next phase of life.  

Need for retirement planning  

This SLR has focused on adjustment to retirement, and has not covered the initial transition 

phase, therefore any implications are to address only adjustment, after at least a year rather 

than the first few months following retirement.  

Many examples for how to enhance pre-retirement training are included within Chapters 

two and three. These include an understanding of personality style with a focus on learning 

how to raise and lower the outward aspects of certain personality characteristics such as to 
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lower neuroticism. Discussion can cover self-esteem and self-efficacy, and examples of 

mastery. It can also include understanding of personal values and passions, developing a 

calling and the importance of group membership. Through coaching and counselling, 

helping people to identify a calling can help people achieve ego integrity (Erikson, 1963). 

The IPA interviews identified the key themes of curiosity and being proactive. These can be 

included when working with individuals and at any pre-retirement planning sessions. 

Questions could be asked around the challenge of retirement, perhaps to start with 

identifying their ‘bucket list’ and then to move on to legacy. Time looking at the past as a 

step to looking forward, would tie in with continuity theory (Atchley, 1989). 

The empirical research was into meaning in life, a meaningful life is one that has a sense of 

purpose and is one that matters or possesses significance (e.g., Baumeister, 1991). It also 

makes sense to the person living it, it is comprehensible, and characterized by regularity, 

predictability, or reliable connections. Preparation for retirement can begin the discussion 

on what this means to people and to raise it as an area that people may like to consider. 

This can be for people to search for their true or authentic self (Scharf & Mayseless, 2010), 

deep questions that many have not considered.  

Organisations can commence discussions with employees earlier on, identifying the people 

who may experience difficulties with the transition and raising the options available 

including flexible working with perhaps a move to a more mentoring role.  

 

4.3 The way forward  

Retirement is an event that often brings about great changes in a person’s personal and 

social life. For many people, work is not only a way to fill time and earn money, but also 

important for their identity and meaning in life. After retirement, these benefits of work are 

lost, and it is expected that people will seek substitutes for this loss. 

My initial interest was to review pre-retirement training. Through the SLR I researched 

deeper, into the psychological factors that can impact a successful adjustment to 

retirement. The SLR made a number of suggestions for pre-retirement training such as to 
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get people mentally prepared, understand more about their personality and to look for 

ways that individuals can help others as they look for how to bring meaning into their lives.  

The empirical study looked into how seven people found meaning in life after full-time work 

and identified further suggestions for consideration at the move from full-time work to 

retirement. These can impact into pre-retirement training and individual coaching. 

Suggestions include increasing understanding of personality protective and risk factors, 

understanding of a persons’ value, self-efficacy, and finding harmonious passions.  

My way forward is to focus on the need to encourage employers to do more than play ‘lip 

service’ to the needs of their later life employees. To consider how they want the 

relationship to end. To keep some employees working on a more flexible basis can lead to a 

smoother transition and keep knowledge within the organisation with older employers 

taking on, perhaps a more mentoring role.  

Much of current pre-retirement planning is focused on money and how people will spend 

their time. I want to encourage people to take a deeper view, to consider their life purpose, 

to encourage people to see life after work as a period of elderhood where they can live a 

fulfilled life.  

There are many alternatives to retirement, (Byles et. al., 2013) including unretirement 

(Maestas, 2010) and encore careers (Freedman, 2007). Whilst the phased approach allows 

time to adjust to this major change there will still be a time when people class themselves as 

retired. When people have a strong connection to their work, does this increase their need 

for meaning in life after work? Is it the loss of status, the feeling of no longer mattering 

(Froidevaux et.al., 2016) with a loss of status and responsibility (Sargent et. al., 2013) that 

can lead to a search for meaning in life after full-time work.  

Preparation for retirement can lead a discussion on having a meaningful life and raise it as 

an area that people may like to consider. This can be for people to search for their true or 

authentic self (Scharf & Mayseless, 2010). Atchley (2009), Tornstam (2005), and Moody and 

Carroll (1999), all focus on inner development as a way of becoming more fulfilled and their 

authentic self.  
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This is supported by James Hillman (1999), the Jungian psychologist who has argued that the 

purpose of human ageing is to fulfill our true character, to become our essential selves. 

Something philosophers have discussed across millennia; Epicurus said that happiness can 

best be achieved if we free ourselves from the prison of everyday business and politics. You 

can only do this with the freedom from full-time work and Epicurus and friends were happy 

to accept less money for independence.  

The search for our authentic self can lead to deep questions that may never have been 

considered. Questions such as ‘I have done the expected things, according to my best 

understanding of myself and the world, so why does my life not feel right?’ (Hollis, 2005, 

p.27). It may be that it is finding meaning in life that is the way to address this.  

Do not try to save 

the whole world 

or do anything grandiose. 

Instead, create 

a clearing 

in the dense forest 

of your life 

and wait there 

patiently, 

until the song 

that is your life 

falls into your own cupped hands 

and you recognize and greet it. 

Only then will you know 

how to give yourself to this world 

so worthy of rescue. 

Martha Postlethwaite 
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Chapter 6: Reflexive process report  

Research planning and preparation 

1. Scoping out your research idea 

What challenges did you face and how did you overcome them? 

I enjoyed the very first stage, the literature review, reading articles around the topic of 

retirement to get a sense of what had been done and to then decide on my question. This 

was a scoping exercise to identify common themes. My supervision session helped me gain 

clarity on the process, narrowing down and identifying the most relevant search terms. As 

my thinking progressed, I did a new search and saved all articles into a folder. I was slow, 

unsure of my process, so this was the biggest challenge for me, not knowing what I was 

meant to be doing. I was being taken outside of my comfort zone.  

I’d missed the first group supervision day as I had flown to Nepal the day before, returning 

on 25 October. I began by reviewing everything to be found in Drop Box, reviewing 

documentation, and doing online filing. 

I will start today with intention. I will stay calm and be thoughtful. I will be 

productive and focused. I will not get stressed. Today is a study day. I will 

enjoy it and make good use of my time, working productively – 1 hour on, 

15 minutes to do no PC work.  

It was great to meet my cohort on 30 November, to find out more about their areas of 

interest and to find out I wasn’t far behind.  

I’ve enjoyed this time and did it diligently. I summarised short reviews into a spread sheet. 

This was a good preparation for moving forward.  

I spent most of December looking up articles (a scoping exercise to review articles on 

psychological factors that influence work and life decisions), thinking of inclusion and 

exclusion criteria and getting into a pickle on how to write up my SLR protocol. This gave me 
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a self-confidence challenge, not even being sure I had the right primary objective. Taking a 

couple of weeks break I re-focused.  

I re-read documentation and read several systematic reviews. I looked at the SLR protocols 

of others within my cohort, and I’m happier with where I have got to. I’m clearer on the 

inclusion/exclusion criteria and have a massive list of search terms, probably far too many. 

I’ll work out the best way to search - using OR rather than several separate searches.  

Did your initial idea change during this stage? If so, how, and why? 

I was very focused on retirement, but found retirement was no longer a clear term, people 

can leave work at different times. The first idea was to look at un-retirement, but the more I 

read, the less interest I had in this topic. I considered a change of focus to the wise elder in 

the workplace, having read a book on the Modern Elder (Chip Conley), but through a 

supervision discussion, realised I was more interested in the transition out of work. This also 

tied in with my experience of running pre-retirement seminars. My scoping activity included 

looking at papers focused on retirement planning, pre-retirement interventions, preparation 

for retirement, transitioning out of work. I also considered whether to focus on 

interventions, or if I wanted to focus on a theory or model of retirement or transitions. So, I 

read widely.  

I found an interesting article and pulled out, with my supervisor, 4 themes that I then 

considered in more detail. Eventually I chose the one on Retirement transition and 

adjustment with a research question of ‘What psychological factors predict a successful 

transition to and adjustment in retirement?’ I then felt ready to start my SLR preparation. 

How did this process differ from your expectations? 

It was far more detailed than I’d expected. I thought you just identified a question and got 

onto a review. I had no idea of the detailed process. In fact, I hadn’t understood this 

systematic review phase. I thought a doctorate was about independent study, and you just 

got stuck in.  

I also hadn’t considered how specific you should be and how looking at both retirement 

adjustment and transition was too broad, and I should focus on one. 
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What were your key learnings from this stage? 

Clearly, I now understand the process and the importance of how everything needs to be 

imbedded in theory and to understand how any work undertaken must fit in and build on a 

body of research. Even as I write this in June 2020, I can see how much I’ve developed over 

this time. With a wide range of search terms, I still had three articles that did not appear in 

the searches. I learned that it is ok to review search terms to ensure that these are included.  

What would you do differently if you were to go through this process 

again? 

To do a second SLR I would already understand the process so I would be able to focus and 

move ahead faster. It may have helped to ask more about the process, but much learning 

occurs through active involvement, and this for me has been the best way of learning.  

I had a massive number of search terms, and publication types, reading more SLRs 

afterwards I found most people choose a significantly shorter list and I’m sure that is the 

way to go. My view had been better to keep it broad and narrow down later, but it did take 

a lot of time.  

 

2. The systematic review: Developing a protocol  

What challenges did you face and how did you overcome them? 

As I moved on to reading the papers more carefully, I realised I was rusty on stats. I needed 

to refresh myself on statistical techniques and to appreciate that it does take time to 

thoroughly read an academic paper. 

Talking with one of my supervisors she said that reading papers can be hard, even for 

experienced researchers. We need to be kind to ourselves, to trust the process, and to take 

breaks.  

We can only do our thinking when we are in a good place.  
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I had assumed I knew the difference between retirement adjustment and retirement 

transition, but it took a lot of reading and a discussion with my supervisor to truly 

understand this. Maintaining focus was hard. I set myself a target of just two papers to 

review a day.  

Whilst I had identified a long list of words to use as my search criteria, I was advised in 

supervision that I needed to consult more broadly with subject matter experts. Through this 

process I came across two theories I was unlikely to have found without this broader 

discussion - generativity and ‘future time perspective’.  

A challenge I’d not spoken to others about was that sometimes on Mendeley I’d lose a 

folder of documents. I think these must have gone missing as the desktop and online 

versions synch but even when I would carefully synch before closing it could happen next 

time I logged on. A bit frustrating.  

Campbell - Registering my protocol 

We had been advised to register our protocol with Campbell. It was a detailed process and 

another of my cohort received such feedback that we were told it was a step we could 

ignore. I had already got mine almost to the point of submission, so I went ahead. I gained 

feedback on how to improve, such as to consider Grey Literature, and the questions asked 

were helpful. It did add extra work, but my intention was to do this professional doctorate 

properly, rather than to see the minimum I could do. For example, with the Grey Literature I 

contacted 36 experts via LinkedIn and email. 

I’m producing a Strategic Literature Review on – the psychological factors that predict a 
positive adjustment to retirement. Having done an intensive search on published peer 
reviewed articles, I now wish to consider anything from the ‘grey literature’. 
 
Are you aware of any relevant unpublished research or research studies, (including 
Government papers, conference proceedings, dissertations ,and theses) that might not be 
included in academic databases but should be included in this review? 
 
If you need any more information from me, I’d be happy to send it. Also, if you think I should 
contact anyone, and you can pass on their details, I’d be most grateful 
 
Thanks, and I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Denise Taylor 
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Grey Literature  

I have a strong interest in this area, so was already familiar with most organisations so could 

look at their websites to see what publications were available. However, it was not a simple 

task to review the websites, not all had search options, and so a review of all publications 

available on the websites was undertaken.  

How did this process differ from your expectations/plan? 

I had assumed that once I had my list of search terms, I would run the searches through the 

databases, find my articles and start on the sifting phase. I had to learn how to set the 

search terms within the databases. For example, in Scopus I could limit my search to ‘human 

and age range – middle age and old (40-60 and 65+) but I couldn’t be as specific in the 

ESBCO databases. I ended up running the searches several times, getting faster each time as 

I got more familiar with the options. I hadn’t realised that I would still get book reviews if 

they appeared in peer reviewed journals, for example and it was only on a careful review 

that I realised that on a few occasions I had not put quotes around search terms.  

At this point (3 January 2020), I hadn’t expected such a structured approach to this first 

stage. The guidance is helpful, but I also need to step back and breathe as it is too easy to go 

into panic/ headless chicken mode. 

What were your key learnings from this stage? 

Whilst it would have been lovely to have someone talk me through step by step, I’ve learnt 

far more by repeating the process and getting to understand the software.  

To spend time trialling out databases to see what comes up and to look carefully at the 

journals included with each database. For example, a more careful understanding of the 

journals picked up via ASC, I was able to ignore medical articles by narrowing down journals 

to ignore (PLOS one, BMC public health, Psycho-oncology) on ASC. This significantly reduced 

the number from 17950 to 1352. 

It is useful to have some key articles that were found in the early stages and then to ensure 

they have been picked up via this first stage. I needed to add a new search term – 

Retirement Adjustment Predictors to ensure a particular article was included.  
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I was told to trust the process. It’s normal to think we have imposter syndrome; it never 

goes away; to remember I am following the best practice approach. 

I was told that ‘reflection is helpful – cathartic, allows us to make sense of it’. So, I kept my 

diary from the beginning, and glad I did. It was more detailed than this reflective diary. In 

July as I started on scoping the research study, I reviewed everything to ensure that I could 

reflect on learning to date and use this as I move into the next phase.  

What would you do differently if you were to go about developing a 

protocol again? 

I would be clearer on search terms. Probably not to have as many and to take a ruthless 

approach to reviewing. To focus e.g., just on the title at title sift stage. I kept getting 

distracted by reading through interesting articles. 

 

The systematic review: Conducting searches  

How did you come to a decision on the keywords, databases, and 

inclusion/exclusion criteria to use? 

 I identified key words via my extensive reading. I listened to my supervisors for which 

databases to use and the inclusion/exclusion criteria came clearer the more I read. I wasn’t 

clear on length of retirement till I began to shortlist down. My cohort were also immensely 

helpful as we discussed this in our regular zoom sessions.  

What challenges did you face and how did you overcome them? 

Learning what words mean. This may seem simple to others but to me it was a challenge – 

getting clear on what is an outcome and what is a factor. Repeatedly I got confused 

between outcomes and factors: I had this on a post-it note on my PC!  

• If well-being improves as retired, this is an outcome 

• If being conscientious or high self-esteem leads to a better retirement, or not, this is 

a factor 

I struggled with using databases, sometimes I wanted to access a journal e.g. The Journal of 

Personality and it wouldn’t appear. Also, sometimes the technology let me down, so an 
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article from the Journal of Management went missing when I sent it from Mendeley to 

Endnote.  

I’ve learnt about the process. I was taking a long time to do my title sift, reading and 

thinking about each article rather than being more drastic – in or out. It took hours to do 

500 and I got side-tracked by interesting but irrelevant articles.  

I have become very good at doing searches, adding to Mendeley, and sending onto Endnote. 

I thought I would do this once and that would be it. But I’ve learnt a lot! The first time I 

thought it was all ok, but then found that some articles didn’t appear, so I needed to adjust 

my search terms. After a few attempts I found I had 27,199 documents. I looked again to 

see if there were advanced filters I could use in the bigger databases. Finally, I narrowed 

things to a more manageable number. I could have been given step by step instructions, but 

learning is often best when you work it out for yourself. This is true for me, and each time I 

go through it again, I’m faster, more confident, and although it takes time, it all happens in 

the background while I get on with other work.  

After the full paper review, I had 18 documents to go through to the extraction phase. 

Whilst I had highlighted online, I also printed each paper, to make it easier to review. 

Extracting the data from the papers was a big job. But it is a task that can be broken down, 

and I set myself an easy goal of just one paper a day. I don’t have to push myself.  

Learning technical skills: It may be simple, but I learned how to freeze columns and rows in 

Excel.  

Quality Process: I realised that my simple approach to checking quality was not going to be 

detailed enough and I needed to follow the Snape et. al., (2017) methodology. This is a far 

more complex approach and was another new technique to learn. Again, I’ve had to realise 

that being slow is ok. I’ve also learned that I can create a revised version of the Snape et. al.,  

(2017) framework. As I write this section (5 July 2020) this work is on hold as I work on my 

research study proposal.  

How did this process differ from your expectations/plan? 

I didn’t have any expectations, didn’t really know what it was going to be like. It did take 

much longer than I had assumed.  
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What were your key learnings from this stage? 

Reviewing University videos re PhD/ Prof Doc: I watched some of the videos created for 

PhD students on the Birkbeck website and this was an interesting quote 

When stuck, it’s not normally that you need more information, but you 

need help in how to process the information / make sense of it. 

From another video I learned that a PhD is challenging, and many people start with little 

knowledge of the commitment, how hard it can be and that many things can go wrong. We 

should not put too much pressure on ourselves and treat it more like a job and to keep life 

in balance. Both a PhD and a Prof Doc are doctorates. There is no difference in intellectual 

level of study. A PhD is more theoretical, with a Prof Doc you are living the academic 

experience. 

Also, to listen to my supervisors, and make good use of their expertise such as to keep 

documents for the sifts in folders to make them easy to find again. 

What would you do differently if you were to go about conducting 

systematic searches again? 

I don’t think I’d do anything different; I have a good process to follow. I surprised others by 

saying that I want to do it again, now I’ve learned a process I can see how this will help with 

research I want to do into Vision Quests as no SLR has been conducted in this.  

 

The systematic review: Assimilation and write up  

How did you come to a decision on the way to cluster the data and tell the 

story? How did you make the choice of target journal? 

I’d gone back to my SLR to complete the quality assessment. Reading papers was much 

easier, this time around. I’m now almost finished with the quality assessment. What I have 

noticed is that so many of the columns are not relevant as Snape et. al.,  (2017) is focused 
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on a medical models. I considered removing them, but then I would not have been using 

Snape et. al., (2017).  

The analysis shows 

• 36.7% of Yes’s for the cross-sectional papers except one (Topa) at 40% 

• 46.7% for longitudinal, except one (Maurer) at 50%  

Whilst I could get started on my independent research, to help with the language I decided 

to focus on my SLR. Jo (Supervisor) had said that a focus on language and the synthesis will 

force me to consider the inclusion/ exclusion criteria and to look into how each study 

describes meaning and defines retirement. So, I stopped all the additional reading to finish 

my SLR. 

I have still not finalised my target journal but have several in mind. I should have considered 

this as I went through this SLR and made a note of key ones, and checking out submission 

criteria, something I will remember for next time. As I review this section of my thesis, I 

have now identified some journals to consider. Once I submit this thesis, I will read up on 

submission details for these publications: 

• Ageing and Society 

• Work Aging and Retirement 

• The career development quarterly 

• Work, Aging and Retirement 

• Frontiers in psychology 

• Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management: An International Journal. 

 

How did this process differ from your expectations/plan? 

I have completed my Quality assessment using Snape et. al.,  (2017), but there is little 

variation between papers, and I wonder if I should have used a different method. On 

reflection, the method is less important than being structured and objective.  

Creating tables took a long time. Looking for definitions wasn’t helpful as after a review of 

the first 4 papers none had defined the term retirement, but this could be interesting for my 

discussion. 

My supervisor suggested a table for outcome measures. Grouping them together, with help 

from Jerry (cohort member) gave a good visual of how these are used. This was easier to 
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complete than the study design table. Several of the columns were easy to populate as 

these were study characteristics and details on the participant population, the findings 

section has thrown me. What exactly do I include here? Is it a list of stats, or more a 

narrative of the study? I’m going to go for the latter but assume I may need to go back and 

review and comment on the quantitative data. It is very much an iterative process.  

I recognised through the draft SLR that one of the papers should be removed as it did not 

address psychological factors, just a broader adjustment to retirement so it was removed, 

leading to 17 papers for the SLR.  

What challenges did you face and how did you overcome them? 

On 11th January 2020 I sent my SLR to my supervisor, I worked so hard on this and often 

think I work harder than anyone else. But we are all different. I redid tables a few times 

before finding a way that worked for me, and it was once I started to write paragraphs that I 

came across a better way for tables. I checked all references, found all the papers, and put 

into a folder, and checked out the original sources. I never cease to be amazed that quotes 

are not accurate, but things can get lost in updated documents. I now have a folder for 

papers and notes to include in the overall introduction. 

What were your key learnings from this stage? 

That I can do it. I have a voice in my head that tells me I’m stretching too far, why go and 

aim for this doctorate, so I paid attention to the feedback I got from my supervisors. Overall, 

learning every step in creating a SLR is fascinating, I like structured and systematic 

processes, and I’ve learnt to read academic papers. You don’t need to read every word and 

best to focus on the results and discussion. I set aside two days a week, right from the start, 

as my studies days and this worked for me. 

What would you do differently if you were to go about writing up again? 

I don’t think I would do anything differently; I’m happy with the approach I took and the 

way I was able to balance study and personal time.  

 



 

212 

 

Research Study: Design  

How did you come to a decision on the study/studies you were going to 

undertake? 

It’s a process. I was clear on my research question from the first few months of study - How 

do people find meaning after retirement from full time work? This is very pertinent to me as 

I’m in the age group of people I will be interviewing. I’d also spotted a gap in the research 

arena.  

Why did you decide to use the particular methodology/analytical process? 

I was certainly going to use a qualitative approach, whilst not afraid of stats, I’m interested 

in a deeper understanding and with the SLR was frustrated that nothing qualitative was 

found bar part of one study. When I learned about Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis IPA), I knew the best approach for me would be to do a research study using IPA. 

People do this badly; I will not be one of them!  

What challenges did you face in the design process and how did you 

overcome them? 

I waited for several weeks for feedback on my SLR. It did make me pause on moving 

forward, and I spent too long ‘faffing’ with potential interview questions. But at another 

level this made it clearer and stronger. It also gave me the time to look deeper into the 

meaning of meaning … I was now into philosophy.  

How did this process differ from your expectations/plan? 

It was all deeper than I’d expected, again I thought I could just get on and do rather than 

have to create another proposal. Being structured helped and I had a clear process to get 

participants.  

What were your key learnings from this stage?  

A key learning was to make use of what you have already done. I was about to start on the 

introduction then I remembered about my research proposal, so I was able to use this in the 

introduction.  
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An early stage was to produce the proposal. I hadn’t realised how detailed it would be, 

forgetting there was a template to follow I created an introduction that I thought was quite 

good, but in a supervision, session found it was too focused on the SLR results and I should 

use this as the start. I’m happy to follow a process and once I had been reminded of the 

template, I used the introduction I had created to populate against the questions. 

I liked this approach. Over a few days, I created, what seems to me, a strong first draft 

covering the background and literature review. The word count is about right too. Aims and 

objectives was short. It will take time to create the methodology section as I want to review 

some IPA studies. I saw the benefit of creating a pre-research survey to help me to find the 

people I wish to interview for my IPA.  

Part of what I’m doing now is to look at the methodology of my research. An earlier 

discussion with my supervisor was to create an inclusion survey. I can see the benefits of 

doing this, if not I’ll be relying on finding people via my network. To create a questionnaire 

that can be shared widely and allow people to choose to get involved will give me a broader 

range of people to draw on. 

I also wanted to read some IPA theses to see what approach others have taken and to give 

me a good understanding to add to my proposal.  

So many times, I thought I was there, having two supervisors was good for breadth, but 

frustrating when they had different views. It was a bit of a shock for one of my supervisors 

to read through and make further suggestions for improvement when the first supervisor 

was happy. This was not a quick fix, I had to search for relevant articles and read carefully, 

seeking a couple of quotes/ references. I did it properly, went back to original sources.  

It is a great relief to know that my proposals are finished and ready to submit. I can now 

step back and think how far I have come – even simple things like academic referencing and 

language. But mainly the deeper stuff on how to research and to critically evaluate 

academic papers.  
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Research Study: Gathering data  

How did you go about gathering data and accessing participants? Why did 

you choose this route? 

I created a survey using survey monkey and shared this around online groups aimed at 

people aged over 50. This included Modern Elder Academy. I also signed up for a webinar 

with encore.org and via the chat function made connections who I then contacted via 

LinkedIn. My survey was short and focused and the people that contacted me were very 

interested. Overall, 23 people responded, but not all met my criteria. 

I had some concerns about asking people if they have retired – I don’t consider myself 

retired but my life is very different, and I no longer am a full-time worker. Finding it hard to 

know how to describe this. I also had a concern that if I lined people up too early, would 

they lose interest – they didn’t. 

The nature of interpretative research is reliant on the data provided and directly linked to 

my interviewing skills. Whilst an experienced interviewer in my work life, this was the first-

time since undergraduate studies in 1988, for undertaking research interviewing. Also, this 

was the first time I have used IPA methodology and thus may well have gained deeper 

evidence if I was more experienced.  

What challenges did you face when gathering data/accessing participants 

and how did you overcome them? 

I set up 13 interviews, all met my criteria and I thought some may drop out. A discussion 

with my supervisor as I’d completed interview 11 was to stop, and to focus on just analysing 

seven interviews as IPA is such an intensive process. Most people are used to online 

meetings, and I set up interviews via my online diary which issued three reminders, so no 

one dropped out. As I had too many people, I stopped analysis at interview 8, and one of 

them was a poor-quality (sound) interview so even though the person would have been 

interesting it made the shortlisting easy.  
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What would you do differently if you were going to begin this stage again, 

and why? 

I think my approach worked well. I’m glad I had a semi structured interview approach where 

I could nudge people into new areas, but left it to them to tell their story, their way. I 

wonder if it would have been easier to have set questions all related closer to the SLR but as 

I’d considered this, I realised that could have been a quantitative study with a set number of 

choices, I really wanted depth which I got.  

 

Research Study: Analysing data 

How did you go about analysing your data? Why did you choose this 

route? 

Using IPA, I listened to each interview about 4 times to create a transcript, I then watched 

the recording to pick up on the non-verbal behaviours and to note my impressions for the 

pen pictures. I’d read extensively on the technique via books and articles, so I felt familiar 

with the approach and what to do. My approach was to do all the interviews within a fairly 

short window and then to transcribe and analysis one at a time. I created themes 

individually, so as I set aside transcript one to work on the next one, I created new 

categories, even when I was aware I had used similar the day before. I then added line 

numbers to each interview. I used Excel with columns so I could pull out key quotes with the 

line number, and then add a header in the second column. Later I would create a more 

global heading. I did this by writing all the words from the second column onto pieces of 

paper and then to shuffle to find an overall theme for this interview.  

Analysis of the spreadsheet lead to grouping these initial themes into broader themes. This 

was done using the first list of themes being written on to small pieces of paper and shuffled 

to lead to the broader themes. Comments and first impressions were also noted within this 

reflections journal.  

 



 

216 

 

 

What challenges did you face when analysing your data and how did you 

overcome them? 

In retrospect, creating the transcript was easy! It was the analysis that made me want to 

scream. I took a number of goes to get deeper and to move from description to get 

underneath, to consider the meaning behand the words. I was then told to create pen 

pictures. Many I’d read were very descriptive and factual. That wasn’t deep enough for my 

supervisor, I had to focus more on how the interviews made me feel. This was equally 

frustrating. I think this stage took 3 weeks virtually full time.  

How did this process differ from your expectations/plan? 

I had expected this to be fairly straightforward, pick out some quotes to sum up a theme, 

but it was so much more detailed and deeper than I had anticipated, and several times 

wished I had instead opted for thematic analysis.  

As my supervisor requested me to focus more on feelings and the deeper understanding, I 

asked via an online forum for additional reading to enhance, this included full texts on 

German philosophy alongside relevant academic papers. I was certainly reading much 

broader than I’d anticipated.  
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What were your key learnings from this stage? 

That I can do it! After the struggle, my supervisor referred me to an expert for them to guide 

me. The feedback was so positive:  

 Wow, Denise, thank you for sharing that. I am literally speechless. I've never read such a 

poetic research piece - it was utterly beautiful. You have so eloquently brought together the 

idiographic and embodied values of IPA with creative arts-based prose. Wow, just wow. 

I was a bit shell-shocked by this. I now feel familiar with this approach and would happily 

use it again.  

What would you do differently if you were going to begin this stage again, 

and why? 

I would follow the same approach, it all worked well. I had a good approach to gaining 

participants, the interview structure worked well and through my learning experience I was 

able to analyse the data.  

 

Research Study: Writing up  

I will start today with intention. I will stay calm and be thoughtful. I will be 

productive and focused. I will not get stressed. Today is a study day. I will 

enjoy it and make good use of my time, working productively – 1 hour on, 

15 minutes to do no PC work.  

What challenges did you face when gathering/writing up your study and 

how did you overcome them? 

I like the way that the research is written up in sections. I also realised that I had three 

introductions – to the SLR, the empirical research and the overall introduction. I decided to 

work on all three at the same time, revising the SLR intro at the same time as the intro to my 

empirical study and the overall intro, as this cut down on duplication. And it was a good 

chunk of this thesis ‘banked’. I then worked on the methodology section. Having read so 
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many IPA papers and eight theses I noted there was a need to include the more 

philosophical aspects of the approach. Submitting this section for feedback I was told I’d 

written much of the overall methodology section which was great to learn. It was another 

time when I had gone deep, but this really helped to embed myself in the process. 

I’m good at writing up findings, it’s the discussion that is more challenging. Again, it took 

several times of submitting small sections and getting feedback that I found an approach to 

work. Taking advice from my supervisor I have now incorporated much of it with the 

findings. I think this is a riskier approach and may well be challenged at my viva, but I’ll be 

ready for that. I had a document with details from all the additional reading I’d done for the 

discussion section. This was 55 pages of notes but eventually I found a way to incorporate 

what was needed to create my story.  

How did this process differ from your expectations/plan? 

I was getting a bit lost, after the frenetic time of completing my proposal, the upgrade 

presentation, and the ethics form, I needed to take it slower. From the upgrade session I 

was advised to focus more on the meaning of meaning, (more philosophy) so I was reading, 

widely. I was also considering the questions for my pre-research survey and oscillating 

between a longer survey that could have been a quantitative study, and a short one, I was 

also unsure how to describe moving on from full time work. Retirement wasn’t the right 

word or had the wrong connotations.  

What were your key learnings from this stage? 

As I have been working through, I found more articles such as on nature and authenticity 

and reviewed these to integrate. I am probably going deeper than most others would, I 

don’t know, but it is how I want to be. This took me a while, but I was happy to put in the 

effort. I’m very interested in the idea of authenticity (one reason why I stopped dyeing my 

hair) and how we can step up to the role of elder. I’m also interested in nature-based 

learning. So, more learning about the detective skills of being a researcher.  
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What would you do differently if you were going to begin this stage again, 

and why? 

It was only in the write up stage that I realised I didn’t have full references readily 

accessible, I wish I had put in the time to note them as I go and to have a separate folder for 

each article that I used in the thesis, rather than a bigger folder. As I review and type up this 

section, I have to find the missing references, but at least it is a task I can do while watching 

Silent Witness. There is something gentle and reassuring about having this programme on 

while I study, I don’t have to concentrate, and the dialogue is like the background chatter in 

a coffee shop. 

 

Overall Doctoral Process 

Reflecting on your doctorate, how do you feel you have developed (e.g., 

technical expertise, theoretical knowledge)? 

The key development as a researcher, is learning techniques that are so helpful. Whilst I’ve 

already had seven books published, and am seen as a good writer, my written skills have 

improved, especially taking a more academic style.  

I also have confidence. More confident on how I talk about research. I feel knowledgeable 

and this will impact into how I see my career developing.  

I have developed as a researcher, in particular to gain critical reading skills. I appreciate that 

we can all feel that we have imposter syndrome, and that for now I am in the stage of 

passing my driving test. Ready to drive solo but with still more learning to do.  

On a technical level I learned some ways to make good use of excel! 

Can you see any changes in your practices and/or professional plan as a 

result of undertaking this doctorate and associated learnings? 

I was considering making changes to my work as I started this doctorate. This has become 

clearer. I intend to focus my work on helping people make the transition from work to 

retirement and in particular to help people find a life of greater meaning. My work can also 

impact into more general pre-retirement activity too.  
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What has been the most useful element of the process for you? 

To be structured and systematic with a clear process. Going deeper with research and 

reading critically. My mainstream book writing will include more published research rather 

than a focus on describing practice.  

What has been the most rewarding element of the process for you? 

To read deeply into a subject for which I have so much passion and interest. I used to read 

books for ideas, rarely went to original sources. I now feel (no I am!) like an expert and have 

the confidence and now academic credibility to pursue the topic of meaningful ageing and a 

successful adjustment to retirement with a wide audience. I’ve also had the privilege to 

work with an amazing cohort, many of us have had challenges, and who have been so 

supportive. 

What has been the most challenging element of the process for you? 

Going deep into the data. I had limited experience of reading academic papers and it has 

been a slow process. However, now, as I put this thesis together and read some more 

academic papers, I notice I’m faster.  

What has been the most frustrating element of the process for you? 

The process has been slow, much slower than I’d expected, and I’ve wanted to rush through 

it. I also set myself high standards and some of the feedback was hard to take on board, 

especially when I had worked so hard, thought I’d done a great job and then found my 

approach was off and I had to rethink.  

What would you tell someone beginning this process? What are the key 

things they should know/avoid/prepare for?  

You will need to decide how you will find the time and be clear on what works best for you. 

For me it was to set aside two full days a week.  

Understand why you want to do a prof. doc. It has to be more than getting the letters after 

your name.  

Listen to the supervisor(s), they are there to guide you and you should listen.  
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Have a good support network. My cohort met fortnightly on Zoom, and it helped in different 

ways, we could ask questions, seek help and be generally supportive for each other. Not just 

academically, many of us have personal challenges too. As I type up this section my partner 

is in Oxford John Radcliffe Hospital and having a triple by-pass tomorrow. They, and my 

supervisors have been there for me. As I review this, (10 August) three weeks after surgery, 

he is home and making progress to his recovery.  
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Appendix A – The Grey Literature  

 

From the Grey Literature  

Organisation  1st Sift Full review 

AgeUK  13 1 

Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation 3 3 

Centre for Ageing Better 34 4 

Centre for Research into the Older Workforce (CROW) 1 1 

Chartered Management Institute 0 0 

Chartered Institute of Professional Development (CIPD) 2 0 

The Careers Research and Advisory Centre (CRAC) 0 0 

Demos – Retirement Adjustment search term = 66 10 1 

Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) 3 0 

Independent Age 0 0 

Institute for Employment Studies (IES) 8 0 

International Longevity Centre (ilc) 4 1 

National Institute for Career Education and Counselling (NICEC) 2 2 

Network for Studies on Pensions, Aging and Retirement (Netspar) – 
these were all academic articles that should have appeared via my 
search 

15 1 

Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute (nidi) - these 
were all academic articles that had appeared via my search 

7 0 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 
Retirement adjustment identified 6970 links. Retirement 
adjustment psychological identified 839 links. First 10 pages 
reviewed, unable to go beyond this.  

7 0 

TAEN  1 1 

Trades Union Congress (34 via a search for ‘retirement adjustment 
+ psychologic’)  

0 0 

Work Foundation 0 0 

Guy Robertson 5 0 

Joanne Earl – although these are all published articles so could 
class as pearl gathering 

8 1 

Research Gate – not published in main journals  3 3 

Theses 6 2 

Total  132 21 
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Appendix B – Quality assessment of papers included in the SLR – Simplified version of the full 

analysis using the Snape et. al., (2017) model.  

Study Was the 
evaluation 
well-
designed? 

Was the study 
carried out 
appropriately? 

Was analysis 
appropriate?  

Consistency 
of evidence 

Have ethical 
issues been 
taken into 
consideration? 

Contribution 
to existing 
knowledge  

Overall 
Quality 
Assessment  

Quality Grade  

Burr et. al., 2011 4 4 2 4 1 1 53% High 

Donaldson et. al., 2010 2 3 1 4 0 1 36.7% Good  

Duffy et. al., 2017 2 3 1 4 0 1 36.7% Good 

Hansson et. al., 2018 4 3 1 4 0 1 46.7% Very good 

Henning et. al. 2019 4 4 1 4 0 1 46.7% Very good 

Houlfort et. al. 2015 4 4 1 4 0 1 36.7% Good 
Löckenhoff et. al., 2009 (L) 2 4 1 4 0 1 46.7% Very good 

Löckenhoff et. al., (CS) 2 3 1 4 0 1 36.7% Good 

Maurer et. al., 2018 4 4 2 4 0 1 46.7% Very good 

Michinov et. al., 2008 2 3 1 4 0 1 46.7% Good 

Mike et. al., 2014 4 3 1 4 0 1 36.7% Good 

Reitzes et. al., 2004 2 3 1 4 0 1 36.7% Good 

Robinson et. al., 2010 2 3 1 4 0 1 36.7% Good 

Salami 2010 2 3 1 4 0 1 36.7% Good 

Serrat et. al., 2018 4 4 1 4 0 1 46.7% Very good 

Topa & Alcove, 2015 2 3 1 4 0 1 36.7% Good 
Van Solinge & Henkens, 2005 2 3 1 4 0 1 36.7% Good 

Wong & Earl, 2009 2 3 1 4 0 1 36.7% Good 
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Appendix C: Quality Assessment using Snape et. al., (2017) 
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* 1 = Burr et.al., (2011); 2= Donaldson et.al., (2010); 3 = Duffy et. al., (2017); 4 = Hansson et. al., (2018); 5 = Henning et. al., (2019); 6 = Houlfort et. al., 
(2015); 7 = Löckenhoff et. al., (2009); 8 = Maurer et. al., (2018); 9 = Michinov et. al., (2008); 10 = Mike, et. al., (2014); 11 = Reitzes et. al., (2004); 12 = 
Robinson et. al., (2010); 13 = Salami (2010); 14 = Serrat et. al., (2018); 15 = Topa & Alcover, (2015); 16 = van Solinge & Henkens, (2005); 17 = Wong & Earl, 
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10 Y Y Y Y Y Y NA Y Y CT Y Y Y Y CT CT NA CT CT Y  13 17 30 36.7% 

11 Y Y NA NA Y Y NA Y Y CT Y Y Y Y CT CT NA CT CT Y  11 19 30 36.7% 

12 Y Y NA NA Y Y NA Y Y CT Y Y Y Y CT CT NA CT CT Y  11 19 30 36.7% 

13 Y Y NA NA Y Y NA Y Y CT Y Y Y Y CT CT NA CT CT Y  11 19 30 36.7% 

14 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y CT Y Y Y Y CT CT NA CT CT Y  14 16 30 46.7% 

15 Y Y NA NA Y Y NA Y Y CT Y Y Y Y CT CT NA CT CT Y  11 19 30 36.7% 

16 Y Y NA NA Y Y NA Y Y CT Y Y Y Y CT CT NA CT CT Y  11 19 30 36.7% 

17 Y Y NA NA Y Y NA Y Y CT Y Y Y Y CT CT NA CT CT Y  11 19 30 36.7% 

 
* 1 = Burr et.al., (2011); 2= Donaldson et.al., (2010); 3 = Duffy et. al., (2017); 4 = Hansson et. al., (2018); 5 = Henning et. al., (2019); 6 = Houlfort et. al., 
(2015); 7 = Löckenhoff et. al., (2009); 8 = Maurer et. al., (2018); 9 = Michinov et. al., (2008); 10 = Mike, et. al., (2014); 11 = Reitzes et. al., (2004); 12 = 
Robinson et. al., (2010); 13 = Salami (2010); 14 = Serrat et. al., (2018); 15 = Topa & Alcover, (2015); 16 = van Solinge & Henkens, (2005); 17 = Wong & Earl, 
(2009)  
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Appendix D: Outcome measures  
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 1. Personality 2. Values 3. Self 
Esteem 

4. Self-
Efficacy 

5. Mastery 6. Social 
Identity 

7. Calling OTHER  

Burr et. al.      X             

Donaldson et.al.            X     X  

Duffy et.al.,              X X X   

Hansson et. al.         X          

Henning et.al.        X           

Houlfort et. al.,        X X           

Löckenhoff et. al.,  X                X  

Maurer & Chapman X   X               

Michinov et. al.,              X    X  

Mike et. al.,   X                 

Reitzes & Mutran         X          

Robinson et. al.,    X                

Salami          X         

Serrat et. al.,  X    X              

Topa & Alcover           X        

Van Solinge 2005          X         

Wong & Earl                 X X 
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Appendix E – approved ethical approval  

Organizational Psychology Ethics Application Form 

Proposal to Conduct Research Involving Human Participants  

Before completing this form make sure you have familiarised yourself with BPS Core of Human 
Research Ethics.  

If you are conducting internet research, please read the AoIR recommendations for ethical decision 
making before completing this form  

 

Section A:  

Name(s) of Investigator: Denise Taylor 

Date of application: 15th September 2020 

Proposed start date: 1st December 2020 

Contact details: Email dtaylo15@mail.bbk.ac.uk 

Status (e.g., Lecturer, PhD 
student, BSc/MSc student) 

Student on the Professional Doctorate in Organizational 
Psychology Programme 

Supervisor (name and 
email) (if applicable): 

Rachel Lewis and Jo Yarker 

Op-pdop@bbk.ac.uk 

Funding source (if 
applicable) 

N/A 

Project Title (15 words max) 

 

How do people find meaning after retirement 

from full time work? 

Are any committees other than this one evaluating whether your proposed research is ethical? 
YES/NO 

If yes, include the proposal you made to them and (if available) their decision  
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Section B: Supporting Documentation 

Listed below are the materials you need to include with the ethics submission. Please place an X 
in each box when you have ensured that this material is included with your submission.  

Note that if you are seeking ethical approval for a survey your only need to submit the 
questionnaire if you are using your own questions. If you are using existing, published 
questionnaires, you do not have to attach the questionnaire, but you do need to explain which 
questionnaire(s) you are using (and provide references) in Section D. 

Under the “Other” option you may specify (and attach) any other documents that you consider 
relevant to your application. For example, you can include an ethics application form that has 
been submitted to a different committee. If you are debriefing the participants, you need to 
include the relevant documents here. Note that debriefing is not compulsory unless you are 
actively misleading or deceiving the participants as to the purpose of the study.  

For projects that will run over multiple years and may involve multiple data sources it is 
recommended to include a data management plan. This is also required if you are applying for 
ethical approval for a funding application or a funded project. 

Information Sheet 

 

 Yes – Appendix 1  

Consent Form 

 

Yes - Appendix 2 

Materials used  

• For Quantitative studies provide details of the validated scales 
and any other questions to be asked.  

• For Qualitative studies provide a list of key themes and 
questions to be asked (inc. clarification and probe questions), 
depending on the nature of the interview (e.g., structured, 
unstructured, focus group).  
 

Yes – Appendix 3 

Debrief 

 

Yes – Appendix 4 

Other (please specify): Recruitment Message – to be posted to 
Facebook groups and shared by email.  

Yes – Appendix 5 
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Section C: Checklist  

Will the participants be required to experience unpleasant stimuli or 
unpleasant situations? (This also include unpleasant experiences that 
may result from deprivation or restriction, e.g., Food, water, sleep 
deprivation) 

YES / NO  

Will any information about the nature, process or outcome of the 
experiment or study be withheld from participants? (If information is 
withheld, the participants will need to be debriefed after the data 
collection. In addition, a second informed consent to use the data 
should be obtained after debriefing the participants) 

YES / NO  

Will participants be actively misled or deceived as to the purpose of 
the study? (If the participants are actively mislead or deceived, they 
need to be debriefed after the data collection. In addition, a second 
informed consent to use the data should be obtained after debriefing 
the participants) 

YES / NO  

Will participants receive any inducement or payment to take part in 
the study? 

YES / NO  

Does the research involve identifiable participants or the possibility 
that anonymised individuals may become identifiable? (see 
“Additional Ethics Advice for Qualitative Research” on Moodle for 
advice)  

YES / NO / DON’T KNOW 

Will any participants be unable to provide informed consent? (e.g., 
minors, people who may lack capacity to do so, people in an unequal 
relationship forced to participate, etc) 

YES / NO / DON’T KNOW 

Might the study carry a risk of being harmful to the physical or mental 
well-being of the researcher in carrying out the study? (Any risk above 
the normal risk expected in everyday life should be reported here) 

YES / NO / DON’T KNOW 

Might the study carry a risk of being harmful to the physical or mental 
well-being of participants? (Any risk above the normal risk expected in 
everyday life should be reported here) 

YES / NO / DON’T KNOW 

Might the study carry a risk of being harmful to the College in any 
way? (e.g., reputation damage, security sensitive research such as 
military research or on extremist or terrorist groups, research 
requiring illegal/extreme/dangerous materials)  

YES / NO / DON’T KNOW 

Will the research involve any conflict of interest? (e.g. between your 
role at work and your role as a researcher? will you want to use 
data/colleagues that you have access/contact with in your job but as a 

YES / NO / DON’T KNOW 
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researcher they would not normally be available to you) For advice 
see Guidance note: Researching within your own institution 

Is there any possibility of a participant disclosing any issues of 
concern? (e.g., legal, emotional, psychological, health) (see 
“Additional Ethics Advice for Qualitative Research” on Moodle for 
advice) 

YES / NO / DON’T KNOW 

Is there any possibility of the researcher identifying any issues of 
concern? (see “Additional Ethics Advice for Qualitative Research” on 
Moodle for advice) 

YES / NO / DON’T KNOW 

Are there any other ethical concerns that you are aware of? YES / NO  

Will you recruit Birkbeck staff (inc. ex staff)/students as participants? 
(For restrictions to questions you can ask Birkbeck staff/students 
please see “A Guide to Research Ethics in Organizational Psychology” 
on Moodle 

YES / NO  

 

If you answered ‘YES’ or ‘DON’T KNOW’ to any of the above; provide further details here; being 
specific about how you will address ethical concerns in the study protocol:  

(You can expand the area below to use as much space as needed) 

 

 

Section D: Project description  

(You can expand the areas below to use as much space as needed) 

Description and rationale for proposed project (in accessible terms – what is the research 
question, how can people benefit, what are potential risks, and how are they mitigated?) 

 

What is the research question?  

The aim of this study is to identify how people find meaning after retirement from full time work. 
The research will adopt an Interpretive Phenomenological Approach to look deeper into the lived 
experience of 5-8 people who now identify as having meaning after retirement/ at this stage in 
life. Some may have always had drive, but not an outlet, for others it may be a journey of 
discovery. 

How can people benefit? 

I want to ensure the results are shared widely to improve the lives of individuals and to inform the 
work of policy makers and employers. People want role models and guidance and to move 

http://www.bbk.ac.uk/committees/research-integrity/Guidancenoteresearchingyourowninstitution.pdf
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beyond the traditional pre-retirement seminars with a focus on finance, health, and leisure 
interests to deeper and wider thinking on their future.  

Employers may use the results of this study as part of their mid-life review to encourage their 
employees to think about how to have more meaning in their lives both whilst still working and 
once they leave. Benefits to the employer can include a more motivated work force who re-find 
passion and meaning in their wider life.  

Policy makers and the Government will be interested in activity that keeps people as active 
members of society, still contributing to society, perhaps through civic engagement and indeed as 
being an elder, a wiser older person with specific views to share, particularly with a younger 
generation.  

Participants will receive a shortened version of the thesis, it is intended to seek out relevant 
academic dissemination outlets such as conferences and papers; and articles will be produced for 
popular magazines such as Saga, online forums such as Advantage of Age, alongside articles on my 
own blog – the 50plus coach.  

What are potential risks, and how are they mitigated? 

No risks are expected for the participants, all interviews are undertaken via Skype, and the subject 
matter will be explained to enable individuals to decide whether, or not, to get involved. I will 
provide details of sources of help if required within the participant information forms. 

The General Risk Assessment Form (see Appendix 7) has been reviewed. As the participant will be 
in their own home also the researcher, there is no need for a risk assessment to be undertaken. 

The full research proposal is attached as Appendix 6 

Description of participants (How will participants be selected? What is the inclusion/exclusion 
criteria? How many? How will they be identified and recruited?) Please highlight if you may want 
to use Birkbeck staff or students in your research and ensure that you adhere to the restrictions 
outlined in “A Guide to Research Ethics in Organizational Psychology” 

 

How will participants be selected? How will they be identified and recruited? 

Whilst the participants could be identified via people known to the researcher, to ensure those 
with the most relevant stories to share will be involved, a short pre-research survey will be shared 
widely. This will include some Facebook groups aimed at people within this age group  

• Advantages of Age 

• Modern Elder Academy 

• World Domination Summit 

• SAGA 
 
I will seek out further relevant groups to contact.  
 
A request will also be sent to my network, who may have access to other people.  
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This will serve two purposes – to raise awareness of this research with a wider group of people 
and to garner interest in people who would like to be one of the participants. The final 
participants chosen, via purposive sampling rather than randomised sampling, will, therefore, be 
those who can offer some meaningful insight. 

After a review of the pre research survey, individuals who meet the criteria will be contacted. 

 
What are the inclusion and exclusion criteria? 
Inclusion criteria 

• Retired from full time work within the last 10 years 

• Self-identify as having found meaning at this stage of life 

• Their ‘story’ will make an interesting read 
Exclusion criteria 

• Still in work (30+ hours per week) or retired more than 10 years ago 

• They do not self-identify as having meaning in their life, at this stage 
 

 
How many? 
5-8 individuals 
 

Description of Methods (What are the procedures used for data collection? What will the 
participants be asked to do? Where will the study be conducted? How do you intend to analyse 
the data?) 

 
What are the procedures used for data collection? 
Using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, 5-8 individuals will be interviewed using a semi 
structured interview. 
 
 What will the participants be asked to do? 

Research will follow Creswell (2003) who recommends that qualitative researchers only “ask one 
or two central questions followed by no more than five to seven sub-questions”. Therefore, the 
themes will cover psychological factors and discuss how the person finds meaning in their life.  

The researcher is a highly experienced interviewer and counsellor, and thus confident to probe 
deeply into areas of interest whilst also being mindful of the impact any questions may have on 
the participant. The researcher was previously lead trainer for interviewing within the Post Office 
businesses. This is a key part of her day to day working life. Relevant training includes various 
inhouse interview training undertaken, alongside courses from Manchester Business School. The 
researcher is also a trained coach and counsellor. 

 
Where will the study be conducted?  
Interviews will be undertaken over Skype. It is anticipated that interviews will last around 2 hours.  
 
How do you intend to analyse the data? 
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The interviews will be transcribed, and interpreted by the interviewer, making sense of the 
participants experiences. From this analysis, the researcher will look for themes to enable insight 
into the lived experience to be found.  
 

What arrangements are to be made to protect participants’ anonymity? 

 

All participants will be referred to by code to protect participant anonymity.  

What arrangements are to be made to ensure that the data you collect is held securely and 
confidentially? (Both electronic and hard copies) 

 

All data gathered will be firstly anonymised before being stored on the N Drive. 

What arrangements are to be made to obtain the free and informed consent of the participants? 

 

As part of the signup process, individuals will be told about the purpose of the research, the style 
of interview and how the information will be used. Any questions will be answered honestly. All 
participants will then be asked to sign a form confirming their free and informed consent.  

 

If you are conducting internet research, please explain how you have addressed the following issues 
a. Does your internet research involve human participation? 
b. Does your internet research take place in a private or public internet space? 

c. Is it appropriate to obtain informed consent from those whose data you are using?  

d. Is it appropriate to anonymise or attribute your internet data?  

(Please see the AoIR recommendations and BPS Ethics Guidance on Internet-mediated 
Research for a definition of internet research and more details on these issues) 

 

N/A  
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Section E: Declarations  

Please confirm each of the statements below by placing an ‘X’ in the appropriate space 

I certify that to the best of my knowledge the information given above, together with 
accompanying information, is complete and correct. 

 

I accept the responsibility for the conduct of the procedures set out in the attached 
application. 

 

I have attempted to identify all risks related to the research that may arise in 
conducting the project. 

 

I understand that no research work involving human participants or data can 
commence until ethical approval has been given. 

 

Suggested Classification of project by the applicant (please highlight):   

 SENSITIVE / EXTREMELY SENSITIVE / 
ROUTINE 

  

Signed by the applicant: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Date 

15/09/2020 

 

    

If you have answered with “Yes” or “Don’t know” to any of the questions in Section C, your 
project should be classified as either “Sensitive” or “Extremely Sensitive”. However, note that 
your project may be “Sensitive” or “Extremely Sensitive” even if you have responded with “No” 
to all section C questions.  
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Section F: Classification 

 

  

FOR USE BY SUPERVISORS OR THE DEPARTMENTAL RESEARCH OFFICER  

Classification of project (please highlight):    

    

Signed by the Supervisor 
(if applicable) 

Rachel Lewis Date16th 
October 2020 

 

Signed by the 
Departmental Research 
Ethics Officer 

R.P. Smith 

Code: OPEA-20/21-03 

Date 

20/10/20 
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Appendix 1. Information sheets 

 
Information Sheet Qualitative Interviews (excluding Birkbeck Students) 
 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS 

How do people find meaning after retirement from full time work? 
 

 I would like to invite you to participate in this research project, which is part of my Professional 

Doctorate in Organisational Psychology at Birkbeck, University of London. This project has 

received ethical approval. To make an informed decision on whether you want to take part in this 

study, please take a few minutes to read this information sheet. 

  

Who is conducting this research? 

Denise Taylor conducts the research, under the guidance of supervisors Rachel Lewis and Jo Yarker, 
all from Birkbeck, University of London. 

 
What is the purpose of the study? 

 

The aim of this study is to identify how people find meaning after retirement from full time work. 
The research will interview 5-8 people who now identify as having meaning after retirement/ at this 
stage in life. Some may have always had drive, but not an outlet, for others it may be a journey of 
discovery. 

 

 Why have I been invited to take part? 

I am inviting you to participate as you meet my criteria: retired from full time work within the last 10 
years; self-identify as having found meaning at this stage of life.  

 

What are the procedures of taking part? 

 

I am seeking to interview 5-8 individuals and will find participants via a short online survey which 
may be used to shortlist participants. Anyone who is not chosen will have access to some self-
reflection exercises/ activity (in development) sent out by autoresponder for your interest and 
personal development. This will be sent out in February 2021.  

 

If we agree on your participation, we will meet via Skype (https://www.skype.com/en/legal/) for a 
one-to-one interview of around 2 hours. Using a semi-structured interview style, I will have themes 
to cover - to understand more about what gives you meaning to your life now and to look back on 
your earlier life. Questions will arise from what you say, rather than to follow a rigid interview 
schedule. You should find it interesting.  
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Upon completion of your participation, you will be offered the opportunity to have access to a 
summary of the findings, once analysed, by contacting the research team (details below). 

 

What are my participation rights? 

Participation in this research guarantees the right to withdraw, to ask questions about how your 
data will be handled and about the study itself, the right to confidentially and anonymity, the right 
to refuse to answer questions, to have the recording turned-off and to be given access to a 
summary of the findings. There is always a possibility that you could be identified, and so within 
the analysis you will be referred to by participant code and any identifying details will be 
anonymised to the best of my ability.  

 

What if I want to withdraw my information?  

If you wish to withdraw responses or any personal data gathered during the study, you may do this 
without any consequences. You can ask for your data to be removed up until the point of analysis, 
which will be undertaken from 14 days from the date of your interview. If you would like to 
withdraw your data, please contact the researcher (details below). 

 

What will happen to my responses to the study? 

Data collected in this study will be analysed and used for the thesis. Data may also be used for 
academic publications and for inclusion in articles submitted to popular magazines such as Saga and 
online forums such as Advantage of Age, alongside articles on my own blog – the 50plus coach. 
http://www.the50pluscoach.co.uk/ No identifying information would be released.  

 

Will my responses and information be kept confidential? 

All information will be treated with the strictest confidence throughout the study. All information 
will be kept in secure folders on a password protected computer, or a secure filing cabinet. Access to 
such information will only be allowed to the researcher and researcher supervisor. During the 
marking process, external examiners of my project may also have access. 

 

What are the possible risks to taking part? 

 

Experiences of talking about retirement/ life choices can be positive and negative. Whilst it is not our 
intention to cause any distress, you may find during the study that this happens. If it does, we 
recommend that you contact one of these organisations. If you think that talking about retirement/ 
life choices is likely to cause you distress, we will ask you not to take part in this study.  

 

• British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) 
o https://www.bacp.co.uk/ and 01455 883300 

• MIND 

http://www.the50pluscoach.co.uk/
https://www.bacp.co.uk/
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o https://www.mind.org.uk/ and 0208 215 2243 

• Counselling Directory  
o http://www.counselling-directory.org.uk – no phone number available  

 

Any further questions? 

If you have any questions or require more information about this study before or during your 
participation, please contact either of: 

 

Denise Taylor, dtaylo15@mail.bbk.ac.uk  

 

Rachel Lewis/Jo Yarker, Research Supervisors, op-pdop@bbk.ac.uk 

Department of Organizational Psychology,  

Birkbeck, University of London,  

Clore Management Building, 

Malet Street, Bloomsbury,  

London. WC1E 7HX 

 

For information about Birkbeck’s data protection policy please visit: http://www.bbk.ac.uk/about-
us/policies/privacy#7  

If you have concerns about this study, please contact the School’s Ethics Officer at:  

BEI-ethics@bbk.ac.uk. 

School Ethics Officer,  

School of Business, Economics, and Informatics 

Birkbeck, University of London,  

London WC1E 7HX 

 

You also have the right to submit a complaint to the Information Commissioner’s 
Office https://ico.org.uk/ 

  

http://www.counselling-directory.org.ukw/
mailto:dtaylo15@mail.bbk.ac.uk
mailto:op-pdop@bbk.ac.uk
https://owa.bbk.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=_dgVE214ql_XYaLxApbeC1jFWkq0T1HSBuLogEGPga2Y3hI7qYrWCA..&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bbk.ac.uk%2fabout-us%2fpolicies%2fprivacy%237
https://owa.bbk.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=_dgVE214ql_XYaLxApbeC1jFWkq0T1HSBuLogEGPga2Y3hI7qYrWCA..&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bbk.ac.uk%2fabout-us%2fpolicies%2fprivacy%237
mailto:BEI-ethics@bbk.ac.uk
https://owa.bbk.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=xW1c5bkWvvWE7tDueCk64Y0TixUsmfdGKp2lNGGh6N-Y3hI7qYrWCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2fico.org.uk%2f
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Appendix 2. Consent forms 

 

Qualitative Interview Version This consent form consists of two parts, note participants will need to 

sign both their own copy to keep and a 2nd copy for the researcher to keep. 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

How do people find meaning after retirement from full time work? 
 

The aim of this study is to identify how people find meaning after retirement from full time work. 
The research will interview 5-8 people who now identify as having meaning after retirement/ at this 
stage in life. Some may have always had drive, but not an outlet, for others it may be a journey of 
discovery. A semi structured interview structure will be used. This will allow both researcher and 
participants to discuss areas without constraint to a rigid structure.  

 

 

PARTICIPANT COPY 

Please read the following items and tick the appropriate boxes to indicate whether you agree to take 
part in this study. 

 I have read the information sheet in full, any questions I had have been answered, and I 
understand I may ask further questions at any time.  

 I understand what is involved in participating, that it is voluntary, and that I may withdraw 
up to 14 days after completion of the interview.  

 I agree to take part in this study under the conditions set out in the information sheet. 

 I agree/do not agree (please select one) to the interview being recorded through Skype.  

 I understand that I have the right to ask for the recorder to be turned off at any time during 
the interview. 

 

 

 

Name ________________________________ 

 

Signed ________________________________  Dated: __________________ 
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Appendix 3. Key Themes and Questions  

 

Research will follow Creswell (2003) who recommends that qualitative researchers only “ask one or 
two central questions followed by no more than five to seven sub-questions”.  

Using a semi-structured interview approach, and following Cresswell, only a couple of themes will be 
used, and space allowed for the discussion to follow on what is meaningful for the individual to 
discuss.  

 

I’d love to understand more about what gives you meaning to your life? 

• Activities and interests 

• How has life changed for you after retirement? 

• When did you start making changes? 

Personality/ values – I want this to come organically via our conversation rather than specific 
questions. I will cover some of this in the pre-research survey  

Tell me about your earlier life? 

• Looking back at your teenage years and early adult hood, tell me about any passionate 
interests you had?  

• What happened to these? How did you feel about letting then go? 

• As you moved into midlife … 
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Appendix 4. Debrief  

DEBRIEF FOR PARTICIPANTS 

How do people find meaning after retirement from full time work? 
  

Thank you very much for taking part in this research project, which is exploring how people find 
meaning after retirement from full time work as part of my research for the award of Professional 
Doctorate in Occupational Psychology at Birkbeck, University of London.  

 

The results of this research will provide an important contribution to my thesis and will be practically 
useful or theoretically beneficial:  
 

• I want to ensure the results are shared widely to improve the lives of individuals and to 
inform the work of policy makers and employers. People want role models and guidance and 
to move beyond the traditional pre-retirement seminars with a focus on finance, health, and 
leisure interests to deeper and wider thinking on their future.  

• Employers may use the results of this study as part of their mid-life review to encourage 
their employees to think about how to have more meaning in their lives both whilst still 
working and once they leave. Benefits to the employer can include a more motivated work 
force who re-find passion and meaning in their wider life.  

• Policy makers and the Government will be interested in activity that keeps people as active 
members of society, still contributing to society, perhaps through civic engagement and 
indeed as being an elder, a wiser older person with specific views to share, particularly with 
a younger generation.  

 

I would like to thank you and affirm that your data will be treated confidentially, and your 
name/personal details will be anonymised. 

If you have any concerns about the way that this study was conducted, please do not hesitate to 
contact the research supervisor Rachel Lewis, at op-pdop@bbk.ac.uk 

If you would like to find out the outcome of this research, please do not hesitate to keep in touch 
with me and I will send you a summary of the results. 

Thank you. 

Denise Taylor, dtaylo15@mail.bbk.ac.uk  

For information about Birkbeck’s data protection policy please visit: http://www.bbk.ac.uk/about-
us/policies/privacy#7  

If you have concerns about this study, please contact the School’s Ethics Officer at:  

BEI-ethics@bbk.ac.uk. 

School Ethics Officer 

School of Business, Economics, and Informatics 

mailto:op-pdop@bbk.ac.uk
mailto:dtaylo15@mail.bbk.ac.uk
https://owa.bbk.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=_dgVE214ql_XYaLxApbeC1jFWkq0T1HSBuLogEGPga2Y3hI7qYrWCA..&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bbk.ac.uk%2fabout-us%2fpolicies%2fprivacy%237
https://owa.bbk.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=_dgVE214ql_XYaLxApbeC1jFWkq0T1HSBuLogEGPga2Y3hI7qYrWCA..&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bbk.ac.uk%2fabout-us%2fpolicies%2fprivacy%237
mailto:BEI-ethics@bbk.ac.uk
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Birkbeck, University of London 

London WC1E 7HX 

 

You also have the right to submit a complaint to the Information Commissioner’s 
Office https://ico.org.uk/ 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 5. Recruitment Message - to be posted to Facebook groups and 

shared by email.  

 

The aim of this study is to identify how people find meaning after retirement from full time work. 
I’m looking to interview around 6 people who now identify as having meaning after retirement/ at 
this stage in life. For some, they may have always had drive, but not an outlet, for others it may be a 
journey of discovery. Is this you? 

I’m 63, and this study is for my Professional Doctorate. I want my research to have practical 
relevance to people like us, policy makers and employers.  

To be considered could you complete this short survey.  

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1l6LXQniGHAGRFeHKhNGN-mJVeKU9796JVr7ndf0bT8Q  

 

I may need to short-list from the people who respond. In the event of too many people I plan to 
provide self-reflection exercises/ activity (in development) sent out by autoresponder for your 
interest and personal development. This will be sent out in February 2021.  

 

 

  

https://owa.bbk.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=xW1c5bkWvvWE7tDueCk64Y0TixUsmfdGKp2lNGGh6N-Y3hI7qYrWCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2fico.org.uk%2f
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Appendix 6: Survey  

Pre-interview Questions for Academic Research 

My study will focus on how people find meaning after retirement from full time work. It 

could be through the chance to follow a passion, a career change to part time work, 

volunteering, or something else. Having found meaning is essential for the interview. I also 

have a criteria of under 10 years from retirement to tie in with the research already 

undertaken. Thank you 

1. What is your name 

2. In what year did you retire from full-time work? 

3. Do you consider yourself as someone who has found meaning at this stage in life? It 

could be you now have the time to devote to something that has been of interest in 

the past OR you have now found meaning. Could you explain briefly below (long 

answer text)  

4. What is your country of residence? 

5. Your gender? 

6. Current age? 

7. Are you currently working? - A key criteria is that you are no longer working full-time 

8. If the answer above is YES, can you state your job title and number of hours. 
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Appendix 7 – General Risk Assessment Form  

The purpose of a risk assessment is to identify possible causes of harm, the likelihood of 
that harm actually occurring given the safeguards already in place and any further 
safeguarding measures needed to reduce that likelihood still further - before an accident 
occurs. 

A hazard is anything with the potential to cause harm e.g., a knife in catering. The potential 
severity of harm from our knife could be a minor cut needing a plaster if peeling potatoes 
with a small knife or a serious cut or worse if chopping with a large knife. The likelihood that 
an event of a particular severity will actually occur takes into account the control measures 
already in place e.g., use of a potato peeler instead, use of a chain-mail glove when 
chopping, proper training, etc. The level of risk is the product of the likelihood and the 
potential severity. A high level of risk is one where an event is very likely to occur and may 
cause death or serious injury/illness. A low level of risk is one where an event is unlikely or 
would result in a trivial or minor injury/illness with little or no time off work. A medium level 
of risk is in between these two e.g., an event that is reasonably likely and could result in 
several days off work. By carrying out a risk assessment, you can direct attention and 
resources where they are most needed to prevent injuries or ill-health. 

1. Full description of work to be undertaken, frequency and duration 
 

2. Identified hazards involved in the work and the possible injury types and severity of 
harm that could result.  
 

3. All possible staff groups & individuals likely to be affected by the work i.e., don't 
forget the cleaners.  
 

4. What is your assessment of the level of risk - the chance of an injury of that severity 
from that hazard? Calculate low/med/high from the method described below. Take 
account of the existing safety controls e.g., engineering controls, information, training, 
protective equipment, monitoring, etc. List those here.  
 

5. Are any additional controls necessary to reduce the risk level further? e.g., more 
information, instruction, training, engineering controls, protective equipment or 
clothing, monitoring, etc. If so list them here. 
 

6. Level of residual risk after existing and any new controls are in place. Calculate 
low/med/high from the method described below 
 

7. State here the monitoring procedure to ensure safe implementation of the activity. 
 



 

 246  

 

 

 

8. Signed and dated 

9. Review date 

 

 

 

 
SIMPLE RISK LEVEL ESTIMATION 

RISK LEVEL = (A) POSSIBLE SEVERITY OF HARM FROM THE HAZARD 
X (B) LIKELIHOOD OF HARMFUL EVENT OCCURRING 
(A) POSSIBLE SEVERITY OF HARM  
1 = Minor harm (< 3 days off work) 
2 = Moderate harm (> 3 days off work) 
3 = Serious harm (death or major injury) 

 
(B) LIKELIHOOD OF HARMFUL EVENT (taking control measures into consideration) 
1 = An event that could result in harm of that severity is unlikely to occur 
2 = An event that could result in harm of that severity is has a reasonable chance of 
occurring 
3 = An event that could result in harm of that severity is likely to occur 
 
A RISK LEVEL (A x B) OF: 
6/9 = High Risk - Take immediate action to reduce risk by elimination or more controls 
4 = Medium Risk - Take action within a few days to reduce risk level by elimination or more 
controls 
2/3 = Low risk - Accept unless (B) i.e. LIKELIHOOD is marked 2/3. If so, take action within a 
few days to reduce risk level by elimination or more controls.  
1 = Very Low Risk - Accept risk or take action to eliminate risk when resources allow 
A Frequency of Exposure (FE) can also be introduced to further differentiate risk levels (FE 
x A x B) 
1 = Task carried out only infrequently (several months between tasks) 
2 = Task carried our weekly - monthly 
3 = Task carried out daily or even more often 


