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by michelle pannor silver

“I wake up and every day isnearly identical. If | look at the news, my
body, or my bank acoount, | see that things change. But otherwise,
I've become irrelevant.” The feeling of becoming extraneous is not
unique to Hollis,who isnow a decade into retirement. Hollisfeelsthe
contrarietiesof being well into mature adulthood, with an unknown
amount of time ahead and yet living each day with a great deal of
f exibility. Once every day of the week issmilar to the weekend, does
life become a holiday? What doesit mean when a person dedares
themselves asretired? And better yet, what doesit mean when an
entire segment of sodety isdeemed done with work?
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The Unbearable Lightness of Being Retired

Michelle Pannor Silver
University of Toronto Scarborough, Department of Sociology and the Interdisciplinary Centre for
Health and Society

RESUME

Dans cette étude qualitative, jai utilisé une approche fondée sur la gérontologie narrative pour examiner les
perceptions liées a la retraite dans un groupe de 26 hommes et femmes qui ont pris leur retraite aprés un mandat de
chef de la direction. Le guide d’entrevue a pris en compte la perspective du parcours de vie. Trois themes clés ont
émergé : 1) l'importance de la productivité et du réseautage, alors que les participants gravissaient les échelons de
T'entreprise ; 2) le sentiment d’avoir une date « meilleur avant » et d’avoir cédé aux pressions de la société en faveur
de la retraite ; et 3) I'imp de se sentir a la retraite tout en ayant le désir de poursuivre
I'épanouissement personnel en continuant a travailler contre rémunération. Aprés une carriére marquée par des
réalisations pionnidres, les participants ont éprouvé un sentiment insoutenable de légereté lors de 'abandon des
responsabilités professionnelles. Ces résultats mettent en lumiére I'importance de la perspective de parcours de vie
pour examiner la retraite a la fois comme une expérience personnelle et un phénomeéne social. Les résultats contribuent
également a la compréhension théorique du vieillissement productif en illustrant comment les idées préconcues sur
la productivité contrastent avec les aspirations associées a une retraite remplie de loisirs, d’une maniére qui pourrait
réduire les contributions a I’emploi de certaines personnes.

ABSTRACT

In this qualitative study, I followed an approach to examine perceptions about retirement, using an interview guide
informed by the life course perspective, among 26 men and women who had retired from positions as chief executive
officers. Three key themes emerged: (1) the importance of productivity and networking as participants rose up the
corporate ladder; (2) the sense of having a “best before” date and experiencing societal pressures to retire; and
(3) struggles with feeling insignificant in retirement while desiring personal fulfillment through continued engagement
in paid work. These findings shed light on the value of using a life course perspective to examine retirement as both
a personal experience and as a social phenomenon. Findings also contribute to theoretical understandings of
productive aging by illustrating how preconceptions about productivity contrast with ideations of a leisure-filled
retirement in ways that can foreshorten the employment contributions of some individuals
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Introduction 15 per cent of the population in North America and
Since the oldest baby boomers turned 65 in 2011, 20 per cent in countries like Japan, Germany, and Italy
approximately 10,000 people in the United States are older than 65 (World Bank Group, 2016). In Canada,
alone cross over the threshold of traditional retirement the proportion of people aged 65 and older now exceeds
age every day (Cohn & Taylor, 2010). Today, nearly the proportion of children under 15 years old (Statistics
Canadian Journal on Aging / La Revue canadienne du vieillissement 38 (1) : 21-34 (2019) 21
doi:10.1017/50714980818000466
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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This study examined factors that inhibit and promote exercise Received 18 May 2016
engagement from the perspective of individuals who admin- | Accepted 2 September 2017

ister exercise programming for seniors in a region of Canada | 4 evwos

with a large and diverse immigrant population. Eight focus | et dentiy ethno-

group discussions about exercise and aging were examined J cutturally diverse

using thematic analysis. A socioecological framework was.

applied to develop cross-cutting themes about factors that | intergenerational activities;

promote seniors’ exercise engagement. This study highlights | program administrators’

the following as factors to consider when addressing multiple perspectives; qualitative

barriers to seniors' exercise participation: the role of athletic || research; seniors’ exercise

identity in relation to participants’ cumulative life experi- || Paricipation; socioecological
5 5 framewor

ences, gender differences, and the importance of offering

intergenerational environments. Future research should

focus on perceptions of athletic identity among seniors from

ethno-culturally diverse communities to examine the role of

prior exposure to sport and the views on single-gendered

programing.

In spite of the widely acknowledged benefits of regular exercise for mature adults
(Ip et al., 2013; King, Rejeski, & Buchner, 1998; Kosma & Cardinal, 2016; Pahor
et al,, 2014), the rates of physical inactivity have increased in recent years among
adults 60 years old and over (American Physical Therapy Association, 2015;
Statistics Canada, 2015; United Health Foundation, 2015). Older immigrants
and mature community members from diverse ethno-cultural communities
tend to be less physically active compared with mature adults in the general
population (Evenson, Buchner, & Morland, 2011; Fischbacher, Hunt, &
Alexander, 2004; Gerber, Barker, & Piihse, 2012; Tremblay, Bryan, Pérez,
Arden, & Katzmarzyk, 2006; Wang & Beydoun, 2007). Numerous barriers to
engagement in regular exercise for seniors have been identified through sys-
tematic reviews of studies that examine the perspectives of older participanits
directly (i.e. Baert, Gorus, Mets, Geerts, & Bautmans, 2011; Bunn, Dickinson,
Barnett-Page, Mccines, & Horton, 2008; Franco et al, 2015 Koeneman,

CONTACT Michelle Pannor Silver @) michelle silver@utoronto.ca ) University of Toronito Scarborough, 1265
Military Trail, Toronto, Ontario M1C TA4.
© 2017 Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
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Adaptation to Athletic Retirement and Perceptions About Aging:
A Qualitative Study of Retired Olympic Athletes

Michelle Pannor Silver

Self-perceptions about aging have implications for health and well-being; however, less is known about how these perceptions
influence adaptation to major life transitions. The goal of this study was to examine how high-performance athletes’ perceptions
about aging influenced their adaptation to athletic retirement. In-depth interviews conducted with 24 retired Olympic athletes
using thematic analysis yielded three key themes: (a) perceptions about aging influenced participants’ postretirement exercise
habits, (b) perceptions about aging motivated participants to engage in civic activities, and (c) participants who lacked formative
perceptions about aging associated their athletic retirement with their own lost sense of purpose. These findings provide evidence
that perceptions about aging influence athletes’ adaptation to retirement by directing their subsequent engagement in
postretirement activities. Furthermore, this rescarch highlights theoretical implications for the literature regarding embodicd
processes, retirement transitions, role models, and adaptation to new physical states.

Keywords: embodiment theory, physical fitness, qualitative research analysis, role models

Evidence suggests that an individual’s perceptions about aging
can influence their health outcomes later in life, as well as how they
adapt to life transitions (Levy, 2009; Levy & Myers, 2004; Pelssers
et al., 2018). This holds relevance for high-performance athletes,
‘who tend to experience retirement early in their lives due to injury
orbecause they are deemed 0o old to compete (Huxley, O"Connor,
& Healey, 2013; Lavallee, Gordon, & Grove, 1997). In both cases,
but particularly for those who have sustained injuries, retired
athletes are forced to adapt from the experience of inhabiting
privileged bodies, capable of demonstrating the limits of athletic
potential, to living in bodies in which they must reproduce their
sense of social purpose. Unsurprisingly, prior literawre demon-
strates that retirement can be a difficult transition for athletes by
prompting a recalibration of their identities away from athletic
focus (Cosh, Crabb, & LeCouteur, 2012; Grove, Lavallee, &
Gordon, 1997; Stirling, Cruz, & Kerr, 2012). What remains less
understood is how high-performance athletes’ perceptions about
aging influence their adaptation to athletic retirement, This study
examined the retirement experiences of high-performance athletes
from different sports and stages in life to gain a better understand-
ing of how their perceptions about aging influenced their adaptation
o athletic retirement
High-performance athletes push their bodies to the farthest
limits of what humans are physically capable of. At the peak of
their athletic careers, they are admired for achieving seemingly
impossible physical standards. However, the extreme demands of
high-level sports can limit athletes’ development of well-rounded
interests at early stages in their lives (Barker-Ruchti, Schubring,
Post, & Patterson, 2019; Lavallee, 2005; Stambulova, Stephan, &
iphag, 2007). Once they retire, high-performance athletes are
often pushed to disengage from the world of sport, and many tend
to struggle to find new forms of employment (Martin, Fogarty, &
Albion, 2013), to find social support and people they can confide

Silver (michellesilver@utoronto.ca) is with the Department of Health and Society,
the Department of Sociology. and the Institute of Health Policy, Management and
Evaluation, University of Toronto, Toronto, Ontario, Canads.

in (Lavallee, 2006; Park, Lavallee, & Tod, 2013), and feel
abandoned by society (Miller & Kerr, 2002; Warriner &
Lavallee, 2008). Being forced into retirement can exacerbate the
challenges associated with the transition (Martin et al., 2013).
Retirement from sport has been associated with other challenges
such as eating disorders (Jones, Glintmeyer, & McKenzie, 2005),
low self-confidence (Stephan, Torregrosa, & Sanchez, 2007),
substance abuse (Mannes et al, 2019), and even suicide
(Malcolm & Scott, 2012).

Self-Perceptions of Aging

Across multiple cultures, stereotypes dbout aging ‘have ‘been
directly linked to individuals® perceptions about aging (Lockerhoff
et al.. 2009) in ways that influence their health, habits, and
behaviors, including participation in physical activity and sport
(Beyer, Wiest, & Wurm, 2019; Knowles, Niven, & Fawkner, 2013;
Tulle, 2017). The term “self-perceptions of aging” has been used to
refer to an individual’s perception of their own age and aging
process (Levy, 2003; Sneed & Whitbourne, 2005). Numerous
studies illustrate the importance of self-perceptions about aging
in the context of successful aging (i.c., Kotter-Griihn & Hess, 2012;
Romo et l., 2013; Wurm, Warner, Ziegelmann, Wolf, & Schiiz,
2013), suggesting that positive ideas about aging are associated
with more favorable health outcomes such as being physically
active and greater longevity (e.g., Levy, Slade, Kunkel, & Kasl,
2002; Wurm, Tomasik, & Tesch-Romer, 2010). In some contrast,
other research finds that positive age stereotypes did not positively
influence self-perceptions of aging and that positive age stereo-
types made participants feel older (Kotter-Grithn & Hess, 2012),
raising questions regarding whether and how perceptions about
aging interact with ife transitions in different contexts. These
contrasting empirical observations highlight a need for further
research and beg the question of what it means to be “successful”
with age

Stereotype embodiment theory posits that individuals inter-
nalize socially constructed negative views o their |perceptions
about their own aging, thereby creating self-fulfilling propheci
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Abstract

Retirement from sports a lfe transition that has significant implications for athietes” physical
and mental health, as well s their social and professional development. Although extensive
work has been doneto review the retirement experiences of athletes, relatively less work
has been done to examine and reflect on this expansive body of literature with a pragmatic
aim of deciding what needs to happen to better support reiring athletes. This study used

scofing reiew f existing revews and progams. SCOPINg feview toreview current  gray articles,
PLoS ONE 18(9): 20291683, s 0 1/ and support programs on athletic retirement. This review followed the Joanna Briggs Insti-
’s I guid ping reviews and adheredto the PRISMA-ScR check-
ltr:Marfa Paua Fenindez Gt Unversty of  list, Acadenic articles were identified from PubMed, Embase, Web of Science and Scopus.
Oviedo: Universidad de Oviedo, SPAIN Gray Iiterature atticles and programs were identified g
Received: Api 18,2023 searches. This study identified 23 academic reviews, 44 gray literature aticles, and 15 sup-
Rosepted: Septomer 22028 port programs. Generally, the that drasti

Published: Septerber 21, 2023

shiftinidentity, a loss of social networks, a lack of career ambitions, and potentialrisks o
physical and mental health. While there was a gap i the academic literature regarding prac-

‘This is an open o - . L
priietrortie sttt L L tosupport rell:ng athlees, the gray teraure suggests many creative dozs
Cretive Commons Atriuton Licens, which Stepwise may (@) their athletic
perfrits unrestricted use, distribution, and experience and see ir (b) develop a well

i selfidentity how to apply their unique skil innewways; (3)

‘author and source are credited. 2

gain control over their retirement transition by establishing a clear plan and adjusting to new

routines and ties; and (4) normalize the transition experience by “iving in the next"

ithin the d its S ting Informatic 2 ” - .
e ST ang buiking confidence i new Ife directions. Future feseatrch may benefi from developing
tosupport the retirement transition.
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Retirement from a high-performance sport is a lfe transition that has significant implications
for physical and mental health, as well as social and professional development [1]. Athletic
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patients and communitics can hamper the succession
planing i e health ca

in other non-work spheres* Because medicine is oflen
about lfe and death, being a physician requires full com.
mitmen, focus, and oflen Selfsacrifce. Therefore, feite
ment can be seen as being roleless, disorienting, and
even selfsh. Leaving medicine can feel akin 1o betrayal
or o a soldier abandoning his or her squad.

nds for strong commiment begin ong before
retirement. The lengthy and difficull training proce:
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Financial concerns
Physiclans know that it can be diffcul to estimate how
long one will lve, thus complicating financial planning
concerns such as how much one needs 1o live on in
retreen. urhe, ke many professionas, pysiians
fend to have myriad financial obligations. Most physi
ans are self-employed, thus  lacking an cmployer-
pension plan, and most retirement planning
odes Tt i redaced consumption et
getting one’s finances in order can mean more than regu-
lar meetings with a financial advisor; it can also mean
practingling on a reduced income and tnding s
e models for retiring. Despite the advantages of
Teiemens rom prodre Bsed fold e ryscaly
strenuous and increasingly complex, many physicians
face strong financialincentives to continue working, This
is particularly true for physicians who incur expenses
from their children (eg, educational expenses), from car-
ing for aging parents, and owing to divorce. It s also truc:
for physicians who start thir carcers late or have carcer
interruptions, as s oficn the case for women, who reach
retirement age with a lower base salary

Work identity per
ity, and physician ncatth
However, financial concems are no the only reason
many physicians face challenges when retiring. The
fon with refrement emanates, instcad,

medicine. The medical instiution can be a “greedy instl-
-t rom physicians,
thus prioritizing insitutional demands over participation

This artce has been peer reviemed.
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imes unfortunate retirement staliors.

Social responsibility
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Abstract

Purpose of the Study: Some professions foster expectations that ndividuals culivate o e
aspects oflfe. This can be problematic when individuals are confronted with the expectation that they will readily termi-

ams, MA®

artment of

heir work identity above all orher

in atercarcer
between work identity and retirement by examining muliple ge

tions of academic physicians.

Design and Methods: Thisstudy used a
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We live in the Golden Age of Podcasts
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