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Interview: New Life Stage For Retirees Who Volunteer 

 
A Canadian study has found that retirees experience a new stage of life after 
volunteering. 
 
"Later life growth gets very little attention," said gerontologist Suzanne 
Cook. That will change as Canada's nearly 10 million baby boomers move 
into retirement, embracing new pathways in the push for personal renewal. 
 
Cook examined whether retirees' formal volunteer experiences represented 
an extension of their career in the paid workforce.  
 
The study appeared online in The Gerontologist on Sept. 19, 2013. 
 
Dr. Suzanne Cook is sessional assistant professor in the department of 
sociology at York University in Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 
 
AHB reached her in Toronto. 
 
Ruth Dempsey: Retirement ain't what it use to be . . .  
 
Suzanne Cook: That's right. Retirement is undergoing a shift. The pathways 
into retirement have changed. And the experience of retirement itself has 
changed. 
 
A great deal of personal growth and development occurs during this time of 
life. But later life growth gets very little attention. That's because it conflicts 
with negative attitudes toward older adults and aging. These stereotypes are 
pervasive in society.  
 
The proportion of seniors is on the rise in communities across the country. 
They are healthier and better educated than previous cohorts of older adults.  
 
These people are not interested in withdrawing from society, which is what 
retirement originally meant. 
 
Today, an individual can spend two to three decades in retirement. This 
changes everything. 
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RD: Some found it difficult to adjust to retirement. Can you give me an 
example? 
 
SC: The adjustment can be challenging because paid work structures our 
day. There is a reason to get up in the morning. Some of the participants 
mentioned changes to their identity as difficult to deal with. When paid work 
is gone, there is a void. The uncertainty that this creates can make people 
feel anxious. 
 
Some individuals have not thought about what comes next. Others have 
avoided thinking about it. For some, retirement may have come sooner than 
they anticipated. Others know they want to remain vitally engaged.  
 
All of these individuals need to decide what comes next.   
 
RD: Retirees in your study discovered a new world through formal 
volunteering. What kinds of activities did they do?  
 
SC: My study focused on retirees who volunteered in their community.  
 
In fact, these retirees were involved in many different kinds of volunteer 
tasks. They wanted to use their skills and knowledge and they wanted to 
give back to the community.   
 
They volunteered across the nonprofit sector, contributing volunteer hours 
to: 
 

• schools 
• health institutions 
• recreation centres 
• long-term care homes 
• distress centres 
• church and faith groups, and  
• other organizations, such as Habitat for Humanity. 

 
They engaged in:  
 

• administrative work 
• program development 
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• program management 
• research 
• analyzing data 
• teaching 
• counselling 
• training 
• mentoring, and  
• giving presentations. 

 
RD: Had they volunteered in the past? 
 
SC: They showed various levels of commitment to volunteerism across their 
lives. About 35 per cent said they had begun volunteering within the last 
nine years. And 24 per cent had volunteered for more than 30 years.  
 
RD: The research reveals retirees experienced a new stage of life 
qualitatively different from retirement. How so?  
 
SC: As I mentioned, retirement has traditionally meant a process of 
disengagement or withdrawal. Instead, my research revealed retirees have 
entered a new stage of life.   
 
These retirees are active and participating fully in life. They are contributing 
to the community and filling a valuable role. This is a new vision of 
retirement. 
 
These older adults are vital members of the community: they have not 
withdrawn at all from the social sphere. 
 
In Canada, 36 per cent of people aged 65 and older engage in formal 
volunteer activities. In fact, older adults contribute the most number of 
volunteer hours to nonprofit organizations.  
 
RD: You call this new stage Redirection. Can you elaborate? 
 
SC: In my study, Redirection emerged from examing retirees unpaid 
volunteer roles during the transition into retirement.  
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The new stage better reflects the experiences of retirees in the context of 
social and demographic change. 
 
 RD: The Redirection process involves several tasks. What are they? 
 
 SC: The initial task is redefinition. As one nears retirement, one 
experiences a growing awareness that identity and social roles change post-
retirement. Individuals feel the push to reinvent themselves. This is the 
beginning of the process of Redirection. 
 
Discovery is the second task. It involves learning about the possibilities and 
opportunities that are available and finding the best fit. 
 
The third task involves personal renewal. Retirees find fulfillment and 
passion by having a new purpose. When a retiree finds the right activity and 
is able to make a suitable match, say with a nonprofit organization, they feel 
rejuvenated. 
 
The final task involves integration. Individuals bring together their old and 
new sense of self to create a new career self-concept. They discover new 
pathways to share their skills and knowledge. 
 
One man, who volunteered for Habitat for Humanity said the work gave him 
a new outlook and a new purpose in life. "I enjoyed working there and [I] 
was looked up to for my abilities and knowledge," he said. 
 
RD: Can this new stage be reached by other routes say, paid work, 
caregiving or leisure pursuits? 
 
SC: This is a question for future research. We need to establish whether 
Redirection is restricted to formal volunteering or if this stage is found more 
broadly in later life pursuits. 
 
RD: You talk about the need for older citizens to find outlets for their 
abilities and dreams. What do you hope?  
 
SC: Attitudes toward aging need to change. And communities need to wake 
up to the wealth of skills, experience and wisdom that retirees can provide.  
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We need to create new programs, structures and supportive pathways to 
fulfillment in later life. I want to address these critical issues. 
 
Redirection demonstrates how later life is rejuvenating and invigorating. The 
retirees in this study reflected on their dreams. They took on the retiree and 
volunteer roles, and they integrated these roles to create a new sense of self. 
This led to new meaning and fulfillment in their lives. 
 
Editor's note: Suzanne Cook blogs at Carpe Vitam. 
 
 

Best Practice: Home Visits Empower Older Adults in Denmark 
 
In Denmark, the preventive home visits program enables people in their 80s 
to stay in their own homes for longer. 
 
Since 1998, all Danish municipalities have been required by law to offer the 
preventive home visit (PHV) to all citizens aged 75 and older.  
 
Danish health care is financed by the public sector, and municipalities 
deliver various services to older citizens under legislation established by the 
central government.  
 
Why the PHV? 
 
The PHV model promotes overall health and well being in old age. 
According to the legislation, PHV aims to help older people care for 
themselves using their own resources.   
 
Home visits are usually carried out by trained nurses who offer advice and 
support on health and social issues. They do not diagnose, prescribe 
medication or refer older adults to specialist doctors.  
 
The PHV model is based on the practice of care as negotiation. This means 
that home visits are by invitation and offered twice a year. Older citizens 
who accept them choose what they want to share with the health-promotion 
staff.  
 
About 80 per cent of all Danish seniors regularly participate in the program.  
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Care as negotiation 
 
New research by Lene Otto and colleagues (published online in the 
International Journal of Ageing and Later Life: Vol. 8, No.1, 2013), looked 
at what happens during the home visits.  
 
Typically, older persons served coffee to the health advisor and provided a 
short update on their lives. These updates included various health topics, 
such as the status of a diabetes regulation or a prostate problem. They also 
talked about social factors, such as family, friendships or financial situations. 
 
Health advisors stressed the importance of physical exercise. They 
highlighted research that shows functional ability can be improved even at 
very old ages. According to the author, "The key word here is improve: the 
idea is that aging is not a process of decline, but instead it is a process of 
potential development and growth." 
 
The meetings between the health visitor and the older person involved open-
ended conversations about health experiences. 
 
Take, for example, 99-year-old Mrs. Nielsen. Mrs. Nielsen enjoyed her 
weekly walks in the neighbourhood with a group of old citizens arranged by 
the municipal health department. But because she is almost blind she was 
troubled by the many traffic lights which were difficult for her to interpret. 
Her daughter wanted her to give up her walks. 
 
The health advisor and Mrs. Nielsen devised a detailed process of 
negotiating Mrs. Nielsen's route, so she would be able to continue her walks. 
This included which crossings to avoid, when to stay behind and how to 
exercise on her own until the rest of the walking group returns on the route.  
 
There was also 81-year-old Mr. Thomsen, who had not left his apartment for 
more than a month due to a lot of snow and ice in the streets. When the 
health advisor and Mr. Thomsen discussed his exercise program, Mr. 
Thomsen said he was bored riding his exercise bicycle in the living room 
without getting anywhere. 
 
He wanted to resume his daily walks in the city. To encourage him to do 
that, the health advisor pointed out a nearby store that carries special non-
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slip soles he could use on his shoes. She arranged for neighbours to buy 
them for him. 
 
Researchers noted the practice of care as negotiation was well established 
among the health advisors: "They seem to take on a more active role, not 
only informing of and coordinating medical services, but tracking care 
solutions that are attuned with the old citizens' individual daily lives." 
 
Occasionally, the negotiations were unsuccessful. Take Mr. Holten, 78, who 
preferred to sit in his chair leaving his wife to do all the housework and all 
the driving. When the health advisor urged Mr. Holten to increase his level 
of activity and go for a daily walk, he had none of it. "I'm fine as it is!" he 
said.  
 
Impact of the PHV 
 
Over the past decade, public health studies showed home visits: 
 

• have led to raising 80-year-olds' functional levels  
• have led to fewer nursing-home days  
• have led to fewer falling accidents, and 
• have delayed the need to move an older person into a nursing home. 

 
In sum, the program has proven to be an effective tool for helping adults 
over 80 maintain their functional ability and remain in their own homes as 
long as possible.  
 
In recent years, older adults have also become more physically active.  
 
A 2007 study showed people in their 70s were just as active as people in 
their 20s. The study also revealed 62 per cent of adults aged 60 to 69 
exercised more that any other adult age group. 
 
Optimal aging 
 
The study concluded the PHV model is a successful example of health 
promotion. PVH taught older citizens to recognize activity as closely linked 
to their future well-being and longevity.  
 



AgingHorizons.com, 905-60 Cartier Street, Ottawa, Ontario K2P 2E1, Canada 
 web: www.AgingHorizons.com tel: 613-234-0851 

Copyright © AgingHorizons.com (2005-2014). This information may not be reproduced in any 
form without the written permission of (info@aginghorizons.com) 

The program stressed prevention as a primary value, and it promotes skills 
of self-care and self-awareness to help older adults enjoy life.  
 
More broadly, the home visit scheme gave municipal health authorities rare 
insight into the lives of older citizens, enabling them to better plan for the 
needs of the older population. 
 
 

Interview: Centenarians on the Art of Aging 
 
The ranks of centenarians are growing worldwide. And with more 
Canadians than ever before hitting the one century mark, we ask what are 
their secrets. 
 
New research led by Shannon Freeman concludes: "Like snowflakes, no two 
centenarians are alike." Yet, they have many things in common. 
 
Freeman is a PhD candidate in the aging, health and well-being program in 
the school of public health and health systems at the University of Waterloo 
in Waterloo, Ontario, Canada. 
 
The researchers reported their findings online in Educational Gerontology 
on July 2, 2013. 
 
AHB reached Shannon Freeman at the University of Waterloo. 
 
Ruth Dempsey: This is a fascinating group of old people. They all talked 
about a reason to get up in the morning . . .  
 
Shannon Freeman: Yes, this was a key finding in our study. They valued 
purpose and meaning in their lives. Each in their individual way talked about 
how they made a conscious choice to keep living and find value in every 
day. 
 
Centenarians are a very heterogeneous group. And the centenarians in this 
study represent a minority of the oldest old who remain healthy, strong and 
actively involved in the community. 
 
RD: They discussed spirituality but none referred to a religious 
denomination.   
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SF: This was something I found very interesting. Participants spoke clearly 
of the importance of spirituality, faith and devotion in their lives. But not 
one mentioned their religion or church group by name. 
 
Many expressed gratitude to God for their long life. Others wondered why 
God had forgotten them: "Every day I question why I am still living," one 
woman remarked. 
 
RD: They valued community . . .  
 
SF: For some centenarians, community meant family. They spoke of the 
importance of intergenerational relationships and their continued 
involvement either caring for or being cared for by their family.  
 
Some continue to work and be employed whether in an advisory capacity or 
as an active employee. "I'm needed that's why I'm working," one 100-year-
old man said. "I grew up in the business."  
 
For others, community meant continuing to be involved in sports and local 
activities such as volunteering.   
 
RD: I was struck by their positive "take" on the world. 
 
SF: Yes, they stressed the importance of living in a positive environment 
filled with sunshine and laughter. Many were able to find happiness in their 
relationships with family, friends and others in their social group. 
 
They shared the pleasure of having things to look forward to, such as various 
cultural events. Their favourite activities included singing, playing cards and 
going to church. 
 
Others talked about the importance of goal setting. Some participated in 
competitions — swimming, bowling and ping pong — as part of the 
National Seniors Games. They were very proud of their accomplishments. 
 
RD: But no "secret" diet? 
 
SF: No. Among centenarians, not only in this study but across the world, 
there is no consensus on diet.   
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You can find pockets of centenarians that share commonalities in their diet 
such as consuming a vegan or plant-based diet, or a diet full of red meat and 
vegetables, or one of more fish, grains and vegetables.  
 
Across the board, however, centenarians like choice in their food and they 
eat in moderation. 
 
RD: What about physical exercise?  
 
SF: Physical exercise was important for the centenarians in different ways.  
 
Some raised the importance of regular exercise to maintain physical health 
by walking or riding a bike, for example. One participant said he had been 
bowling regularly for 93 years.  
 
They also referred to physical exercise as a social activity. One centenarian 
talked about the importance of going for a walk, saying hello to people in the 
neighborhood and making new friends. 
 
Others engaged in sports activities for the mental stimulation and social 
opportunities, and not just to keep physically fit. 
 
RD: One 106-year-old woman felt she had lived too long already? 
 
SF: This woman's story offers valuable insights. Living to be 100 years old 
is not always golden.   
 
Reports about centenarians often tout the good stories: the 102-year-old 
woman pumping her own gas, a 101-year-old man breaking world records in 
sports. We hear less about the struggles they face.  
 
Centenarians may outlive their spouse and friends and even their children. 
This takes a personal toll and reduces their social network.   
 
They may exhaust their financial resources and have to manage on a small 
fixed budget.  
 
At times, some may even feel they have become a burden because they can't 
do things for themselves. 
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RD: Comedian George Burns noted the key to longevity was keeping 
worry at bay. Would they agree? 
 
SF: Yes, I think many would. One underlying common theme of the study is 
the importance of choice.   
 
Most of the centenarians credited their being here to their ability to make 
good life choices and to finding meaning in life.  
 
They focused on modifiable factors such as lifestyle choices, which can 
make a difference in our health and quality of life. And they combined this 
with a deep zest for life and the ability to find reasons to keep getting up in 
the morning. 
 
I think they have many valuable lessons to teach us. 
 
 

Study: London Seniors Thrive on Free Bus Travel 
 
Free bus travel isn't simply about getting from A to B: Many older citizens 
want to engage visibly in the public life of their community. 
 
In the United Kingdom, adults aged 60 and up are entitled to free bus travel 
outside peak times.  
 
Those residing in the boroughs of London have free access to all bus, tram 
and underground train services within the Greater London area with no time 
restriction. In addition, rail service is free at off-peak hours. 
 
A recent study has found a wide cross-section of older Londoners rely on 
free bus travel for essential errands, social interaction and opportunities to 
actively participate in the life of their city. 
 
The researchers reported their findings online in Ageing and Society on Nov. 
6, 2012. 
 
Benefits of free travel 
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The "freedom pass" got thumbs up from all the participants. Although the 
pass entitled users to free transport on a range of services, it was often 
simply called the bus pass, as this was the mode of transport used most 
often. 
 
The study found older citizens used the pass for essential tasks such as 
shopping and getting to doctor's appointments.   
 
Free bus travel also had implications for physical well-being. Many said 
walking to and between bus stops provided exercise. Others traveled long 
distances to enjoy a day out. 
 
"I very often take the bus to Banstead because that gets me out into the 
walking terrain, for footpaths . . . " said one participant. "I can walk for 
miles then into Surrey Hills."  
 
 Social interaction 
 
Many older citizens stressed bus travel provided opportunities for 
meaningful social interaction.  
 
"I get out every day because I get bored living alone in the flat," one 
participant said, "So I get out every day, catch the bus, sometimes two, three 
buses a day."  
 
Others credited free travel with helping maintain long-established 
friendships: It meant friends could afford to go out more often. 
 
One woman said: "So if we meet up somewhere and we use our freedom 
pass, we can even have a picnic lunch in the park and we can go there and 
we can do all the chatting and all the socializing we want and then go 
home."  
 
The researchers found their bus journeys also provided currency for the 
stories they later shared with family, as well as opportunities to exchange 
views on how bus behaviour had changed over their lifetimes. 
 
Many older citizens disliked mobile phones, eating on the buses and the 
general lack of civility. Yet most were tolerant of the downside of bus travel, 
and generally positive about young people's behaviour. 
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Community visibility  
 
For older citizens, a particularly important aspect of free bus travel was the 
ability to travel as part of the "general public," as opposed to transport 
reserved for seniors. 
 
London has an extensive public transport network, and many Londoners 
choose the bus as their preferred mode of transport. 
 
The freedom pass is indistinguishable from the card used by fare-paying 
travellers on the network. So riding the bus allowed older citizens to 
intermingle with a large cross-section of Londoners, including workers, 
school children and tourists. This made the freedom pass hugely popular 
with older people.  
 
Indeed, these older citizens were proud of their ability to navigate the bus 
network and to tackle problems. For instance, they eased conflicts over 
space on buses by avoiding school hours or opting to use parts of the bus not 
used by children (downstairs on a double-decked bus or near the front).  
 
"It doesn't stop us," one senior said. 
 
 

ROUNDUP 
 
SHALL WE DANCE? Muhammad Yusuf was a good dancer as a young 
man. Now the 76-year-old Somali takes part in a weekly dance class for 
older men to keep fit. 
 
Benefits abound 
 
An online survey of 475 non-professional dancers has found dancing can 
help: 
 

• provide opportunities to meet people 
• foster appreciation for other people and cultures 
• provide an outlet for emotions 
• build confidence 
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• improve body posture 
• increase flexibility and balance 
• release tension and stress and, 
• reduce pain. 

 
Choosing a groove 
 
The survey participants took part in a broad range of dance forms:  
 

• ballroom 
• folk dance 
• disco 
• belly dance 
• rock 'n' roll 
• jazz 
• ballet 
• tango  
• meditative dance 
• tap  
• salsa and, 
• dance theatre. 

 
Folk dancing was the most popular, followed by ballroom dance and disco.  
 
The study appeared online in Arts & Health on Aug. 16, 2010. 
 
MINDFUL HEALTH: Harvard psychologist Ellen Langer explains why 
people should take charge of their health in Counter Clockwise: Mindful 
Health and the Power of Possibility (Ballantine Books). 
 
Among the points the author makes are:  
 
Age-related changes in our health do not inevitably signal decline. 
 
Medical terms such as "cure" versus "remission" and  "chronic" versus 
"acute" mask a complicated world. Labels can help us organize our thoughts. 
Problems begin when we mindlessly accept labels as fixed truths.  
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People need to take charge of their health and realize that no one can know 
their own bodies like themselves. 
 
According to Langer, physicians might be better used as consultants. 
 
GRANDPARENTS PROGRAM TRANSFORMS LIVES: For over 40 
years, Volunteer Grandparents of B.C. has matched up healthy active adults 
with families with young children. 
 
Through the program, older adults and children share the joy of friendship, 
the thrill of learning and the vibrancy of many of cultures. 
 
Kehar Singh Aujla is a volunteer grandparent for a family with three young 
children in Burnaby, B.C. "I have my grandchildren here, in England and 
India," said Aujla, who emigrated from India with his wife in 1996. "But at 
the same time I am their (this family's) grandparent, as their grandparents are 
not here."   
 
THREE STRATEGIES TO COMBAT PROBLEM GAMBLING: 
Australian researchers have found vulnerable individuals turn to gambling in 
later life to escape feelings of isolation, caused by unresolved losses, sense 
of redundancy and loneliness. 
 
Researchers say community-level recreational and social opportunities are 
needed to help individuals combat isolation and deal with emotional stress. 
They suggest the following:   
  
1. Learning opportunities: Offer courses to retirees so older adults can 
develop new interests and hobbies to fill up their free time and learn about 
alternative ways of meeting emotional and social needs. 
 
2. Mentoring programs: Create programs where older adults can use their 
experience and skills to mentor teenagers and young adults. This builds 
bonds between generations and allow retirees to feel valued by society. 
 
3. Develop senior-friendly neighbourhoods: Foster communities where older 
adults have opportunities to engage in conversation and participate in 
recreational activities. The participants said activities offered by today's 
seniors' clubs were dull and uninteresting. 
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Details of the study appeared online in The Gerontologist on Oct. 4, 2013. 
 
 


