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ABSTRACT 

 
The purpose of this research was to increase awareness of the rewards of a 

retirement that benefits society and to provoke other professionals to consider utilizing 

their skills for the betterment of their community. Many studies have been conducted of 

rewarding retirement lifestyles and satisfying retirement careers. This study shows a 

strong correlation between community service and the elements that contribute to 

personal fulfillment during retirement. This suggests that the very act of providing 

community services has the potential to create a fulfilling retirement experience for the 

individual while also benefiting society. Further research indicated by the study includes 

increasing awareness of community service needs in Anchorage and improving 

communication of those needs across the Anchorage population. 
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Introduction 

Overview of the Topic 

Retirement is an economic phenomenon that has increased substantially in the 

United States during the twentieth century (Short, 2002). The findings of the study 

conducted by Short noted that “one of the most striking changes in the American labor 

market over the twentieth century has been the virtual disappearance of older men” (p.1). 

The workforce participation rate of men age 65 and older declined by 74% from 78% in 

1880 to less than 20% in 1990 (p. 1). The trend continued with men between the ages of 

55 and 64 who were found to be leaving the workforce as well. Prior to 1940, women 

tended to exit the labor force when they married although since World War II 

employment of married women has increased. Short (2002) found that recent studies 

indicate the retirement behavior of women is similar to that of men (p. 2).  

Life expectancies have increased dramatically during the same period (Haines, 

2008). A white male could expect to live until the age of 40.5 in 1880. By 1990, the 

average life expectancy of a white male increased by 87.9% to the age of 76.1. A study 

conducted by Lydia Bronte, PhD as part of the Aging Society Project determined that the 

extra 20 or 30 years have been added to the middle of life, rather than to the end (Bronte, 

1995). The beginning of old age has shifted from what was previously considered to be 

the end of middle age (i.e., age 50) to what is now considered physical old age (i.e., 

sometime after 75). The period of life from age 50 to 75 is a new stage in adult life which 

Bronte has termed the “second middle age” (p. 6). 
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To retire means to take out of use or circulation (Retire, 2000). The time of life 

spent in retirement is defined as withdrawal from one’s position or occupation or from 

active working life (Retirement, 2009). Less time in the workforce and a longer life 

expectancy are causing many adults to consider a new approach to retirement. Many are 

reconsidering a complete withdrawal from active working life and are contemplating how 

they will spend their retirement years. 

Statement of the Problem 

The changing demographics of the United States population and workforce create 

new dilemmas for the retirement stage of life. Prior to the twentieth century, retirement 

was a time to depend on one’s children at the end of life (Short, 2002). The new attitudes 

towards retirement typically view it as an extended period of independence and leisure. 

This introduces challenges and opportunities for the retiree. Will funds be available to 

sustain retirement and how much will be needed? What activities will fill the time and 

will they feel worthwhile?  

Carol Wheeler (1997) found that an individual choosing to retire at age 65 could 

expect to spend 17.2 years in retirement in 1995 (p. 2). For many, this will create a 

financial challenge. Americans planning on the Social Security system for income during 

retirement may be facing a financial gap. The rising population of older Americans is 

increasing the financial burden placed on Social Security. According to Wheeler (1997), 

in 1955 the taxes of 8.5 workers were available to fund the payments to each Social 

Security beneficiary. Current projections suggest that by 2040 the ratio will decrease to 
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1.8 workers for each beneficiary (p. 6). This could result in each worker paying half of 

their income in Social Security taxes. To address this untenable position, modifications to 

the Social Security system are likely to delay the age at which benefits will begin to 

payout or reduce the amount of each payment. 

Americans who plan to self-fund their retirement years may also face financial 

challenges. A longer life expectancy will increase the amount required to endure the 

retirement period. Numerous financial models are available to calculate the funds needed 

in retirement. A conservative approach designed to ensure retirement funds will last 

through perpetuity is offered by Lee Eisenberg (2006).  

It’s safe to withdraw around 4 percent annually from a reasonably well diversified 

portfolio. If you think you need, say, $100,000 to live on, simple multiplication 

tells you that your Number should be $2.5 million. (p. 250) 

Many working Americans have a mental image that retirement is a time to do 

what they want, whenever they want (Zelinski, 2007). They will face no deadlines, no 

rush-hour traffic, no mean bosses, sleep late every day, and travel to exotic locations (p. 

2). As appealing as this may sound, it may be naive to think that a people who have been 

actively working for the last 30, 40, or more years can make a radical adjustment in their 

lifestyles. For many people, sitting around is not at all appealing (Kirk, 2001, p. 2). The 

previous model of retirement; withdrawing from active working life and playing golf 

does not fit with the aspirations of new retirees who have their health, money, and are 

contemplating what they will do in the next stage of life.  
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Retirement affords an individual the opportunity to alter one’s lifestyle. Most 

retirees have completed many of the financially demanding stages of life; buying a home, 

raising children, paying for college, and funding their retirement portfolio. The freedom 

of retirement presents an opportunity for many retirees to focus on self-fulfillment and 

pursue new lines of work that improve their quality of life and their communities 

(Todorova, 2008). Assuming one will need $100,000 annually, or any other pre-

determined amount, seems arbitrary. A realistic understanding of how one intends to live 

during retirement and how one will spend one’s time are key factors in determining 

financial needs.  

Financial uncertainty, longevity, and career opportunities are causing many 

people to consider working in retirement although the line of work and time spent at 

work may be quite different. How does one design a retirement lifestyle that balances the 

challenging and potentially conflicting objectives of enduring financial stability and 

personal fulfillment? Is it possible that the way an individual spends her or his time in 

retirement can create a personally fulfilling retirement experience while also providing 

community benefits? Does the very act of providing community service deliver the 

essential elements of a personally fulfilling retirement? These are questions that 

prompted my interest in this phenomenon and are the basis of my research study. 

Potential Significance of the Research 

Many studies have been conducted regarding rewarding retirement lifestyles and 

selecting satisfying retirement careers. A survey conducted in 1993 by the American 



Rewards of a Retirement that Benefits Society    10 
 

Association of Retired Persons (AARP) found that one-third of the respondents indicated 

they would prefer to work (Harper & Shoffner, 2004, p. 272). An interesting finding of 

the study was that 50% of the respondents between ages 50 and 75 identified 

volunteering and community service as the elements of their retirement plans they 

considered most important. My research explored the rewards of a retirement lifestyle 

that provides benefits to society. The findings of my research describe the personal 

rewards to retirees and the benefits provided to their community, as experienced by the 

participants in my study.  

Articulating the rewards may promote an increase in the number of individuals 

who choose to participate in activities that are beneficial to their community. This could 

positively impact the lives of the individuals providing the services as well as the 

benefactors of the services they provide. 

Purpose of the Research and the Research Question 

Research may originate from personal interests or professional commitments and 

concerns (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 24). I have a personal interest in a fulfilling 

retirement as well as a professional commitment that I, and my peers, have the 

opportunity to make our retirement personally rewarding and beneficial to society. The 

purpose of this research is to provide information that increases awareness of the rewards 

of a retirement that provides benefits to society and provokes thinking to encourage other 

professionals to utilize their skills to the betterment of their community. The research 
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question that was explored is: What are the rewards of a retirement lifestyle that provides 

benefits to society? 
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Review of Related Literature 

Organization 

There is an abundance of literature regarding fulfilling retirement lifestyles and 

retirement careers. During my search, I found one research study and two books that 

provided a summary of the components of a fulfilling retirement. George E. Vaillant 

(2002) conducted a longitudinal research study which was documented in his book Aging 

Well: Surprising Guideposts to a Happier Life. Vaillant’s (2002) research included 

extensive interviews with three groups of people over age 60. The participants had been 

part of a separate research study that began when they were in their teens or early 20s. 

Through his interviews, Vaillant (2002) identified four elements that were essential to a 

fulfilling retirement:  

First, retirees should replace their work mates with another social 

network….Second, and essential to happy retirement, retirees must 

rediscover…how to play….The third basic activity is creativity….Fourth, retirees 

should continue lifelong learning. (p. 224)  

A book written by best-selling author Ernie Zelinski (2007), How to Retire 

Happy, Wild, and Free explores retirement lifestyle. Zelinski (2007) identified four 

fundamentals that are required to attain personal fulfillment during retirement: 

1. Finding who you truly are and being this person. 2. Recreating your life 

through personal interests and creative pursuits, possibly through a new, part-time 
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career. 3. Making optimum use of your extra leisure time. 4. Maintaining 

physical, mental, and spiritual well-being. (p. 36) 

What Color is Your Parachute? by Richard Nelson Bolles is a best-selling career 

guidance book that was originally written in 1970 and has been updated and reissued 

annually since 1975. Through his personal observations, Bolles (2001), a freely admitted 

Christian, identified a link between uncovering one’s “Mission” and navigating “the job-

hunting field” to successfully find the vocation that is best suited to each individual (p. 

241-242). The American Heritage Dictionary (2000) defines vocation as an occupation, 

especially one for which a person is particularly suited. Although Bolles (2001) does not 

discuss fulfillment, finding the occupation that best suites an individual is likely to leave 

that person feeling fulfilled. Bolles (2001) identified three elements to uncovering ones 

Mission in Life:  

(1) …Seek to stand hour by hour in the conscious presence of God, the One from 

whom your Mission is derived….(2) …Do what you can, moment by moment, 

day by day, step by step, to make this world a better place….(3) …Exercise that 

Talent which you particularly came to Earth to use…. (p. 244) 

The concepts articulated by Zelinski (2007) and Bolles (2001) are stated in 

different terms but align well with the elements identified by Vaillant (2002). During the 

analysis of my interview notes, similar phrases or concepts appeared and are the five 

themes discussed in the Findings section of this paper. I chose to organize my literature 

review according to five themes identified by my participants; community betterment, 
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mentoring and learning, pursuit of passion, identity transition, and new opportunities. 

Topics identified during my literature review that were not discussed by my participants 

are included in a sixth category titled additional benefits.  

Community Betterment 

Retirement is an opportunity for an individual to pursue a career of higher 

avocation than was possible during her or his working life (Zelinski, 2007, p. 57). In a 

1993 study conducted by AARP, 50% of the respondents between the ages of 50 to 75 

identified “volunteering or community service” as the most important element of their 

retirement plans (Harper & Shoffner, 2004, p. 1). When planning for retirement, Robert 

Kirk was interested in switching careers to a service job which would enable him to “give 

back” (Kirk, 2001, p. 1). He chose nursing as his new career. Kirk returned to school 

about three or four years prior to retiring at the age of 60 and now works at the Bethesda 

Rehabilitation Hospital in St. Paul, Minnesota. In addition to working three days a week 

at his new career, Kirk volunteers at a free community clinic and with the American Red 

Cross. When describing the personal satisfaction of his new career, Kirk states “It’s a 

sheer pleasure to be able to do something for patients and have them be pleased with it” 

(p. 1). 

Civic Ventures, a San Francisco-based think tank devoted to Baby Boomer 

retirement issues conducted a survey to uncover the motivation of Boomers seeking a 

new line of work (Todorova, 2008). More than 50% of those surveyed stated an interest 

in pursuing work in fields that improved their quality of life and that of their 
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communities. This is consistent with the results of the study conducted by AARP 

mentioned previously (Harper & Shoffner, 2004). 

Mentoring and Learning 

Many retirees find fulfillment by sharing their life experiences with others 

through coaching and mentoring. Having retired after 25 years as a physics professor and 

director of the Quantum Institute, Vincent Jaccarino is “living the life of his dreams” and 

spending part of his time coaching faculty members and graduate students (Hiatt, 2005, p. 

1). Companies that adopt a mentoring approach to develop individuals in the early stages 

of their career turn to more-experienced managers to convey technical, interpersonal, and 

organizational skills (Mathis & Jackson, 2008, p. 313). These companies have found that 

utilizing the lifelong experiences of senior professionals is an effective method of 

development for new recruits, particularly those with high potential. 

Retirees may find the experience of learning from others is not as easy as it 

seems. Many professional adults have earned their successful reputations based on what 

he or she knows and knowing how to apply it. Returning to class, of any kind, may 

present challenges to individuals that place significant self-importance on being the 

expert and telling others what to do (Hiatt, 2005). Learning or improving a new skill 

requires listening to someone who is more knowledgeable and possibly younger. Vincent 

Jaccarino found art classes freeing once he realized that as a beginner, he was not 

expected to be an expert (p. 3). Sadly, he observed that it was not uncommon for his 
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peers to react negatively to learning a new skill because of what they perceive to be 

“lectures” from others (p. 3).  

Pursuit of Passion 

Failing to nurture personal interests during one’s professional career can result in 

a feeling of emptiness during the transition to retirement (Zelinski, 2007, p. 16). Multiple 

and varied interests, such as writing, visiting friends, and playing golf are required to fill 

the day and avoid a sense of monotony that can come from repeated time on one activity 

(p. 16). In the same reference, Zelinski (2007) notes that at least one activity included in 

the repertoire should provide a sense of purpose and achievement. The lack of variety in 

ones hobbies and interests can be compared to an undiversified portfolio. It is not until 

the job is gone that the reality hits (p. 16). 

Bolles (2001) devotes an entire chapter to what he refers to as “transferable skills” 

(p. 60-88). According to Bolles (2001), the path to finding a job that best matches your 

interest and calling in life consists of three steps. Step one is deciding what you have to 

offer to the world; your favorite skills, in order of priority of importance to you. These 

are your transferable skills and should be the building blocks of finding your Mission in 

Life (p. 67). Step two is deciding where to use your skills and step three is going after the 

organization that interests you most. Understanding the things one most loves doing and 

are most interested in continuing to do enable one to identify the transferable skills that 

will be the key to job-hunting success.  
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Creativity is usually built on a foundation of knowledge and interest (Hiatt, 2005). 

Activities that an individual enjoyed early in life or through their professional career can 

be expanded during retirement. Returning to a love of art which began in his teens 

enabled Vincent Jaccarino to develop his hobby into a rewarding component of his 

retirement lifestyle. Expanding his skills through art classes allowed Jaccarino to develop 

a varied artistic style. His efforts have been rewarding personally as well as receiving 

public recognition. Since renewing his sculpture skills, Jaccarino won first and second 

place in local art contests (p. 3). 

Identity Transition 

Zelinski (2007) cautions that most people do not realize the influence an 

individual’s career has on one’s self-image (p. 45). He notes that “work may have 

chipped away at your true identity until there is only an identity associated with the work 

world” (p. 45). To make the most of the retirement years, one should consider 

reacquainting oneself with the person that one always wanted to be.   

The transition from an active professional life to a life of leisure can be difficult, 

particularly for individuals who are accustomed to the recognition and reward that is 

derived from a successful and demanding career. Jane Paznik-Bondarin, professor emeriti 

at the City University of New York Borough of Manhattan Community College described 

it as the “Cheers factor” after the well known television comedy with the theme song that 

proclaimed “Sometimes you want to go where everybody knows your name, and they’re 

always glad you came” (Hiatt, 2005, p. 3). Retirement can result in a loss of recognition 
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by others and ultimately, in a loss of self-identity. A study of phased retirement 

conducted in 2006 found that individuals that continued a reduced level of work in 

retirement expressed a belief that work by itself is positive and important, not simply as a 

means to acquire money (Chen & Scott, 2006). Early retirees, recognizing that they have 

20 to 25 good years ahead of them want to do something that makes them feel proud and 

provides social rewards (Todorova, 2008).  

How Robert Kirk (2001), who has been mentioned earlier, found his fulfilling 

retirement career was by considering what he “brought to the table” (p. 2). He identified 

the skills he considered his strengths which included life experience, the ability to pick 

things up quickly, and his terrific bedside manner. Considering how these transferable 

skills could apply to a new career, Kirk landed on nursing and is thoroughly enjoying his 

new profession. Following several career changes, at the age of 55 Rosalyn Kirkel 

embarked on a journey of “reinventing my own life” (Wheeler, 1997, p. 2). She started a 

new business, selling the knowledge she gained during her professional career to clients 

who were interested in marketing products to older adults. A relatively untapped market, 

Kirkel self-promotes her business in a variety of ways and is optimistic of the potential 

for future growth (p. 3). 

New Opportunities 

Traveling is an activity that is frequently mentioned when people talk of ways to 

spend their time in retirement. Ian Hammond writes of his experiences biking and 

camping around New Zealand, trips to the American Midwest and Canary Islands, two 
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months in Ireland, visiting long lost friends in Sydney, and then biking around Australia 

for six months during the early years of his retirement (Zelinski, 2007, p. 8-10). To 

finance his travels, Hammond modified his lifestyle to recycle or reuse everything and 

devoted the majority of his $9,000 annual retirement income to travel expenses.  

“Working-vacations” provide an opportunity for retirees to travel to exotic 

locations and volunteer their time to work as part of a project team (Zelinski, 2007, pp. 

179-180). Organizations such as Earthwatch Institute identify projects which range from 

collecting medicinal plants in Kenya to studying whales in the Pacific Ocean. The 

organization provides the coordination, accommodations, training, meals, equipment, and 

companionship. The volunteer usually covers the cost of their transportation.  

Robert Kirk (2001) found a way to combine his travel interests with his new 

retirement career. As mentioned earlier, when planning for his retirement, Kirk decided 

to change his career to nursing. Once trained, he began to work part-time and volunteer at 

a free community clinic as well as with the American Red Cross. Kirk became a likely 

candidate to travel to Guatemala for six months when his church identified a need to 

provide volunteer nursing services.  

The Peace Corps was founded in 1961 by President John F. Kennedy with a 

mission to promote world peace and friendship (Peace Corps, 2009). The Peace Corps 

operates in 76 countries providing a wide variety of services, such as counseling, 

business development, education, health, and information technology. Currently, 5% of 

the volunteer base is made up of people over the age of 50. The Peace Corps has 
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launched an initiative to recruit retirees with an aspiration to increase the percentage of 

volunteers between the ages of 50 and 75 from 5% to 15% (Todorova, 2008, p. 2). 

Additional Benefits 

Changing Priorities 

Securing the freedom of retirement while pursuing the altruistic opportunities of 

retirement can be challenging. Priorities change for an individual that has completed the 

demanding stages typically associated with a professional career and is now facing 

retirement. Not only is the individual dealing with changes to their own mental and 

physical health, but many retirees are providing care for their parents, spouses, 

grandchildren, and other relatives (Harper & Shoffner, 2004).  Part-time work may 

provide the flexibility required to balance the desire for work with the demands of family 

responsibilities. Employers interested in attracting the skills and capabilities offered by an 

experienced, retired worker are finding it necessary to alter their employment practices to 

provide the flexibility necessary to meet the needs of an older population (Kirk, 2001). 

Health and Brain Function 

Maintaining an active lifestyle during retirement contributes to overall health and 

brain functioning. Part of “living the life of his dreams” for Vincent Jaccarino includes 

starting his day with an aerobics class and taking a brisk walk along the beach with his 

wife after lunch (Hiatt, 2005, p. 1).  

AARP devotes a section of each magazine to maintaining a healthy lifestyle in 

retirement. Art of Living highlights examples of physical activities that are appropriately 
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suited to the retired population. The March/April (2009) issue of AARP spotlighted 

Ronni Egan and Rose Chilcoat who turned their love of hiking into a retirement lifestyle 

and career (Baker, 2009).  The two women, ages 50 and 63, lead a hiking organization 

that “takes a stand for Mother Nature by monitoring abuses of public lands” (p. 62). 

Examples of the accomplishments they are proud to claim include limiting snowmobiling 

in Yellowstone National Park and raising congressional awareness of water 

contamination from oil and gas exploration (p. 62).  

Physical exercise is the best remedy for the normal brain deterioration associated 

with the aging process (Neergaard, 2007). A study was conducted of a group of 72 year 

olds who were experiencing memory loss. A three day per week walking program was 

initiated for all participants. Subsequent studies demonstrated memory improvement and 

brain activity patterns that began to resemble patterns of much younger people. 

Planning 

Retirement is inevitable for a variety of reasons. Workers in highly specialized or 

physically demanding fields will eventually lose the ability to perform their jobs and be 

forced into retirement (Zelinski, 2007, p. 14). Corporate downsizing, business changes, 

medical issues, and family needs may force an individual into retirement sooner than 

anticipated. As noted by Zelinski, “whether they retire voluntarily or otherwise, one day 

many people wake up and don’t have a job to go to” (p. 14). Planning for this day is a 

significant part to deriving fulfillment from retirement.  
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Robert Kirk developed his postretirement plan years in advance and retrained 

himself as a nurse (Kirk, 2001). As noted by Hiatt, “it is crucial to plan how you want to 

spend the last 15, 20, or more years of your life” (Hiatt, 2005, p. 3). Zelinski (2007) notes 

that individuals with great expectations of retirement without investing personal effort to 

plan for retirement are likely to be filled with boredom and are at risk of becoming 

depressed (pp. 16-18).  

Supplemental Income 

The books written about financial planning for retirement are almost too 

numerous to count. In spite of their best intentions many retirees find themselves in need 

of income to supplement their retirement finances. Planning a retirement lifestyle is a 

critical success factor to defining ones financial needs during retirement (Eisenberg, 

2006, pp. 167-171). Lee Eisenberg describes the “New Senior” as someone who cares as 

much about life satisfaction as about boating and golf (p. 168). The financial needs of the 

new senior may be significantly different than those of the same individual prior to 

retirement (p. 175). 

 Many retirees successfully turn an interest or hobby into a career that provides the 

supplemental income needed for retirement. Nancy Price began volunteering at the 

Rathbun Free Memorial Library (Wheeler, 1997). Price now works as the library’s 

assistant director four days a week, earns money, and loves her work. When describing 

her part-time job, Price states that “the last five years have been the happiest in my life” 

(p. 4). Ambrose Jones retired at the age of 55 and became a professor at the University of 
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North Carolina (Todorova, 2008). He teaches advanced auditing classes and has been 

published in academic journals. Although his pay is a fraction of what it was he could not 

be happier with his new career. He describes his new career as making him feel 25 years 

younger (p. 1).  

 Nancy Graham, deputy editor of AARP, The Magazine predicts continuing 

education will be as much a part of the retirement years for Baby Boomer’s as it was in 

their teens and 20s (Todorova, 2008). The cost of continuing education can be a hurdle 

for many people. Some organizations, such as Peace Corps offer free training programs 

for volunteers. Arnold Schwarzenegger, Governor of California, launched a program 

called EnCorps Teachers Program which was aimed at recruiting and training retirees as 

math, science, and career technical teachers (p. 2). The objective of the program was to 

fill a ten-year gap of 33,000 qualified teachers that had been identified by the Governor’s 

office. To address a severe shortage of direct-patient care professionals, the Owensboro 

Community and Technical College in Kentucky offered an intensive training program for 

retired registered nurses with a desire to become clinical instructors (p. 2).  

Medical costs are a significant financial concern for the retirement years. A 

presentation by Congressional Budget Office Director Peter Orszag to the Retirement 

Research Consortium noted that people without access to health insurance in retirement 

may continue working for either of two reasons (Orszag, 2008). They may continue to 

work for a company that offers employer-provided health insurance. They may also 

continue to work to earn sufficient income to pay for medical costs out of pocket. Marc 
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Freedman of Civic Ventures noted a similar finding regarding issues affecting Baby 

Boomers’ retirement (Todorova, 2008, p. 2).   

Summary of Literature 

 The preponderance of literature suggests that a fulfilling retirement is a notable 

change from pre-retirement life and does not occur spontaneously. It is a multifaceted 

state of being, unique to each individual. Creating the distinct retirement that will fulfill 

the specific interests of a retiree is a process that requires self-reflection, planning, and 

time to implement. Melanie Harper and Marie Shoffner (2004) documented their work to 

study a theory of career counseling. They found that: 

by exploring skills and abilities, needs and values, interests, and personality style 

and by examining levels of past career satisfaction and satisfactoriness of 

performance, the counselor and the retiree can identify the significant elements 

that will form the retiree’s new individual. (p. 275) 

 Prior research clearly demonstrates the benefits of achieving a fulfilling 

retirement. The personal benefits are the ability to do things one values and enjoys while 

feeling good about the contribution one is making to the community. Benefits to the 

community include taping into the wealth of experience and skills that retirees have to 

offer. The dilemma that each retiree faces is finding the particular blend of abilities and 

contributions one has to offer and applying them in a way that is beneficial to the 

community while also providing personal rewards.   
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Methodology 

Introduction 

My research question was: What are the rewards of a retirement lifestyle that 

provides benefits to society? The focus of my research was to investigate and learn about 

individuals who chose to devote a portion of their time in retirement to benefit society. In 

the context of my study, retirement is an economic phenomenon in which an individual 

leaves a career position or occupation. The subjects of my research were retirees who 

chose not to completely withdraw from active working life and spend a portion of their 

retirement providing services that are beneficial to society. My interest was to explore 

how their choices are influencing their retirement experiences and what guidance they 

offer to others whom are approaching retirement. I conducted my study through 

qualitative research and appreciative inquiry (AI). The following section explains my 

rationale for selecting this method, the approach I used in my research, my relationship to 

the topic, the design of my study, and the method I followed for data capture and 

analysis.  

Method 

Qualitative research is an important form of inquiry that is well suited to the 

social sciences (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). It is a broad inquiry of social phenomena 

that take place in the natural world. The research method respects the humanity of the 

participants, allowing the findings to emerge and evolve as the research progresses. 

Qualitative research is particularly relevant for studies that intend to explore lived 



Rewards of a Retirement that Benefits Society    26 
 

experiences that are “expressed in daily life and by the meanings that the participants 

themselves attribute to these interactions” (p. 2). 

My research explored the personal experiences of individuals who chose a 

particular lifestyle for their retirement years. My interest was to explore the positive 

impact the choice has had on their lives and their community. The course of my research 

evolved and the findings emerged as the participants shared their lived experiences. My 

inquiry was closely aligned with the definition of qualitative research provided by 

Marshall and Rossman (2006) and discussed previously in this paper.  

Research Approach 

There are many genres of qualitative research (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 

Appreciative inquiry (AI) is a strengths-based method of inquiry that creates a pleasant 

and energizing environment for the participants (Boyd & Bright, 2007).  AI is gaining 

popularity in positive psychology and organizational movements. As noted by Boyd and 

Bright (2007),  

Participants in the process reflect on the life-giving aspects of their particular 

environments, especially focusing on the larger societal environment that their 

individual circumstances impact. (p. 1033) 

Walker and Carr-Stewart (2004) provided a similar description of AI when they noted 

that “appreciation is about valuing the best in people, the root of their successes and the 

working parts of the world around us” (p. 72).  
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Appreciative Inquiry (AI) explores only positive experiences of the phenomenon 

under study. This is accomplished by structuring the research through four phases of 

inquiry referred to as the “4-D” Cycle; Discover, Dream, Design, and Destiny (Boyd & 

Bright, 2007; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). A model of the 4-D Cycle was developed 

by multiple AI scholars and practitioners and presented by Bright, Cooperrider and 

Galloway (2006). Each phase of the cycle is described by a question to be explored and 

the answers to be sought through the inquiry.  

Discover: What gives life? Find the best of what now exits; Dream: What might 

be? Imagine what the world is calling for; Design: How can it be? Determine the 

ideal; Destiny: What will be? Empower, learn, adjust, and improvise. (pp. 285-

306) 

The objective of the Discover phase of AI research is to uncover what the 

participants consider to be the present reality. Questions in this phase encourage the 

participant to share experiences that portray the best of the phenomenon under study. The 

Dream phase encourages the participants to imagine what is possible. Questions in this 

phase prompt the participant to imagine how the current strengths can be amplified. The 

Design phase encourages the participant to explore how their dreams could become 

reality. As described by Boyd and Bright (2007), the final AI phase, Destiny, “is a 

transition from planning to deployment” (p. 1032).  

My research focused on the first two phases of the AI cycle; Discover and Dream. 

My data collection and findings touch lightly on phase three, Design and phase four, 
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Destiny but this was not the focus of my study. I uncovered what the participants 

currently experience to be the rewards of their contributions to society. I encouraged 

them to share their dreams of what is possible if there was a significant increase in the 

number of people providing contributions to society. Boyd and Bright (2007) found that 

AI allows the participants to use their imagination and creativity to self-design their 

reflection (p. 1033). My AI inquiry provides insights that will be useful for future retirees 

who are considering using their skills and resources to benefit their community. 

Opportunities for community service agencies to improve their utilization of retirees were 

identified during the course of my study.  

Research Design 

The qualitative research of my study was conducted through in-depth interviews 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2006). The conversational nature of in-depth interviews allowed 

the study participants to share the rewards and benefits of their retirement lifestyle as they 

view it. My inquiry ensured the conversation covered a consistent set of topics but the 

participants were allowed to guide the conversation in a way that suited their lived 

experiences.   

Individual in-depth interviews emphasized the importance of the unique 

perspective of each participant in my research study. This approach acknowledged the 

contribution each individual makes to her or his community and allowed sharing 

perceptions of the personal reward and the benefit to society without concern of how 

individual contributions may be perceived by others. 
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Researcher Statement 

The qualitative researcher must be cognizant of who they are in the matter of the 

study (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). During my study, I remained sensitive to my 

personal biography or biases and how they shaped the study as the inquiry progressed. 

Although it is difficult to eliminate biases, I diligently acknowledged my views to prevent 

my personal attitude from altering the results of the study. 

Through a variety of professional and personal reasons, I find myself at an 

inflection point in my life. I recently turned 51 and have completed more than 32 years of 

professional work experience in cross-business disciplines such as information 

technology, finance, auditing, project management, procurement, materials management, 

and human resources. I have chosen to retire from my present employer and take a break 

from the business world. My decision will introduce a radical change in my lifestyle. I 

recognize that even though I am looking forward to the freedom that will come along 

with my decision, it may not be realistic for me to think that at the age of 51, I am done 

working.  

The dilemma that I now face is deciding what to do with the next stage of my life. 

I have many interests, although my personal interests have been increasingly dominated 

by my professional life. Self-reflection has caused me to realize that I am not interested in 

completely exiting the professional world, personally or financially. I am interested in 

gaining more balance between work and personal time and feel that I can use the skills I 

have developed during my professional life to give back to my community.  
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Data Collection 

Institutional Review Board 

Research that involves human participants must have the prior approval of the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB). Prior to contacting any individuals to participate in my 

study, I applied for and received IRB approval through Alaska Pacific University (APU) 

for my research. 

Population  

My study focused on the contributions and experiences of people that chose to 

devote a portion of their life to activities that provide a benefit to society. The population 

that I included in my study was individuals between the ages of 50 and 75 who retired 

from at least one career position and now spend a portion of their time providing services 

that benefit their community. I selected this population because I believed they were best 

positioned to describe the rewards of their contributions; to themselves and to their 

community.  

Criteria for selection 

My study included individuals that were either presently retired or retired 

previously.  The following criteria were used to qualify participants: 

1) Between the ages of 50 and 75 

2) At least six months experience with community service  

3) Consider the experience to be rewarding and beneficial to society 

4) Feel that they have retired from at least one career position. 
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I included five participants in my research study. A sixth participant was identified and 

agreed to participate. Unfortunately, due to scheduling difficulties the interview was not 

completed during the interview phase of my study. 

Process for sample selection  

To select the participants for my study I utilized the sample selection techniques 

of convenience and snowball or chain (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). I began by talking 

with individuals I knew who are involved in providing community services. I explained 

the purpose of my research and asked for recommendations of individuals who they felt 

may be interested in participating. Ten candidates were identified from my initial inquiry. 

I explained the topic of my study and the research approach that I planned to use. Of the 

ten candidates, six were interested in participating. I provided them with three documents 

for their review; the APU Letter of Consent to Participate (Appendix A), the 

demographic survey (Appendix B), and the interview schedule (Appendix C). A time and 

place for the interview was scheduled. I asked each participant to review the documents 

prior to the interview and let me know if there were any questions or hesitations 

regarding participation.  

Instruments 

I utilized four instruments in the conduct of my research. All potential candidates 

completed a letter of consent to participate, which is included in this document as 

Appendix A. A demographic survey (Appendix B) was used to determine if the potential 

candidate met the selection criteria described previously and provided base data that was 
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used in the analysis portion of my study. The third instrument used in my research was an 

interview schedule (Appendix C). This schedule guided the interview process. My 

questions were open-ended and structured as an Appreciative Inquiry (AI). The intent of 

my questions was to prompt the participant to reflect on the topic and share the lived 

experiences that build on beneficial aspects of devoting time to providing community 

services. Field notes were captured after the interview was complete. A sample of the 

format used to capture field notes is included in this document as Appendix D. 

Setting of the interview 

The in-depth interviews were conducted in a manner that ensured validity and 

credibility of the research while protecting the anonymity of the study participants. I 

began by asking each participant to complete the APU Letter of Consent to Participate 

(Appendix A). Once the consent letter was read and signed the demographic survey was 

completed (Appendix B) and each participant selected an alias that was used throughout 

the research. The conversations in the AI in-depth interview were recorded to allow me to 

focus my attention on the experiences shared by the participant and avoid distraction 

while capturing notes. During the course of the interview, the questions included in the 

interview schedule (Appendix C) were covered as the participant shared her or his lived 

experiences. Field notes were captured following the interview (Appendix D).  

The setting of the interview was structured to demonstrate that I consider the 

views of the participants to be valuable and useful (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). Once I 

had explained the purpose of my research and the approach that would be used for the 
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interview, I asked each participant where he or she would like to meet. Two participants 

requested that we meet at local coffee shops. One participant preferred to meet in a 

cafeteria. Another participant asked that we meet in a small, private room. The final 

participant was out of town and asked that we conduct the interview by telephone. After 

the consent letter and demographic survey were completed, I explained that I would 

record our conversation so that I could engage in the discussion and avoid distraction 

while capturing notes. 

My interview questions explored the Discover and Dream phases of AI (Boyd & 

Bright, 2007; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). My first question focused on the Discover 

phase.  Each participant was asked to share her or his perception of the personal rewards 

that inspire her or him to contribute to society. In most interviews, the initial open-ended 

question prompted a significant amount of discussion that touched on many of the 

remaining questions in my interview schedule. Once the conversation began to lag, I 

asked a subsequent question that addressed a topic that had not yet been discussed.  

After all topics on my interview schedule had been covered, I asked the 

participant if there were any other comments or thoughts he or she wanted to share on the 

study topic. In many cases, this prompted additional thoughts regarding implementing 

ideas that had been identified during the interview.  Although this falls under the Destiny 

phase of AI and was outside the scope of my study, many of the suggestions provide 

opportunities for subsequent research and have been included in my report in the section 

on Ideas for Further Research.  
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis for my research study was based on a model developed for an AI 

research study conducted in 2000 of Fairmount North America (Cooperrider, 2002). All 

interview notes were typed and grouped by question. Each question was linked to a phase 

of AI. The first two questions focused on the Discover phase and sought to clarify what 

the participants consider to be the best of what presently exists. The next two questions 

focused on the Dream phase and encouraged the participant to imagine what could be 

possible. The final question focused on the Design phase and explored the participant’s 

perception of an ideal world.  

As my analysis progressed, common themes emerged in the experiences shared 

by my participants. To qualify as a theme, the topic had to be identified as a significant 

part of the positive experiences by a majority of my participants. This resulted in the 

identification of five common themes; community betterment, mentoring and learning, 

pursuit of passion, identity transition, and new opportunities. I then coded the 

participant’s comments to correspond to one of the themes.  

The findings of my study emerged from the analysis of the experiences shared by 

the participants. My data analysis enabled me to identify similarities and trends without 

losing the individuality of the lived experiences shared by each participant. By using 

appreciative inquiry, my participants were able to explore the positive aspects of the lived 

experiences and imagine what could be possible. Through this approach, my research 

identified current benefits of providing community services as well as opportunities for 
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further study that would enhance the benefits for the individual participants and their 

community.   

Validity 

The findings of my literature review were used to validate my analysis. The 

results of my literature review were organized into five categories. I collated my findings 

into similar categories to facilitate comparison. Similarities and differences were 

identified and documented. My conclusions emerged as my data analysis progressed and 

were correlated to my literature review. This identified conclusions that are corroborated 

by prior research and other conclusions that are candidates for additional research.  



Rewards of a Retirement that Benefits Society    36 
 

Findings 

Demographic Information 

Five participants were interviewed during this study. The participants were four 

women and one man who all had experience with community services. All participants 

had experience providing community services. Some had experience providing and 

receiving services. The participants varied in age from fifty to seventy-five years with 

annual incomes that ranged from under fifty thousand to more than two-hundred 

thousand. All participants had more than twenty-five years of experience providing 

community services and considered their experiences to be positive. Most participants are 

not presently employed, although some noted that they have never worked harder than 

they do while providing community services. All participants felt their professional 

career was a meaningful part of preparing them for the services they provide.  

The type of services provided varied for each participant. Most included some 

form of board membership. Other activities included such things as education, event 

coordination, coaching, mentoring, philanthropy, public speaking, and broad support for 

specific organizations. Ethnicity was a limitation of my study. All participants were 

white. A wider population of participants or additional selection criteria may have 

introduced more diversity in my interview participants. This may have altered the 

findings of my study and most likely would have added more dimension to the results. 

The demographic survey used for the research can be found in Appendix B. A 

summary of the demographics for the participants is presented in Table 1.  
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Table 1 

Demographic Profile Table 

 

No Question Ann Joy Mildred Tango Tom 

1 Service 
experience 

Benefactor 
& Provider 

Benefactor 
& Provider 

Benefactor 
& Provider 

Provider Provider 

2 Rating for 
services 
received 

Adequate Superior Superior N/A Better 

3 Rating for 
providing 
service 

Better Superior Superior Better Better 

4 Time in 
retirement 

1 – 5 yrs 1 – 5 yrs >10 yrs 1 – 5 yrs 5 – 10 yrs 

5.1 Age N/A 60 – 75 yrs 
 

60 – 75 yrs 50 – 60 yrs 60 – 75 yrs 

5.2 Income >$200,000 $100,000 - 
$200,000 

<$50,000 N/A <$50,000 

5.3 Income 
source 

Actively 
Employed 

Actively 
Employed, 
Pension / 
Savings 

Pension/ 
Savings 

Other Pension/ 
Savings, 

Other 

5.4 Ethnicity White White White White White 

6 Type of 
services 

Boards, 
Business, 

Education, 
Philanthropy 

Coaching, 
Mentoring, 
Facilitation 

Boards, 
Non-profits 

Education, 
Advising, 

Public 
speaking, 
Political, 

Mentoring 

Boys & 
Girls Club, 
Theatre of 

Youth, 
CASA, 

AWAIC, 
Philanthropy 

Boards, 
Boys & 

Girls Club, 
Education 

7 Career 
linkage 

Yes Yes Definitely Yes Yes 

8 Time 
providing 
services 

>30 yrs >28 yrs All my life >25 yrs >30 yrs 
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Themes 

Overview 

Five themes emerged from the experiences shared by my participants. An 

overview of the themes is provided in Table 2. The remainder of this section of my paper 

includes details and examples of the experiences that contributed to each theme. 

Table 2 

Overview of Themes 

 

Theme Description 

Community 

Betterment 

Create an Improved and Diverse Community 

Providing services can increase the awareness of community 

needs and interests while broadening the individual 

perspectives considered in community activities. 

Mentoring and 

Learning 

Mentor and Learn from the Next Generation 

Providing services can utilize seasoned professionals to 

recruit and mentor younger generations into community 

service while providing a forum that allows the mature 

generation to learn from the innovations introduced by the 

new recruits. 

Pursuit of Passion Enable the Pursuit of Passion with Purpose 

Providing services in an area that one feels passionate about 

can generate personal rewards that are beneficial to society. 

Identity Transition Transition Identity from Work-life to Retirement 

Providing services can enable a professional to redirect ones 

knowledge, skills, and time from a work life that was 

motivated to meet the needs of an employer to a retired life 

that is motivated to meet the aspirations of the retiree and the 

needs of the community. 

New Opportunities Experience an Enriched Life 

Providing services can allow one to identify new areas of 

interest by exploring events and activities that may not have 

been considered otherwise. 
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Community Betterment: Create an improved and diverse community  

The findings of my research suggest that the present and potential benefits to the 

community from services offered by retirees are significant and varied. Many 

organizations could not function if it were not for the services currently provided. Other 

organizations would suffer significant detrimental impact had experienced professionals 

(i.e., retired and actively employed) not been involved. A need for greater participation in 

the number of volunteers was expressed by several participants. Tom shared his 

experiences raising funds and planning for the expansion of a local non-profit. 

An example would be the Boy Scouts.  I was involved for many years.  We were 
able to work with Elmer Rasmuson when he was still alive, who ultimately 
provided Boy Scouts with a huge grant. They were able to acquire additional 
property in the Talkeetna area for a new Boy Scout Camp ... The Boy Scout 
program is a great program for young men and children.  I’ve seen that program 
grow as a result. 
 

 Tango noted that from her experience, without the services of volunteers and 

retirees, many non-profits would not have the skills or resources needed to operate. She 

added that not all organizations know how to utilize volunteers effectively. 

I think more than many, most non-profits could not do fund raising special events, 
gala’s, auctions, fishing derbies, golf tournaments, I don’t care what it is, without 
volunteers. They don’t have the staff, they don’t have the money. Some non-
profits don’t even have a development staff to pull it off. They just couldn’t do it 
without volunteers. ...You know the non-profits that they walk into, some are way 
better at welcoming volunteers than others. Some, for whatever reason, don’t 
value their volunteers as much as others. …. They don’t always realize the value 
of a volunteer that’s been in the workforce and suddenly is there. They’ve got all 
kinds of skills that they’re bringing to the table and just tap them a little bit. 
Figure it out. Put them on task. It’s amazing what they can do…They need to be 
ready for volunteers. 
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 Ann stated greater diversity in the population of volunteers would introduce new 

ideas and improve performance.  

I say “no” a lot now. I do. It isn’t because I don’t care. It’s because I also think 
it’s important for other people to care. There has to be a common purpose, goal 
and passion there but the diversity with how people will look at it and respond is 
what I think really leads to excellence. I hate to use the term rubber stamp because 
that isn’t what it is. But everyone thinks the same way so you do things the same 
way. That’s great if it’s working but in almost any enterprise change is going to 
happen. With that you have to change the leadership of your organization. So if 
you don’t have that diversity occurring, your ability to see and execute on change 
is reduced…I’m not sure we’re reaching out to the right audience to get that 
diversity of decision making and performance that you could get for the 
organization by staying with the people that have done it over and over in their 
lives.  
 

 Joy shares the view that broader participation would improve the inclusiveness of 

decision making. She sees longer term rewards that benefit all members of the 

community. 

Ideally, you would think you’d have a stronger community, a tighter community, 
an engaged community which is good for everybody, with a lot of people 
involved in decision making. … By being engaged you create a sense of 
community whereby you care for each another and start to look out for each 
another. Indirectly, values start to take shape. So even if you and I disagree very 
much on something, we recognize that we have the right to disagree. When it 
comes to tougher issues, like housing for the elderly or funding for preschool, by 
virtue of the conversations we’ve had we can understand by recognition of each 
others’ values that certain things matter, even if they’re not our top things. So the 
quality of the community improves. Pretty idealistic but I think that’s what it’s all 
about. 
 

 Mildred foresees similar long term benefits for the community, including a safer, 

more inclusive, and more pleasant environment. 

First I think we’d have a much better community. Closer, more interesting, more 
involving.   I think we’d have happier and more satisfied retirees. I think people 
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like to be involved. … If you really multiplied this, our community would be 
more connected.  I think it would be more help for those that are in need in the 
community. I think it could be safer as people are more connected. Then they are 
paying more attention to others more and people feel more a part of it. Even 
teenagers feel more a part of it. I think it might be more planted and beautiful 
appearance wise. People who like to work with plants and flowers. The 
opportunity to do that in the community for volunteer work. I think that it would 
be more inclusive more inter-generational and racially and otherwise more 
diverse.  

 
Mentoring and Learning: Mentor and learn from the next generation 

The experiences shared by my participants highlight a need to recruit individuals 

from a younger generation into the pool of people involved in providing community 

service. The benefits in terms of diversity of thought were discussed previously in this 

paper. Younger people with a passion for a particular cause can renew the cycle of 

volunteers providing community service, although identifying those people is a 

challenge. Some experiences shared during my study highlight the ability of current 

volunteers to capitalize on their experiences and relationships to attract new resources. 

Others suggest we may be facing a resource gap in Anchorage, caused by demographics, 

interest, or both.  

When asked what would be possible if the population of retirees involved in 

providing community services were to expand, Ann shared her thoughts on identifying 

candidates. She went on to provide an example of how she recruited a new volunteer by 

spotting the passion and matching it with an opportunity. 

If you have a major event every year, you’ll see people twinkle during that event. 
Maybe it’s the event, maybe it’s the mission. Finding out if they have an interest 
in the mission is going to make a huge difference to whether or not they want to 
serve. …Here’s a good one, [..], attorney, former Commissioner of Revenue, 
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former member of the Permanent Fund Board, chaired the Permanent Fund Board 
for 3 or 4 years. I asked him to Chair the Investment Committee ... He was really 
excited to do that … and was able to take all this experience that he had and put it 
someplace where he could do it with a butt kick and a knee jerk ... To be able to 
sit with the Chief Investment Officer of the Rasmuson Foundation and the 
Executive Director of the Permanent Fund. To be able to work with those people 
one-on-one was exciting for him. If someone had asked … if he wanted to serve 
on the board of the Catholic Social Services, … there wasn’t the same twinkle to 
build on that there was with the Investment Committee. 
 

 Tango shared her success recruiting and mentoring a replacement volunteer for an 

event that she no longer wanted to devote time to personally. 

 I went and found a friend; a young woman that I know is capable and has 
connections in the community. She owns her own business, … She’s never, never 
done a step up event like this; … But I said, “… the best way is to get a friend to 
help you. Get somebody out there that you know you can co-chair with so you 
don’t feel the burden of this all by yourself”. She went and got her friend. .... She 
put her own committee together. These 30-somethings, absolutely amazing, ran 
circles around me. I stepped so far back. I think I went to about 3 meetings to tell 
them, we did it this way before. They were so smart and not only did they run 
circles around the way it had been done but they raised twice as much money!  
  

 Joy expressed a concern that there is a demographic gap in Anchorage. From her 

experiences, some in the younger generation have different priorities and do not share the 

same sense of importance for community service. 

There’s also a big blip in the state of 35 – 48, or something. … There are younger 
people coming back, 32 and under. … After we had the crash in ‘88 and it took a 
long time for the economy to come back, there was a whole generation of kids 
that moved out. They’re not in the state. … there is a concern among many of us 
who do volunteer and participate a lot. Lots of us are retired or retiring on all 
these boards. Where are the younger people who are going to benefit? Sometimes 
you sit around a table for any group that you are on and it’s all the same people 
over, and over, and over again. You wonder how we’re going to bring the 
younger people up. … There are a lot of young people I know that I formally and 
informally mentor. But it’s hard to get them interested in being on a board, … Its 
different priorities. .. I think there ought to be ways to tap into some of those 
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people through universities, through the University of Alaska, APU, religious 
organizations.  

 

Pursuit of Passion: Enable the pursuit of passion with purpose 

The need to feel passionately about the time spent providing community services 

was highlighted by most participants in my study.  At this point in their lives the 

participants felt they have more freedom to select how to spend their time and to choose 

the organizations or activities to be involved with. Many participants noted that this 

realization was extremely liberating, empowering, and motivational. An individual who 

consciously chooses to dedicate time and energy to something he or she feels to be a 

worthy cause can accomplish what may have previously seemed impossible. The 

gratification from this type of activity can be amazing. The personal rewards generated 

can benefit the individual’s health, self-esteem, sense of self-worth, and mental well-

being. Benefits to the community and the public service organizations are immense and 

fundamental to the sustainability of community services.  

This sentiment was expressed by Tango as she shared an experience with 

providing services to non-profit agencies: 

It’s the craziest thing. Here’s this group, there were 37 people…involved in this 
event last year…. They work their tails off .... It’s extremely humbling when you 
see it. That’s the other thing. It can be motivating when you see these other 
volunteers giving way above and beyond. They work 8 hour a day jobs and then 
come and make ...whatevers, for another 4 hours after work.... You know, it’s 
amazing. These events raise hundreds of thousands of dollars…. It’s nothing but 
volunteers…. Without volunteers, wow would our community suffer. 
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 Mildred echoed similar sentiments in an experience she shared regarding 

providing services to an international community. The scale of the event involved 

individuals across the United States. The organizations that ultimately contributed 

spanned from local non-profits, media, retailers, and shippers to federal agencies.   

One of the things I think about which … offers an inspiration to me about what’s 
possible when a few people come together and want to do something…. Forty 
people showed up at the Mayor’s office, from every kind of thing you could 
image…. It was cool. Thirty of us continued to meet for the rest of the winter…. 
the newspaper was very supportive of this.… we did end up with enough high 
levels, all the way to the US State Department…. It was something. To think how 
you could do all that, just because we wanted to. So I always think, wow if 
something isn’t possible, we just need to rethink. 

 
When asked about the advice they would offer to an individual preparing for 

retirement three participants identified finding the area one is passionate about as the first 

step to take in planning for a fulfilling retirement. Ann suggested: 

Know your passion. By the time you’re in retirement, you should be able to say 
these are the things that are really important to me, that I would care about. 
Hospice, literacy, early childhood, autism, higher education, voc-tech, dental 
hygiene and all the components of that. What are the things that you are 
passionate about at this point in your life? Then you look and see “how would I 
strategically engage and contribute in that arena?”  
 

 Joy is planning to retire from full-time employment in the near future. Her 

guidance to others facing a similar decision follows: 

I’ll be stopping work in a couple of years. When I do, I’m going to say, what is it 
that I really care about? Where is it that I would like to make a difference or see 
something improved and just go find out how I can volunteer and make a 
difference in that effort. I’ll start with my interests and what I really care about. 
There are boards that I’ve been on because they were important to my work or 
career. I think there’s something about retirement that I can say, I don’t have to 
care about that anymore. I can just go out there and say, “I’m disheartened about 
this” or “I think we could do so much better as a community about this”, and just 
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go out there and do something about it. Get involved with the people who will 
also care.  
  

 The guidance offered by Mildred placed a similar emphasis on exploring ones 

passions. She shared her experiences in a previous research study that uncovered passion 

as critical to becoming “successfully aged” 

The first piece would be to try to think out what is your passion for something and 
to follow that. I think there is so much more pleasure and energy when it’s 
something that you have passion for. To find out what that is, whether it relates to 
something that someone was already doing in their work life, or completely new, 
something that they always wanted to do. it.  Very often people got into work, and 
worked, worked and weren’t particularly excited about their work and finally they 
retire. It’s an opportunity to find a whole new direction that they wish they’d 
followed.…I think I described earlier, Burton Kritlow … began to study the 
retirees and that whole thing. … he decided to study successfully aged people.… 
One common thread in all of that was some kind of passion. It didn’t matter if 
they were poor or rich, or if they were sick or well, or whatever. The only thing 
that was a common thread in people who were, what others termed successfully 
aged, he didn’t say happy, but successfully aged were those that had a passion for 
something 

 

Identity Transition: Transition identify from work life to retirement 

The findings of my study noted that some professionals struggle during the 

transition from a demanding professional career to a less structured life which is typically 

associated with retirement. The daily events of an actively employed professional are 

frequently structured to meet the needs of an employer. Once those time constraints are 

removed, the resulting freedom may be perceived as uselessness or a loss of identity. 

Many of the participants in my study noted that providing community services helped in 

the transition. The benefits for the retiree are in terms of mental well-being and planning 

while the community benefits from the experiences and contributions of the retirees.  



Rewards of a Retirement that Benefits Society    46 
 

Tom noted that many professionals spend more of their life in the work-world 

than in their home-life. Without community service, the knowledge and experience 

gained during their professional career would become stagnant.  

You know, your job is your life much more than your home life, in some respects.  
And then, after the first month, which is the vacation period you wake up one 
morning and what’s there?  Other than taking out the garbage and cutting the lawn 
unless you have some plan, what are you going to do?  It would be nice when you 
leave to have some plans.  Everyone says, I’m going to fish and travel, fix the 
house up.  After two trips and three coats of paint, now what? …The potential is 
that people leave with 25, 30 or more years of experience in certain fields and that 
knowledge and experience is stagnant if you don’t tap it.  It’s important to the 
organization to tap it because it brings that expertise into the organization. It’s 
very beneficial to the retiree because it helps keep that person’s mind and body 
active. You don’t want to sit and watch TV and lose it. 
 

 Mildred shared her experiences when her part-time employment ended abruptly 

and she faced a change in professional status. As she reflected on her situation, she 

realized that the new freedom in her life presented many opportunities for her and her 

profession.  

 Sometimes there’s something about identity and particularly in the … US society 
where often our identity is linked closely to our work lives. I have great sympathy 
for those in the country right now in the recession who have lost their jobs…. It’s 
very difficult. How one reinvents an identity for oneself is an interesting piece and 
very critical, I think, to a successful retirement… I’m fascinated by the whole 
issue of identity and its reinvention.… I’m really glad that I sort of retired in 
stages because it gave me time to adjust. … I remember … wondering that my 
identity had been closely aligned to my … work and that I sort of said, “gosh, do I 
not get to be … anymore?” It only took me a couple of months of thinking about 
first that I could still and I still am very involved in my field nationally and 
internationally…. I didn’t have to give that up. 
 

 The initial reaction to retirement shared by Ann corroborated the potential loss of 

identity. She noted that now that she has adjusted she no longer values the items that 
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previously provided external recognition of her accomplishments. Ann suggested that 

moving through the transition is helped by reflection on what one values. 

The first time I retired, I lost my identity. I had to start a company and print 
business cards. I wouldn’t have made it without it. I had to have my plaques that I 
don’t have anymore … I couldn’t have made it without it. I don’t even know 
where the plaques are anymore. …I think you have to get them thinking about 
what they care about. 
 

New Opportunities: Experience an enriched life 

My study highlighted that community service provides an opportunity for one to 

explore new interests that may not have been considered otherwise. This may come from 

contributing time to events organized by others. It may also be the result of pursuing 

something that was an interest during work-life but not progressed until retirement. 

Although there were conflicting views, some of the participants in my study expressed a 

concern that there are many needs in Anchorage and insufficient awareness of the 

community service opportunities available.  

Mildred came to realize the end of her professional employment was a gift that 

enabled her to pursue her own interests.  

I began to look at it after the first couple of months as a great gift. I might never 
really have retired, for a long time. … I finally had time to do things that I had not 
had time to do before, of my own work. My own contributions.…. Sometimes I 
don’t think we know of all the wonderful opportunities there are for retirement. 
Maybe it could be that somebody could put something together that would expose 
seniors to more of the possibilities so that there could be a good match between 
people’s skills and interests and what’s available and what needs to be done. 
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 Tom discussed the magnitude of the needs in Anchorage and expressed a desire 

for more assistance from the business community to enroll retirees into community 

service.  

When you look at non-profits; there are 500, 600, or 700 in Anchorage alone… 
What we’re seeing now is that board make-ups are broader and they’re not just 
looking at members.  They’re looking at where that expertise can come … from to 
make the organization stronger... There is not a good mechanism to reach 
retirees.... When someone exits a company and they do an exit interview maybe 
one of the questions could be “here are some contacts with older persons action 
bureau, or volunteer opportunities, or some contacts at United Way, or the 
Foraker Group” to try to connect people when they leave their very active 
business life.   
 

 Joy shared an approach she was aware of to match the available retiree resources 

with the needs in the community. 

 I have this little file called retirement, in my personal files. There was a 
community in Florida; I think it was a retirement community. This woman said all 
these talented, smart, experienced people are sitting around playing golf, playing 
bridge and wanting to do more but they don’t know how. So she formed a non-
profit to help them place themselves for free in the community on boards. That’s 
what her job was. I can’t remember all that was in the article but I thought “what a 
fun thing to do”! To help people that are retired get matched up with where their 
passion and skills are with boards, organizations, whatever. That would be a fun 
thing to do and good for retirees, too. 
 

 Tango expressed similar sentiments regarding her experiences with community 

services and the number of volunteer opportunities in the Anchorage area. 

I’m involved with so many non-profits, I have been in my career and as I 
volunteer right now ... I see there is such a need everywhere for volunteers and I 
feel good when I can do a little bitty piece, and I know it’s not very much, but it’s 
something. ... It’s important to me to do something…. I’m terrible at saying no. 
…. It never seems like a big deal to me. “Oh, I can do that, it’s no big deal.” 
Pretty soon I’ve got three of these “oh, it’s no big deals” going on… There are so 
many opportunities out there. Lordy me. Anchorage has more non-profits than 
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any place in the country. …. Many, many, many of them are doing really 
important work. 
 

 Ann expressed a different opinion regarding awareness of community service 

opportunities. She believes retirees that are interested in providing community services, 

are already involved. Those unaware of the opportunities are probably not interested. 

I think that you are going to have people that want to be involved in the 
community, that give and do. I think you’ll find that those same people do it on 
the street; they do it wherever they go. They are the kind of people that see the 
world as bigger than themselves. I believe you have retirees that see the world as 
them. That is where they are going to be focused so being involved in the 
community and community activities, unless they see something in it for them,  is 
probably not going to happen. 
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Discussion 

Validity of Findings 

The findings of my study show a strong correlation between the benefits of 

providing community services and the concepts identified by Bolles (2001), Vaillant 

(2002), and Zelinski (2007) as essential to personal fulfillment.  

The need to feel passionately about how one spends her or his time was raised by 

Ann and Mildred. This is similar to the “mission in life” discussed by Bolles (2001, p. 

241-242) or finding ones “true calling” as discussed by Zelinski (2007, p. 57).  

Providing community service helped Tango and Tom transition from an employed 

professional to an individual with more diverse interests and the freedom to apply one’s 

skills for the benefit of the community. Zelinski (2007) discussed similar concepts as 

redefining one’s identity (pp. 45-48). Zelinski noted that “to redefine and recycle yourself 

in retirement, you must challenge and change certain assumptions about yourself; 

including how much you need to have a work identity in order to be a complete person” 

(p. 47). Vaillant (2002) included developing a strong self-identity during midlife as a 

critical element to enable one to “have something to give away to the next generation” (p. 

120). 

Finding opportunities for new experiences that allow one to continually learn and 

feel valued was discussed by Joy, Mildred, and Tango. Zelinski (2007) identified a 

similar need when he discussed lifelong learning and referenced his readers to the 

Elderhostel “to discover the world like never before” (p. 139).  
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The experiences shared by my participants during the AI inquiry suggest that, in 

addition to benefiting the community, providing services can deliver benefits to the 

individual that will form a robust base for a fulfilling retirement. Providing community 

service has become a way of life for the participants in my study. As such, the 

distinctions that AI normally creates between identifying the best of what currently is and 

designing an ideal future were blurred. The time spent today providing services is 

creating a better future. It is not a surprise that providing community service benefits the 

community. It may be more noteworthy that the very act of providing community service 

has the potential to create a personally fulfilling retirement.   

 Ideas for Future Research 

My study highlighted personal and community benefits that may be attained by 

broadening the population of individuals that choose to provide community service. By 

tapping into ones passion, and aligning it with community needs, it is possible for 

professionals to continually develop her or his skills by applying them to activities that 

create sustainable improvement for the community. There are challenges to be overcome 

to make this happen. Four topics were identified by my study as ideas for additional 

research.    

The participants in my study felt more volunteers are needed and shared mixed 

views on the demographics of the population that should be increased. Ann, Joy, and 

Tango stated a belief that greater participation is needed from the younger generations in 

Anchorage, not the retired population. A research study of organizations that are well 
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informed of the needs in the community, such as The United Way and Foraker Group 

could provide insights on the community service opportunities in Anchorage and the 

demographic needs for additional volunteers. 

The need to increase awareness of the opportunities available to provide 

community services was raised by Joy, Mildred, Tango, and Tom. Research in this area 

could identify methods of effective public communication and compare that to 

communications in Anchorage. This may identify opportunities to enhance community 

services by increasing awareness of the opportunities for Anchorage residents to become 

involved. 

Ann, Tango, and Tom noted the abundance of service organizations in Anchorage 

and expressed concern on the demand this places on the existing volunteer population. 

Research could compare the community service profile in Anchorage to that of similar 

cities. This could identify if there is an opportunity to increase the effectiveness of 

community services provided in Anchorage which would improve the utilization of 

volunteers, charitable contributions, and community engagement.  

The potential to increase business engagement in promoting involvement in 

community services was raised by Joy and Tom. Tom offered a suggestion that 

employers should provide information to retiring employees about the community service 

opportunities available. Joy noted a business venture she was aware of that matches 

retirees to community service needs. Research in this area could identify if there are 
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examples of company practices that facilitate retirees finding community service 

opportunities that may benefit businesses in Anchorage. 

Implications for Further Research 

Using an AI approach for my research was very beneficial to achieving the 

objectives of my study. My participants were engaged and thoughtfully reflective on their 

experiences providing community services. Through discussion of her and his positive 

experiences, each participant naturally raised areas that could enhance the benefits and 

eliminate obstacles without introducing negativity into the discussion. I would 

recommend considering an AI approach to anyone conducting a qualitative research 

study. I believe it is most relevant for studies that are focused on exploring an already 

positive social phenomenon, such as providing community services. 

I found that providing each participant with a copy of the demographic survey and 

interview schedule prior to the interview was helpful. It eliminated apprehension in 

agreeing to participate in my study and allowed the participants to reflect on the topic 

prior to our meeting. Conversations flowed easily and touched on each question included 

in my interview schedule. Some participants brought notes of the experiences he or she 

wanted to share to ensure nothing was overlooked. I believe this added to the depth of the 

interviews and enabled my participants to easily convey the intended messages. 

The results of my study may have been improved if my interview participants 

were more diverse. I could have achieved this by expanding my selection criteria or by 

diligently seeking diverse candidates. The particular areas of diversity that I believe 
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would have been interesting for my area of study are race and economic status. All of my 

participants were white. Although two of my participants had annual income that was 

under fifty thousand, only one stated a need for supplementing retirement income as an 

objective of their community service. I do not believe the lack of diversity invalidated the 

results of my study. Greater diversity may have reinforced the experiences shared by my 

participants, introduced new experiences, or raised opposing views that would add to my 

findings.  

Conclusion 

This study opened my eyes to a new world of possibilities. I was confident my 

study would show the benefits to society from retirees providing community services. I 

was surprised and pleased to learn of the personal benefits that are derived in the process.  

My literature review began to shed light on life choices others have made that 

were very different from mine. I sensed the personal satisfaction and pleasure (i.e. 

personal fulfillment) that was derived from these choices by the descriptions shared in the 

various publications. As I progressed to the qualitative interviews, I was unsure and 

apprehensive of what my candidates would think of my research topic. Within minutes of 

the start of my first interview I was struck by the confidence, peace, and energy my 

interview participant felt with the personal commitment to provide community services. 

My initial interview candidate was the most gregarious. The interview required very little 

discussion on my part with only occasional prompting to cover an additional topic on my 

interview schedule. The subsequent participants had a different style of sharing but the 
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underlying sentiment did not change. Each participant presented a similar sense of 

confidence, peace, and energy for the personal commitment to providing community 

services.  

While reflecting on the sentiments extracted from my literature review and shared 

by my participants, I noticed a stark contrast to many of my interactions in the 

professional working world. I realized that over the 32 years of my career, I had allowed 

my personal sense of accomplishment to wander away from my values and become 

heavily influenced by the business benefits my skills could generate. 

 As stated previously in this document in my Researcher Statement, I have 

decided to retire from my employer. The original plan agreed with my supervisor was for 

my departure date to be the end of this year. The insights I gathered during this study 

were a significant factor in causing me to reconsider my plans and accelerate my 

retirement date. I am now retired and taking a break while I complete this stage of my 

education. I look forward to 2010 when I can begin the process of finding an appropriate 

way to use the skills I acquired in my life to give back to my family and my community.  

I encourage other professionals to remember the sentiments uncovered during my 

study. Find and follow your passion. An individual in pursuit of something he or she 

feels passionately about can make an amazing difference for their community and 

experience an incredibly rewarding and satisfying life, while employed and in retirement.   
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Appendix A 
 

APU LETTER OF CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

Rewards of a Retirement that Provides Benefits to Society 

 I am currently a student at Alaska Pacific University (APU) conducting a research 
assignment.  I would like to secure your voluntary participation in my research. You may 
choose to stop your participation at any time without penalty. All information will be 
handled in a confidential manner and all personal identification will be removed in any 
materials that are circulated beyond the researcher. I expect that your participation will 
take approximately 45 – 60 minutes during an individual interview. 

 The study of my research is individuals that choose to spend a portion of their 
retirement in activities that provide a benefit to society. My purpose is to explore the 

rewards to the individual and the benefits to society. I have chosen to conduct my 
research using qualitative research as I wish to learn from your lived experiences. 
Qualitative research is a scientifically recognized method of inquiry to explore and 
document human experiences with social phenomenon, such as societal benefits of 
retirement.  

The research will consist of a demographic survey and an in-depth interview. The 
interview will include approximately five questions, structured in an Appreciative Inquiry 
(AI) format.  AI is a type of qualitative research that explores the benefits of a social 
phenomenon where only positive questions are asked regarding your experiences. Five to 
eight people will be invited to participate in the interviews.  

 I will prepare a transcript of our discussion for your review. Following the 
completion of my research, any tape recordings and identifying documents will be 
destroyed. I estimate that my research will be complete by January, 2010. 

 A copy of this letter with my signature is yours to keep. If you have any questions 
about my research, please contact me: Sandra Halliwill at (907) 441-1717 or 
shalliwill@alaskapacfic.edu. If you require additional confirmation of my research or 
have any questions about how this study is to be conducted, please contact my instructor: 
Dr. Carole L. Lund at (907) 564-8212 or clund@alaskapacific.edu.  

 I _____________________________ (print name) agree to participate in the 
project as described to me. 

________________________________(signature)_________________________(date) 

________________________________ (signature of Researcher)  ____________ (date) 
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Appendix B 

Demographic Survey for the  

Rewards of a Retirement that Provides Benefits to Society 

BAM498 Senior Project 

Summer of 2009 

 
Thank you for your participation in this research study. The following questions concern 
you and your experiences as a retiree that contributes to your community. There are three 
sections to this questionnaire. The first section consists of multiple choice questions. The 
questions in the second section require a short answer.  
 
Please select an alias that will be used to ensure your anonymity throughout my research.  
 
Alias:           
______________________________________________________________________ 
Section One:  

  
1. Please select one of the following that best describes your experiences: 

 I benefit from services retirees provide to my community  
 I provide services to others in my community 
 I benefit from services provided by others and provide services to others in my 

community 
  
2. How would you rate your experiences with services provided by other retirees? 

 Less than adequate  
 Adequate 
 Better than adequate 
 Superior 

  
3. How would you rate your experiences providing services to others? 

 Less than adequate 
 Adequate 
 Better than adequate 
 Superior 

  
4. Please select the one item that best describes your length of time in retirement: 

 Six months or less 
 One year or less 
 More than one year and less than five years 
 Five years or more but less than ten years 
 Ten years or more 
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Alias:           
 
5. Please provide the following demographic data (check all that apply):   
 

Age   50 – 60 years   60 – 75 years   Over 75 years  
Income   Under $50,000   $50,000 – 

$100,000 

  $100,000 – 

$200,000 

  Over 

$200,000 

Income 
Source 

  Actively 

Employed 

  Pension and/or 

Savings 

  Social Security   Other 

Ethnicity   American 

Indian or 
Alaska Native 

  Asian   Black or 

African 
American 

 

   Hispanic or 

Latino 

  Native Hawaiian 

and Other 
Pacific Islander 

  White  

______________________________________________________________________ 
Section Two: Short Answer. 

 
6. Briefly describe the type of community services you have provided. 

 

 
 

 
 

 
7. Did your professional career prepare you for the services you provide?  (Yes/No) 

How? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
8. How long have you provided community services and when did you begin? What 

prompted your involvement? 
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Appendix C 

Interview Schedule for the  

Rewards of a Retirement that Provides Benefits to Society 

BAM498, Senior Project 

Summer of 2009 

 
 

1. What personal rewards inspire you to provide services to your community? 

 

2. What are some of the best innovations that you have seen retirees bring to their 

community? 

 

3. What do you imagine would be possible if all retirees shared your positive 

experiences of community service? 

 

4. Assume the best qualities of retirees providing community services were multiplied 

the way you would like them to be. How would your community be different from the 

way it is today? 

 

5. On reflection of your experiences, what guidance would you give to individuals to 

help them design a retirement that was personally rewarding and beneficial to 

society? 
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Appendix D 

Field Notes 

Field Notes for Participant Interviews 

Interview Logistics Date: 
Time: 
Location: 
Alias: 

Narrative Researcher Observation 

(Includes a description of the activities 
that transpired during the interview.) 

(Includes observations made by the 
researcher regarding the participant during 
the interview.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


