Speak-Out Column 

By Ann Marie Cook, President/CEO of Lifespan

And Pat Campbell, RN, MPH, Program Officer, Rochester Area Community Foundation

The “flower power” youth, the generation that took social activism to new heights in the 1960s, is now comprised of 50- and 60-year-olds who are approaching retirement with different expectations than previous generations. Many in this leading edge of the boomer generation want to retire to do something that provides meaning in their lives. 

“Instead of the freedom from work, they (millions of boomers) are searching for the freedom to work, in new ways, on new terms, to new and more meaningful ends.” So says Marc Freedman, CEO of Civic Ventures, a think-tank and program incubator working to make meaningful post-retirement careers a reality for millions of people. 
Though sometimes referred to as the “me” generation, research is exposing boomers as “we” activists with a humanitarian focus. 
Sixty percent of boomers believe that work in retirement should help the community, according to a 2005 New Face of Work Survey by Princeton Research Associates. Boomers name education, health care, youth, arts and culture and the environment as issues to tackle. Women in their 50s are especially mission-driven, with 70% saying it is very important that a job in retirement “give you a sense of purpose.” 

In 20 years, 25% of Americans will be 65 or older. Instead of draining resources in the traditional retirement mode of collecting pensions and benefits, these millions of people are a resource-in-waiting! We must embrace and use their energy and desire to make a difference.

That this generation wants to work at all in “retirement” is a major change in societal thinking and a dramatic shift from the “golden years” version of retirement of the last 50 years. In every survey conducted on the subject in the last five years, 60 to 80% of boomers say they will work after leaving their main careers. Some are seeking the fulfillment that may have eluded their primary careers; Mark Freedman calls them encore careers – a new category of work with a social purpose. It’s also true that some boomers must work, at least part-time, for additional income. Others, who just want to stay active, want jobs with freedom from stress and responsibility. 
Taking on a retirement job for a social purpose is the focus of Freedman’s Civic Ventures website (www.civicventures.org). It’s packed with stories of people “from all income levels and educational backgrounds, (who) have chosen not to phase out in the second half of life but to focus in on what many feel will be their most meaningful work.” 
But we’re not prepared. Call it culture change without structure change; neither our public policy nor our business/non-profit environment is changing fast enough to keep pace with this shift in retirement thinking. 
Structure change requires public policy updates such as the Incentives for Older Workers Act introduced in the United States Senate in April. The Act would extend to age 72 (instead of 70) the Social Security bonus for recipients who postpone claiming their benefits. Another provision would remove the penalty for those who claim Social Security checks between 62 and 65 while earning more than $13,560 a year. Still another would remove an outdated rule that potentially reduces pensions for people who phase into retirement by staying on the job but with reduced hours and pay. 
Other incentives for continued work involve tax credits and retraining opportunities, especially within community colleges. Sixty percent (60%) of Americans strongly support giving a tax credit to older Americans who work in schools or social services, and 48% strongly support increased funding for those Americans who go back to school or who get training to prepare for work in schools or social services. Letting people 55 – 65 opt into Medicare for health insurance coverage is also being discussed.    
What about volunteerism? According to all research, we need to significantly transform traditional “senior” volunteerism. Envelope stuffing is not going to appeal to a generation that wants to make a difference. Boomers seek short-term, time-limited, impactful volunteer opportunities. Non-profits can reap the benefits of their experience, but only if we redefine volunteer roles within our organizations. 
The Community Foundation and Lifespan are partnering to work on civic engagement initiatives with a large national foundation. We want to take advantage of the energy and social purpose desires of this generation. As the saying goes, a mind is a terrible thing to waste. The youth of the “flower power” years still want to make a difference. Let’s transform our thinking to take advantage of this very large national – and local – resource. 
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