Career Development

Professional Development in Retirement:
The Top Rung on the Career Ladder

Retirement means different things to
different people. For some, it is the
endless summer, for others the free-
dom to travel down a new career
path. For all, it is a time of significant
change. Three prominent “retired”
health educators share with us their
retirement expectations, realities, and
advice.

Keywords: retirement; retire

or most of us, retirement con-
F]'ures up thoughts of throwing
away the alarm clock, days
without commuter traffic, freedom
from the stress of a demanding boss,
or being the demanding boss. An idyl-
lic time of rest and relaxation, of being
on permanent vacation, and of doing
all those things you never had time to
do. But is it really all of these things?
Retirement, if nothing else, is a
major life change. Just as with any
other life change, it requires adjust-
ment. What is there to adjust to, you
ask? Plenty. For one, retirement means
a change in your source of income,
and for some, a change in standard of
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living. But beyond the financial issues,
which seem to be the most talked
about in the media, there are other
more subtle adjustments that need to
be made in daily routine, relationships
with family and friends, health, roles,
and identity (AARP, 2007a).

A perennial question people ask
is “How do you know when it’s time
to retire?” In the United States,
people retire when they reach retire-
ment age, between 62 and 70, and
are eligible for social security bene-
fits. Full retirement age is between
65 and 67 (depending on the year of
birth) and is the age at which social
security benefits are neither reduced
for early retirement (retiring between
62 and 64 years of age) nor increased
for delayed retirement (after 67 years
of age) (Social Security Administra-
tion, 2006).

In addition to age and finances,
other factors people take into consider-
ation when deciding to retire include
how they feel about their jobs or
careers and how ready they are to
leave the routines and structures of
those jobs or careers (AARP, 2007b).

STAGES OF RETIREMENT

Retirement is more a process that
occurs over time rather than an
isolated event. Just as DiClemente
and Prochaska identified stages of
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behavioral change, so too are there
stages people go through as they move
toward retirement and life afterward.

Stage 1: Preretirement

Preretirement is the time period
after the decision to retire has been
made but before that last day of
“work.” During this time, people
begin to disengage from the work-
place and begin planning for what
they will do once retired (The Ohio
State University Extension, n.d.).

Some people use this preretire-
ment phase to begin easing into retire-
ment. If an employer is cooperative,
this could mean decreasing the work-
load and dropping back to part-time,
delegating more responsibility to oth-
ers, completing projects, and not tak-
ing on new ones (AARP, 2007a).

This is also the time people plan
for what they will do once retired.
One way people achieve this is by
making a wish list of things they have
always wanted to do but never had
the time for, then setting goals for
achieving them (AARP, 2007a).

Stage 2: Retirement

With the decision to retire made,
the next stage is the actual retirement.
Upon retirement, people often take
one of three paths: the honeymoon,
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immediate retirement routine, or rest
and relaxation.

The honeymooners react to retire-
ment as “being on a permanent vaca-
tion.” They become very busy doing
all those things they never had time
for, but especially traveling (The Ohio
State University Extension, n.d.).
These are the folks who are never
home. They become globetrotters;
they take cross-country road trips for
months on end; they become poster
children for Around the World in
Eighty Days. They rack up frequent
flyer miles like no one else.

Then there are those who had very
active lives outside of their jobs before
retirement. These folks immediately
fall into the retirement routine (The
Ohio State University Extension, n.d.).
They now have more time for all of
their hobbies and interests. They are
the antique car buff who can now
complete the restoration of his cars
and the woman who can finish the
watercolor of her flower garden before
the winter snows return.

The rest-and-relaxation crowd
includes those who use retirement as
a time to finally slow down. These
are people whose careers were very
hectic and left precious little personal
and family time (The Ohio State
University Extension, n.d.). Retirement
for these folks is a respite, a time to
stop and smell the roses.

Stage 3: Disenchantment

The last stage of the retirement
process is disenchantment. Although
retirement seems like a dream turned
into reality, for some, the reality loses
its dreaminess over time. The honey-
moon doesn’t last forever, and there is
only so much rest and relaxation one
can take. Therefore, the honeymoon-
ers and the well rested sometimes find
themselves a bit disenchanted with
their new lifestyle.

Many people in this stage return to
paid work in some fashion. In health
education, we find many “retired”
colleagues consulting or volunteering
for a whole array of public and pri-
vate entities. The difference is they
are now involved as volunteers or
consultants and are more selective in
the organizations, issues, and activi-
ties in which they choose to be
involved.

Because this column is focused
on career development, it seems
appropriate to explore how those
nearing the ends of their careers
approach retirement and their roles
as health educators. To give us a
peek into retirement from a health
education  perspective, three
prominent colleagues, Lawrence
Green, Evelyn Ames, and David
Ramsey, share their “retirement”
experiences below.

LAWRENCE GREEN: MY
PSEUDORETIREMENT

When I was about to turn 64, I
boldly declared myself retired.
There were several considerations
that brought me to this declaration:
Am I old enough? Am I ready? Can I
afford to retire?

At 64, I was not only old enough,
but I was also ready to return home
to San Francisco after 5 years of fed-
eral service with the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDQC). Although I was stimulated by
the work and felt professionally
rewarded by what I was able to accom-
plish as director of science and extra-
mural research in the Public Health
Programs and Practice Office of the
CDG, it was time. Five years was the
minimum required to be vested in
the federal retirement programs and
take federal health insurance benefits
into this quasi-afterlife. Furthermore,
reorganization was afoot at the CDC, so
I would have needed to make some
shifts in the near future anyway.

Could I afford to retire? The ques-
tion could have been a trap, because
there is no simple criterion for what
amount one would like to have as
regular income in retirement. How
much is enough? “The more the
better” is the simple answer, but
therein lies the trap, because I could
always pad the earnings and savings
with another year, month, or week
of work. Another answer is “enough
to live a simpler life with the secu-
rity that I won’t become a burden on
my wife or my children.” But how
much did my wife and I really need?
We examined our expenditure bud-
gets and came to the conclusion that
we could live happily as long as we
resisted the sense that we needed
more, bigger, or better things.
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After retirement, the opportunities
to remain involved in various volun-
tary and consulting roles have kept
me engaged in the field, but I need
to be more selective if [ am ever to get
on with those deferred, suppressed,
neglected, and underdeveloped other
interests in life. If you think you’ve got
problems now “balancing” your per-
sonal and professional life, do not
assume those will go away with retire-
ment: You just become more guilt rid-
den for not being more relaxed, now
that your employer can no longer be
your scapegoat, and the little nui-
sances that interfere with the relax-
ation time you try to set aside simply
become bigger nuisances for their
intrusion. So you keep reminding
yourself how much fun you’re having
(and maybe how much you are con-
tributing) by continuing to interact
with younger generations of health
educators and others who need to
know what health education can offer.

My advice for those who are
approaching retirement would be to
think of it as a process, not a change in
state or trait. It acknowledges the
changing interests, skills, wisdom, and
capacities (and incapacities) that come
with age. These keep on changing
before and after retirement. But retire-
ment offers the opportunity to adapt
over time to these without the singu-
lar, constant pace of a work site or
demanding employer. Don’t put off
retirement to earn another year’s salary
and benefits if what you have in your
accounts now is sufficient to meet
your budget for a simple, less clut-
tered, more variously engaged life.
And finally, consider your partner in a
new and extended life of mutual dis-
covery and gradually attained peace
and harmony with the world and its
demands.
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EVELYN AMES

A number of factors played arole in
my decision to retire: age, finances, the
stability of the community health
major (at Western Washington Univer-
sity), and my desire to travel and
explore other interests. With respect to
age, [ was approaching 65 and had been
teaching for a total of 42 years, and I
had a secure retirement plan in place.

The status and stability of the
health education program at Western
Washington University was important
to me, having created, implemented,
and maintained the community health
major for approximately 30 years.
With the program in great hands, I felt
I could retire with a sense of accom-
plishment and with the knowledge
that it would continue its pursuit of
excellence.

A factor that brought a smile to
my face and a feeling of relaxation
was the thought that I would no
longer have to evaluate students’
papers, projects, and examinations!
I was ready to have time to enjoy
adventures in national and interna-
tional travel. Within 3 months of retir-
ing, I was off to Spain for 5 weeks.

Weeklong adventures to eastern
Canada, Washington, D.C., Tofino
(Vancouver Island), and Los Angeles
occurred within the following 2 years.

But did I retire from health edu-
cation? Hardly. I have been, and con-
tinue to be, a member of St. Joseph
Hospital’s (Bellingham) Community
Council (and its public relations
subcommittee), serving as president
twice. As coordinator of health educa-
tion at Western Washington University,
serving on various community coali-
tions (e.g., the Whatcom Coalition for
Healthy Communities) helped keep me
abreast of community health-related
activities and on top of opportunities
for student internships. Following
retirement, I remained on these boards
for about 2 years and then resigned to
pursue other health education activi-
ties. At the national level, I continued
my membership in the American
Association for Health Education
(which I began as a university fresh-
man), the Society for Public Health
Education, and Eta Sigma Gamma. I am
on the board of the Foundation for the
Advancement of Health Education and
in the initial stages of participating in
foundation activities.
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Locally, it was resigning from one
board and joining another! The North
Puget Sound Branch of the Arthritis
Foundation came a-calling! I now
serve on its board and recently became
chair of the public education commit-
tee. The Center for Healthy Living,
within the College of Humanities and
Social Sciences at Western Washington
University, was established prior to
my retirement. I continue to attend
quarterly meetings, provide input, and
participate in sponsored workshops.
When the center implemented its first
community education program (on the
topic of stroke), I was invited to give
the opening lecture. The adage “one
thing leads to another” is apropos
as to my involvement with the West-
ern Washington University Retirement
Association. Little did I know that vol-
unteering to serve as chair of the health
committee would lead to serving on
this board. Board members suggested
that I write a health column for the
newsletter. Voila! The result: “Health
Notes,” a full-page-plus column for the
WWURA Newsletter. The latest: I am
now president-elect! Additional activi-
ties that have kept me “in the teaching
mode” are summer lectures on the
health of school-age children to a grad-
uate course in communication sciences
and speech disorders at Western Wash-
ington, and teaching a graduate class
on program planning to teachers in
Maine.

For those approaching retirement,
life is full of opportunities! Take them!
Explore what you enjoy! Become
aware of organizations that welcome
volunteers. Maintain your computer
files from classes taught and research
conducted. You never know when
you might need them. Continue your
involvement in community health—
related events. Support our national

health education organizations. Con-
tinue mentoring colleagues and
students. Consider establishing a schol-
arship for a health education major, be
it undergraduate or graduate. Accept
the challenges that come your way. If a
soon to be retired health educator
faces retirement with a negative out-
look (as if it’s all over!), I say throw out
those negative thoughts and get on
with living for the “health of it”! You
have permission to enjoy life!

DAVID RAMSEY

I had been thinking about retiring
from my position as associate director
for health promotion in the Division
of Nutrition and Physical Activity at
the CDC for several years before I actu-
ally retired. A preretirement planning
course offered by the CDC provided
me with valuable tools to help with
such details as financial planning,
how to keep myself and my family
covered with adequate insurance,
how my 401(k) or individual retire-
ment account can be distributed, and
tax implications during retirement.

One of my major influences was a
promise I made to the Society for
Public Health Education (SOPHE).
My plan was to devote the entire 1st
year of retirement to SOPHE when
serving as president. I became SOPHE’s
president-elect the year before I retired.
Actually, that is the only way I thought
I could meet the responsibilities of the
position. With these details worked
out, and having reached the “age of
retirement,” I was ready.

When I retired from the CDC, I still
had a 2-year commitment to SOPHE,
and I intended to continue my
involvement with SOPHE after serv-
ing as an officer and board member.
The enjoyment of watching fellow

health educators grow in their careers
will always be a thrill for me. I want to
be around long enough to see some of
the students whom I mentored at their
first SOPHE meetings become stars in
the field.

Now, I have to confess, I never really
retired. After 3 months of “retirement,”
I had several small projects going on
all over the house and yard, when one
of my former mentors at the CDC
called and asked me to come back and
consult for a while. When my wife
found out that she could get me out of
the house, I never had an option to
refuse the offer, unless I wanted to
contemplate divorce! In fact, when
she found out that it would be a few
weeks before I could be processed for
the job, she suggested that I talk the
CDC into letting me “volunteer” for
a few weeks until my contract was
completed. So much for puttering
around the house!

I suppose that health education is
the same for me. I think I will always
be puttering around with some health
education projects during retirement.
I am currently active on three SOPHE
committees or special interest groups,
but I really enjoy not being the com-
mittee chairperson! I remain active in
my local SOPHE chapter, serving on
the Board of Directors, and I am an
associate member of the Directors of
Health Promotion and Education and
the Georgia affiliate of the American
Public Health Association. My hope
is to become more active with these
local groups as time goes by. I
strongly believe that active participa-
tion in state and local health edu-
cation advocacy and programs is the
key to making necessary changes in
public health in this country.
Retirement is a great time to enhance
that impact.
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Although T am still employed after
retirement, I have made the move to
“free Fridays.” I work 4 days a week,
and from Friday through Sunday, I
work on a small farm in northeastern
Georgia that I own with my son. We
raise goats. I plan to eventually spend
most of my time on the farm raising
goats.

My advice for those reaching retire-
ment age is to take stock of the wealth
of friendships that you have built over
your career. Unless isolation in retire-
ment is the goal, the network of
friends and contacts can be just as
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helpful after retirement as before. Put
them on your retirement “contacts”
list, and visit them whenever you can,
even if it’s just the occasional e-mail.
Try to stay in touch by attending pro-
fessional meetings when possible. We
may someday retire from active pro-
fessional life, but we will always be
health educators.
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