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Creating your Meaningful Future
‘Until a man is 30 he is like ivy or vine, with no inherent strength;

At 40 he is a bare tree; at 50 he puts forth leaves; at 70 fruit”.

Confucius.
Are you avoiding talking in concrete terms about the issue of retirement? Or are you engaged in an approach–avoidance dance? This kind of conflict seems to have special potential for keeping people “stuck” and creating stress. This is a time when we may find ourselves both attracted to and repelled by the concept. “I don’t want to retire but I know I will have to come to grips with it one day”.  

My thoughts in writing this paper are directed to those who have choices, to those who have sufficient funding to retire but are facing the difficult decision of how and when. More and more we are becoming aware of different ways to empower individuals in later life. People are searching for more positive and creative strategies to exploit their own competences and abilities. The importance attached to work and the extent of an individual’s psychological and financial preparation is an influencing factor in the likelihood of successful adjustment.

“Ageing is one of the most significant changes facing Australia. At age 60 years, most Australians have retired from paid work yet women can expect another 25 years of life and men another 20 years. The massive baby boom cohort is already in middle age, where they are setting economic, health, and family 'trajectories' that will profoundly change the size and character of the older population over coming decades”
(Australian Research Council, 2004).
Never before in Australia has there been such an opportunity and a compelling need to examine the phenomenon of aging.  In a mature society dealing with the baby boom demographic bubble, negative attitudes towards aging are changing. The norm established by the Age Pension that men should retire at age 65 and women at age 60 is now being seriously challenged. With the growth in life expectancy, the proportion of the average life that is spent in retirement compared to employment has expanded considerably. What complicates matters is that employment opportunities for the over 55 are very scarce and funding these retirement years has become a critical issue for many. 
Your Work/lifestyle Balance - Where are you now? 
Are you absorbed by work and not thinking about the future years and not planning ahead?  It is very common for successful middle-aged individuals to live a lifestyle which is filled with urgent but not important things. These ‘things’ highjack opportunities to stop and reflect on the deeper, truly important issues as we get older. We are always busy, time poor and distracted. The applauded work patterns of society today demand that we cram more and more into our waking hours, squeezing our tasks into thinner time slots and valuing quantity at the expense of quality. 

As we grow older we have more opportunities to develop spiritually and build stronger relationships without the considerable worry of school fees, mortgages and so on. We should now have time to stop and listen to our inner voices.  This window gives us the opportunity for personal development at a higher and deeper level. Technology, for all its wonders, makes it easier than ever for us to disconnect from ourselves and others.  A materialistic culture places money and possessions at the centre of our lives. We swallow the bait, ignoring the growing evidence that people who focus their lives solely on money are demonstrably less happy than people who strive for other, deeper purposes. 

We see more and more overworked individuals who pay the heavy price of poor health for their years of long hours in the work place. Then the painful question arises, “What was it all for”?   It is only when we take time out to reflect that we can begin to ponder the deeper meanings of life. As we grow older there rises in us a hunger, an awareness of the need to move into a more reflective space, and to waste little time in doing so. Perhaps now is the time to look inward. Are we sensing that we are at a point where we need to embark on a voyage which we have avoided for many years? 
2. Pre-Retirement-Contemplating the Right Avenues for Inevitable Change

Personal change is coming, probably in the next few years, whether we like it or. You can choose for change to happen to you with perhaps undesired outcomes, or you can choose to influence the change and produce desired outcomes. 
So where do we begin?   
“A man of ninety years old was asked to what he attributed his longevity. I reckon, he said with a twinkle in his eye, it’s because most nights I went to bed and slept when I should have sat up and worried”.

Dorothea Kent

Blind Spots
In order to move ahead these must be identified and challenged. Change is not easy. Planning for the journey into retirement can be hard stuff. It’s no wonder that many individuals avoid dealing with the concept.  Approaching this time in our lives can demand considerable emotional adjustments and changes in lifestyle.  Certain individuals, particularly those who have invested their life in their work, or rely on their job for their sense of identity, experience difficulty ‘letting go’. The very notion of retirement may be anathema to them. Such an individual may need to redefine who or what he or she wants to be. Some experience feelings of anxiety and panic. The process may involve dealing with regrets and loss. There may be some grieving attached to this stage. Traditional beliefs and assumptions will be questioned, such as the old adage that being productive is defined by being in the workforce.
.
On the other hand, change and retirement can be an exciting and fulfilling time, with new ways of being, new challenges and new opportunities beckoning. – BUT it needs to be planned for.

Planning for Positive Change  
There are important tools that can be used for navigating through this positive change process.  Some of these include emotional intelligence, self-awareness, mindfulness, self- motivation, effective communication and dealing with time. 

The need for emotional intelligence

Rather than focusing on intellectual ability and technical know-how, emotional intelligence focuses on individual qualities such as initiative, empathy and adaptability.  Of particular importance is the need to understand feelings and why those feelings are being experienced. Our feelings are our spontaneous emotional responses to the interpretations that we make and the expectations that we have. Like our sensory data, they provide us with important information that assists us to understand why we do what we do. If we suppress our emotions we deprive ourselves of valuable information. The emotional parts of our brains efficiently process patterns in the world much faster than the rational brain can analyze them.  At best our emotions enable us to rapidly adapt to our environment. At worst, they are hidden, confusing and overwhelming.  In learning to regulate our emotions we promote emotional and intellectual growth. That is why tuning into our feelings is important. Although feelings are internal, they often have outward manifestations. When we experience unpleasant emotions, it means there is something wrong which needs to be attended to. We can learn from our own physiological reactions and rather than control or avoid our emotions it is best if we begin to act sensibly on them. 
Developing self-awareness
High self-awareness enables us to monitor ourselves and observe ourselves in action. On the other hand a drifting awareness or a tendency to take the path of least resistance by being less than fully awake to the present moment can create a void. In short, self- awareness helps keep us centered and immediately alerts us when we are tilting off course. 
Mindfulness 
The skill of being mindful cultivates the insight for a productive and more relevant outcome. In being mindful one observes the moment without trying to change it at all.
“Don’t just do something, sit there.”
What is happening? What do you feel? What do you hear? What do you see? What do you smell? How do the clothes feel on your skin? Try stopping, sitting down and becoming aware of your breathing once in a while throughout the day. It can be for five minutes, or even five seconds. Let go into full acceptance of the present moment, including how you are feeling and what you perceive to be happening. For these moments just breathe and let go, and let be. Give yourself permission to allow this moment to be exactly as it is and allow yourself to be exactly as you are. Simply dwell in stillness and mindfulness, attending to the moment-to-moment unfolding of the present, adding nothing, subtracting nothing. Then when you are ready, move in the direction your heart tells you to go, mindfully and with resolution. 
Self- motivation
Motivation for change needs to spring from the individual. This force can be created when people perceive a discrepancy between their current behaviour and important personal goals.  Goal clarification is a primary step in this process. Important decisions such as approaching lifestyle change are best made from a healthy sense of self. Entering this decision-making phase can be emotionally draining and stressful. It follows that it is necessary for the individual to be gentle with his or herself and to maintain the capacity to be emotionally accessible and responsive with others. Through this reciprocal process we can recognize our own unique endowment and direction for realizing our emotional and physical potential. 
Effective communication

This is critical in the decision making process. Quality communication with partners and family is essential to managing the difficulties of the decision-making phase. As individuals change their direction they may need to be reabsorbed into the family. Their needs for belonging, intimacy and even power are no longer met by the workplace.  The question arises as to what that may mean to other family members. Reactions to the process of change need to be allowed for. Simple matters need to be negotiated, hopefully with humour, for example, “Married for breakfast and dinner but not for lunch”.  

Dealing with time 
Although retirement affords many benefits, some retirees feel that time weighs heavily on them. This can follow from lack of planning and focus on such issues as personal goal-setting, meaningful use of time (travel, education, voluntary service), extra income (second careers, consulting), retirement locations, legal and financial concerns, health and wellness. Checklists for comprehensive and sound retirement planning are essential. In short the key is to open ones mind to all the possibilities and resources available and necessary to arrive in style when you get to retirement's door. 
These areas need to be examined well before the cessation of work. For some, emotions associated with the ‘shock’ of actual retirement can block or delay implementation of strategies and action plans. Unplanned-for retirement can adversely affect psychological well-being. This can be particularly so if a person’s occupation is seen as underpinning their identity and providing them with most of their opportunities for meaningful and socially-valued achievement as well as social interaction. Such individuals may experience a sense of meaninglessness. 
3. Retirement –Determining the Best Course of Action
If you are in the bracket where retirement is imminent, say within the next 12 months, you may be confronted with the need to make immediate decisions while struggling to cope with changing emotional states. For example you may need to decide quickly whether you sell your business and at the same time be coping with fear associated with becoming jobless and no longer having your monthly pay cheque.  You may feel an impending loss of status. This is especially true for high-level executives who have been at the top of their company for many years. Essential at this time is the need to maintain the decision-making momentum and remain in action, actively moving forward rather than slipping back to the contemplative stage. Courage in this phase often results in the individual discovering a ‘sense of self’ of which they were not previously aware. Sense of self is not a cognitive construct. It is an experiential integration. On reflection, individuals can become pleasantly surprised with how they have changed. They will have learnt to cope differently. They will have reinvented themselves and created new fulfilling lives. They may also have gained a deeper and more insightful awareness of their self and other. The downside is that if these changes are not handled well individuals run the risk of ill health, relationships breakdown, loneliness, alienation even suicide. 
4. Getting the Best Out of Retirement - Maintaining Your Position.  

Paradoxically this could be the moment you have been waiting for. You have the money, the time, the wisdom, the depth of perception, the understanding. It is time to muster the courage to seize the day. Wherever you are, be totally there. Be totally in the moment. 
“Only that day dawns to which we are awake”.

Henry David Thoreau, Walden.
You are the priority. You don’t have unlimited time. You need to do this now. Remember that the search for meaning, purpose, wholeness and integration is a constant and never ending journey.  Growth happens in the journey. For the individual who is continuing to grow mentally and spiritually the middle fifties can be the second peak of life. The purpose is the actual launching. Whether you achieve the goal at the end is not the point. The achievement is in the courageous launching of yourself into positive and mindful change. This is a personal victory. 
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