PLANNING FOR A
MENTALLY HEALTHY
RETIREMENT

HOW ARE PEOPLE
RETIRING TODAY?
People retire very differently today, the traditional
view of withdrawing from the workforce has changed.
People no longer work for 30 or 40 years and then
stop all forms of work and sit at home. Most people
retire out of a full-time working environment into
other new environments. Retirement is no longer the
final stage in a career; some choose to take up parttime work, some work as a volunteer (called bridge
employment) and some un-retire, returning to work
after a period of retirement.
In fact, research shows that nearly half of retirees follow
a non-traditional retirement path or partial retirement
and/or un-retirement (Maestas, 2010). Retirement
might be better described as a lifespan transition that
happens later in life. Periods of change, or transitions,
can sometimes place heavy demands on a person’s
ability to adapt. However, retirement can also create
great opportunities to overcome earlier difficulties and
make a new beginning in life. (APS Position Paper on
Ageing 2000.)
Everybody understands the importance of financial
planning for retirement, however money is only one
part of the equation for a happy retirement. Sorting
out your finances will certainly help relieve some stress
but may not be enough to address some of the other
stresses you may be facing. And these other stresses
that can greatly affect how happy and healthy you are
after full time work. Planning to stay mentally healthy is
just as important.

TRENDS IN RETIREMENT
 	TRANSITIONING FROM FULL-TIME
TO PART-TIME WORK
 UN-RETIRING
 	BRIDGE EMPLOYMENT
(E.G. VOLUNTEERING)
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RETIREMENT
IN AUSTRALIA
In Australia, about 38% of people over the age of 45 are
retired, with women retiring slightly earlier than men and
in slightly larger numbers. However, there is still a large
percentage of the population that are “intending never to
retire”, with approximately 13% of people in the workforce
falling into this category.
There are also a large number of people, mainly women,
who return to work after retiring. The most common reasons
for returning to work were due to financial needs or because
they were bored or needed something to do. This highlights
the importance of not only planning financially, but also socially
and mentally.
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013.
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WHY PEOPLE RETIRE
There are many reasons someone may decide to retire
and more often than not these reasons fall into one of two
categories – things that push someone into retirement and
things that pull someone into retirement. Push factors are
generally negative and move people out of the workforce
and towards retirement while pull factors are usually positive
and increase a person’s interest in seeking particular
elements of retirement.
Decisions to retire are influenced by both push and pull
factors. Just as there are factors that influence a decision
to retire there are also factors that can cause people to
delay or defer retirement. People who consider their jobs
stimulating with opportunities for growth and development,
and people who feel committed to their career are more
likely to defer their retirement. Furthermore, people who are
worried about social isolation during retirement are more
likely to look at ways of staying in the workforce.

PUSH FACTORS
 Disliking work
 Poor health
 Work fatigue
 Job dissatisfaction
 Being made redundant

PULL FACTORS
 Wanting to spend time
with family and friends
 Wanting to pursue
interests and hobbies
 Caring responsibilities

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN RETIREMENT
DOESN’T GO THE WAY
PEOPLE EXPECT?
What people think will happen in retirement and what really happens can be quite different, and
when reality doesn’t match up to expectations, this can lead to dissatisfaction and poor mental
health in retirement. The factors that drive people to retirement play a part in how well they adjust,
as well as their overall wellbeing once retired. Research shows that many people have misaligned
expectations when it comes to retirement and this can lead to disappointment and unhappiness due
to things not being quite what they expected.
WHAT PEOPLE THINK WILL HAPPEN

WHAT REALLY HAPPENS

Age

Retire earlier

Remain in the workforce later

Main source of income

Superannuation

Government pensions

Reason for retirement

Having enough money to retire

Health reasons

Retirement timing

Gradual transition into retirement

Abrupt departure from the
workplace

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013 and National Seniors Productive Ageing Centre, 2012.
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THE DIFFERENT WAYS PEOPLE
APPROACH RETIREMENT
In 2006 two researchers, Kloep and Hendry, found there were three distinct approaches
or pathways to retirement. These three different pathways look at the factors underlying
how well someone adapts to the retirement transition.

OUTSIDE OF WORK THERE IS NOT MUCH TO LIVE FOR
Retirees in this group showed signs of high distress, reporting a range of debilitating experiences
such as major health problems, family tragedies and lack of skills or hobbies. Their problems didn’t
stem from retirement itself, but were the result of a number of negative experiences and events that
happened throughout their life.
This pathway shows that a person’s circumstances and attitude, as well as their outlook on
life, can impact their experience going into retirement. Very few people followed this pathway
into retirement, and it’s important to note that for the majority of those who did, the problems
experienced during the transition into retirement are not likely to last for too long.

WORK AS A LIFESTYLE
For this group, their identity is wrapped up in work. That is, their interests and social networks are
all linked to their work. Work provides a feeling of purpose in life and they often retire reluctantly as
there is an absence of ‘pull’ factors outside work to retire. They can have considerable adjustment
problems, mainly due to a perceived loss of social status and identity, and joining what they
perceive as a low status group.

THERE IS LIFE BEYOND WORK
This last group is the one that most people follow into retirement. The common theme is that they
have enjoyed their jobs but have retired willingly, often earlier than necessary, in order to have time
to enjoy other activities and spend more time with family and friends. There are strong indications
that this group had developed a range of interests, skills and hobbies that helped their transition.
Importantly, the retirees who followed this pathway had a positive outlook about their retirement
and seemed to have few stressors.
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ADJUSTING TO
RETIREMENT
How well you adjust to retirement is influenced by factors that are
both within and outside your control. These factors can have a
significant effect on your mental health and wellbeing. It’s worth
remembering that there are many factors within your control and
many of these factors are not specific to retirement but apply to
everyone from all different stages of life.

FACTORS WHICH MAY BE OUTSIDE OF YOUR CONTROL
• Retiring of your own
free will.
• Retiring younger.
• Being overly invested in
your work.

• Financial status.*
• Spousal support and having
a spouse who is also
retired.*
• Physical and mental health.*

*These factors may also be within your control.

FACTORS WITHIN YOUR CONTROL
• Proactively maintaining
physical and mental health.
• Planning for retirement.
• Have realistic expectations.
• Having a positive outlook
and high sense of mastery.
• Having adequate social
and emotional supports.
• Maintaining pre-retirement
lifestyle financially and
socially.

• Having purpose.
• Considering bridge
employment.
• Engaging in leisure
activities.
• Continuing education/
ongoing learning.
• Setting goals and
achieving them.
• Receiving pre-retirement
advice/education.

• Having alternative non-work
life priorities.
Current factors that are within your control in your work life can
easily help you with adjustment into retired life. On pages 8
and 9 there is a planning tool designed to provide ideas to help
ensure your transition into retirement is a smooth one. You should
read this complete booklet before using the planning tool.
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“One of the best places to get information about retirement is from
those that you know that have retired well and are happy.”

PROACTIVELY MAINTAINING PHYSICAL
HEALTH through exercise, diet and regular
check-ups. The factors that follow will also
enhance your mental health and wellbeing
generally.
PLANNING FOR RETIREMENT can help
promote confidence and optimism towards
retirement, as well as clarifying expectations of
retired life. And planning doesn’t end when you
retire, you should continue planning after you
retire to make sure your ongoing needs are met
(as needs often change over time).

Research has shown people who
engage in more pre-retirement and
post-retirement planning behaviours
will feel a greater sense of control,
which promotes better retirement
adjustment.
While it is important to plan, believing
you can influence the outcome is most
critical, to put it simply:
PLANNING  CHOICE

CONTROL

Control is an important factor when it
comes to managing change.

HAVING ADEQUATE SOCIAL AND
EMOTIONAL SUPPORT and having people
to rely on through relationships with others are
basic human psychological needs. According to
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, they are considered
second only to physiological and safety needs,
like shelter and food. For some people the loss of
work-related social relationships can impact very
negatively on retirement adjustment. People who
are able to maintain after retirement the same
activities and lifestyle patterns developed prior
to retirement are more likely to adjust better to
the change.

MAINTAINING PRE-RETIREMENT LIFESTYLE
is about having alternative non-work activities
and social interactions. How well someone
adjusts to retirement may be partly determined
by whether new substitutes can be found for
the old work roles, perhaps via post-retirement
employment which may include paid or volunteer
work (referred to as “bridge employment”).
Partaking in leisure activities can also help
contribute to retirement lifestyle satisfaction and
meet needs that were formerly fulfilled at work
(e.g. maintaining social relationships).
ONGOING LEARNING in adulthood has long
been found to enhance personal and community
wellbeing. Along with formal learning, people in
retirement may take up bridge employment or
hobbies as a way of maintaining or developing
skills. Continued learning also fosters mastery,
self-efficacy and enhances self-esteem. This
doesn’t have to be formal learning, it may be
through interests, reading or social connections.
SETTING GOALS has been shown to be the
one of the best predictors of retirement planning
across different life domains, which we know is an
important factor for good retirement adjustment.
Not only is setting goals important but making
progress towards goals (as well as actual goal
attainment) has been strongly related to life
satisfaction.
RECEIVING PRE-RETIREMENT ADVICE
OR EDUCATION – along the same lines as
retirement planning, studies have found that
preparatory activities assist the individual develop
an understanding of what to expect from
retirement as well as fostering feelings of control
and mastery. One of the best places to get
information about retirement is from those that
you know that have retired well and are happy.
There are many factors that can impact on your
outlook and how well you will adjust. Planning
now will give you greater choices and most
importantly, control of your future.
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BODY
Nutrition, Strength,
Medical check-ups,
Exercise, Relaxation

MIND
Reading, Attitudes,
Resilience,
Mindfulness,
Mental health

RECREATION
Travel, Sport, Games,
Discussion, Library

FRIENDS
Activities, Their needs,
Social activities,
Clubs

FAMILY
Spouse, Children,
Extended family

WORK
Volunteering,
Part-time, Project
work, Home work

FEELINGS ABOUT
RETIREMENT
Happy, Unhappy,
Confused

CURRENT

KEEP

RETIREMENT PLANNING TOOL
STOP

REPLACE

ADD

 WALK
 RUN
 CYCLE

 GO TO MOVIES

 FRIENDS

 FAMILY

 COMMUNITY

 NEIGHBOURS

 RESILIENCE

 MEDITATION

 MINDFULNESS

TAKE NOTICE

Source: http://www.neweconomics.org/projects/entry/five-ways-to-well-being

 VISIT A GALLERY

BE ACTIVE

CONNECT

TRY TO INTEGRATE THESE INTO YOUR PLANNING

5 WAYS TO WELLBEING

FINANCE
Monitoring, Managing

COMMUNITY
Contribution,
Connectedness

LEARNING
Special interests,
Reading, Courses

 GAMES

 SKILLS

 PLAY INSTRUMENTS

 READ

KEEP LEARNING

 ASSISTANCE

 VOLUNTEER

 KNOWLEDGE

 TIME

GIVE

TOOLS TO HELP
PLAN FOR A
MENTALLY HEALTHY
RETIREMENT
There are a number of tools to help you work out
what factors will help you stay mentally healthy in
retirement. “Five Ways to Wellbeing” was developed
by the New Economics Foundation for the UK
Government’s Foresight Program. It is based on a
wide range of evidence and supports the key areas
for building and maintaining health and wellbeing.

FIVE WAYS TO
WELLBEING
CONNECT
BE ACTIVE
TAKE NOTICE
KEEP LEARNING
GIVE

10

Planning for a mentally healthy retirement

CONNECT

KEEP LEARNING

Fostering positive relationships leads to
positive moods and wellbeing, higher
levels of happiness, and reduced risk of
depression. Connecting relates to both
the strength of social relationships (how
close you are to the people in your life,
or the depth of your relationships) and
how many social networks you have.
Both of these are equally important.
Strong social relationships are supportive,
encouraging and meaningful. Broader
relationships (superficial relationships) are
important for feelings of connectedness,
familiarity and sense of self-worth
associated with an individual’s position
in a community.

Lifelong learning is important for mental
health and wellbeing, and provides a
sense of mastery and achievement.
The continuation of learning through
life has the benefits of enhancing an
individual’s self-esteem, encouraging
social interaction and a more active
life. Goal-setting, which is related to
adult learning in particular, has been
strongly associated with higher levels
of wellbeing.

BE ACTIVE
Regular exercise reduces anxiety and
depression, increases motivation and
feelings of wellbeing, improves feelings
of self-worth, draws attention away from
the stressors of life, and helps you tune in
to positive emotions. Being active both
mentally and physically is essential for
people at all ages, both as a mechanism
for slowing age-related cognitive
decline and for promoting wellbeing.
Physical activity does not necessarily
need to be particularly intense to
reap the benefits (e.g. walking). It also
helps foster social relationships.

TAKE NOTICE
Taking the time to tune in (to yourself,
others and your surroundings) improves
attention, sleep, emotional management,
self-esteem, and stress management.
Studies have shown that being aware
of what is taking place in the present
directly enhances wellbeing. Increasing
self-awareness can be supported by
classes in meditation, mindfulness,
and relaxation.

GIVE
Giving can increase life satisfaction,
self‑esteem, self-efficacy, and general
psychological wellbeing. Evidence
suggests that notions of reciprocity
and “giving back” to others promotes
wellbeing for all ages. For adults, and
particularly retirees, giving and sharing
are important for defining a sense of
purpose in the community and a sense
of self-worth. In considering “giving”,
consider what is good for you as well as
the whole community, what uses your
own personal skill set, what would give
you a sense of achievement and what
could also assist you to develop
stronger relationships.

To find out more about the Five Ways
to Wellbeing go to this website:
http://www.neweconomics.org/
projects/entry/five-ways-to-well-being.
The important thing to remember is to
try and incorporate the activities of the
five areas into your daily life as much
as you can, to help ease the transition
process as you move ahead in your
new lifestyle.
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HOW DO YOU START PLANNING FOR
RETIREMENT?
Changing what you do every day, how you live your life, is something that needs a lot of planning
and consideration. For many people entering into retirement, one of the hardest adjustments to
make is simply learning how to structure the day, week or year. It may seem overwhelming at first
but might help to approach retirement planning just like you would if you were moving house.

PLANNING FOR RETIREMENT IS A BIT LIKE MOVING HOUSE
When you move house, you need to consider many elements of the change:
What do you want to keep?

What do you want to stop?

What do you want to get rid of? What do you want to replace?

What do you need that is new?
What do you want to add?

Retirement can be thought of in the same way. There are many elements or aspects of your current
working life that you may like to retain and will support you through the transition to retirement.
There are also some aspects you may want to change or replace. The Retirement Planning Tool
on pages 8 and 9 has been created to help you decide how to replace or maintain the important
elements in your daily life.

RETIREMENT PLANNING TOOL
Planning for retirement can help you develop realistic expectations about retirement and help give
you a sense of control over what is happening (or about to happen). Planning gives you the best
chance to achieve financial security and the lifestyle you would like in your life. With any planning,
the secret is in starting. Below is an example of how the Retirement Planning Tool might be filled
out. It might also help to get your spouse, partner or friend involved, as planning can be easier
when done with someone you trust.
In this example, learning has been used. There is no right or wrong way to do this and what you write
might change over time. That’s OK, planning can change and most importantly it helps you stay in
control of the change.

RETIREMENT PLANNING TOOL EXAMPLE
CURRENT
LEARNING
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Project
management
at work
To use new
computer
software
Mentoring
individuals
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KEEP
Mentoring
individuals

STOP
Project
management

REPLACE
Learning work
software with
learning photo
editing software

ADD
Family tree
genealogy

HOW RETIREMENT CAN CHANGE
YOUR RELATIONSHIPS
As you move away from the workplace, it will
probably change your relationships with significant
others. Moving into retirement is an adjustment
for everyone involved in the retiree’s life. So it’s
important to discuss your plans and expectations
for the future with significant people in your life,
particularly if the plans can impact others.
New challenges may arise between couples
and may cause conflict. For example there can
be interference in routines with partners being
“underfoot” or feeling pressured to retire as
well you may need to seek the support of a
counsellor to manage these changes. A happy
post-retirement lifestyle for both people in a
relationship should include mutually enjoyable
joint endeavours, but also (and importantly for
many) activities that can be done independent
of each other. This will help strengthen your
own sense of identity post work.

KEYS TO SUCCESSFUL
RETIREMENT FOR COUPLES
• Open and ongoing
communications
• Mutually enjoyable joint
activities
• Space and hobbies independent
of each other
It’s important to keep your own
independence, needs and plans in
mind before deciding to take on
any extra tasks for others.

STAYING MENTALLY HEALTHY
Retirement is a major life transition. While the majority of workers making the transition into retirement
are able to cope well with the transition and experience good health and wellbeing during this
period, there is still a group of people who have trouble adjusting and find the process stressful,
particularly if unplanned or exit conditions are unfavourable. It is this group who are more likely to
have their mental health and wellbeing compromised.
Later-life problems may increase the likelihood of experiencing mental health issues such as
depression, anxiety, and alcohol/drug abuse:
• Physical health problems, chronic pain
• Grief and loss
• Loneliness
• Carer stress
• Increased dependency on others
• Negative stereotypes about older/retired people
Mental health issues are generally less prevalent in older people, and while it’s normal to experience
some initial adjustment issues and stress, when stress is prolonged and impacts significantly on every
day functioning, there may be the need to seek professional help.
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WHERE TO GO FOR
HELP WITH YOUR
MENTAL HEALTH
As with any major life changes it is very important
to monitor yourself and others. If you feel you are
having problems adjusting to change, as many
people do, make sure you seek help. If you believe
you are experiencing symptoms of a mental health
problem and this is causing you significant distress or
impairment in your everyday life, you may benefit from
seeking professional help. A good place to start is
seeing your local GP to discuss your concerns.
If you are in need of immediate support, there are a
number of help centres you can access.
LOCAL GP:
• Monitoring general health and wellbeing.
• Mental health care treatment plan.
PSYCHOLOGIST, PSYCHIATRIST, COUNSELLOR
– AREAS WHERE A PSYCHOLOGIST CAN HELP:
• Depression, suicide, anxiety, substance abuse,
adjustment, grief, disruptive behaviour, dementia,
chronic disease, incontinence, insomnia, falls
prevention.
• APS Find a Psychologist Service –
1800 333 497
(03) 8662 3300
referral@psychology.org.au
24-HOUR HELP LINES:
• Lifeline – 13 11 14
www.lifeline.org.au
• MensLine Australia – 1300 78 99 78
www.mensline.org.au
• Suicide Call Back Service – 1300 659 467
www.suicidecallbackservice.org.au
• Salvo Care Line – 1300 36 36 22
www.salvos.org.au/need-help/family-and-personalsupport/salvo-care-line/
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Planning for a Mentally Healthy Retirement is a program developed
in collaboration with the Australian Psychological Society.
psychology.org.au
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