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merican history is marked
by watershed years that
bring great change; 2011 looms over us as one of
those momentous years. It is the year when the first

members of the 76-million baby boom generation

will turn 65, the beginning of traditional “retire-

ment.” This is causing policy makers, pundits, and
others to contemplate how the coming deluge of
aging boomers will affect our society.

The birth of the baby boom generation created
a demographic upheaval in our society, so it should
come as no surprise that the aging of the boomers
will cause similar disruption. As Richard Hobbs of
the American Institute of Architects observed,

The impact of the aging population on

markets, employers, and culture cannot be

overstated. Just as the baby boom flooded

maternity wards, ignited school construc-

tion, and made ‘youth’ the cultural icon

of the 1950s, ’60s, and, ’70s, the ‘senior

boom’ of this century will shape the 2010s,
’20s, and ’30s.!

The changes beginning in 2011 will be substan-

tial as the largest generation in American history
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begins to leave one stage of life, work, for another, retirement. Of course,
the current, typical retirement age in the US, although creeping upward, is
about 62 or 63 and not all boomers turning 65 will retire. But 2011 is a focal
point of the transformational change and useful shorthand, rather than a sin-
gle magic year. And it is certainly much nearer than it seems.

These changes will exert enormous pressures on our nation’s social struc-
ture, and some will not wait until 2011 to boil over. This demographic shift
is already triggering changes in work, retirement, health, education, commu-
nity, and family life. Baby boomers’ concerns about three primary issues—
security (financial well-being; not being rich, but self-sustaining), bealth, and
quality of life (or, more specifically, maintaining long-term independence )—
will increasingly dominate our social agenda.? How can we work through
the boomer phenomenon to benefit not only the boomers but also succes-
sive generations and society as a whole? More pointedly, how do we adapt, as
individuals and as a society, to longer life expectancy?

These are questions we have been contemplating at AARP for many
years. We have concluded that America has to change—and change substan-
tially—Dbefore the upheaval begins in 2011. We need a new vision of 2011
and beyond, framed by productive, high quality of life and active engagement
throughout the human life span. We need to change the partnership among
government, private institutions, and the public to help our nation cope with
the realities of not just aging, but longer life in the twenty-first century.

In mapping out this social change and formulating adequate policies to
address it, our national challenge is to improve the quality of people’s lives
while finding ways to keep America’s pension, health care, and other systems
affordable and sustainable so they will endure and remain for generations to
come. While there is a clear need to motivate individuals to take more per-
sonal responsibility for their own well-being, we must also recognize that
strengthening our universal institutions—Social Security, Medicare, commu-
nity service, and education—is more important than ever. These are the foun-
dations upon which to build.

As we build on these foundations, we must make sure that changes in
public policy are aligned with social attitudes and practices. To begin with,
attitudes toward retirement are changing and how people prepare for retire-

ment is changing as well.
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Redefining Retirement

I come from a family of steelworkers in Pittsburgh, and when they retired,
they really retired. My Uncle Andy came home one day, put his lunch pail
down on the front porch, and said, “That’s it. I’'m retired.” Except for his
afternoon walk down to the Italian club, he sat on the front porch.

At that time, the economic foundation for retirement was the traditional
three-legged stool. One paid into Social Security and received a guaranteed
income upon retirement. Most workers were enrolled in a company pension
plan and maintained a savings account at the local bank. Preparing for retire-
ment was fairly passive and predictable, with a role for government, business,
and the individual—Social Security, company pen-
sion, and personal savings.

That model is out-of-date and rickety. Today,

Today, boomers,

boomers, and those slightly older, view retirement and those Slightly

not as a termination, but as a transition. In response,
L]
we need to rethink work and retirement together. Older/ view

Moreover, a secure retirement can no longer rest

on a three-legged stool. Now it must be built on I‘etirement nOt as

four strong pillars: combined pension and savings,

continued earnings from work, Social Security, and ad termination/ but

health insurance.?

Today, retirement planning calls for active as a tranSition.

engagement. Defined contribution plans such as

401(k)s require employees to make their own sav-

ings and investment decisions. So, for practical purposes, corporate pensions
and personal savings have become one.

Currently, people have far more personal savings options and invest-
ment opportunities. These additional choices should encourage more peo-
ple to save, but they also mean that people need more help to be able to do
that. Should government guide individuals toward wise savings and invest-
ment choices? How well can it regulate investment information? What is the
responsibility of the corporation, which may have an interest in employees
investing in company stock or in its own financial products? Employee choice
and employee protection are difficult to balance, as we have seen in recent

corporate disasters that have demolished retirement plans and savings. We
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need to get this right, and help people navigate these difficult waters, for the
good of the individual and of society.

We also need to make the option to continue working viable. Many baby
boomers see continued earnings from work as part of their so-called “retire-
ment” future, and retirement is becoming an integration of education, work,
and leisure. But for this to become real, individuals must be willing and able
to learn new skills and adapt to changing work environments. Likewise, for
employers to get the most out of an aging workforce, they must refine such
strategies as flexible work schedules, telecommuting, training and education,

phased retirement, and “bridge jobs” that offer new

Many peop’e Of experiences and work-life flexibility.

Government must support a new vision of con-

“r etir ement age,/ tinued earnings from work in retirement as well.

Congress outlawed most forms of age discrimina-

have anOthel‘ tion at work in 1967 with the Age Discrimination

in Employment Act (ADEA), yet the Equal Employ-

ten or 20 or more ment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) reports
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that age discrimination complaints are increasing as

Vi g()r ous year S the workforce grows older. The ADEA covers work-

ers beginning at age 40, well below traditional retire-

ahead Of them. ment age or the qualifying age for Social Security. So

this is not just an “elder issue,” but one that requires
broader social acknowledgement and policies.

There is no magic age at which someone can no longer work. Given gen-
erally better health and longer life expectancies, many people of “retirement
age” have another ten or 20 or more vigorous years ahead of them. Why
waste this human capital? Why, in an economy that needs brain more than
brawn, should we fail to offer employment—including new training—to peo-
ple who are willing to learn and to work? Some industries are begging for
workers, even in hard times. It is poor vision and poor policy to ignore older
people. If; in order to live decently, they still need to work, it is unjust to deny
them the opportunity.

The third of the four pillars, Social Security, is the only portion of retire-
ment income that is guaranteed and remains the foundation—in many cases,
the only source—of retirement income. It also provides disability and survi-

vor benefits for all ages. Although Social Security can pay full benefits until
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support to the remaining 20 percent who are limited—as we should. But what
do we offer to the majority who want to contribute and stay engaged? We need
innovative ways beyond work, and through work, to capture the accumulated
experience, knowledge, wisdom, and skills of Americans as they get older—
what has been called the true wealth of nations. For example, our research tells
us that older people want to volunteer even more than they already are and
that many of them want to interact with children. This creates opportunities
in communities for older people to become involved with schools, with orga-
nizations such as Big Brothers/Big Sisters, and with other community organi-
zations. Additionally, in the work world, there must be options such as flexible

schedules, retraining, and “bridge jobs” to attract older workers.

Conclusion

The year 2011, the beginning of a new era, is almost tomorrow. We are not

ready:
*  Baby boomers have not prepared adequately for their long futures.

*  Companies are rapidly shifting financial risks and responsibilities to work-

ers and retirees without sufficient preparation and safeguards.

*  Government programs are not working as well as they should, and
many need to be modernized, better financed, and more engaging to

the public.

*  We have a health-care system that is designed to pay bills, but doesn’t

promote health and wellness.

*  We have a growing older population that, by and large, is vital and active
and possesses great intellectual wealth. Yet we have not structured a

social model to optimize their continued involvement.

We need policies and strategies to encourage wealth accumulation, health
promotion, opportunities for older workers, and support for long-term inde-
pendence. We need a new vision of active engagement for elders. We need
these along with the social insurance programs—especially Social Security,
Medicare, and Medicaid—that have served us so long and so well.

We are now close enough to see what is coming, and we must create a

future to address the new realities of 2011 and beyond. To evolve the new
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ideas and structures to get the best from all our citizens at every age requires
an awakening—an understanding of American social and demographic
change. As Kevin Kelly has noted, “Our ability to solve our social and eco-
nomic problems will be limited primarily by our lack of imagination in seiz-
ing opportunities rather than trying to optimize solutions.”¢

This is something we must keep in mind as we create change—as we help
our fellow citizens (particularly the aging baby boomers and those younger
generations who, inevitably, will age) understand the choices available, take
hold of opportunities, reach their chosen goals, and make the most of their
lives, from the earliest youth to the greatest old age. 2011 is imminent. Amer-

ica must prepare to meet it.
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