
 

Tapping Later Life Potential:
The Power of Engagement
Jacquelyn B. James, Ph.D.

10/12/17
ESC 35th Anniversary Celebration

6/24/15



 

What's Ahead?
• Context of aging today

• Is the old context hanging 
around?

• What is the new paradigm?

• How we might embed new 
ways of thinking in our 
culture.



 

New Context of Aging
•The U.S. is aging - people 
are living longer than ever 
before.
•Older adults are healthier 
than ever before.
•The economy has affected 
plans of the “retirement-
eligible.”
•What should we do with 
the added years of life?



 

Entering New Territory
“All of us are now in uncharted 
territory, a stage of life not seen 
before in human history. And 
whether woman or man, whether 
working-class or professional, we 
are all wondering how we’ll live, 
what we’ll do, who we’ll be for the 
next twenty or thirty years.”

Lillian Rubin, Sixty on Up: The Truth about Aging 
in America, p. 54



 

Is the Old Context Still with us?

Aging as synonymous with decline, frailty

Old as “dependent,” burden of society

Paradigm of Disengagement



 

Later Life as “Rolelessness”?



What is Your Retirement Destination?

 



Preparing to Retire?



 

Age-old problem of Ageism

Deeply ingrained, and socially sanctioned prejudice 
against the old—i.e. ageism as the worst “ism”
Levy & Banaji, 2004

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/demo/

Age
Gender

Sexual orientation
Race



Paradigm shift needed?
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Increased longevity =  
additional years of chronic 
disease, disability, and 
reduced quality of life, as 
well as greater costs to 
society



Paradigm shift needed?
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New, more positive—and 
arguably more actionable—
paradigms: Lifestyle 
improvements can delay the 
onset of disease and disability 
and increase quality of life in this 
era of longevity, to the benefit of 
individuals, communities, 
organizations, and society.



What if…?
…we saw aging as an opportunity rather than a problem?

…we recognized and celebrated the powerful source of 
talent, skills, experience and wisdom represented by 
those in middle and later life?

…we embraced the unique 
opportunity presented by increased 
longevity to tackle some of 
society’s most urgent challenges? 
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One Example: Boston College Exemplar Study 
of Encore.org Fellows

Doing Good by Doing Well: Encore Fellows Build 
Nonprofits’ Capacity to Serve Children and Youth

• Nomination process to identify “highly successful 
fellows and common factors in this level of success

• Featured are: 
• Cheryl Edmonds, Metropolitan Family Service, Portland, 

OR 
• Blake Sacha, Science Foundation Arizona, Phoenix, AZ
• Donna Garban, Green City Force, New York, New York



 

Observations
• Made good matches
• Integrated fellows into the fabric and culture of their 

organizations
• Listened and learned together, in on-boarding 

processes that generally spanned 90 days.
• Both sides open to new ideas
• Fellows were given a high degree of independence
• Fellows were seen as highly professional, impactful 

and constructive.



What was said about the Fellows

• Motivation and Purpose
• Initiative
• Solid, thorough and reliable
• Project manager par excellence
• People skills
• Life stage—important factor in success
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Engage

Connect
Enrich

What if… we designed policies and programs 
for midlife and older adults that build on 
purposeful living and quality ties to others rather 
than on decline and the increasing need for 
monitoring and care?

We connect 
through 
relationships, but 
also through place 
and purpose.Broadening the 

possibilities for 
accomplishment 
and contribution in 
later life is critical.

Quality of engagement 
matters just as much 
or more than the 
participation itself.



When People Find the Sweet Spot…



The Impact Can Be Profound
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Slow age-related 
functional and 

cognitive 
decline, prevent 
social isolation, 

depression,  
societal 

exclusion.

Prevent 
dependence on 

families, 
communities, 
and society at 

large.

Promote the 
economic and 

social health of 
families, 

communities, 
organizations 
and society. 

Promote quality 
of life, health, 

well-being, and 
meaning/purpos

e; mitigate 
impact of age-

related role loss.



 

“None are so old as those 
who have outlived 
enthusiasm.”
Henry David Thoreau



 

Thank you!
jamesjc@bc.edu


