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About the Book

The world of work has always been a place of development and change. Now, more than ever, our working lives have altered and we are all getting used to a new way of doing business. Coping with transition can be hard at every stage of life, but it presents unique challenges as we come to the time of our lives when we are facing the end of full-on, full-time work.

Changing Gear looks at why work is such an important part of a person’s identity, and how challenging it can be when it’s time to change gear, whether that’s to explore a new path or take a step back from our careers entirely.

Offering insight, advice and practical exercises to help you make the right decisions, this valuable guide helps you navigate complicated situations, identify what’s most important, and develop the skills you need to cope with change.




With love and thanks to our families





‘To exist is to change, to change is to mature, to mature is to go on creating oneself endlessly.’

– Henri Bergson, French philosopher
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Changing gear
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Who this book is for


‘To be what we are, and to become what we are capable of becoming, is the only end in life.’

– Robert Louis Stevenson



At some point after passing the age of fifty, many people begin to feel a lack of certainty about how the world will work out for us, as well as for our families, friends and communities.

All of this, of course, is set in the context of a world that is also facing enormous upheaval. The tech-driven revolution is bringing massive and relentless change to our organisations, jobs and lives. The only certainty is that each of us will be affected in multiple different ways. The futurologist Alvin Toffler has suggested that ‘The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn.’

At the time of writing, the world is in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic, which has brought even more upheaval, and which is likely to accelerate the tech-driven revolution, along with all its consequent opportunities and threats.

While wider societal change is not the focus of this book, it is relevant to the sense of unease many people are feeling. This sense of unease is inevitable when people start to face up to the fact that their old certainties are gone – and it is currently being heightened by the changes, both positive and negative, that the pandemic will bring to individuals, organisations and countries.

Changing Gear speaks to this new uncertainty and anxiety. In particular, it speaks to those who have broadly loved their jobs and, to a great extent, have been defined by what they do. This work persona or sense of identity can become who they are, both to those around them and, even more so, to themselves. When questions about stepping away from this role begin to appear in their minds, for whatever reason, it can raise real questions of identity.

We are all living longer. Average life expectancy in developed countries has increased by almost 30 years since 1900; in the UK, it has gone from 51 to 79 for men, and from 55 to 83 for women. However, these are only average figures. Many more of us within the age range that is the primary focus of this book – five to ten years either side of 60 – are likely to live until our late eighties, and even well into our nineties. But we don’t necessarily know what to do with the gift of this extra time, and nor does society. The idea of ‘retirement’ no longer holds the appeal it once did; we want to be active, contributing and valued. Much of what we have to say will also have relevance for those younger than this who want to ‘downsize’ or make significant changes to their lifestyles.

Working and being part of an organisation provides us with a sense of purpose, value and community: a feeling of belonging, achievement and influence. Losing that, particularly for people who have invested perhaps too much of themselves in work, can be a challenge.

Stages of life

Many religions and life philosophies describe life in terms of stages and their various challenges. In the West, we tend to view life in terms of progressing through these stages, based on the Christian tradition of moral progress culminating in an afterlife in Heaven or Hell, as described by John Bunyan in his 17th-century allegory The Pilgrim’s Progress.

Many theories and models have been proposed to describe and explain life stages in this sort of linear progression. However, evidence to support such a formulation is controversial. Some subscribe to the idea of a crisis in the middle of life, as Dante described in The Divine Comedy: Inferno: ‘Midway upon the journey of life, I found myself within a forest dark, for the straightforward pathway had been lost.’

Our movement through each life stage can be characterised in terms of a series of ‘crises’, which can offer both danger and opportunity. Each life ‘crisis’ gives us an opportunity to adapt previous attitudes and behaviours, retaining some or all, or modifying some to suit the challenges of the new stage. Our progress through life will be affected by the choices we make, and whether we accept or deny the changed reality, both through internal transitions and external changes. Typically, each stage begins with a feeling of being somehow ‘out of sync’. What was once held together begins to fall apart, bringing a fear of disintegration.

Hindu philosophy provides a useful framework in which life is seen as a developmental path through four life stages (Ashramas), which are combined with four life goals.


—The first, from birth up to the age of 25, is the scholar (Brahmacharya), focused on learning, finding one’s identity and leaving home.

—The second, from ages 25 to 55, is the householder (Grihastha), focused on earning a living, building a family and worldly achievement.

—The third stage, from ages 55 to 75, is a period of retreat or retirement (Vanaprastha), described as going into the forest to contemplate life and its meaning. The focus moves away from the family to society more broadly, and from personal gain to the creation of a better world and the welfare of the community. This entails extracting oneself from a devotion to the material world and moving towards an emphasis on spiritual pursuits. In the Western sense, we might describe it as ‘self-development’. In this book, we refer to this stage as the Third Life.

—The fourth and final stage, from age 75 onwards, is a time of preparing for death (Sannyasa), focused on passing on wisdom and the ultimate meaning of life (and everything!).



Each stage puts life in a steadily broadening frame, with the focus moving from the individual to the family, to society and finally to the universe and the meaning of existence.

It is leaving the second and entering the third stage of life that we are primarily concerned with in this book. This is a point at which we may feel the need to make a change due to a sense of boredom or repetition, or of losing vitality and meaning in our work and life. It can often result in us redoubling our efforts to try to preserve the life that seems to be falling apart. This is a defensive and vain attempt to reassert ‘normality’, and can result in overworking, stress and, often, damage to relationships.

It is normal for people to feel isolated in such uncertain times. Accepting this sense of being out in the wilderness is part of accepting the upheaval of change. Using it purposefully and thinking about what might be causing these feelings of isolation can help alleviate the sense of helplessness they can bring.

Our Western notion of ‘retirement’ has not traditionally captured these third and fourth phases. It was more a complete shift to the fourth and last phase, with a focus on leisure and pleasure – as captured in the advertisements for pension schemes – or, more sadly, simply a slow decline.

The realisation that one is entering a different life, our Third Life, inevitably leads to some reflection: an opportunity, as Friedrich Nietzsche puts it, to ‘become who you are’. However, unlike more ancient traditions, our civilisation lacks an appropriate rite of passage. There are no rituals and expectations to help us adjust to and find a new balance in the third phase.

Leaving the second stage of life

Many people see work as a means to an end. For this group, their sense of purpose is fulfilled outside the work environment through their relationships and hobbies or other activities. However, for those who see work as a key part of their purpose, being faced with reconsidering or expanding their sense of self outside their work role (or in new roles that are less demanding or carry less kudos) can be very daunting. Not only does this mean losing their day-to-day routine, it also brings into question their ‘status’ in their particular community: their ‘power’, their sense of being needed, their relevance and their legacy.

This book is intended to be a guide to a phase of life for which our society has yet to develop its own norms and structures: a phase where happiness can be achieved in a variety of different ways. For some, it will include some work, be it paid or unpaid, perhaps using the valuable experience and skills they have learned over the span of a career, or perhaps in a completely new area. There is no universal formula. Everyone will find a different answer for themselves. Of course, this makes it harder, in some ways, than the transition from being a student to embarking on a career, as for many there was already a well-trodden path to follow as they moved from their first to second stage of life.

The book begins by exploring why work, particularly a successful career, can be such an important part of a person’s identity.

Chapter 1 shares life stories showing examples of people who have been through this process. After each individual story, we shine a light on its underlying, and sometimes unconscious, psychological and social dynamics.

Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5 highlight the factors at play in order to help you understand more deeply the drivers of this sometimes tumultuous phase of life. These chapters offer a sound psychological underpinning to the whole process of undergoing a work–life transition. A number of relevant theories and frameworks are explored to give you some intellectual context and content for what you might be feeling and experiencing.

Chapter 6 introduces the Eight-step Transition Process that will serve as a guide to moving from the second to the third phase of life.

Much of this tumult is a result of the challenge of finding a new set of values, new purpose and meaning, and new goals and ways of achieving them. Chapter 7 provides a practical toolkit for helping you make change happen in your life, with helpful questions and exercises to enable you to explore how you can become ‘the best you can be’, both during and after your transition.

Finally, Chapter 8 briefly highlights those all-important practical necessities and issues that must be faced and attended to. Taking time to get these prerequisites right is an essential element of making a successful transition and creating the life you want.

As you work your way through the book, you might find it useful to keep a notebook with you, so that you can make notes and carry out some of the exercises.

Entering the third stage of life

The change involved in moving into the third stage of life is not the same as the traditional midlife crisis, which is more about a fear of losing one’s youth. After 40 – and especially after 50 – only those capable of total denial still think they are young! However, they also rarely think of themselves as old. So, what are they? And, indeed, who are they? Answering these questions now really matters for the many who, hopefully, happily, have a long life ahead!

In our parents’ generation, you had a childhood, an adulthood and then you retired. For this generation aged 50-plus, there are some who relish the opportunity to retire and leave the world of full-time work far behind. Assuming they are financially secure enough for the life they are happy to lead in retirement, then this is a blessing – but this book is not for them. This book is for those who recoil from the R-word and are still thinking through how they want their lives to be, either while they are still working, or within a year or two (or more) of having left full-time work. This is a process that takes some time and, for some, one that can be iterative over a few years.

Changing Gear is about recognising that, as one’s role as an ‘important’ person at work shifts and comes to an end, it is accompanied by premonitions of mental and physical vulnerability, and ultimately frailty. Fears that can either be allowed to take over, or can be accepted as part of recognising one’s mortality. (And no amount of worldly success or wealth can make that go away.)

This time of life often coincides with ‘empty nesting’, when children leave home and take with them that parental sense of being needed. No longer being needed at home or at work can be an extremely uncomfortable realisation. For some, it can feel like an exciting adventure; for others, it can seem an unwelcome torture. But for all in this position, it represents a big change to their status quo. Our brains are not always helpful companions on this journey. Two helpful concepts illustrate why this can be the case: the ‘brain as an organ’ and the ‘elephant rider’.

THE BRAIN AS AN ORGAN

Our bodies have five vital organs: the heart, lungs, liver, kidney and brain. These organs mostly function without our knowledge, and each play different roles in keeping us alive and healthy. One function common to them all is to keep us in equilibrium, and therefore to keep our internal environment stable. This is where the brain can be unhelpful to our pursuit of change, by heightening our fear of externally imposed change. While we might consciously embrace the idea of change, the brain’s task is also to alert us to danger, which impending change may provoke. Often this function is essential, but it can hold us back when we are trying to make changes to our lives.

THE ELEPHANT RIDER

And now to the elephant rider. This is a tale of the reasoning rider and the emotional elephant. It is a metaphor to describe the relationship between two very differently sized parts of our minds: the smaller conscious reasoning part and the larger, sometimes unconscious, emotional part. The reasoning rider perches precariously on the emotional elephant, and when the two disagree on direction, guess which one wins?! We explain this in more detail in Chapter 2.

These two concepts, which both highlight our inability to ‘control’ our brains, simply serve to illustrate that the change is not necessarily going to be straightforward or happen quickly. It will require some considerable personal effort and perseverance.

THE THIRD LIFE

Entering the Third Life necessarily raises many questions. These include:


—Who am I now?

—What would I like to define me in the future?

—What might my options and choices be?

—How will I get from here to there?

—What will the impact be on those around me?

—How can I be the ‘best me’ in this next phase of my life?

—How do I begin to answer all the questions above?



These are questions most people would do well to ask themselves either side of 60, unless they are in a happy state of denial, or among the lucky few who have already found the answers.

Some might well be reflecting on what they have missed out on, how they can build on what they have already done, what they would still love to do, and many similar questions. Some will desire to spend their new-found free time tackling the issues dividing society or the problems threatening the planet. Others will look to find meaning in other ways.

This book is here for everyone who wants to make the most of this time they will ‘win’. It is a time of real opportunity for review and renewal: an opportunity the authors are both trying to grasp too.

It is difficult to prepare for this shift, but there will come a moment when it needs to be confronted. There could be many different triggers, including significant changes at work or at home, or a sense of wanting a life with greater purpose or a better balance.

For some, the choice to leave a role is theirs to make, while for others, factors beyond their control make the choice for them. The reasons why people find themselves facing change differ widely but the challenges that they then face, and the ways in which they can deal successfully (or not) with making their transitions, are much more similar.

The traditional midlife crisis in your early forties typically entails accepting who you are, that your personality, strengths and weaknesses are unlikely to change very significantly, and that some of your aspirations simply won’t be fulfilled. The solution is to make the best of what you have, rather than continuing to dream about what you might be capable of. It is a very different place from the sense of crisis that can come with entering the Third Life. It is a period that often throws up some challenging self-reflection. It necessarily has to involve changing who you are, having already achieved (or settled for) your assets and status. It is not going to be just about you, but also about the community in which you participate: it will mean redefining your role in your work community and exploring new roles in other communities. Moving to the position of ‘work elder’ might postpone the change – but, one day, having to accept the situation is likely to become inevitable.

Work can seem straightforward because it is so familiar, but many may not have considered what it has shielded them from. For some, work has provided an escape from the intimacy of domestic relationships, which can now seem threatening. For others, it may have prevented the development of a broader hinterland of friendships and hobbies, which now have to be discovered.

The problem with a life built on achievement is that the alternative may feel like failure, and so to change course feels an impossibility. But status and achievement can be separated: worldly success and successful relationships are very different. In addition, work has, for some, served as a formal escape from engaging in the domestic routines of day-to-day living, so that a life without work can feel daunting. If one has built up an enviable status at work, then one can easily assume its loss will provoke denigration and feelings of humiliation, exposing the fact that being dependent on the opinions of others is a fragile ship to sail in.

The psychologist William Bridges makes a distinction between change and transition: things change, but people transition. By this, he meant that a mechanical model of simply replacing one thing with another, like deleting an app and installing a new one, is a very long way from accurately describing what happens in human beings, or indeed animals in general. We need time to explore and investigate the new, then return to the familiar, like a child to its mother, before venturing out again, only gradually feeling that the new something is safe enough to commit to. He distinguished three phases of transition – first letting go, then being in the zone of uncertainty, and finally new beginnings.1 This book takes a deeper dive into these phases with the creation of the eight-stage transition process in order to help the reader identify where they are in the journey, and how to make the process a more productive one.

We hope that this book will serve as a guide for managing successful transitions during this age of anxiety and longer lives. It will provide insight and advice to help you successfully confront issues and make better decisions, while taking account of your individual, domestic and professional make-up. It will provide the tools and understanding to help you find your transition mindset and create a roadmap to plan what might be waiting ahead.

Both of us have seen many people make transitions in their work and home lives, and we have also experienced this same disruption ourselves. Our goal and purpose in writing this book is to provide a much-needed route map for helping you to change gear and create your own ‘transition mindset’, enabling you to make the most of the huge gift of maybe twenty extra years between giving up full-time, full-on work and the inevitable slowing down that comes in the fourth phase of life. In the past, retirement was more synonymous with slowing down, and all too often illness and death, as life expectancy was shorter. Changing Gear recognises the possibilities of a Third Life, and how to make it just as fulfilling as the second phase – if not more so.
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