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The more I want to get something done, the less I call it work.—Richard Bach (1977)

With the explosion of interprofessional research on aging comes more new theories of aging. 
Numerous aging theories have been developed to explain what is observed in various disciplines, 
including biology, anthropology, gerontology, psychology, sociology, and social work. Theorizing 
is a process of developing ideas that allow understanding and explanation of empirical observa-
tions. Bengtson, Gans, Putney, and Silverstein (2009) refer to theories as lenses. These lenses can 
provide numerous ways of interpreting observations. This chapter will explore some well-devel-
oped theories of aging, how they apply to older people working past retirement age, and propose 
a new theory. This new theory is based not on a linear life span consisting of distinct years for 
education, work, family, and leisure, but rather a life plan in which education, work, family, and 
leisure exist in different proportions throughout life. The theory is based on the assumption that 
the Baby Boomers will engage in different life pursuits that bring purpose to their lives at different 
times throughout their lives. This proposed theory is called the “Purposeful Theory of Aging,” and 
was developed through the lens of this author, an occupational therapist. Its premise supports the 
idea that employment and volunteering contribute to an individual’s identity through intrinsic and 
social beliefs of usefulness, which give life meaning.

Retirement is defined as withdrawal from one’s position or occupation or from active work-
ing life, and the exit from an organizational position or career path of considerable duration 
(Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary, n.d.). Motivation to continue working after retirement may 
be due to intrinsic values or financial concerns. An intrinsic value may surround the strong need 
to be useful to others, an observation not fully explored in theories of aging. This chapter discuss-
es 5 theories of aging in the context of employment past retirement age, including Identity Theory 
Continuity Theory of Aging, Activity Theory of Aging, and Disengagement Theory of Aging, plus 
my proposed theory, Purposeful Aging Theory. This last theory centers around the question, “How 
useful have I been?” The theory is tied into the practice and research on reminiscence (Parker, 
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