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People who fare the best in retirement find ways to cultivate connections with others, according to
Harvard’s 85-year happiness study. Marloes De Vries for CNBC Make It

Retirees don’t miss working, they miss the people

In 1938, Harvard researchers embarked on a study that continues to this day to find
out: What makes us happy in life?

The researchers gathered health records from 724 people from all over the world,

asking detailed questions about their lives at two-year intervals.

As participants entered mid- and late-life, the Harvard Study often asked about

retirement. Based on their responses, the No. 1 challenge people faced in retirement

was not being able to replace the social connections that had sustained them for so

long at work.

When it comes to retirement, we often stress about things like financial concerns,
health problems and caregiving.

But people who fare the best in retirement find ways to cultivate connections. And

yet, almost no one talks about the importance of developing new sources of

meaning and purpose.
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Taking on hobbies might not be enough

To retire happy, invest in your relationships now

One participant, when asked what he missed about being a doctor for nearly 50

years, answered: “Absolutely nothing about the work itself. I miss the people and the

friendships.”

Leo DeMarco, another participant, had a similar feeling: After he retired as a high

school teacher, he found it hard to stay in touch with his colleagues.

“I get spiritual sustenance from talking shop. It’s wonderful to help someone acquire

skills,” he said. “Teaching young people was what started my whole process of

exploring.”

For many of us, work is where we feel that we matter most — to our workmates,

customers, communities, and even to our families — because we are providing for

them.

Henry Keane was abruptly forced into retirement by changes at his factory.

Suddenly he had an abundance of time and energy.

He started volunteering at the American Legion and Veterans of Foreign Wars. He

put time into his hobbies — refinishing furniture and cross-country skiing. But

something was still missing.

“I need to work!” Keane told the researchers at age 65. “Nothing too substantial, but

I’m learning that I just love being around people.”

Keane’s realization teaches us an important lesson not only about retirement, but

about work itself: We are often shrouded in financial concerns and the pressure of

deadlines, so we don’t notice how significant our work relationships are until they’re
gone.
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Marloes De Vries for CNBC Make It

• Who are the people I most enjoy working with, and what makes them valuable to

me? Am I appreciating them?

• What kinds of connections am I missing that I want more of? How can I make

them happen?

• Is there someone I’d like to know better? How can I reach out to them?

To create more meaningful connections, ask yourself:
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• If I’m having conflict with a coworker, what can I do to alleviate it?

• Who is different from me in some way (thinks differently, comes from a different

background, has a different expertise)? What can I learn from them?

• An 85-year Harvard study found the No. 1 thing that makes us happy in life: It
helps us ‘live longer’

• A 67-year-old who ‘un-retired’ shares the biggest retirement challenge ‘that no
one talks about’

At the end of the day, notice how your experiences might affect your sense of

meaning and purpose. It could be that this influence is, on balance, a good one. But

if not, are there any small changes you can make?

“When I look back,” Ellen Freund, a former university administrator, told the study in

2006, “I wish I paid more attention to the people and less to the problems. I loved my
job. But I think I was a difficult and impatient boss. I guess, now that you mention it, I

wish I got to know everyone a little better.”

Every workday is an important part of our personal experience, and the more we

enrich it with relationships, the more we benefit. Work, too, is life.

Robert Waldinger, MD, is a professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School,

director of the Harvard Study of Adult Development, and director of Psychodynamic
Therapy at Massachusetts General Hospital. He is a practicing psychiatrist and also
a Zen master and author of “The Good Life.” Follow Robert on
Twitter @robertwaldinger.

Marc Shulz, PhD, is the associate director of the Harvard Study of Adult

Development, and a practicing therapist with postdoctoral training in health and
clinical psychology at Harvard Medical School. He is also the author of “The Good
Life.”
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• I’m a psychologist in Finland, the No. 1 happiest country in the world—here are 3
things we never do

 8:13

Inside a retiree’s $420/month apartment by the beach in Mexico

Want to be smarter and more successful with your money, work & life? Sign up for

our new newsletter here!



REGISTER

Ad removed. Details

https://www.cnbc.com/2023/01/05/what-people-in-finland-happiest-country-in-world-never-do-according-to-psychologist.html
https://www.cnbc.com/make-it-newsletters/
https://www.cnbcevents.com/women-and-wealth-2023/?utm_source=Wunderkind&utm_medium=1025x70&utm_campaign=WW
javascript:void(0)
https://www.cnbc.com/make-it/


3/15/23, 12:03 PM An 85-year Harvard study on happiness found the No. 1 retirement challenge that 'no one talks about'

https://www.cnbc.com/2023/03/10/85-year-harvard-happiness-study-found-the-biggest-downside-of-retirement-that-no-one-talks-about.html 7/8

by TaboolaSponsored Links

Trending Now

1 Harvard career expert: The No. 1 ‘desirable skill’ that very few people have
—especially men

2 A longevity expert shares the 2 exercises she does every week to ‘slow down
aging’ and reduce stress

3 This creative skill for freelancers is in ‘giant’ demand—and can pay as
much as $145 per hour

4 An 85-year Harvard study on happiness found the No. 1 retirement
challenge that ‘no one talks about’

5 100-year-old sisters share 5 simple tips for leading a long, happy life

FROM THE WEB

WellnessGuide101.com

Healthy Guru

Top Podiatrist: If You Have Toenail Fungus Try This Tonight (It’s Genius!)
Watch Now

If You Have Toenail Fungus Try This Tonight (It’s Genius!)

REGISTER

https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=nbcuniversal-cnbc-makeit&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbnails-rr:Right%20Rail%20Thumbnails:
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=nbcuniversal-cnbc-makeit&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbnails-rr:Right%20Rail%20Thumbnails:
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/03/14/harvard-career-expert-the-no-1-highly-desirable-skill-for-success-very-few-people-have.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/03/15/longevity-researcher-shares-the-exercise-she-does-every-week-to-slow-down-aging-and-live-longer.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/03/15/how-to-get-graphic-design-jobs.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/03/10/85-year-harvard-happiness-study-found-the-biggest-downside-of-retirement-that-no-one-talks-about.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/03/11/how-to-live-well-past-100-superager-sisters-on-longevity-health-tips.html
https://wellnessguide101.com/go/62d5974f3b157090e206fde2?aff=1169&sub=2_Kerassentials_Desk_tCPA&xcode=GiD3LzYsppXo3IfXk6HMl1UJRjgcofXvTiGMvLsF_OCyPSDPpT4o0__zr8bD87Nc&pub=1042054_nbcuniversal-cnbc-makeit&aux=Kerassentials&aff_unique3=22843508&aff_unique5=3663400568&tblci=GiD3LzYsppXo3IfXk6HMl1UJRjgcofXvTiGMvLsF_OCyPSDPpT4o0__zr8bD87Nc#tblciGiD3LzYsppXo3IfXk6HMl1UJRjgcofXvTiGMvLsF_OCyPSDPpT4o0__zr8bD87Nc
https://trk.healthy-tracker.com/ee33683c-081f-484f-9b1a-aa9698f03eca?site=nbcuniversal-cnbc-makeit&site_id=1042054&thumbnail=http%3A%2F%2Fcdn.taboola.com%2Flibtrc%2Fstatic%2Fthumbnails%2F00aa341dd4d0d60ae9056ef8b8970a0c.jpg&title=If+You+Have+Toenail+Fungus+Try+This+Tonight+%28It%27s+Genius%21%29&campaign_id=23400071&campaign_item_id=3655942846&timestamp=2023-03-15+16%3A02%3A29&platform=Desktop&click_id=GiD3LzYsppXo3IfXk6HMl1UJRjgcofXvTiGMvLsF_OCyPSC881ooxNb96unLkYsg&c_id=GiD3LzYsppXo3IfXk6HMl1UJRjgcofXvTiGMvLsF_OCyPSC881ooxNb96unLkYsg&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral&oct_dec=trk&bnr_id=kera&costenc=KJtsVBb-lBSKtSjEYfio95dfjIApmofqAvvgoyHWL-I=&tblci=GiD3LzYsppXo3IfXk6HMl1UJRjgcofXvTiGMvLsF_OCyPSC881ooxNb96unLkYsg#tblciGiD3LzYsppXo3IfXk6HMl1UJRjgcofXvTiGMvLsF_OCyPSC881ooxNb96unLkYsg
https://trc.taboola.com/nbcuniversal-cnbc-makeit/log/3/click?pi=%2F2023%2F03%2F10%2F85-year-harvard-happiness-study-found-the-biggest-downside-of-retirement-that-no-one-talks-about.html&ri=7051b3fc68e2588a7c912e5502509347&sd=v2_c1b602fe6392d2e624acb150a0aacc84_a19ef067-3366-4a10-985d-32ca163b6067-tucta6fe2c8_1678896149_1678896149_CPSk_A0Qhs0_GO3jiLDuMCABKAMw4QE4kaQOQNWmD0jh0NkDUPUDWABg3wpomcyrqoDxoKiRAXAB&ui=a19ef067-3366-4a10-985d-32ca163b6067-tucta6fe2c8&it=text&ii=~~V1~~7456627035602399654~~oBpEfyYOJELWnQkslxGYILvFe5o8zT61BeW38vOn7jv6nH0OabNJtzzP-ddPU2nvK8Bm7FKD2NW1M1BCiW1-kuMDMqg65-jJbi04eURsbtqeHe1S9jo_X4timp5pCZhQ1qPnz8TIp56FGMwGW1REdMR_Dxo0Ohv2jfT0MsmUNRz9un8HUUzTzP2yB4DQSXau9KdR8VNtM552-tvRTMJtPE6azPABNYXRtDOuhwI_PQZqeTCBQoVGC5hQEAM4xhPJmjWUf2IoIpXvyv1Ngcl8KZZouHVEF3RlDrabFFqX86l-nA_4BFSzIXhSpnexo1EuRdbgwlJdnqyroTPEQNNEnw4qcqJk97TaWKFOHfNS3i8&pt=text&li=rbox-t2m&sig=9cc99924281c70f64d32a9e2657440be6834e283a76c&redir=https%3A%2F%2Fwellnessguide101.com%2Fgo%2F62d5974f3b157090e206fde2%3Faff%3D1169%26sub%3D2_Kerassentials_Desk_tCPA%26xcode%3DGiD3LzYsppXo3IfXk6HMl1UJRjgcofXvTiGMvLsF_OCyPSDPpT4o0__zr8bD87Nc%26pub%3D1042054_nbcuniversal-cnbc-makeit%26aux%3DKerassentials%26aff_unique3%3D22843508%26aff_unique5%3D3663400568%26tblci%3DGiD3LzYsppXo3IfXk6HMl1UJRjgcofXvTiGMvLsF_OCyPSDPpT4o0__zr8bD87Nc%23tblciGiD3LzYsppXo3IfXk6HMl1UJRjgcofXvTiGMvLsF_OCyPSDPpT4o0__zr8bD87Nc&vi=1678896148973&p=mediaforce-hairloss&r=1&tvi2=4948&lti=deflated&ppb=COkD&cpb=EhMyMDIzMDMxNS0xMi1SRUxFQVNFGPwQIOfsAioZdXMudGFib29sYXN5bmRpY2F0aW9uLmNvbTIIdHJjMTAxOTk4gNbdqwRAkaQOSNWmD1Dh0NkDWPUDYwj4FRDUKhgiZGMImD0Q41EYMmRjCPYbENQmGAJkYwjXFhDVHxgjZGMIqDgQjUsYJGRjCNMzENFEGDZkYwjSAxDgBhgIZGMIlhQQnhwYGGRjCOoqEJ05GAlkYwj2OhCWThg5ZGMI9BQQnh0YH2RjCKQnEIM1GC9keAGAAcD3AYgBvtqd6AGQARiYAajmiLDuMA&cta=true
https://www.cnbcevents.com/women-and-wealth-2023/?utm_source=Wunderkind&utm_medium=1025x70&utm_campaign=WW
javascript:void(0)
https://www.cnbc.com/make-it/


3/15/23, 12:03 PM An 85-year Harvard study on happiness found the No. 1 retirement challenge that 'no one talks about'
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