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By Deborah Abrams Kaplan 
Susanne Gilliam, 65, is currently on her third career with no plans 
to slow down anytime soon. She doesn’t have friends who retired f
rom the workforce at age 62, though a few are retiring at 65. Inste
ad, many of the rest are also making a different kind of career cha
nge by shifting their work to new fields or part-
time gigs. “At least 50% of the Boomers I know are on second or th
ird careers at this point,” says the Sudbury, Mass. resident. Having 
gone back to law school at 55, Gilliam now practices immigration l
aw — a drastic shift from career paths she took in earlier years.  
 
Gilliam’s situation has not been unique for older adults for some ti
me now. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), em
ployment for those 65 or older grew by 117% between 1994 and 
2014. The pandemic had an impact as well. Almost 20% of homeo
wners aged 60-
75 plan to work past age 70, with 12% planning to work indefinite
ly, according to a 2021 survey by American Advisors Group. Gillia
m is in the latter camp. She has been practicing law now for seven 
years, and “I have no intention of quitting,” she says. 



Employees today are motivated to work later in life for a range of 
personal reasons. Some want to maximize their Social Security be
nefits, opting to work until 70, says Sheila Villaroman, senior vice 
president of employee benefits at Woodruff Sawyer, an insurance 
broker and human resources consulting company. “You can start y
our Social Security retirement benefits at any  
point from age 62 up until age 70. Your benefit payment will be hi
gher the longer you delay so many employees take advantage of w
orking longer to maximize their benefits,” she says. The full Social 
Security benefit eligibility age is now 66 for those born between 1
943 and 1954, and it increases incrementally toward 67 for those 
born in 1955 or later.  
 
Some seniors in the labor force may be working longer to help co
mbat effects of inflation on their pension or investments, or becau
se they haven’t saved enough for retirement. This may be one reas
on why the 75 and older group are projected to increase their gro
wth in the workplace by 96.5%, according to the BLS. But there ar
e non-
financial motivations as well, like intellectual stimulation, socializa
tion, mentoring the next generation, and staying busy. 
 

 
Unretirement: Why older adults re
turn to the labor force 
“People are choosing to unretire, which is when they decide they 
want to rejoin the workforce after retiring,” says Ari Parker, autho
r of “It’s Not that Complicated: The Three Medicare Decisions to Pr
otect Your Health and Money” and co-
founder of Chapter, a Medicare plan advisory company. He says th



at people who choose this route can have more discretionary mon
ey since they are no longer on a fixed income, but they also take ad
vantage of fulfilling work. “It gives them a sense of purpose and he
lps them contribute the skills and expertise they accumulated over
 time," he says. 
 
Gilliam wanted this sense of fulfillment. She was a computer progr
ammer for 20 years before beginning her second career homescho
oling her three children. When they went to college, Gilliam wante
d to return to the workforce as a programmer but needed addition
al training. While perusing continuing education programs, law sc
hool piqued her interest and she enrolled at age 55. She now pract
ices immigration law. “I was unwilling to see that injustice go by w
ithout at least attempting to do something about it. I’m still trying 
to do something,” she says. 
 

 
 
While Gilliam is self-
employed, other older workers prefer to go the contracting route. 
Contractors are appealing to employers, says Jaime Klein, CEO of I
nspire Human Resources, which helps businesses with their staffi
ng needs. Klein says many of her clients opt to have both permane
nt employees and part-
time contractors, allowing the company to shrink and expand base
d on needs. Many of these contract workers are semi-
retired, wanting to be an individual contributor rather than a man
ager or department head. They don’t always need or want employ
ment benefits. 



 

The growing acceptance of remote work has opened up opportuni
ties for some in the aging workforce. Older workers can contribute
 to retirement plans and savings while working from home. For m
any, “that one or two hour commute was the least favorite part of t
heir day,” Klein says. 
 
These positions also benefit employers, especially in some industr
ies going through massive transformations, like insurance and fina
ncial services, where younger generations are less interested in w
orking, Klein says. Companies are trying to retain retirement-
age employees to maintain institutional knowledge and expertise. 
Some of Klein’s clients are asking these employees for contracts to
 be available to the company when needs arise. 
 

Health care’s role in unretirement 
Since older adults can usually get health insurance through Medic
are, that can change how they view employment, Klein says. “That 
is a game changer for people once they are 65 or older.” Contract 
work allows them to continue contributing to their field but with 
more control over the projects and amount of work they take on. “
They can parachute in and out and bring a wealth of experience to 
the party.”  
 
Some employees prefer to continue with employer-
sponsored health care or stay on their spouse’s insurance. “Then y
ou can delay enrolling in Medicare until the employment ends or t
he coverage stops, whichever happens first,” Parker says. “Even th
ough you can get work-
sponsored health insurance, many people still choose to enroll in 
Medicare Part A [hospital coverage] when they turn 65.” Medicare 
Part A is free if a person or their spouse paid 40 quarters of Medic



are taxes, Parker says, and it can supplement employer-
sponsored insurance.  
 

 
 
Since the Medicare laws are complex, Villaroman says that employ
ers do not advise their employees directly about their Medicare de
cisions but may seek help from outside experts to educate employ
ees about their options. “Because this is a high demand area for no
t only employees reaching 65 but also younger employees reachin
g out on behalf of their elderly parents, it's important employers o
ffer outside education and counsel for their teams.” 
 

Adults who qualify for Medicare may want to consider Medicare A
dvantage plans that offer access to the same providers they see thr
ough their employer-
sponsored plans. Harvard Pilgrim Health Care offers Medicare Enh
ance to employer groups and Tufts Health Plan offers Medicare Pr
eferred, for instance. People already 
comfortable with their providers can continue seeing them throug
h programs like these. Point32Health, parent company of Harvard 
Pilgrim and Tufts Health Plan, is working with Medicare to create t
he best possible options for employees who are nearing Medicare 
eligibility.  
 

Every situation is unique, says Villaroman. “Employees must deter
mine the best solution for them.” The growing number of 65 and o



lder employees shows that they are doing just that. Older employe
es are evaluating how they can use the benefits of their age — fro
m social security payments to health care options to their wealth o
f experience — to create a next chapter that they find fulfilling. In t
he process, they’re redefining what “retirement age” means. 
 

 
 

 
 



 

 
 

 


