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RELATIONSHIPS 

Introduction 

In retirement you can expect changes in your relationships. First there are the immediate 
changes brought on by stopping work. You no longer go to work, so your relationships with the 
people at work are bound to change. You may drop some work colleagues out of your life 
completely, with others you may grow closer and become friends. 

Some people lose part of their identity when they stop work, when they can no longer say: "I'm a 
welder, I'm a teacher, I'm a nurse." This may affect how they relate to other people. 

The fact that you no longer have to spend time working means you have more time to spend with 
family members. Some people find their spouse's retirement a strain and complain he or she is 
"always around the house". For some·couples the extra time �ogether brings them closer. 

Some peopl� in retirement lose their partner to death, divorce or separation. The newly single 
have their own challenges, especially if their relationship was of long standing. Others 
effectively lose their partner to disability or illness, e.g., dementia. They may spend time 
travelling to and from the institution where their disabled spouse now lives, and have less time 
available to cultivate other relationships. 

Relations with children and grandchildren may also change at retirement. 

Other factors influence changes in your relationships too. If your health deteriorates, you may be 
more reliant on friends and family members than you used to be, but less able to visit others, go 
out for lunch or participate in activities that are now too taxing. 

The impact of social relationships on mortality is comparable to smoking and greater than high blood 

pressure, obesity and physical inactivity. (Social Relationships and Mortality Risk: a Meta-analytic 

Review by J Holt-Lunstad, T. Smith and B. Layton in PLoS Medicine July 20102, volume 7, issue 7) 

Having satisfying relationships is important for mental health, so being aware of your 
relationships and the changes you can expect is important for success in retirement. 

Session objectives 

By the end of this session, participants will: 

• Be aware of major changes they can expect in relationships in retirement.

• Be aware of changes in relationships faced by specific groups: partners, fulltime
homemakers, partners who retire at different times, single people, those who lose their
partner, grandparents.
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Taking on new roles and relationships 
Already in your life you will have played various roles, some of which are on-going, some of 
which you may have dropped. Retirement may inv?lve taking on additional roles and new 
relationships. 

• If you go back to school you become a student, perhaps for the first time in many years.
• If you re-enter the work force, you may be doing a new type of work, which can

influence your identity. You may be on a different level of the wolf hierarchy, which
affects your relationships with co-workers.

• If you marry or remarry, you will have a whole new relationship to work on.
• Many retirees find that being a grandparent opens up possibilities they had never .

dreamed of. · They have their relationships with their grandchildren to nourish and can
expect changes in their relationship with their children too.

Retirement may also involve role and relationship losses because of the lack of contact with 
work colleagues, the death of parents, the serious illness or death of other family members and 
friends, people moving away, divorce, separation or being widowed. 

Some changing relationships 

• Spouse, partner, wife, husband

Many people at the end of their working lives live with a significant other: husband, wife, 
partner, spouse. Many couples transition into retirement without experiencing any significant 
change in their relationship, for others, retirement has an impact. 

The change in routine means you no longer spend time with work colleagues, and may spend far 
more time with your partner. This may bring you and your partner closer together, or it may be a 
source of tension if, for example, your partner now has to fill more of your emotional needs. 

The division of household chores may be a source of conflict, but this can be worked out if the 
two partners are able to discuss and negotiate their roles and responsibilities. 

It is important for partners to work on striking the right balance between togetherness and 
independence. Chahal and Lucas recommend that you take time to be alone, make time to be 
together, communicate openly and compromise. And, they warn us "to distinguish between 
general angst related to retirement and genuine problems in a relationship, and be aware that 
good relationships are not necessarily problem free." 

Being in a relationship does not mean that the two people have to do everything together in 
retirement. It is important that both feel free to pursue their interests and not be put in the bind of 
feeling they must do something they dislike or are uninterested in. Indeed, doing things apart can 
make the times together more interesting and welcome. 
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• Full-time Homemakers

Some spouses or partners (usually women, but sometimes men,) work as full-time, unwaged 

homemakers. They take responsibility for home and family care work while their spouse goes 

out to work in the waged economy. 

Before their spouse retires, these homemakers spend more time than their partner doing non-paid 

work, but have more flexibility in organizing their leisure time than their partner, who in most 

cases is expected to be at work during clearly defined hours. 

When the spouse retires from the paid workforce, his or her leisure time triples, but the 

homemaker's leisure time remains unchanged. The retired spouse no longer has the work 

demands they had formerly, but the home-making responsibilities are the same. The homemaker 

will never retire. 

After retirement, spouses should organize a new division of house and family responsibilities so 

that both have more free time for leisure activities. 

• Spouses retire at different times

A person may continue to work after his or her spouse has retired because the couple's combined 

pensions are not adequate. Someone who enjoys their job may not feel ready to leave work yet, 

even though their partner has retired. A younger person may decide to continue working after 

their partner's retirement because they are not yet eligible to draw a pension, or would like to 

have a better pension income by waiting until they have more years in. 

These situations change the dynamics in a relationship. Formerly there were two spouses 

working in the wage economy. Now only one is waged, the other is at home, with consequential 

changes inroles and responsibilities. 

The chances are that the person at home, for example, will take on more responsibility for 

housework and food preparation. They no longer have responsibilities at work, but their 

responsibilities at home increase. If they feel they are expected to do too much, tensions will 

arise, so the adjustments in roles will have to be discussed carefully. 

When the second spouse retires, a second adjustment will be needed. The partners will again 

have to negotiate these changes carefully. 
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• Single people

You may be single by choice, or by circumstance. Some people are single all their lives, some 

are single because of divorce, separation or the death of a spouse or partner. 

For many single men and women retirement does not present a major transition. The loss of a job 

may be off-set by an increase in leisure activities; the loss of work-related friends and social 

contacts may be off-set by friends not related to work. 

But, some singles do miss the social aspects of work: chats at break, lunchtime shopping 

expeditions with colleagues, after-work get-togethers, plant picnics or departmental softball 

games. At work, there is usually someone to talk to; at home, if you're single, you're on your 

own. 

A major difference in retirement between the unattached and those in a relationship is that there 

is no need to consider the wishes of a partner, but neither is there ready-made companionship at · 

home. This may bring another dimension to your adjustment. 

Retirees who are single, but not by choice, may spend time seeking a new relationship. You can 

do this by joining groups with common interests, church, social or political groups, for example, 

or by using dating services such as on-line dating. 

• Loss of a spouse or partner

The end of a close relationship through death, divorce or separation means not only the loss of 

your spouse or partner, but the loss of your social role in a coupled society. You are suddenly a 

single person again. You will face emotional and lifestyle adjustments. 

You may need to develop a whole new group of friends, explore new activities and possibly 

adjust to a greatly reduced income. Having interesting activities that you look forward to each 

morning may help ease the pain. 

A farsighted person makes certain that throughout life they share some favourite interests with 

people of all ages whose companionship they enjoy. Being involved in leisure time activities can 

give you identity, status and self-esteem. This is true for singles and partners. The opportunity in 

retirement for shared leisure experiences can be exciting and rewarding. 

After you recover from the shock and upset of losing your spouse, you may wish to find another 

partner . 
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Five regrets of the dying 

Bronnie Ware, 

For many years I worked in palliative care. My patients were those who had gone home to die. Some 

incredibly special times were shared. I was with them for the last three to twelve weeks of their lives. 

People grow a lot when they are faced with their own mortality. I learnt never to underestimate someone's 

capacity for growth. Some changes were phenomenal. Each experienced a variety of emotions, as 

expected, denial, fear, anger, remorse, more denial and eventually acceptance. Every single patient found 

their peace before they departed though, every one of them. 

When questioned about any regrets they had or anything they would do differently, common themes 

surfaced again and again. Here are the most common five: 

1. I wish I'd had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me.

This was the most common regret of all. When people realise that their life is almost over and look back 

clearly on it, it is easy to sc;e how many dreams have gone unfulfilled. Most people had not honoured 

even a half of their dreams and had to die knowing that it was due to choices they had made, or not made. 

It is very important to try and honour at least some of your dreams along the way. From the moment that 
you lose your health, it is too late. Health brings a freedom very few realise, until they no longer have it. 

2. I wish I didn't work so hard.

This came from every male patient that I nursed. They missed their children's youth and their partner's 

companionship. Women also spoke of this regret. But as most were from an older generation, many of the 

female patients had not been breadwinners. All of the men I nursed deeply regretted spending so much .of 

their lives on the treadmill of a work existence. 

By simplifying your lifestyle and making conscious choices along the way, it is possible to not need the 

income that you think you do. And by creating more space in your life, you become happier and more 

open to new opportunities, ones more suited to your new lifestyle. 

3. I wish I'd had the courage to express my feelings.

Many people suppressed their feelings in order to keep peace with others. As a result, they settled for a 

mediocre existence and never became who they were truly capable of becoming. Many developed 

illnesses relating to the bitterness and resentment they carried as a result. 

We cannot control the reactions of others. However, although people may initially react when you change 

the way you are by speaking honestly, in the end it raises the relationship to a whole new and healthier 

level. Either that or it releases the unhealthy relationship from your life. Either way, you win. 

4. I wish I had stayed in touch with my friends.
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Often they would not truly realise the full benefits of old friends until their dying weeks and it was not 
always possible to track them down. Many had become so caught up in their own lives that they had let 
golden friendships slip by over the years. There were many deep regrets about not giving friendships the 
time and effort that they deserved. Everyone misses their friends when they are dying. 

It is common for anyone in a busy lifestyle to let friendships slip. But when you are faced with your 
approaching death, the physical details of life fall away. People do want to get their financial affairs in 
order if possible. But it is not money or status that holds the true importance for them. They want to get 
things in order more for the benefit of those they love. Usually though, they are too ill and weary to ever 
manage this task. It is all comes down to love and relationships in the end. That is all that remains in the 
final weeks, love and relationships. 

5. I wish that I had let myself be happier.

This is a surprisingly common one. Many did not realise until the end that happiness is a choice. They had 
stayed stuck in old patterns and habits. The so-called 'comfort' of familiarity overflowed into their 
emotions, as well as their physical lives. Fear of change had them pretending to others, and to their selves, 
that they were content. When deep within, they longed to laugh properly and have silliness in their life 
again. 

When you are on your deathbed, what others think of you is a long way from your mind. How wonderful 
to be able to let go and smile again, long before you are dying. 

Life is a choice. It is YOUR life. Choose consciously, choose wisely, choose honestly. Choose happiness. 

· ... ) 
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