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Abstract of Dissertation 

Understanding Identity: A Phenomenological Study on the Adaptation and Learning 
of the Singapore Male in Retirement 

            
This phenomenological study aims to understand the identity of the Singapore 

male in retirement.   This qualitative study utilizes William James’ (1890) theory of 

Self and Atchley’s (1997) retirement process as a theoretical frame of inquiry.  

Ten male participants who had been retired for two to eight years were 

selected, and each participant was interviewed twice.  Individual profiles were crafted 

for each participant and Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological analysis process was 

used.    

Eight themes resulted from the phenomenological reduction and thematic 

analysis process.  Using multiple textural and structural descriptions, a synthesis of 

meanings and essences of the male identity in retirement was obtained. 

This study offers the following conclusions: (1) environmental forces do lead 

individuals to entertain the notion of retirement, and to plan their retirement; (2) 

individuals experience an orderly and predictable routine in retirement; (3) 

individuals’ retirement experience involves moments of self-reflection on the 

spirituality of life, and they are often conscious of the possibility of termination; (4) 

individuals see the family as an important extension of themselves; and (5) 

individuals are conscientious in retirement. 

 The findings and conclusions of this study raise possible research questions, 

and offers some recommendations for future practice in understanding identity in 

retirement.  One key recommendation for practice is to have pre-retirement programs 

focus on helping retiring individuals to become conscious of how environmental 

forces might influence their unconscious response to retirement, so that they may 

actively re-visit and reflect their assumptions.   
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 
 

Overview 
 
 

The way “We” are with our world 

“I” am the “We” and “We” are the “I” 

To understand “We” is to understand “I” 

The way “I” am with “We” is the way “We” will be with “I” 

To change the “We” is to change the “I” 

“We” cannot exist without an “I” 

Be mindful of “Who Am I?” 

 

- Yong Hwee Lim (2008) 

 
 

The world population is aging.  Most aged individuals experience retirement.  

Aged individuals in retirement are bound by their continued individual working 

identity (Atchley, 1999), and the continued working identities of retirees affect their 

decision-making in life.  People who are easing their way out of a fully engaged 

career do (and will continue to) grow and experience self-renewal during those later 

years, updating assumptions and self-conceptions.  This is because individuals will 

continue to define who they are throughout their life, and their life experiences will 

influence how the self is constructed, maintained or modified (Franks, Herzog, 

Holmberg & Markus, 1999, p. 224). 

Research data also support the notion that people prefer to engage in behaviors 

that provide outcome consistent with the salient aspect of their identities, and suggest 

that people play an active role in maintaining their identities through their choice of 
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actions and situations in which those behaviors are played out (Leary, Wheeler & 

Jenkins, 1986, p. 17). 

To begin, there is an interesting global phenomenon today in population 

demographics.  Recent demographic figures have for some time showed an increasing 

trend towards an aging population in both Eastern and Western societies (Kim, 

Bengtson, Myers & Eun, 2000, p. 5).   

In 2000, at least 10 to 15 percent of the population in the Russian Federation, 

Australia, China, Hong Kong, New Zealand, Korea and Singapore was 60 years old 

and above (Nizamuddin, 2003, pp. 111-112).  In 2010, 13 to 14 percent of United 

States and Canada’s population will be above 65 years old (Weeks, 2002, pp. 340-

341). In 2025, at least 14 percent of the population of Japan, China, United States and 

South Korea will be above 65 years old (Bengtson & Putney, 2000, pp. 265-266).  

In 2040, the population of people who are above 65 years old in Australia, 

France, Germany, United Kingdom, Korea, Japan and United States will range from 

22.5 to 35.3 percent (The OECD Health Project: Long-term Care for Older People, 

2005, p. 101).  In 2050, the Russian Federation, Australia, China, Hong Kong, New 

Zealand, Korea and Singapore will each reach the point where at least 22 to 37 

percent of its population is above 60 years old (Nizamuddin, 2003, pp. 111-112).  

In short, among these major societies, the size of the elderly population is 

increasing; mostly this can be attributed to the declining birth and death rate in each 

society (Andrews, 1992, pp. 6-10).  Simply put, while there is a lower birth rate, 

people’s life span is also at the same time getting longer.   

It is therefore clear that universally our human population is aging.  If one 

were to look at the proportion of the aging population in each country in relation to its 
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population, one can conclude that the proportion that is 65 years old and above will 

form an increasingly significant section of each major society.     

Aging population as a demographic phenomenon is usually associated with 

developed countries, but this phenomenon is currently of concern to Singapore (Teo, 

1992, pp. 65-79; Report on the Ageing Population – Five Year Masterplan, 2006).  

Singapore has only a narrow window of opportunity to put in place elderly-friendly 

infrastructure and programs to help individuals adapt to ageing before the first batch 

of baby boomers reach 65 years old in 2012 (Report on the Ageing Population – Five 

Year Masterplan, 2006).    

By 2030, one in every four persons in Singapore will be 60 years or older, and 

the increase in the elderly population between 1985 and 2025 will be approximately 

348 percent (Teo, 1992, pp. 65-79).  

Past ambitious family planning programs – induced abortion, voluntary 

sterilization, economic incentives and disincentives (Saw, 1984, pp. 145-155) - 

coupled with low marriage trends in Singapore (Concepcion, 1996, pp. 95-96) have 

not helped to improve the situation.  With just 35, 100 births in 2004, Singapore 

maintain one of the lowest birth rates in the world (Hussain, 2005).  Reversing this 

demographic trend and maintaining a balanced age structure continues to be a critical 

issue facing Singapore’s policy makers (Concepcion, 1996, pp. 95-96).   

With an aging population, many governments in the Asia Pacific Rim region 

have increased the compulsory retirement age in most occupations in order to ensure 

sustainable economic development for their economy (Ogawa, Tsuya, Wongsith & 

Choe, 1993, p. 371).    

This applies to Singapore today as well.  The country’s retirement age used to 

be 55, but was raised to 60 years old in 1993 through the Retirement Age Act (Report 
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of the Tripartite Committee on the Extension of the Retirement Age, 1997, p. 1).  The 

statutory retirement age was again raised from 60 to 62 years in 1999 (Report of the 

Tripartite Committee on the Extension of the Retirement Age, 1997, pp. 1-15).  The 

long-term objective of the Singapore Government is eventually rising the retirement 

age progressively to 67 (Report of the Tripartite Committee on the Extension of the 

Retirement Age, 1997, p. 9).   

However, it is also worth noting that while the retirement age has been 

revised, the labor force participation of Singapore’s male population has not increased 

but instead is declining over time (Chew & Chew, 1992, pp. 5-6; Lin, 1993, p. 177).  

Nevertheless, the male population still makes up the majority population segment 

within the labor force in Singapore (Chew & Chew, 1992, p. 168; Furuya & Clark, 

1993, pp. 218-219).  To further aggravate this situation, males are also expected to 

have a lower life expectancy compared to females in Singapore (Peebles & Wilson, 

2002, p. 144).   

If the trend continues overtime, this implies that males will gradually be 

diminishing its composition make-up in the current work force population in 

Singapore, and this will have social consequences.  Research attention should 

therefore be given to the male population as a result of these significant demographic 

shifts in Singapore - especially if current socio-economic and demographic norms 

persist with males’ drawing higher wages compared to their female counterparts, the 

male population making up the majority of the workforce, the male population 

declining, male individuals maintaining a shorter life span compared to females, etc.           

Notably, although the retirement age in Singapore has increased, most elderly 

individuals will in all likelihood still eventually experience retirement (Tobin, 1999, 

p. 240).     
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However, all experiences are subjective (Bateson, 2002, p. 28) and retirement 

is no exception.  This is because retirement is experienced on an individual level.  It is 

not a universal event that one goes through, but more of a process and a life stage that 

one experiences (Whitbourne, 2005, p. 335).  In fact, research demonstrates that the 

aging process is neither fixed nor immutable; it changes as society changes (Riley, 

1988, p. 148).   

On that note, Singapore as an Asian society indeed can be very different 

compared to western nations. No two societies share the same problems in all aspects 

(Yong, 1987, p. 60).  While Singapore can learn and emulate from other advanced 

societies, nevertheless it should also analyze its own problems and its inherent 

features (Yong, 1987, p. 60).  Having said that, one should understand the typical 

Singapore male could also consequently experience retirement differently.  After all, 

aging is a complex process with substantial interaction among many variables 

(Andrews, 1992, p. 23).  As a result, each aged individual will inherently experience 

retirement differently.   

The real questions are:  how unique is each experience, and what could we 

possibly learn from these individual experiences.   

Learning from these experiences could prove to be important.  This is because 

adjustment to retirement is one of the major adaptive tasks of later life for aged 

individuals, and the degree of success in that adjustment has important interpersonal 

and intra-personal implications for a person’s total existence (Andrew, 1996, p. 89); 

this might potentially affect individual development in later years.  In essence, the 

process of retirement adjustments has implications for individual, familial and societal 

actions and reactions (Darnley, 1975, p. 217).   
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Problem Statement 

While major societies are aging over time, management and industrial 

psychology literature still shows little concern about retirement (Shaw & Grubbs, 

1981, p. 41).   

Most of the literature on retirement is on postretirement health, income and 

psychological adjustments.  Few studies are on the retirement transition itself. 

While the past and present experience of an individual do relate to the self 

through identity assimilation and accommodation (Whitbourne, 1999, p. 128), it is 

worth noting that the self does not have a prominent position in social gerontology 

(Ryff, Marshall & Clarke, 1999, p.15).  In fact, there remains very little knowledge 

within gerontology and psychology to help us understand the structure of any changes 

in our personal sense of self during the retirement experience.   

The individual draws meaning from the past, interpreting and recreating it as a 

resource for the present (Kaufman, 1986, p. 14).  From the complex interaction of 

biological, psychosocial and social processes, the concept of individual identity will 

have a central role in adult development (Whitbourne, 2005, p. 2-3).  In adulthood, 

many changes in these areas converge to affect the individual’s personal sense of self, 

which in turn can affect the actions adults take to alter their own developmental 

process (Whitbourne, 2005, p. 2-3).  As an individual ages overtime, he or she 

undergoes biological, sociological and psychological changes in each life period from 

childhood to adulthood.  With these biological, sociological and psychological 

changes, the individual’s personal sense of self may inherently also change, which in 

turn affects actions he or she will take in terms of development.     
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 Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to gain understanding on how the aged male in 

Singapore adapts himself during the various stages of retirement, and preserves at the 

same time his personal sense of self.  It aims to provide some understanding of the 

Singapore male retiree’s personal sense of self in retirement, that is, to gain an 

understanding of how a aged male individual sees himself during this transitional 

process in life. 

Examining the structure of their identity at work in the retirement process will 

help us to understand how identity could possibly impact his human development in 

later years.  This study seeks to illustrate the structure in which the aged male in 

Singapore adapts to some of these retirement phases and experience the continuity of 

his individual identity, through a phenomenological study; to uncover the structure of 

how individuals see themselves during the transitional stage of pre-retirement to a 

stage possibly where the aged individual maintains stability through mastering a 

retirement life routine.    

  Research Questions 

The primary research question is: “What meaning can you make out from your 

experience in retirement?”  The research question is, in essence, probing the 

experience of an individual; understanding this process of experiencing retirement for 

an individual and how that might affect an individual’s selfhood.    

In essence, the research questions shaping this inquiry will thus be: 

1) What meaning can you make out of this retirement experience? 

2) How do you feel about retirement then and now? 

3) What do you think has not changed about you in the transitional process of 

retirement?  What has?  
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4) What do you think you will look forward to in the future?  

5) If you could live your life all over again, what do you think could be done to 

prepare for retirement? 

Given such research questions, this paper will utilize the tradition of a 

phenomenological study to interpret the data collected. 

Statement of Potential Significance 

 There are many research materials on retirement.  However, much of this 

literature is on post-retirement adjustment.  The work is mainly in the domain of post-

retirement health (Minkler, 1981; Wolfe, 1985; Sickles & Taubman, 1986), income 

(Cooke, 1937; Chamberlain, 1943; Mitchell & Luzadis, 1988; Gustman & Steinmeier, 

1991; Lewis, 1996; Honig, 1998) and psychological adjustments (Hill & Dorfman, 

1982; Moen, Kim & Hofmeister, 2001).  Simply put, most definitions of adjustments 

to retirement seem to involve three elements: 1) psychological well-being, 2) 

physiological well-being and 3) financial well-being (Feldman, 1994, p. 290).   

 However, from a personal developmental perspective, it is important for us to 

understand our personal sense of self in the retirement phase because the inner self is 

the center in which our personal thinking, reasoning and imagining takes place 

(James, 1996, p. 68). 

 There is no study that directly addresses individual identity or an individual’s 

sense of his self in the stages of retirement for the Singapore aged male; specifically 

from the stages of pre-retirement to a stage where one masters a retirement routine.  

Research on self-definitions and self-concept in retirement is still in its infancy 

(Verrill, 2002, p. ii). This is one of the potential significances of this study.   

 With the graying of the workforce, retirement will also continue to be a salient 

business and societal issue (Feldman, 1994, p. 308).  Studying the way in which 
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people perceive themselves in the stages of retirement should therefore significantly 

contribute to our understanding of human development in the later years.  The 

findings should therefore also be of help to business leaders, policy makers and 

political leaders in having a better understanding of how aged male individuals adapt 

to retirement in Singapore.   Additionally, this study will also provide a practical 

contribution to educating individuals who plan to retire.  Today, very few 

organizations provide pre-retirement education.  Such education should ideally be 

provided to adult individuals when they still have the time and resources to prepare 

for adjustments to retirement life.  Retirement is a major transition in life and 

therefore it should be planned.  Given the fact that this study aims to understand the 

male identity in retirement, the findings will thus help male individuals who plan to 

retire understand how they can as active agents adapt their complex selfhood 

positively to retirement life in due course.  

 Last, but not least, the findings will also provide insights both for academics in 

organizational science and for business executives in the design and implementation 

of systematic programs to prepare organizational members for retirement in both 

private and public enterprises.   

Theoretical Foundations 

 Change and continuity may sound paradoxical, yet they may well co-exist in 

many social phenomena.  While an aged individual may well need to adapt to one of 

the major changes in life when he or she faces retirement, paradoxically, the 

individual at the same time has a need to preserve the self during the later years.   

  This research study is on understanding how an aged male individual may see 

himself in retirement.  On that note, the two constructs for this research study are 1) 

Retirement and 2) Identity.  This study will basically be utilizing Atchley’s (1997) 
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retirement process and William James’ theory of self (1890) - material, social and 

spiritual self – as a frame of inquiry in operationalizing the constructs.  Said 

differently, the variables identified in this study are 1) the stages in the retirement 

process and 2) the constituents of the self for a male.  The relationship between these 

variables is shown in Figure 1.   

Figure 1: Theoretical foundations for the research study 

 

 

How we conceptualize, define and explain our self-concept may affect our behaviors 

and performance outcomes (Ringseis & Farr, 2000, p. 169).  The cognitive schemata 

of an individual personal meaning system are assumed to guide an individual’s daily 

short-term and long-term decisions (Westerhof & Dittmann-Kohli, 2000, p. 131).  But 

what we conceptualize and define in our cognitive schemata in our personal meaning 

system changes over time.  This could partly be due to the assumption that the 

personal meaning system is the result of one’s adaptation to his or her life context 

(Westerhof & Dittmann-Kohli, 2000, p. 131).  In fact, an individual should adapt his 

or her personal meaning system in the face of biological, psychological, social or 

material changes otherwise their personal meaning system would become inadequate 

 
     Retirement 

 
       Identity 

 
Stages in 
Retirement Process 

Male Account of: 
Material Self  
Social    Self 
Spiritual Self 

      
     Retirement Experience  
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in the search for meaning in life (Westerhof & Dittmann-Kohli, 2000, p. 131).  On 

that note, it is worth noting that one of the tenets in identity research is the assertion 

that the personal meanings we find can change over time (Ringseis & Farr, 2000, p. 

1171).   

 Given the understanding that an individual’s personal meaning system can 

change overtime corresponding to life’s context, Robert Atchley’s (1997) delineation 

of the different stages of retirement provides this research study with a conceptual 

frame in examining the complexity of the transitional aging process.   

From numerous research studies, Robert Atchley (1997) suggested seven 

phases of retirement that represent a transitional process that older adults experience 

when they retire.  According to Atchley, most retirement process usually starts with a 

pre-retirement phase and ends with a termination phase where the retirement role 

eventually becomes no longer relevant, since the aged individual cannot live 

independently anymore.  Figure 2 illustrates Atchley’s stages of retirement.  

Figure 2: Atchley’s Stages Of Retirement 

 

Pre-retirement        Retirement 

 Given that the distinctive phases of retirement are characterized by seven 

different transitional stages, the study will consequently research a male sample 

population which is in any of the stages from the Honeymoon to the Stability phase, 

where the aged individual may have already mastered a comfortable retirement 

routine.  The rationale for not including the termination phase is that when the 

Remote Near Honeymoon Disenchantment Reorientation Stability Termination 
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individual can no longer live independently, the idea of preserving the self may 

consequently be less relevant. 

 The second construct of the study is identity.  An individual may relate to a 

specific meaning domain in more than one way (Westerhof & Dittmann-Kohli, 2000, 

p. 130).  Scholars have reported the distinction between “real” and “possible” selves 

(Westerhof & Dittmann-Kohli, 2000, p. 130).  It would seem that there isn’t one true 

self, but multiple possible selves, and those identities exist not only in the past and 

present but also more importantly in the future for all of us (Ibarra, 2003, p. 37).  

Naturally, given the understanding that there are multiple “possible selves” (Ibarra, 

2003), it is also likely that one’s identity is not necessarily permanent.  This study will 

consequently use William James’ theory of self (material, social and spiritual self) to 

explore respondents’ personal sense of self in the different stages of retirement, and to 

seek to provide a glimpse of the possible structure of an adaptive identity.    

Summary of Methodology 

In view of the research question, this study will utilize a phenomenological 

approach to collect and analyze the data.   

Creswell (1998) defines phenomenological research study as a study that 

describes the meaning of the lived experiences for several individuals about a 

phenomenon.  Creswell (1998) further provides a distinction between transcendental, 

dialogical, empirical, existential, hermeneutic, social and psychological 

phenomenology.  In essence, different phenomenology holds different philosophical 

thoughts but come primarily from sociology and psychology (Creswell, 1998, p. 53).   

This study basically examines the structure of an individual’s retirement 

experience and consequently will specifically utilize the transcendental 

phenomenology tradition.    
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One of the major procedural issues in using transcendental phenomenology 

tradition is the concept of epoche, where the researcher brackets his or her experience 

to understand through the voices of the informants (Creswell, 1998, p. 54).  Only 

then, will the search for meanings be able to emerge. The researcher will need to 

understand that he or she needs to consciously “suspense, re-direct and let-go” 

(Varela, 2000) his or her personal experience and understanding; to allow true 

meanings to emerge from the responses.   

In this study, the interview questions were open-ended so that the respondent 

could express his or her experience more freely, and the researcher would thus also be 

in a better position to allow these new meanings to emerge from the dialogue; the art 

of thinking together.  The focus of the study therefore relied on personal deep 

reflection by the individual, to help provide the necessary perception of his own 

expression of self during the stages of retirement.   

The method of data collection for this phenomenological study was 

interviewing.  The purpose of interviewing is to understand and not evaluate.  In other 

words, in-depth interviewing aims to understand the experience of other people and 

the meaning they make of that description or experience (Seidman, 1998, p. 3).   

Upon interviewing the respondent, using William James’ (1890) theory of the 

self for coding purposes, this researcher first allowed relevant categories that 

corresponded to the theory to emerge.  Subsequently, relevant patterns or themes from 

the data collected could then be identified; this was done in an effort to define a set of 

broad categories of generalized concepts from the research data.  Following this, an 

analysis of those findings was then conducted.   

Corresponding to James’ theory of the self, the analysis then examined all new 

meanings that had emerged from the interview (dialogue) process.   
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The sample population consisted of 10 retired male professionals in Singapore 

who had worked for at least 20 years professionally full-time in either one 

organization or multiple organizations.  Some of these respondents had been 

previously engaged in one specific industry, others in multiple industries.   

The respondents were at least 55 years of age and had been retired for not 

longer than eight years in duration.  The decision to select retired respondents rather 

than respondents who were still actively engaged in their professions was because the 

retired respondents would be able to provide reflections on their past experience, and 

not imaginations of their possible future experiences in retirement.   

Limitations 

This study has two main limitations.  Firstly, there is a limitation of 

generalizability.  This is because the retirement experience is an individual’s 

subjective experience, and retirees in another country or culture may not necessarily 

share the same experience and reflections.  The generalizability of the findings may 

therefore be limited only to typical male retirees in Singapore.  Said differently, given 

this study is conducted on the typical male Singapore resident or citizen, findings may 

not be extrapolated to women or other national / cultural group.     

Secondly, the data collected are from individuals who have retired, and the 

responses are from their recollection and reflection.  These data solicited are from 

their memories and reflection of those memories.  They can consequently be distorted, 

as individuals are subjected to autobiographical memories unconsciously (Schwenk, 

2002, pp. 54-59).  Simply said, these responses can also be biased. 
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Definitions of Key Terms 

 
Gerontology 

Gerontology comes from the Greek words geras, meaning “old age”, and logos, 

meaning “a study”; this term is defined as the scientific study of old age (Crandall, 

1980, p. 7). 

Retirement 

In this study, retirement is defined as a process, beginning with pre-retirement and 

continuing till the stage where people can no longer function independently (Verill, 

2002, p.39).   In Singapore, the retirement age was raised from 55 to 60 when the 

Retirement Age Act was introduced in 1993.  In 1999, the retirement age in Singapore 

was again raised from 60 to 62.  The long term objective of the Singapore government 

is to eventually revise the retirement age to 67.  In other developed countries like the 

United States, the complex age pattern shows withdrawal from the labor force clusters 

around ages 62 and 65 (Atchley, 2000, p. 232).  Research findings support the 

argument that industrial countries use retirement to control unemployment (Atchley, 

2000, p. 233).  

Self / Identity 

The terms “self” and “identity” are used interchangeably to refer to the representation 

of oneself in accordance to William James’ definition of the “self” – defined as “the 

sum total of all that he can call his, not only his body and his psychic powers, but his 

clothes and his house, his wife and children, his ancestors and friends, his reputation 

and works, his lands and horses, and yacht and bank-account” (Schwenk, 2002, p. 

29). 

Self-Concept 

It is defined as a bio-psycho-cognitive representation of the Self. 



   

 - 16 -

  Summary 

In this chapter, an overview of the study is presented.  This overview provides 

the basic outline for the research study.  In Chapter 2, a review of the supporting 

literature will be presented.  In order to answer the research questions, the literature 

review will examine the theoretical understanding of each of the constructs that is 

related to the research problem.  This literature review will also support the theoretical 

base that is created and utilized in this research study; it will aim to show the 

theoretical lens through which the research problem will be viewed.    

Chapter 3 will examine the research procedures for this research inquiry; 

particularly the following: 1) the rationale for selecting the research tradition, 2) the 

research method, 3) the interviewing procedure, 4) the sample population, 5) the data 

collection procedure, 6) the data analysis, 7) the trustworthiness of the study, and 8) 

ethics precautions. Chapter 4 will present the findings of the study, and Chapter 5 will 

highlight the key conclusions as well as applications of the research to practice and to 

future research. 
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Chapter 2  

Literature Review 

Introduction 

            Age impacts very powerfully on the way we see ourselves (Hockey & James, 

2003, p. 3).  It has an effect on what is expected or refused of us and is an integral part 

of our identity (Hockey & James, 2003, p. 4).   

In our postmodern societies, what we do also defines who we are.  Given that 

age has an effect on what is expected of us, it thus also influences what we do; this in 

turn may also define how we see ourselves, and vice versa.       

 In our life course from infancy to old age, retirement is one of life’s 

experiences that most of us go through.  In this research, the focus is on seeking an 

understanding of the adaptive male identity in retirement. 

          On that note, this review will first examine literature on human development 

that addresses retirement in late adulthood.  Second, the review will examine literature 

pertaining to the concept of identity, and highlight key theoretical grounds that 

illuminate male identity.  Lastly, the concluding section of the review will present a 

summary of the relevant theoretical contributions considered in this literature review.  

A thorough literature review is an absolute requirement for a dissertation 

(Rudestam & Newton, 2001, p. 229).  To that end, this literature review has used 

computerized search strategies to identify and locate relevant on-line referenced 

journal articles (academic papers) in providing a context for the research question.  In 

addition, this review will also use academic books published in the relevant research 

domain to help supplement the coverage from academic papers.  Lastly, popular 

literature (newspapers, etc) will also be examined sporadically for relevance. 
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Human Development 

 Within the human development literature, the key families of human 

development theories are endogenous, exogenous and constructivist theories (Green, 

1989).   

The endogenous paradigm stems from philosophical positions like rationalism 

that hold that all knowledge – including the physical world - is an extension of 

internal innate reasoning (Green, 1989, pp. 26-27).  The origin of this perspective is 

mainly associated with the philosophical thinking of Descartes (Green, 1989, p. 26).  

The key theorists within the endogenous paradigm include Freud and Erikson (Green, 

1989, p. 31).  The work of Sigmund Freud (oral and anal stage of psychological 

development) and Erik Erikson (eight stages of psychosocial development) has been 

most associated with the psychodynamic theories of human development.  Their focus 

is less on biological forces and more on psychological and social forces (Kail & 

Cavanaugh, 2004, p. 15).   

The exogenous paradigm is more attuned to the philosophical thinking of John 

Locke and David Hume, which refuted Descartes’ innate reasoning (Green, 1989, pp. 

26-27).  Exogenous theories, on the contrary, stems from an empirical perspective that 

holds knowledge derives from the external world, not from the internal innate mind – 

humans are flexible and predisposed to conform to pressures exerted by 

environmental forces (Green, 1989, pp. 26-29).  Key theorists within the exogenous 

perspective include Skinner and Bandura (Green, 1989, p. 31).  For Skinner 

(behaviorism – the environment controls behavior) and Bandura (social learning 

theory), the theoretical perspective on human development is mainly on learning; their 

main emphasis is on the social forces that influence an individual’s development (Kail 

& Cavanaugh, 2004, p. 15).    
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Theories within the constructivist paradigm are influenced mostly by 

Immanuel Kant (Green, 1989, pp. 29-30).  Kant argued that knowledge is a synthetic 

construction that derives from the application of innate analysis of information from 

sensory input (Green, 1989, p. 30).  Key theorists within the constructivist paradigm 

consist of Kohlberg and Piaget (Green, 1989, p. 31).  For Kohlberg (moral reasoning 

theory) and Piaget (four stages of cognitive development), the theoretical perspective 

on human development is mainly cognitive; their assertion is that thinking develops in 

a sequence of stages (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2004, p. 15).  Their main emphasis is on the 

biological and social forces that influence an individual’s development (Kail & 

Cavanaugh, 2004, p. 15).  On that note, for constructivists human development is 

viewed as a natural product of progressive organizations and reorganizations that are 

constructed in the process of adapting to and interacting with the external world 

(Green, 1989, p. 30).   

 There are usually four interactive forces that one needs to understand in 

studying human development; namely biological, psychological, socio-cultural and 

life-cycle forces (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2004, p. 9).  The biological, psychological and 

socio-cultural forces basically constitute a biopsychosocial framework within the 

discipline of human development (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2004, p. 10).      

If one were to apply the constructivist paradigm, one could assert that no 

aspect of human development can be fully understood by studying only one or two of 

these biopsychosocial forces.  One useful way to better understand human 

development is to appreciate the point in life at which a specific combination of 

biological, psychological and socio-cultural forces operates, and the influence which 

the life-cycle has in unifying those biological, psychological, socio-cultural forces 
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(Kail & Cavanaugh, 2004, p. 12).  Simply, life events can have different effects 

depending on when they happen in one’s life (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2004, p. 12).  

It may therefore be helpful to understand human development from a life-span 

perspective.  From a life-span view, humans naturally progress through two main 

stages of development in life: an early phase - childhood and adolescence - and a later 

phase - young adulthood, middle age and old age (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2004, pp. 22-

23).  According to this life-span perspective, the main tenets of human development 

are multi-directional (change is not linear), multi-contextual (life must be understood 

in the light of the embedded context), multi-cultural (life has many cultural settings), 

multi-disciplinary (the science of human development is multidisciplinary) and plastic 

(human characteristics can be in different forms and shapes but yet maintain certain 

durability in time) (Berger, 2001, pp. 4-5).  The key to this perspective is the assertion 

that human development cannot be understood within the scope of one single 

framework (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2004, p. 23).  The first comprehensive life-span view 

was really developed by Erik Erikson with his psychosocial theory that details 

development from birth to late life in eight psychosocial stages (Kail & Cavanaugh, 

2004, pp. 15-16).   

Besides the life-span perspective, one could also view human development in 

the form of a chronological order.  From a chronological perspective, the human 

species really develops in the following stages: prenatal development, infancy, 

childhood, adolescence, early adulthood, middle adulthood and late adulthood.   

Beyond the life-span and chronological perspective, there is also the life 

course perspective in human development.  The life course view describes the ways in 

which various generations experience the biological, psychological and socio-cultural 

forces of development in each respective historical context; the key feature is the 
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dynamic interplay between the individual and society (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2004, p. 

25).    

Cutting across these perspectives is the fact that humans grow and age over 

time throughout the various stages of development; from prenatal growth to old age.   

Ageing can be defined as a process that contains the life phases of growing up 

and growing old; traditionally, ageing has been considered as a biological process 

(Narvanen, 2004, p.67).  Current literature also indicates that there are further 

elaborations of our understanding of aging, with definitions for social ageing and 

chronological ageing.  Essentially, ageing is a process that involves the decline of 

cognitive, physiological and / or biological function (Narvanen, 2004, p.67).  This 

decline of functional ability sometimes invites a negative or contemptuous attitude 

from the society at large.   In 1975, Robert Butler coined the term “ageism” to 

describe these stereotypes which discriminate against the aged (Kua, 1987, p. 9).  

Ageism can be destructive, as it robs older people of their sense of accomplishment 

and limits their choice of alternate employment (Teo, Mehta, Thang & Chan, 2006, 

pp. 52-53).  Ageist notions are difficult to deconstruct (Teo, Mehta, Thang & Chan, 

2006, p. 45).   

For many people, one of life’s transitional experiences that they undergo when 

they age is the retirement experience.  At present, particularly older adults in 

Singapore are willing to work, but are nevertheless finding it hard to gain employment 

as negative attitudes towards older workers are widespread (Teo, Mehta, Thang & 

Chan, 2006, p. 48).    

Retirement 

 Retirement is a social institution.  It is an institution that primarily provides an 

orderly means of easing older workers out of the labor force with minimum financial 
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hardship in view of their past contribution to their economy (Atchley, 1982, p. 264).  

Retirement has evolved into an important institution that is linked significantly to the 

economy, politics and government (Atchley, 1982, p. 265).  How retirement as an 

institution will continue to evolve will depend on which groups are involved in the 

negotiation process, how powerful they are, what ideologies they pursue, and what 

constraints they face in the future (Atchley, 1982, p. 286).  Current literature however 

also shows that retirement may seem no longer to be central as a system of controlling 

individuals exiting from the workforce (Phillipson, 1998, p. 64).  

Retirement also provides a framework for developing a broad range of social 

and leisure activities for the aged (Phillipson, 1998, p. 35). 

 The term retirement is generally defined as to having at least partially 

separated from a position of employment; a change in job status from “full-time 

employed” to a partial or complete withdrawal from employment (Atchley, 2000, p. 

239).  Retirement does not necessarily imply having to stop working completely and 

exit from the workforce.  What is important to understand is that retirement relates to 

jobs and not work; people never stop working they just retire from positions of 

employment (Atchley, 2000, p. 240).  There is no hiding from work in one form or 

another, as people create meaning in what they do and how they do it (Whyte, 2001, 

p. 3).  In the broadest sense, when one retires from a position of employment 

professionally, he or she may still be actively involved in other work socially.  Also, 

how one would define activities that constitute work could also be very subjective.  

 Considered from an economic perspective, the definition of retirement focuses 

on an absence of gainful employment during a given period in which one receives 

retirement pension benefits.   Beyond the economic perspective, current literature 

shows that there is also a social definition of retirement.  It emphasizes the meaning 
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retirement has for an individual retiree (LaBauve & Robinson, 1999, p. 3). These 

definitions see retirement as a process incorporating different phases, enabling retirees 

to move from partial to full retirement for several years (and vice versa).  One may 

say that a social-phenomenological definition of retirement rests within the individual 

retiree; the definition of retirement is defined by the individual retiree and 

consequently can change over time (LaBauve & Robinson, 1999, p. 3).                

The ways in which people work towards total exclusion from a position of 

employment may well be very different.  The literature on retirement indicates that 

there are multiple pathways into retirement - forced early retirement, voluntary early 

retirement, redundancy, health-related retirement, state retirement, discouraged 

worker retirement, unemployment retirement, informal care retirement (Phillipson, 

1998, p. 62) - and these different pathways are also not mutually exclusive (Hermalin, 

Chan, Biddlecom & Ofstedal, 2002, p. 265).  More important is the fact that research 

findings indicate the reasons for retirement will essentially influence post-retirement 

adaptation for retirees (Fouquereau, Fernandez & Mullet, 2001, p. 784).   

Given that in one study more than 83 percent of older men cited mandatory 

retirement age as the reason for stopping work in Singapore (Hermalin, Chan, 

Biddlecom & Ofstedal, 2002, p. 268), it would be interesting to see how this 

potentially may influence post-retirement adaptation for Singapore male retirees.  As 

noted in Chapter 1, the retirement age in Singapore used to be 55 but was raised to 60 

years old in 1993 through the Retirement Age Act (Report of the Tripartite 

Committee on the Extension of the Retirement Age, 1997, p. 1).  The statutory 

retirement age was again raised from 60 to 62 years in 1999 (Report of the Tripartite 

Committee on the Extension of the Retirement Age, 1997, pp. 1-15).  Recent 

literature indicates that the present generation of older Singaporean is ambivalent 
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about mandatory retirement (Teo, Mehta, Thang & Chan, 2006, p. 51).  Over 80 

percent of older adults (64 years old and above) in Singapore are not sure if the 

cessation of work should be mandated by age (Hermalin, Chan, Biddlecom & 

Ofstedal, 2002, p. 270).  Nevertheless, as mentioned, more than 83 percent of 

Singapore retired men cited mandatory retirement as the reason for stopping work 

(Hermalin, Chan, Biddlecom & Ofstedal, 2002, p. 268).  While mandatory retirement 

is an impetus to retiring, it is also worth noting that the normative expectations of 

these older adults among the Singapore society are however unclear and totally 

undefined (Teo, Mehta, Thang & Chan, 2006, p. 48).    

Current literature also indicates the transition from a full time position to a 

retired status sometimes involves something other than leaving the labor force; it 

involves part-time employment (bridge jobs) at a lower pay in a new line of work, or 

a new job (Quinn & Burkhauser, 1994, p. 72).   

The literature also shows that while the way in which individuals retire may be 

based on very different reasons, it is worth noting that individuals are motivated to 

retire based on a positive (moving towards a goal) and negative (escaping a bad 

situation) balance consideration; individuals’ retirement decisions are based on a 

reward versus cost decision logic (Williamson, Rinehart & Blank, 1992, pp. 34-38).  

The retirement decision is known to be a complicated one; it is influenced by an 

individual’s health, attitude, possible opportunities, financial circumstances, social 

network, etc (Quinn & Burkhauser, 1994, p. 76).  Generally, there are five types of 

retirement decision – 1) retire completely, 2) retire partially, 3) change jobs, 4) never 

retire and 5) uncertainty about retirement (Ekerdt, DeViney, & Kosloski, 1996, pp. 

140-150).   
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Research has shown that retirement decisions are usually endogenous (Quinn 

& Burkhauser, 1994, p. 95).  In Singapore, having at least one child in school is 

negatively associated with retirement for older men; perhaps indicating the need to 

work in helping to finance children’s education (Hermalin, Chan, Biddlecom & 

Ofstedal, 2002, p. 261).  Also, the greater the number of living children, the more 

likely are older males in Singapore to be retired (Hermalin, Chan, Biddlecom & 

Ofstedal, 2002, p. 261).  On that note, interestingly, living with a married child in 

Singapore does also have a significant positive effect on the retired male’s retirement; 

the assumption is that it reflects a larger social support structure than living alone 

(Hermalin, Chan, Biddlecom & Ofstedal, 2002, p.261).   

Individuals do have choices, options and alternatives, but only as opportunity 

allows (Ekerdt, DeViney & Kosloski, 1996, pp. 140-150).  Put differently, individuals 

anticipate retirement alternatives from within an “opportunity structure” composed of 

biographical and situational factors that make action conceivable in the pursuit of 

value goals (Ekerdt, DeViney & Kosloski, 1996, pp. 140-150).  These anticipated 

retirement alternatives are provisional intentions that create paths towards how 

individuals eventually come to behave in terms of their retirement decision (Ekerdt, 

DeViney & Kosloski, 1996, pp. 140-150).  The longer and deeper the intention to 

retire in a particular way, the stronger will be the link between those intentions and 

their eventual behavior (Ekerdt, DeViney & Kosloski, 1996, pp. 140-150).  

Interestingly, in retirement transition, people with fewer financial, social and 

health resources tend to perceive retirement more negatively, but usually find 

retirement to be better than they expected in the later stages (Atchley, 1982, p. 160).  

However, more importantly, the literature also indicates that it is the sense of 

control that one possesses in the retirement decision and process that is related to 
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satisfaction in retirement and satisfaction with how the retirement process was 

handled (Williamson, Rinehart & Blank, 1992, pp. 69-74).  Also, sudden retirement is 

usually more difficult than planned retirement (Williamson, Rinehart & Blank, 1992, 

p. 69).  Fortunately, for most people, the transition to retirement is not a sudden affair 

(Williamson, Rinehart & Blank, 1992, p. 90).   

In a study of retirement patterns, researchers in the United States found that 

the majority of older American people with career jobs usually retire gradually in 

stages rather than all at once (Cahill, Giandrea & Quinn, 2006, pp. 514-523).  While 

trends in retirement age have indeed received research attention within more 

industrialized societies (Hermalin, Chan, Biddlecom & Ofstedal, 2002, p. 236), there 

is still very little known about the preferred age of retirement in Singapore and the 

attitudes of older Singaporean towards work (Teo, Mehta, Thang & Chan, 2006, p. 

47).  One would presume a positive attitude towards work could lead to a negative 

attitude towards retirement.  Interestingly, however, Atchley (1982) found attitudes 

towards work and retirement was uncorrelated in the United States.   

In other developing countries, observers have even called into question the 

relevance of the concept of retirement, as a high proportion of the population in 

developing countries (excluding Singapore) work in the agricultural sector or family 

owned enterprises until late in life, where they adjust their work according to their 

diminishing health (Hermalin, Chan, Biddlecom & Ofstedal, 2002, p. 231). 

While it may be difficult for most people to identify a specific stage in life to 

retire, as life itself is multi-directional and multi-contextual, nevertheless it is 

interesting to note that current literature also indicates that it usually takes about four 

months from the day which an individual takes a decision to retire to the day he or she 

withdraws from full-time employment (Williamson, Rinehart & Blank, 1992, pp. 68-
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69).  This is worth highlighting, because the relatively short period from the time one 

decides to retire to the time the person actually retires heightens the importance of 

having to understand retirement ahead of time.     

Although retirement is not sudden for most people, in general, it is worth 

noting that men tend to find retirement more difficult than women (Williamson, 

Rinehart & Blank, 1992, p. 69).  Thus, it is also the hope of this study that the 

findings may potentially be of help to the male retiree in dealing with the retirement 

experience.   If we understand how the retiree male sees himself in retirement, we 

may just be able to make a real contribution to improving their personal transitional 

experience in retirement.     

Theories Relative to Retirement 

There may be many intervening variables that will potentially affect how the 

retiree successfully adjusts to retirement.  Numerous theories have been proposed in 

the light of these issues that may offer some explanation and intervention strategies 

for the retiree; namely Role Theory, Disengagement Theory, Activity Theory, 

Continuity Theory, Crisis Theory and Compromise/Negotiation Theory (LaBauve & 

Robinson, 1999, pp. 4-6).   

According to the Role Theory, roles can be self-defined or socially defined 

and these roles people play have an influence on the post-retirement adjustments of a 

retiree; they shape the behavior and attitude of the retiree and are critical to his self-

identity (LaBauve & Robinson, 1999, p. 4).  When people retire, they withdraw from 

their existing roles, and this sudden discontinuity from the role they played at work 

may create social isolation; this is the Disengagement Theory (LaBauve & Robinson, 

1999, p. 4).  Working on the assumption that people want their lives to remain in a 

similar state prior to retirement, the Continuity Theory asserts that retirees will cope 
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in retirement by spending their time in roles which they are already familiar (LaBauve 

& Robinson, 1999, p. 5).   

Besides looking at this issue from a role perspective, the Activity Theory 

suggests that people grow old successfully when they maintain the same level of 

activity in retirement, and must find activities that may serve as a substitute for the 

personal goals which the retiree may have worked towards prior to retirement; they 

want to continue integrating and contributing back to society, thereby feeling useful 

(LaBauve & Robinson, 1999, p. 5).  Research findings from Atchley (1982) also 

supported the importance of activity in retirement, but interestingly they revealed that 

the activity level cannot change life satisfaction in retirement, neither can life 

satisfaction in retirement cause a higher activity of level for the retiree (Atchley, 

1982, p.167).   

Moving beyond the Activity Theory, the Compromise/Negotiation Theory 

asserts that a person’s ability to adjust to retirement is also contingent upon their 

views on personal pre-established non-work oriented goals before retirement – if a 

person views his goals a being work oriented, then that individual may experience 

stress in trying to restructure these priorities during the retirement phases (LaBauve & 

Robinson, 1999, p. 5).  Last but not least, according to the Crisis Theory - given that 

retirement is a major transition in life - retirement can also turn into a major crisis, 

since issues encountered during retirement phases have the potential to create this 

crisis (LaBauve & Robinson, 1999, p. 5).   

While there are many intervening variables that will affect a person’s 

adjustment to retirement, nevertheless, one of the obvious variables is the personal 

complex and subjective withdrawal process from work.  One may assert from these 

key theories that the complexity of the withdrawal process from work will present 
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itself as a significant set of situational intervening variables that may influence 

successful adaptation to retirement life. 

Current literature in social gerontology also indicates that we know more 

about retirement as a role or process than an event (Atchley, 2000, pp. 251-255).  

Interestingly, within the more industrialized economies, there is also a growing 

amount of literature that examines the process of retirement (Hermalin, Chan, 

Biddlecom & Ofstedal, 2002, p. 247).   

Phases of Retirement 

From numerous research studies, Robert Atchley (1997) developed six phases 

of retirement that represent a transitional process that older adults experience when 

they retire.  Figure 2 illustrates Atchley’s six stages of retirement. 

Figure 2: Atchley’s Stages Of Retirement 

 

Pre-retirement        Retirement 

According to Atchley (1997), most retirement process usually starts with a 

pre-retirement phase and ends with a termination phase where the retirement role 

eventually becomes no longer relevant, as the aged individual cannot live 

independently anymore. The pre-retirement phase involves an individual looking 

ahead to retirement, once that individual leaves his or her job and assumes the role of 

a retired person, he or she experiences the retirement transition, before finally 

progressing to the post-retirement phase involving life without a job (Atchley, 1982, 

p. 153).  These phases of retirement are not specifically tied to a chronological age or 

to a specific period of time (Atchley, 1976, p. 71).  Also, individuals may either not 

Remote Near Honeymoon Disenchantment Reorientation Stability Termination 
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experience all the phases or not experience them in the specific sequence presented 

(Atchley, 1976, p. 71).   

According to Atchley (1976), the pre-retirement period is usually divided into 

a remote and near phase.  In the remote phase, retirement is defined by the individual 

as a positive phase of the occupational career which is still a reasonable distance into 

the future and ends when the individual nears retirement (Atchley, 1976, p. 65).  In 

the near phase, his attitude towards retirement may become more negative, though 

paradoxically there are also many who remain quite positively oriented towards 

retirement during this phase (Atchley, 1976, p. 66).  During this stage, the individual 

usually begins to prepare for separation from his or her job and the social situation in 

which he or she carried out the job (Atchley, 1976, p. 67).  There may be also subtle 

differences in how he or she is viewed by others, depending on those that he or she 

interacts with (Atchley, 1976, p. 67).  At this stage, the individual will also likely 

develop some detailed imagination of what he thinks retirement will be like (Atchley, 

1976, p. 67).  There is, however, little research on the role it plays in retirement 

adjustment. 

When individuals finally separate themselves from the job, they usually enter 

into a honeymoon stage where they will try to do all of those things they never had 

time for (Atchley, 1976, p. 68).  The field of choices for the individual will usually be 

dependant on resources available, and his or her imaginativeness in using them 

(Atchley, 1976, p. 68).  This phase usually tends to be a busy period for the 

individual, and in fact they usually cannot keep up the frantic pace indefinitely 

(Atchley, 1976, p. 68).  Consequently, they will settle into some sort of routine 

eventually (Atchley, 1976, p. 68).  The nature of this routine is important because if 
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the individual is able to settle into a routine that provides a satisfying retirement life, 

that routine will probably stabilize (Atchley, 1976, p. 68).  

When the honeymoon period is over and life begins to slow down, some 

people experience some form of emotional let down, as they must start all over again 

to restructure their life in retirement (Atchley, 1976, pp. 68-69).  This disenchantment 

phase in some cases is also a result of the failure of the anticipatory socialization for 

retirement (Atchley, 1976, p. 69).  However, there remains very little concrete 

researched data on the disenchantment phase of retirement. 

In the reorientation phase, the retiree develops a more realistic view of 

alternatives in retirement, in which a set of realistic choices is made to establish a 

structure and routine for life in retirement, providing at least a minimum of 

satisfaction (Atchley, 1976, p. 70).  Most people in this phase would want to remain 

involved with the world around them (Atchley, 1976, p. 70). 

 In the stability phase of retirement, life may be busy but for the most part, it 

follows a comfortable, orderly and predictable pattern (Atchley, 1976, p. 70).  It is 

interesting to note that stability here does not imply absence of change in the 

retirement life (Atchley, 1976, p. 70).  More importantly, it refers to some routine of 

criteria that an individual uses in dealing with the changes (Atchley, 1976, p. 70).  

During this phase, the retiree has mastered the retirement role, as he knows what is 

expected of him and what he has to work with (Atchley, 1976, p. 70).  In this phase, 

he goes on his own way and manages his own affairs, bothering no one; being retired 

for him is a serious responsibility which is seriously carried out (Atchley, 1976, p. 

70).     

 In the final termination phase, the retiree loses his or her retired status either 

due to poor health or to disability (Atchley, 1976, p. 71).  When the retiree can no 
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longer independently engage in self-care activities, he can no longer adequately 

played his or her retirement role.  At that point, he ceases to be retired and becomes 

dependant (Atchley, 1976, p. 71).  

This study will choose to understand retirement as a process and uses a social-

phenomenological approach in defining and understanding retirement for the male 

retiree.  We will now turn to the identity construct, in the next section of the review.  

The Concept of Identity 

Stein (1988) defines identity as “the condition of being oneself or itself, and 

not another” (p. 659).  In other words, one needs an identity in order to maintain a 

distinctive self.   

The concept, beyond this classical definition in the dictionary, has become 

somewhat different in most interpretations that we see today.  The context being 

applied is increasingly leading to new and extensive meanings.  The application of the 

term is now so diverse that each of these concepts sometimes seems to have little to 

do with one another.  In each of the respective scientific communities, however, 

although these terms are not exactly the same, they are closely related.  What the 

concept means to scholars depends on the context of its use and the theoretical 

tradition from which the question derives (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000, p. 6).   

Most theories of identity development do assume that identity is both a 

psychological and social construction (Thorne, 2004, p. 363).  For instance, within the 

social psychology realm, the literature seems to indicate that most scholars see the 

identity construct as a self-concept - the idea that a group or an individual has about 

itself/himself/herself.  The identity construct within the social psychology context is 

understood as a social phenomenon, deriving meanings from individuals’ attributes 

and their interaction with other social groups in their respective lives.   If we examine 
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the concept of identity within the psychoanalytic tradition, it carries the connotation 

of sameness or continuity of individual self-concepts through time (Stryker, Owens & 

White, 2000, p. 6).   

Current literature indicates there are several key uses of the term “identity” 

which are worth noting - they are 1) used to highlight the manner in which individual 

or collective action may be governed by self-understandings, 2) used to designate 

sameness across persons or sameness over time, 3) used to capture core foundational 

aspects of selfhood, 4) used to highlight the developmental process of solidarity and 

collective self-understanding, and 5) used to stress the fragmented quality of the 

contemporary experience of self (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000, pp. 7-8). 

It is also interesting to note that even scholars in biological science have 

tackled the question of identity in biological entities.  The issue of biological self-

hood (oripseity) captures the idea that life and the biological organism are active 

agents and not merely reactive agents (Weber & Varela, 2002, p. 111).  Biological life 

is fundamentally a process of constitution of an identity; the living being is a process 

of being autonomous (Rudrauf, Lutz, Cosmelli, Lachaux & Quyen, 2003, pp. 27-65).  

A living system with an autonomous individuality presents itself as a totally self-

contained system and it behaves as a dynamic system exhibiting structural changes 

with organizational invariance.  It is also this organizational invariant process that 

defines the system’s identity (Rudrauf, Lutz, Cosmelli, Lachaux & Quyen, 2003, pp. 

27-65).  In other words, how the organism changes its internal structures with its own 

distinct set of organizational invariance defines its identity.   

Even within a Darwinian evolutionary perspective, all organic traits do also 

have adaptive values, and through the principle of natural selection provide the 

historical explanation of the existence of those traits (Amundson, 1998, p. 109).  As 
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the environment changes, the organism adapts to fit its existence to the evolving 

environment.   

In short, for all living systems the origin of life is conceived as the transition 

from a chemical environment to a self-produced identity (Rudrauf, Lutz, Cosmelli, 

Lachaux & Quyen, 2003, pp. 27-65), regardless of whether it is through the 

conservation of autopoiesis or conservation of adaptation.    

While scholars have various answers on how to define the concept of identity, 

nevertheless they all converge on one central theme – identity is an individual’s or 

group’s sense of self (Huntington, 2005, p. 21).  Identity basically refers to who or 

what one is (Gecas, 2000, p. 93).  

Providing a satisfactory and well-integrated definition of the term could prove 

to be difficult.  Questions of identity have most certainly been debated in the various 

science literatures for many years.  Even in biological science, as early as 1976, 

Francisco Varela had already called for a science of the “sense of self” (Rudrauf, 

Lutz, Cosmelli, Lachaux & Quyen, 2003, pp. 27-65).   

From a social science perspective, a number of classic social science theorists 

who have established a tradition of identity theory include William James, Charles 

Cooley, Sigmund Freud, George Mead and Erik Erikson (Schwartz, 2001, p. 8).          

Within these foundational works of identity development is the seminal 

writings of William James.  William James basically attended to the task of 

distinguishing types of selfhood with his “constituents of self”.  He divided these 

“constituents of self” into two classes – “the material self, the social self and the 

spiritual self” on one side and the “pure ego” on the other (Viney, 1993, p. 264).  The 

material self starts with the body as the innermost part and progresses with the clothes 

and homes that come next (Viney, 1993, p. 264).  The social self is simply the 
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recognition which one gets from his mates (Schwenk, 2002, p. 30).  An individual 

may have many social selves (Viney, 1993, p. 264); people recognize an individual in 

their own way, and carry an image of that individual in their mind that could vary 

from how others would see the same individual (Schwenk, 2002, p. 31).  The spiritual 

self is an individual’s inner subjective being – one’s dispositions.  These dispositions 

are the most enduring and intimate part of the self.  In James’s view, the spiritual self 

is a source of change and desire for change (Viney, 1993, p. 264).  In a hierarchical 

scale, the material self is at the bottom, with the social self in the middle and the 

spiritual self at the top (Schwenk, 2002, p. 35).   

According to William James (1890), understanding the self in the widest sense 

can also be understood beyond its constituents - the material, social and spiritual self - 

in terms of two additional parts which relate respectively to the feelings and emotions 

the constituents arouse (self-feelings) and the actions which the constituents may 

prompt (self-seeking and self-preservation).  

Additionally, it is a rare power which a man may possess about passing 

judgment on himself quite as objectively as on someone else.  An individual may 

truly know his own worth by measuring it with the outward standard he applies to 

other men; no matter how he feels about himself, he could still counteract any unduly 

biased self feelings that he may have; a self-measuring process, or self-estimation.   

William James’ (1890) theory of self can be summarized in the following table 

as follows: 
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Table 1 

William James’ Theory of Self 

 
Material Social Spiritual 

Self-Seeking 

Bodily Appetites 
and Instincts, 

Love of 
Adornment, 

Acquisitiveness, 
Constructiveness 

Love of Home, etc. 

 
Desire to please, 

Desire to be 
noticed, 

Desire to be 
admired, 

Sociability, 
Envy, 
Love, 

Pursuit of Honor, 
Ambition, etc. 

 

Intellectual 
Aspiration, 

Moral Aspiration, 
Religious 

Aspiration, 
Conscientiousness, 

etc. 
 

Self-Estimation 

 
Personal Vanity, 

Modesty, 
Pride of Wealth, 
Fear of Poverty, 

etc. 

 
Social Pride, 
Family Pride, 

Snobbery, 
Humility, 

Shame, etc. 
 

 
Sense of Moral, 

Mental Superiority, 
Purity, 

Sense of Inferiority, 
Guilt, etc 

 

Within these writings on identity, another key theorist who needs introduction 

is Charles Horton Cooley.  He was mainly associated with the concept of the 

“reflected or looking glass self” (Cooley, 1922, p. 184).  In essence, the concept 

asserts that an individual will come to understand who he or she is through his or her 

social interaction with another significant person.  The three main principles of this 

theory consequently are 1) the imagination of one’s appearance to the other person, 2) 

the imagination of his or her judgment of that appearance and 3) some sort of self-

feeling such as pride as a result of the other person’s evaluation (Cooley, 1922, p. 

184).   

Sigmund Freud is another key psychological theorist who addressed some of 

the most basic questions of self-definition (Schwartz, 2001, p. 8).  Freud believed that 

one’s sense of self was derived from parental introjects and is a function of the basic 
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identificatory processes occurring during the pre-school years (Schwartz, 2001, p. 8).  

In the Freudian theory, more importantly, this process is variously known as 

internalization, identification or introjection (Jacobs, 1992, p. 59).  Freud wrote most 

extensively on identification and other identity-like processes (Schwartz, 2001, p. 9).     

Moving identity formation beyond childhood identification were the writings 

of George Mead (1934).  Building on earlier work, Mead basically asserted that the 

concept of self is not one that is inherited by an individual through the natural 

biological order.  Rather it is developed through social interaction with others in his or 

her environment.  Mead believed that the social consciousness of other selves 

precedes the consciousness of the self (Cook, 1993, pp. 61-62).  To Mead, humans are 

naturally social (Smith, 1931, p. 375).  According to Mead’s basic idea, the process of 

developing the self consists of two stages – these are 1) the self assuming the role of 

others and trying out that role before making that role part of one’s self-identity and 

2) assuming an evaluative role in judging how well one has played out that role, with 

a synthesis that Mead describes as a “generalized other” (Smith, 1931, p. 378).  It 

would seem, then, that the self has a dichotomy between a subjective and objective 

side, where the objective self has an evaluative capacity to constantly judge what to 

take in as part of the self-identity.       

Furthering the tradition of an identity theory is also the work of Erik Erikson.  

To Erikson, identity is an ongoing life process (Hoare, 2002, p. 14).  Erikson believed 

that it is the presence of self-selected identity elements that separates children from 

adolescents and adults (Schwartz, 2001, p. 9).  For Erikson, the bipolar dimension of 

identity is best presented by identity synthesis at one end and by identity confusion at 

the other end (Schwartz, 2001, p. 9).   
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Identity synthesis represents the reworking of childhood and contemporaneous 

identifications into a self-determined set of self-identified ideals, whereas identity 

confusion represents an inability to develop a workable set of ideals on which to base 

an adult identity (Schwartz, 2001, p. 9).  A coherent picture that one shows to oneself 

and to the external world may result in an ego identity synthesis, whereas a disjointed 

picture of the ego identity could then manifest itself in an ego identity confusion.  

Overall, the various facets of one’s life can be seen as coming together to form and 

represent who one is (Schwartz, 2001, p. 9).  Since Erikson published his first 

writings on identity, it had paved the way for nearly half a century of further 

theorizing, exposition and research on identity (Schwartz, 2001, p. 8). 

The first significant neo-Eriksonian identity model was from the work of 

Marcia – the identity status construct (Schwartz, 2001, p. 11).  Focusing on personal 

identity, Marcia basically constructed a status typology representing Erikson’s theory 

with four independent identity statuses; namely identity diffusion, foreclosure, 

moratorium and achievement (Schwartz, 2001, p. 11). 

Thus far, Marcia’s work has inspired more than 300 theoretical and empirical 

publications (Schwartz, 2001, p. 11).  Some consider the model to be a classification 

system of character, others believe it can describe development in identity, and there 

are those who see it as a way to understand what transits in an identity status 

transition (Hoof & Raaijmakers, 2003, pp. 271-272).  Following Marcia’s work, 

alternative identity models have been developed and they can be divided mostly into 

two groups: those that are seen as extensions and those that are seen as expansions 

(Schwartz, 2001, p. 21).  

The concept of identity is a good ground for understanding personal 

experience and the relationship between the self and the society at-large (Gecas, 2000, 
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p. 93).  This is because identities shape the behavior of people (Huntington, 2005, p. 

22).  The knowledge about oneself is a powerful regulator of human behavior; self-

knowledge has a profound influence on information processing about the individual 

and others, affecting perception, memory, inferences and emotion (Gelfand, Major, 

Raver, Nishii, O’Brien, 2006, pp. 428-429).   

In understanding identity, one would also need to understand the connection 

between self-knowledge and emotion (Haviland & Kahlbaugh, 1993, p. 327).  After 

all, affective experience is central to our human experience (Kilmartin, 2007, p. 155).  

From the affective science perspective, emotion is the “glue” of identity that creates 

chunks of experience through processes of emotional magnification - largely an 

intrapersonal process - and resonance - largely an interpersonal process (Haviland & 

Kahlbaugh, 1993, p. 328).  In this theory of affect, an adaptive and recognizable 

identity would be interconnected with a certain set of rules offering emotionally dense 

information that is used in life (Haviland & Kahlbaugh, 1993, p. 328).  Affect is after 

all inherent to any situation in which humans interact with each other and their 

environment; it is inherent to our human experience (Barsade & Gibson, 2007, p. 51).    

Historically, emotional processes such as magnification or resonance have 

only been suspected to be primary factors in identity formation (Haviland & 

Kahlbaugh, 1993, p. 329).  However, progress in the study of emotion is just 

beginning to lead us to a comprehension of emotional processes in identity 

construction.  Scholarly communities have argued that individual identity is 

complementary to social cultural identity issues; emotional processes occurring within 

a culture influence individual identity construction at every level (Haviland & 

Kahlbaugh, 1993, p. 329).   
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The study of identity can generally be categorized into three domains when 

one looks at it through an affective lens, taking into account the progress in logic, 

mathematics and social sciences. They are 1) a dichotomous, 2) a compartmentalized 

and 3) a dynamic frame (Haviland & Kahlbaugh, 1993, pp. 330-337).    

In dichotomous models, in essence, it contains the existence of some 

component with a logical separate contrasting opposite (Haviland & Kahlbaugh, 

1993, p. 330).  For instance, a model comprising a subjective “I” on one end and an 

objective “I” on the other end (Haviland & Kahlbaugh, 1993, p. 331).  For 

compartmentalized models, basic groupings of identifiable factors exist independently 

of one another and it is a major investigatory issue to study their interactions or 

connections (Haviland & Kahlbaugh, 1993, p. 332).  The final type of model, the 

dynamic, is devoted to the elements of motion and process rather than state; it 

essentially predicts nonlinear change whenever two or more oscillating systems 

interact (Haviland & Kahlbaugh, 1993, p. 335).       

How one defines himself or herself will impact the identity orientations that 

one subscribes to, which in turn will define the forms of social exchange (Flynn, 

2005, pp. 737-741).  The basis of personal identity is the belief in a consistent self; 

individuals are not likely to function in a socially acceptable way without it 

(Schwenk, 2002, p. 9).  According to Erikson’s work, the concept of identity is what 

makes one move (Hoare, 2002, pp. 30-31).  The problem is that we may not be fully 

aware of their influence on our behavior, and it is even more difficult to understand 

the difference between our identities and those of others (Schwenk, 2002, p. 2).        

One of the difficulties in understanding the concept of identity is that the 

analysis must be of the internal thought process of the individual; all ideas or 

perception of sensations are generated in the mind of an individual.  In other words, 
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all ideas or sensations depend on minds; there must be a mind that produces what one 

senses (Organ, 1988, p. 14).  Erik Erikson, twentieth century’s leading scholar of 

identity, described the identity concept as “unfathomable” (Huntington, 2005, p. 21).  

How one sees himself or herself is totally dependant on his or her own 

interpretation of events, experiences, context, perceptions and other intervening 

variables at a given moment within a given social context, in interpreting a social 

phenomenon.  Our conscious experiences are “self-referential” in the sense that they 

are always related to the experience of the self; all experiences involve this sense of 

self (Searle, 1997, p. 183). 

Bearing a specific identity would also consequently be dependant on the level 

of consciousness that an individual possess at any given moment.  Identity is a 

product of self-consciousness; one will only bear his or her identity when he or she 

becomes conscious of them (Huntington, 2005, p. 21).  In other words, the knowledge 

of oneself depends on how conscious one is about the self.   

In philosophy, the term “self-consciousness” is often used to describe the 

intuitive feeling that the self exists (Schwenk, 2002, p. 3).  This feeling of the self’s 

existence operates in our everyday action on a very deep level (Schwenk, 2002, p. 3).   

What guarantees a person’s identity is consciousness (Wahrman, 2004, p. 

191).  Consciousness is defined as the process by which sequences of awareness form 

a trajectory of meaning (Freeman, 1999, p. 159).  In medical terms, it is simply a state 

of awareness of self and the environment (Varela, 1997, p. 148).  Within the science 

of consciousness, the “easy problem” is to differentiate the conscious and unconscious 

mental thoughts of who we think we are, but the real “hard problem” is to explain that 

first-person subjective experience arising from our neural computation of who we 

think we have become (Chalmers, 1995).      
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Consciousness is not the cause of a decision nor is it the effect but it is the 

relation between the cause and effect; it is a mental process (Freeman, 1999, pp. 170-

171).  It plays a regulatory role and is a predictor of the future; an evolutionary 

precursor (Freeman, 1999, p. 169).  Having the same consciousness tomorrow is what 

will make one the same person he or she is today (Wahrman, 2004, p. 191), and it is 

through memory that we create the coherence of this consciousness through time and 

space (Searle, 1997, p. 183).  It is also with this coherence of consciousness that one 

creates the permanency of an identity.  Simply put, identity also depends on memory 

(Wahrman, 2004, p. 191).   

Identity formation can be conceptualized as an ongoing psychosocial process 

where characteristics of the self are internalized, labeled, valued and organized 

(Levine, 2003, p. 191).  When coordinated with self-awareness, these cognitive 

schemas constitute the various identities one has that may be exhibited to others 

during social interaction (Levine, 2003, p. 191).  These social interactions may in turn 

then shape how the characteristics of the self may be internalized, labeled, valued and 

organized.  Erikson clearly stated that identity is formed through individual 

psychological experiences with the social environment (Schwartz, 2002, p. 317).    

In short, several key elements that are worth highlighting in terms of 

understanding this concept of identity formation are 1) individuals have identities, 2) 

identities are socially constructed, 3) these constructed identities are defined by the 

self and they are the product of interaction between the self and others, and 4) 

individuals have multiple identities (Huntington, 2005, pp. 22-24). 

Given that identities are socially constructed and they mainly result from 

interaction between the self and others, the social world where identities are enacted 

consequently becomes an important element in understanding the concept of identity.  
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Currently in the literature, two theories prevail in the interplay between the two 

divides:  they are 1) identity theory and 2) social identity theory (Hitlin, 2003, p. 118).  

The two theories occupy parallel but different universes; there is virtually no cross-

referencing between them (Hogg, Terry & White, 1995, p. 255).    

Identity theory asserts that the core of an identity is the categorization of the 

self as an occupant of a role (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 225).  There are meanings and 

expectations associated with that role and its performance (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 

225).  These meanings and expectations form a set of standards that guide an 

individual’s behaviors (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 225).  This theory can trace its roots 

to the writings of George Mead and William James (Stryker & Burke, 2000, pp. 285-

286).  Formulated in the mid-1960s by Sheldon Stryker, in essence, the theory sought 

to answer one question: given situations in which there is a behavioral option, with 

two set of role expectations attached to two positions in a social relationship, why do 

people choose one particular course of action over the other? (Stryker & Burke, 2000, 

p. 286).       

Henri Tajfel and John Turner developed social identity theory in 1979.  

Deriving from a social psychology tradition, social identity refers to a person’s view 

of self as a member of a social category; focusing oneself cognitively with a social 

group (Stryker, Owens & White, 2000, p. 6).  Simply put, social identity theory 

suggests that individuals construct a self by assuming role identities within a social 

group (Schwenk, 2002, p. 11).  On that note, there are two important processes to note 

in social identity formation.  They are 1) self-categorization and 2) social comparison 

(Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 225).  In social identity theory, 1) a person would need to 

know that he or she belongs to a social category and 2) through social comparison the 
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focal person could then label himself or herself as part of an in-group, differing from 

people categorized as an out-group (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 225).          

For humans to define themselves, the self needs an “other” to differentiate 

from (Huntington, 2005, p. 25).  Said differently, individuals usually define 

themselves in terms of others.  It is through this comparison that one is able to derive 

a distinctive self.  The ability to compare our actions to those of others depends on our 

awareness of ourselves as different from others (Schwenk, 2002, p. 9).  Interestingly, 

it is also this self-awareness that forms the basis of social learning (Schwenk, 2002, p. 

9), and social learning is likely to have a significant role to play for any individual in 

modifying or updating their outlook on the world around them, which in turn will 

directly or indirectly change or reinforce their inner self or future possible selves.  At 

the basic level, the adaptive function is to preserve oneself and survive through social 

selection in a given specific social selective context in life.  

For much of the past century, academic research has largely been on the 

independent self – the conception of the self as an autonomous and unique entity 

(Gelfand, Major, Raver, Nishii & O’Brien, 2006, p. 429).  However, in recent years, 

research has shown that this provides a rather limited perspective on the nature and 

consequences of the self (Gelfand, Major, Raver, Nishii & O’Brien, 2006, p. 430).  A 

proliferation of research that has emerged is focused on the fact that individuals can 

have a view of the self as fundamentally connected to other individuals – the 

relational self (Gelfand, Major, Raver, Nishii & O’Brien, 2006, p. 430). 

Given that the self can be independent or relational, the next question is: so 

where do these identities come from?  Simply, what are the sources of identity?  

According to Samuel Huntington (2005), they may be ascriptive (age, gender, 

ethnicity, etc.), cultural (ethnically as a way of life, language, religion, etc.), territorial 
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(country, geographical area, etc.), political (ideology, party, interest group, etc.), 

economic (occupation, profession, economic class, etc.) and social (friends, 

colleagues, leisure group, etc.).   

What are some of the challenges for identity research?  One of the biggest 

challenges is to achieve a dynamic and contextualized understanding of how sense of 

self or an individual’s identity is continuous and changing (Thorne, 2004, p. 365).  

This is an important element in identity research, because change in identity 

transcends behaviors, capabilities and beliefs, and may be the deepest level of 

structure that we are able to influence.  Identity is the underlying foundation of all 

other levels of change.  The body of literature suggests that the self is a relatively 

stable entity subject to change when structural or interactional aspects of social life 

require change or provide opportunity for change; stability and change in self is 

viewed as part of the process of self-maintenance (Serpe, 1987, p. 44). 

Without changing in the way one see himself or herself, would one be able to 

change his or her own behaviors and sustain that change?  When the structural aspect 

of a man’s social life changes as a result of his retirement from the world of work, 

would that change require him to alter the way he see himself?  This study will thus 

attempt to provide a glimpse as to the dynamic structure of an individual’s identity 

within the social context of retirement in how it may be both adaptive and stable.  

Male Identity in Perspective 

Since this study aims to understand how aged male individuals in Singapore 

may see themselves in retirement, it is important in this section of the review to focus 

on the concept of the male identity in today’s postmodern environment. 

At the most basic biological level, out of the twenty-three pairs of 

chromosomes in the human body, twenty-two pairs are autosomes that regulate most 
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of the physical characteristics of the human organism (Edley & Wetherell, 1995, p. 

17).  The twenty-third pair, which is the sex chromosome, determines the sex of the 

human organism: male or female (Edley & Wetherell, 1995, p. 17). 

From a biological perspective, the individual would need to have male 

genitals; the physical body would need to conform to the structure of a male human 

organism.  However, in today’s postmodern age, it is also quite common for people 

with biological identity disorder to have their biological sex transformed with the help 

of medical procedures.  That implies one does not necessarily need to possess male 

physical features in order to have a male identity, or vice versa.  Also, society shapes 

the way the body appears, as the biological body is always seen through social 

interpretation, and consequently biological sex is not something separate from gender 

but rather is subsumable under it (Nicholson, 1994, p. 79).       

From a sociobiological viewpoint, biology profoundly affects behavior by 

establishing predispositions toward certain activities which have survival value for the 

organism and its genes, established through the process of evolution (Kilmartin, 2007, 

p. 72). 

This sociobiological viewpoint complements what we understand of genetic 

theories.  Such theories seem to either ignore or underplay the contingency of human 

behavior: an individual either has certain predispositions or does not have them – the 

situation in which an individual finds himself or herself can only at best dictate 

whether or not these predispositions are triggered (Edley & Wetherell, 1995, p. 30).  

If one subscribes to these theories, they seem to deny the possibility of a change or 

transformation in a person; there can be no such thing as a “transformed” person 

(Edley & Wetherell, 1995, p. 30).  Mainly, for a man, an individual’s genetic 

blueprint would have already likely defined his behavioral disposition, and it would 
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depend on the social situation to trigger a specific manly response; a pure 

deterministic belief.  In other words, a man’s genes would have already defined the 

way in which he sees himself; genetic determinism.   

From that viewpoint, it might be difficult to attempt to understand the identity 

of the male human organism strictly from a biological and sociobiological 

perspective.  Nevertheless, interestingly, “brain difference” theories (biology and 

neuroscience) do stand out in this deterministic stance on sex and gender as 

perspectives in their own right (Francis, 2006, pp. 8-10). 

In order to understand how a male organism would see himself as a man, one 

would need to explore beyond the physiological make-up.  One needs to consider the 

workings of a complex system of factors which combine in a variety of ways to 

produce a certain degree of masculinity – factors that presumably drive the individual 

male towards widely differing behavioral and attitudinal responses to a female, or a 

fellow male counterpart, at any given moment.  Gender is a living system of social 

interactions (Connell, 2006, p. 19).  As a man matures, he constructs his own identity 

in relation to specific gender notions embedded in his culture; these notions spell out 

specialized roles, and each role carries with it socially defined acceptable and 

unacceptable behaviors in his own culture (Harris, 1995, p. 9).  A man’s gender 

identity basically allows him to identify himself as a man within a specific culture 

(Harris, 1995, p. 37).  The point here is that people respond to themselves as objects 

along a male-female dimension of meaning - that is, masculine, or feminine, or a 

mixture of the two and it is this meaning that guides their behavior (Stets, 1995, p. 

131).  Understanding masculinities as socially constructed goes back to early 

psychoanalysis as a social psychological concept (Connell, 2006, p. 19).   The basic 

assumption of a socially based theoretical perspective is that gender typing is 
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produced through the differential treatment of male and female by various socializing 

agents (Kilmartin, 2007, p. 90).     

According to Harris (1995), a man’s gender identity has four distinct 

components that can be represented with the following equation:   

Gender identity = biology + dominant cultural norms + subcultural influences + unique circumstances   

He defines “biology” as the physical sex type, and “dominant cultural norms” as the 

patterns of masculinity promoted within national boundaries.  He further defines “sub-

cultural influences” as the expectations within a cultural or ethnic group, and “unique 

circumstances” as the environment in which the child is raised.     

Based on Harris’ (1995) definition, the two predominant components that 

make up the structure of a man’s gender identity would in essence be the biological 

and social circumstances.  Whatever the biological or social circumstances that may 

have led to the feeling of being masculine or feminine, an individual’s gender identity 

can sometimes be consider as a psychological variable and sometimes a biological 

variable (Sinnott & Shifren, 2001, p. 457).  Simply put, gender identity is the meaning 

associated with being male or female (Stets, 1995, p. 130). 

Unfortunately, in the literature clarifications are seldom given for the terms 

sex and gender; unless these sorts of distinction are made clear, the utility of research 

findings may be limited (Sinnott & Shifren, 2001, pp. 456-457).  To avoid confusion, 

sex is the biological basis for producing the two genders, and gender is what culture 

does with the evidence of biological sex; sex is considered a biological variable while 

gender is mainly considered a psychosocial variable (Sinnott & Shifren, 2001, p. 457).   

Literature on the psychology of aging is replete with studies that take into 

account some aspect of gender; however, gender has seldom been the main focus of 

these studies (Sinnott & Shifren, 2001, p. 455).  Aging studies that focuses on gender 
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identity in retirement appears even scarcer.  Historically, most gender-related aging 

studies has been on 1) gender-by-performance comparisons, 2) examination of the 

nature of changes in gender roles and gender identity, and 3) examinations relating 

gender role differences to social roles and social power (Sinnott & Shifren, 2001, pp. 

455-456).   

In matters related to psychological aging, few important gender differences 

have been documented and no comprehensive studies have been documented on 

which differences have an impact on behaviors, and why (Sinnott & Shifren, 2001, p. 

455).  There are even more limited aging studies related to male gender identity in 

current literature.  Most competing theories of gender difference have been firmly 

located on either side of the debate; in other words, grounded in a view of gendered 

behavior as either innate or socially constructed (Francis, 2006, p. 8).  Nevertheless, 

the growth of the aging population is forcing us to consider gender-related aspects of 

identity for the aged as an important topic for the psychology of aging (Sinnott & 

Shifren, 2001, p. 454).   

In viewing the male identity from a number of different theoretical 

perspectives, it should be noted that there is no single correct theory of masculinity 

(Edley & Wetherell, 1995, p. 206).  In the last 30 years, theorists have constructed 

many models for understanding masculinity (Kilmartin, 2007, p. 51).  Chief among 

them is the Androgyny and Gender Role Strain Model, which views traditional sex 

typing as limiting for people (Kilmartin, 2007, p. 51).   

Self-identity is a multidimensional and dynamic knowledge structure that 

comprises multiple self-representations embodying personal attributes, social roles, 

past experiences, future goals and the like (Gelfand, Major, Raver, Nishii & O’Brien, 

2006, p. 428).  These mental representations of experience tell a male how to behave 
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like a man, what to value as a man, and what to avoid in becoming a man (Harris, 

1995, p. 38).  Becoming a man involves not only learning the skills associated with 

masculinity, but also the development of identity and personality attributes that direct 

the individual towards appropriate male behavior (Harris, 1995, p. 38).  On that note, 

some have even suggested that the acquisition of gender role behavior is perhaps the 

single most potent and enduring aspect of our socialization process (Harris, 1995, p. 

39). 

It is worth noting that the past literature on male identity is predominately in 

the area of masculinity and gender behavior.  This is mainly because within the 

humanities and social sciences there is also a growing trend to view identity in terms 

of categories like “sex”, “sexuality”, “gender” and “race” as a descriptive feature of 

experience (Petersen, 1998, pp. 24-25).  However, recent research on men and 

masculinities has moved on to a more concrete examination of how gender patterns 

are constructed and practiced; these studies range from quantitative studies to 

ethnographies (Connell, 2006, p. 19).  Though each study is different, six common 

themes have emerged.  They are: 1) there are likely multiple definitions of 

masculinity in multicultural societies, 2) with different masculinities there is a 

hegemonic form within the hierarchy of masculinities, 3) masculinities are defined 

collectively, 4) masculinities come into existence as people act in everyday conduct as 

patterns of social practice, 5) the complexity of desires and emotions provides 

important sources of tensions and change in gender patterns, 6) masculinities are 

dynamic and are able to change (Connell, 2006, pp. 20-23). 

Having said that, what is nevertheless clear is the fact that gender identity is 

just one identity among a host of identities in a salience hierarchy (Stets, 1995, p. 

131).  
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 In Singapore, the ethnic Chinese population is the demographic majority 

(Chua, 2004, p. 2) and the two ideal traditional concepts of Chinese masculinity are 

the dichotomous wen-wu (Khoo, 2004, p. 2).  Those who possess wen, literary and 

cultural attainment, are scholars (wenren) with Confucius being considered the 

ultimate wen male (Khoo, 2004, p. 2).   On the other hand, wu signifies physical force 

and power (Khoo, 2004, p. 2).  Wu males are supposed to eschew women for loyalty 

to their male counterparts and to fight for yi - righteousness (Khoo, 2004, p. 2).  The 

ideal Chinese male should therefore have a balance of both wen and wu qualities 

(Khoo, 2004, p. 2). 

Looking beyond the traditional concept of Chinese masculinity, ethnicity 

certainly also do affect how people define and validate themselves and their culture.  

After all, race is a form of human identity (Smedley, 1998, p. 690).  In the case of 

Singapore, the emergence of Confucian ethics in Singapore’s national discourse in the 

1980s resulted in having the Confucian identity becoming a collective signifier of 

modern Chinese ethnic identity for the heterogeneous Chinese community (Chong, 

2006, pp. 298-299).  It was only in early 1990s as ethnic minorities began to worry 

about their own ethnic cultures being marginalized by what they perceived to be an 

ethnocentric national culture that Confucian ethics began to fade from national 

discourse in Singapore (Chong, 2006, pp. 300-301). 

Nevertheless, Singaporeans had since progressed substantially from the state 

of having strong ethnic identities to the building of a strong national identity (Ooi, 

Tan & Soh, 2002, p. 2).  Today, Singaporeans consider themselves more as 

Singaporeans than the race they belong to (Ooi, Tan & Soh, 2002, p. 2).  This is not 

completely surprising as, until 1949, being an ethnic Chinese might be said to be 

loosely coterminous with being a Chinese citizen (Chua, 2004, p. 1).   The defeat of 
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the Kuomintang to Taiwan introduced the first rupture between ethnic-cultural 

Chinese identity and citizenship, with both Republic of China (ROC) and Peoples’ 

Republic of China (PRC) claiming all ethnic Chinese as their citizens (Chua, 2004, p. 

1).   A second rupture was enacted in 1955 when, the then Prime Minster of PRC, 

Chou En Lai announced at the Non-Aligned Movement Conference in Bandung, 

Indonesia that an ethnic Chinese outside the PRC should obtain citizenship and 

develop allegiance to the country of adoption – effectively severed Chinese ethnicity 

and Chinese citizenship (Chua, 2004, pp. 2-3). 

A literature search also indicates that scholars have argued that “race” is just a 

mere social invention (Smedley, 1998, p. 698).  Ethnic identities are not only fluid 

across time and social context but also situational (Sanders, 2002, p. 328).  Simply 

put, ethnicity bears no intrinsic relationship to actual human physical variation 

(Smedley, 1998, p. 690). In plural societies, it is patterns of social interaction that 

defines the ethnic group, reflecting the hybrid character of modern ethnicity (Sanders, 

2002, pp. 327-328). 

In short, citizenship over ethnicity as an identity marker for Singaporeans in 

their continued quest for self-identification is increasingly gaining prominence.   

Summary  

            We know retirement more as a role or process than as an event.  According to 

Atchley (1997), most retirement process usually starts with a pre-retirement phase and 

ends with a termination phase where the retirement role eventually becomes no longer 

relevant, since the aged individual cannot live independently anymore.  The control 

one possesses over the retirement decision and process does influence satisfaction in 

their retirement, despite the fact that individuals have multiple pathways to retirement.  

There are many theories that offer explanations and strategies for adjustments in 
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retirement.  Nevertheless, the complex withdrawal process from work does present a 

significant variable when understanding the adjustments in retirement.  

In seeking an understanding of the adaptive male identity in retirement, one of the 

foundational seminal works for the identity construct that this study focuses on is 

from William James (1890).  His theory of self mainly defines the self as a material, 

social and spiritual self.  In a hierarchical scale, the material self is at the bottom, with 

the social self in the middle and the spiritual self at the top (Schwenk, 2002, p. 35).  

The spiritual self is an individual’s inner subjective being – one’s dispositions.  These 

dispositions are the most enduring and intimate part of the self.  In James’s view, the 

spiritual self is a source of change and desire for change (Viney, 1993, p. 264) at a 

deeper level.      

  To understand how a male organism would see himself as a man, one would 

consequently need to explore beyond the physiological make-up, to the workings of a 

complex system of factors which combine in a variety of ways to produce a certain 

degree of masculinity – factors that presumably drive the individual male towards 

widely differing behavioral and attitudinal reactions to a female, or a fellow male 

counterpart, at any given moment.  As a man matures, he constructs his own identity 

in relation to specific gender notions embedded in his culture.  Sources of identity, 

however, may be more than just cultural; they may also be ascriptive, territorial, 

political, economic and social (Huntington, 2005).   

In any case, the two predominate components that make up the structure of a 

man’s gender identity are, in essence, his biological and social circumstances. 

To conclude, the construction of an identity in retirement is a dynamic and self-

reinforcing process, and the hope of this study is to achieve a dynamic and 

contextualized understanding of this identity.   
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Chapter 3 
 

Methods 
 

This chapter will examine the research procedures for this inquiry in the 

following sequence: 1) the rationale for selecting the research tradition, 2) the 

research method, 3) the interviewing procedure, 4) the sample population, 5) the data 

collection procedure, 6) the data analysis, 7) the trustworthiness of the study and 8) 

ethics precautions. 

 The primary research question is to understand what meaning male retirees 

can make from their retirement experiences.  The research question, in essence, thus 

seeks to understand the process of experiencing retirement for an individual, and how 

that might affect an individual’s selfhood in Singapore. 

When one examines the sample population, measures and methods in a 

qualitative research study, it can be somewhat challenging.  This is because, as a 

“naturalistic inquiry” it operates within an open system; unlike in a conventional 

quantitative study which may operate in a closed system and one can compel to accept 

the trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 329).  This study will only be able “at 

best to persuade” the reader (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.329).  The reader needs to 

understand that no amount of triangulation, member check and audit will ever be able 

to compel the reader to accept its content (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.329).  This 

research is after all an inductive study that attempts to discover the meaning of having 

“lived” the retirement experience.  It does not assume the world we lived in is in a 

fixed orderly state, and that there is only one sole approach to discovering knowledge 

for the betterment of our society. 
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Procedure or techniques make a method; they provide a direction that moves 

the research study into action (Moustakas, 1994, p. 104).  Simply, research method is 

a system of research action using research techniques or procedures in investigating a 

certain phenomenon when seeking to provide knowledge by a researcher. 

It is perhaps important for us to understand that there is a differentiation 

between “methodology" and “methods" at this point.  Methods involve not only a set 

of research procedures or techniques, but also an underlying logic sometimes referred 

to as epistemology (Warren & Karner, 2005, p. 1).  This underlying logic that 

provides the foundation of the research study is referred to by different researchers in 

different ways - e.g. naturalism, social constructionism, etc. (Warren & Karner, 2005, 

p. 4).  Put differently, “methodology” is concerned with problems of the 

epistemological and theoretical perspective of the study, while “methods” refer to 

research procedures or techniques that will be undertaken.  Therefore the distinction 

between methodology and method should be made clear.  

What this inherently implies is that subscribing to different methodologies will 

result in using different research methods in a research study (Yates, 2004, pp.3-12).  

Of course, this will also depend on what the research question is.  Depending on the 

research question, the different epistemological positions (e.g. positivism or 

naturalism) the researcher subscribes to will inherently reflect the perspective in 

which the research data will be gathered and evaluated for each social phenomenon.  

In this study, the research interest is to understand the way in which the male 

retiree in Singapore sees himself in retirement.  On that note, given that retirement 

experiences are subjective experiences, the most meaningful epistemological position 

would be a constructivist position where truths are relative to contextual meaning. 

 



   

 - 56 -

The Rationale for Selecting the Research Tradition 

Human subjects throughout time have their own individual way of life.  

Simply put, people live out their lives quite differently.  In most cases, peoples’ lives 

infinitely varied with one another.  It is quite unrealistic to expect one person’s life to 

turn out the same way as another’s.   

Seeking to understand an individual’s life experience can only be achieved by 

engaging reflective consciousness of the phenomenon.  It is about being in the world; 

understanding our natural world.  After all, theories about the living can only be 

conceived from the concerned perspective of the living itself (Weber & Varela, 2002, 

p. 110).     

One of the qualitative research traditions that examine life experiences (i.e., 

the lived experience) of this nature is phenomenology.  The phenomenology tradition 

is an effort to understand and describe the meaning of the lived experiences of a 

phenomenon (Creswell, 1998, p. 51).  Phenomenology is one of many types of 

qualitative research that examine the meanings of lived experiences.   

Given this research study in essence seeks to understand the preservation of 

the self for aged individual males in Singapore who have experienced retirement, the 

interest is in the individual “lived experience” of participants in the retirement 

process.  Simply, the focus is to understand the retirement experience from the 

retirees’ perspective.  Thus a qualitative research design in the phenomenological 

tradition is used for this study.   

Subjectivity must be understood as part of the process in constituting 

objectivity (Moran, 2000. p.15).  Said differently, part of the process in describing a 

more objective meaning of those “lived experiences” is to understand the structure of 

those subjective experiences.  On that note, as part of the objective process of seeking 
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an understanding of a subjective experience, phenomenologist must search for the 

essential structure of those subjective experiences and highlight the individual 

intentionality of consciousness to draw an objective induction (Creswell, 1998, p. 51-

52).       

The personal experience of participants in this study will provide the context 

for their reflections in the use of phenomenology as the research method.  

Consequently, in this research study different experiences and reflections, on different 

instances of personal adaptation during the retirement process, will provide the basis 

for further exploration of the research question.  

The Research Method 
 

The term phenomenology really first appeared in the eighteenth century texts 

of Kant, Hegel and other philosophers (Moran, 2000, p. 6).  However, most notably, 

the German philosopher Edmund Husserl has promulgated the phenomenological 

movement (Stewart & Mickunas, 1974, p. 15).  

Phenomenological research study essentially is defined as a study that 

describes the meaning of the lived experiences for several individuals about a 

phenomenon (Creswell, 1998, p. 51).   

In essence, phenomenologists believe that human experience generally shows 

a certain essential structure in our everyday world (Rinofner-Kreidl, 2004, p. 49).  

Said differently, phenomenologists believe that truth can emerge from people's life 

experiences.  Although phenomenologists share this belief, scholars in this field have 

developed more than one approach to gain understanding of human knowledge.   For 

instance, Creswell (1998) provides a distinction between transcendental, dialogical, 

empirical, existential, hermeneutic, social and psychological phenomenology.  While 

different phenomenology holds different philosophical thoughts, nevertheless, it 
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should be noted that they come primarily from sociology and psychology (Creswell, 

1998, p. 53).  

Since this study uses transcendental phenomenology to understand the 

retirement experience from the perspective of the retiree, the concept of epoche will 

be used to identify the essences of the experience of these retirees in the way they 

view themselves.  The researcher needs to free himself of any prior pre-conceived 

understanding of retirement, separating his personal knowledge of retirement from the 

life experiences of the participating retirees in this study, so as to provide a sound and 

objective methodology to grasp the essence of the phenomenon as experienced by the 

retirees.   

Simply, the researcher needs to bracket - setting aside preconceived notions - 

to objectively describe the phenomena under study.  The research instrument will be 

the researcher himself, as humans can also uniquely qualify as the research instrument 

in a naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, pp.192-195).     

The Interview Procedure 
 

As mentioned earlier, this study adopted the use of a transcendental 

phenomenological tradition as the research method to examine the research question.  

One of the major procedural issues in using a transcendental phenomenology is the 

concept of epoche, where the researcher brackets his or her experience to understand 

through the voices of the informants (Creswell, 1998, p. 54).  In order to investigate 

this phenomenon of retirement, the researcher would need to remove himself from the 

natural attitude of his subjective relationship with the world; questioning one’s 

presuppositions about the world (Stewart & Mickunas, 1974, pp. 25-26).  Only then 

will the search for meanings be able to emerge.  
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It would be naïve to believe describing any subjective experience in general is 

an easy task; a large part of our experiences is pre-thought and unconscious (Le Van 

Quyen & Petitmengin, 2002, p. 176).  For a person to be able to describe his or her 

experience, the person must first become conscious of this pre-thought knowledge (Le 

Van Quyen & Petitmengin, 2002, p. 176).   

Additionally, while the process of any experience is taking place there can be 

no description given (Spinelli, 1989, p. 23).  It is only once the experience has taken 

place that one is able to describe and explain it.  Simply said, the experience cannot be 

described as it occurs but only after it has occurred (Spinelli, 1989, p. 23).  There can 

be no description in the moment of the experience, and describing any of these 

experiences involves the subject bringing those experiences to a certain level of 

consciousness.               

Consequently, the interview questions were open-ended so that the respondent 

could express his or her experience freely, allowing the researcher to be in a better 

position to have new meanings emerge from the dialogue; one might describe this as 

the art of thinking together.  In addition, this allowed the participants in the study to 

also freely draw on the details of their individual experience from their stream of 

consciousness, so as to articulate their lived experiences (Seidman, 1998, p. 1).  It is 

this process of selecting, ordering and reflecting the constitutive details of those 

“lived” experiences that makes a meaning-making experience for both the participant 

and the researcher (Seidman, 1998, p. 1).    

On that note, the method of inquiry for this transcendental phenomenological 

study is interviewing.  The purpose of interviewing is to understand and not evaluate.  

Having said that, the researcher needed to be equitable in the interviewing process; 
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consider what is fair and just to the participants and the researcher himself (Seidman, 

1998, p. 34).   

In-depth interviewing techniques were used to search for these emerging 

meanings.  The decision logic in using an in-depth interviewing technique was that at 

the heart of in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the experience of 

other people, and the meaning they make in their description of that experience 

(Seidman, 1998, p. 3).   

These in-depth interviews were conducted in two interview sessions.  The first 

interview session with each participant provided the opportunity for the participant to 

recollect the context in which their retirement occurred.  The second session allowed 

the participants to reconstruct their past detailed experiences and reflect on the 

meaning of those experiences.  Each of these interview sessions lasted approximately 

ninety minutes.  Between the first and second interview session, there was a time gap 

of one week.  The interview spacing format was to allow the participant ample time to 

think about the preceding interview, but yet not enough time to completely lose sight 

of the preceding interview.      

Pilot Study 

 In phenomenological interviews, asking appropriate questions and relying on 

interview participants to discuss the meaning of their lived experiences require skill 

and patience (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 130).  

Prior to conducting the two interview sessions of this research study, a pilot 

study was undertaken.  This was to allow the researcher to practice and be 

familiarized with the interview process.  In addition, it also allowed the researcher to 

ascertain if there was a need to revise the interview protocol questions in order to 

ensure appropriate questions were being asked.   
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  To strengthen the design of the qualitative research, the pilot study was 

therefore conducted with two respondents.  An Informed Consent Form was 

administered and the interview sessions were also tape recorded in this pilot study.  

Through the initial interviews, the researcher was able to validate the research 

protocols, as the information gathered revealed that the respondents understood most 

of the research questions well.     

Nevertheless, insights obtained by the researcher from these pilot interviews 

facilitated the refinement of the research protocol.  The researcher learned that one 

area in the research protocol which needed to be strengthened was the sequence in 

which questions were asked about the meaning of their retirement experiences.   

The modification of the research protocol resulted in the researcher re-

sequencing the order in which the various research questions were asked in each 

interview session.  This helped the respondents to maintain better focus in providing 

rich descriptions when addressing each interview question as part of the data 

collection procedure.       

As part of an emerging qualitative research design, the pilot study served its 

purpose well as it prompted reflexivity by the researcher, and modification of the 

research protocol accordingly. 

Sample Selection 

The unit of analysis for this research is on the individual.  The sample 

population in this study consisted of ten retired males between the ages of 58 and 73, 

who had been in retirement for two to eight years. The criteria for determining the 

numbers of participants depended on sufficiency and saturation of information 

(Seidman, 1998, p. 47-48). 
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The sample population consisted of males residing in Singapore, above 55 

years of age.  They had all worked in active employment for at least 20 years, but are 

no longer currently in active full-time employment.  They were all previously from 

different organizations and different industries during their active employment; this 

ensured a good typical representation of the wider working population.  An important 

element to understand is that this study focuses on how the retiree perceives himself 

in the retirement experience - not how he perceived himself in the different stages of 

his dedicated professional life.    

The Data Collection Procedure 

As already discussed, the data was collected primarily through interviewing 

male retirees in Singapore who had undergone the stages of retirement and had 

consented to be interviewed.  This data collection procedure was further 

supplemented by other sources of information such as observation and reviewing 

documents; the observation includes consideration of personal visual artifacts carried 

or worn by the participants. 

To begin the data collection procedure, the researcher sent out a letter inviting 

possible candidates for this research, as an initial contact.  In this letter, an overview 

of the research was detailed for possible participant.  A sample of the letter is attached 

as Appendix 3. 

Once these possible candidates consented to participate in this research, the 

participants were required to sign-off the Voluntary Informed Consent Form in 

Appendix 2.  All interviews were taped for transcription and analysis.   

An interview protocol was drafted for the purpose of conducting these 

interviews.   Interview questions were semi-structured and open-ended.  They were 
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designed to explore participants' retirement experiences and probe into their thoughts, 

feelings, concerns, and anxieties.   

Participants' narratives were subsequently used to provide perspectives related 

to this study of self-identity in retirement.  The narratives provided a rich and thick 

description of their feelings, thoughts and perception about themselves in retirement. 

Once the tapes had been transcribed, they were analyzed to identify prevailing 

themes by coding and categorizing the essential meanings from these participants' 

responses. 

The Data Analysis 

Before any data analysis, the researcher had above all first to complete all 

relevant in-depth interviews with all the selected participants.  Upon interviewing the 

respondent, the data collected then needed to be transcribed into a detailed verbatim 

transcript that also captured all non-verbal signals and interruptions that are recorded 

on tape.  In order to ensure credibility, the verbatim transcript was confirmed by the 

individual respondents of the research study as a members check. 

Once the transcription was completed and confirmed, the next procedural step 

was to reduce the data through an inductive approach.  The researcher was conscious 

of the need to approach the transcript with an open mind in “suspending, re-directing 

and letting-go” (Varela, 2000) his personal knowledge and understanding.  This 

procedure required the researcher to bracket and mark passages that appealed to him 

in line with the research focus. Basically, he was practicing what might otherwise be 

also known as phenomenological reduction, or the epoché, where the need was to set 

aside as much as possible all presuppositions, prejudgment, experiences and biases.  

Using these reduced data, the researcher subsequently applied labels and determined 

relevant emerging categories that corresponded to the theory of self in certain stages 
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of the retirement process.  As part of the coding process, James’ (1890) theory of self 

was used to identify relevant emerging patterns, themes or categories that related to 

self-identity in retirement.   

Repetitive or overlapping data from the bracketing exercise was clustered in 

themes and organized into a coherent textural description of the phenomenon to 

describe essential constituents of the phenomenon for each respondent.  This is to 

essentially describe the “what” question.  With these textural descriptions, the 

researcher then sought possible meanings of the structural themes, writing a 

description of how the phenomenon was experienced by the individual research 

participants.  With a textural description and structural description for each 

respondent, the researcher then subsequently drafted a composite description for both 

of these textural and structural descriptions.  With these composite descriptions, the 

researcher then integrated these textural and structural descriptions to provide an 

overall description of the experience – a synthesis of the meanings and essences of the 

phenomenon.     

With the synthesis of meanings, an overall conclusion could then be drawn in 

regard to the self for aged male retirees in Singapore.   

Said differently, the data collected was analyzed using a process of coding and 

categorizing.  Corresponding to James’ theory of self, an analysis of these findings 

was then conducted to understand all the new meanings that might have emerged 

from the interview (dialogue) process.  Once a conclusion was reached, the researcher 

then checked the entire transcript to ensure themes were not only consistent with each 

other but also in line with the individual quotations.    

To ensure credibility of the research, the findings were also be triangulated 

with established theories within the scholarly community.   To further improve the 
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credibility rating of the research, an audit was conducted once the data analysis had 

been done.  Direct quotes from participants also further enhanced the credibility of the 

findings. 

For reliability purposes, this research study engaged an independent reviewer 

to conduct a review of the codes and themes identified in this study.  To further 

enhance the reliability of the study, a second researcher reviewed and reached a 

similar set of codes and themes, using the same method.  This agreement between 

researchers in examining the same variable contributed to the inter-rater reliability of 

the study.       

Trustworthiness 

Central to any quantitative research study, the question of assuring the reader 

of its “validity”, “reliability” and “objectivity” is certainly critical.  In a naturalistic 

enquiry, the equivalents of these conventional research terms are “credibility”, 

“transferability”, “dependability” and “confirmability” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 

p.300).  In essence, in any qualitative study, the issue of ensuring its trustworthiness is 

important.  Such trustworthiness will inevitably be a matter of concern to the reader of 

the research study, who must be convinced that the study is worthy of confidence 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.328).   Thus the criteria of credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability must be met in order to generate that confidence for 

the reader (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.328). 

Credibility 

Member checks are the most crucial technique for establishing credibility 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 314).  In ensuring credibility for this research study, an 

informal member checks was conducted with the respondents to affirm the validity of 

what has been found.  In this research study, the issue of trustworthiness was 
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addressed by administering members check, soliciting the retirees’ view on the 

credibility of the findings and interpretation.  Essentially, respondents were allowed to 

react to the final reconstructed interpretations and conclusions.  The respondents 

reacted well to the findings and found the conclusions recognizable.  These 

respondents’ validation thus confirmed the accuracy of the work.         

Transferability 

It is not the task of the naturalist researcher to provide an index of 

transferability, but it is his or her responsibility to provide the data base that makes 

transferability judgments possible (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 316). 

With that in mind, the researcher developed thick descriptions in line with 

Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) suggestions; it is hoped that providing these thick 

descriptions will enable anyone interested to draw a conclusion on whether a transfer 

is probable (p.316).   

Dependability 

An audit was conducted by an independent reviewer to increase the rigor of 

the study.  In qualitative terms, to satisfy the criterion of dependability, interview 

notes were developed by the researcher during the data collection exercise, and the 

researcher also kept a residue of records stemming from the inquiry to form an audit 

trail.  With this audit trail, the reviewer was able to audit the research procedures, as it 

essentially described the research decisions that were made along the way by the 

researcher and his reflexivity within each step of the inquiry.  The audit trail also 

revealed the critical thinking behind each stage of the research process. 
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Confirmability 

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) assert the major technique for establishing 

confirmability is a confirmability audit.  With an audit trail, the reviewer was able to 

determine and attest that the findings were grounded in the data collected, as they 

were traced back to the raw data.  In addition, to ensure a good degree of 

trustworthiness in the study, the reviewer not only had to review the appropriateness 

of the category labels between the various main themes and their connected elements 

but also each specific category theme label.  With respect to the quality of the 

interpretations, the reviewer also carefully reviewed the introspection and reflexivity 

generated by the researcher, as documented in the audit trail.        

Ethics Precautions 
 

Research is complicated, and consequently it may be easy for researchers to 

overlook the interest of the research participants (Sieber, 1992, p. 1).  The ethics of 

social research aim to help make it work for all concerned (Sieber, 1992, p. 3).     

The three ethical principles that must guide human research are 1) 

beneficence, 2) respect and 3) justice (Sieber, 1992, p. 18).  Simply, human research 

must be able to 1) maximize good outcomes for science, humanity and the individual 

research participants, while minimizing unnecessary risk or harm, 2) protect the 

autonomy of people including those who are not autonomous like infants or the 

mentally retarded, and 3) ensure carefully considered procedures in conducting the 

research (Sieber, 1992, p. 18).  Understanding these ethical principles is important, 

because it serves as a foundation for applying the principles in the research plan.  

In order to apply these principles and to ensure this research study respects the 

rights or needs of the retiree participants, a voluntary informed consent form was 

solicited from each participant.  (Appendix 2 shows the Voluntary Informed Consent 
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Form for this research study.)  In addition, the researcher also ensured this research 

study would preserve the anonymity and confidentiality of the data collected.    

Summary 
 

Chapter 3 has examined the research procedures that were undertaken for this 

research inquiry.  Specifically, it has described the exact detailed research steps that 

were undertaken in order to address the research question.  It contains, more 

specifically, information on the following: 1) the rationale for selecting the research 

tradition, 2) the research method, 3) the interviewing procedure, 4) the sample 

population, 5) the data collection procedure, 6) the data analysis, 7) the 

trustworthiness of the study and 8) ethics precautions. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings 

            This chapter describes findings and key themes that have emerged from the 

first-person accounts of retirement experience, using Moustakas’ (1994) method of 

phenomenological reduction.   

 A purposeful sample of ten ethnic Chinese male retirees was interviewed for 

this study.  The sample consisted of male retirees from different professional trade 

and socio-economic backgrounds who had different career experiences prior to 

retirement.  Among them were blue-collar workers, elementary school teachers, 

college teachers, engineers, civil servants, business owners and professional business 

executives.   

Everyone in the sample population participated in two in-depth interviews 

with the researcher.  Each interview lasted minimally 90 minutes.  Consequently, total 

recorded interview time for each participant was at least 3 hours.  All of the 

participants predominately related their retirement experience in a first-person 

account, describing their life experiences in retirement.  All of the interviews were 

conducted using the English language.  These interviews were also tape-recorded, and 

the audio recordings were later transcribed verbatim into English.   

The interview transcripts were coded using an inductive approach.  In order to 

allow possible themes to emerge from the data, the researcher did not analyze the data 

using any pre-determined codes.  In line with Moustakas’ (1994) approach of 

phenomenological analysis, the data analysis involved 1) exercising epoche – 

suspending, letting-go and re-directing judgement, 2) horizonalization – drawing the 

context that shaped the phenomenon, and clustering these constituents to develop 

invariant meaning horizons, 3) identifying themes, 4) crafting individual textural and 
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structural descriptions to capture the “what” and the “how” of the retirement 

experience, and 5) subsequently drawing up a composite textural and structural 

synthesis of the retirement experience in identifying the “essence” of the 

phenomenon. 

Epoche 

  The first step in knowing things and in seeing things as they appear was to 

exercise Epoche (Moustakas, 1994, p. 90).  As part of the “bracketing” process, the 

researcher first had to remain open-minded and suspend all judgment in working with 

the data.  This was to ensure the researcher was open to ideas.  Based on the 

respondent’s account of his retirement experience, the researcher set aside all initial 

prejudices and assumptions to bracket the primary data and allow the data to disclose 

itself.  Simply put, in the initial stage of looking at the primary data, the researcher  

abstained from all existing presuppositions.      

Horizonalization 

  With a full set of bracketed primary data, applying the rule of 

horizontalization, the researcher treated each of the bracketed descriptions in the data 

with equal value and significance.  Once every statement was attached with an equal 

value, the researcher then stripped away the irrelevant, overlapping and repetitive 

statements, leaving only the Horizons (Moustakas, 1994, p. 95).       

Individual Profiles  

Following the exercise of attaching equal value to each statement and 

stripping away irrelevant and repetitive statements, themes began to emerge from the 
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Horizons.  The researcher then crafted an individual profile of each participant from 

the emerging themes.   

To exhibit the basic constitution of the phenomenon, each individual profile 

crafted contains thick rich descriptions.  For practical purpose and easy reference, this 

chapter will only display three individual profiles in an alphabetical order - 

Interviewee Code A, B and C.  The rest of the seven individual profiles can be found 

in the Appendix section for reference.  

Demographic Profiles 

Table 2 shows the high-level demographic profiles of the ten male participants 

who were interviewed in this study.  All are ethnic Chinese who had been retired for 

two to eight years; all were married, with a living spouse at home. 

Table 2 

Demographic Profile of Interviewees 

S/No. Interviewee 

Code 

Sex Race Age Duration in 

Retirement 

1. A Male Chinese 73 8 years 

2. B Male Chinese 70 6 years 

3. C Male Chinese 62 2 years 

4. D Male Chinese 66 5 years 

5. E Male Chinese 59 2 years 

6. F Male Chinese 66 5 years 

7. G Male Chinese 65 5 years 

8. H Male Chinese 58 3 years 

9. I Male Chinese 68 8 years 

10. J Male Chinese 59 4 years 
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Background Profiles 

Table 3 shows the high-level background summary of these ten male 

participants.  All of them had full-time employment before retirement, for most of 

their adult life.  To further illuminate the background experience of each participant, a 

short description of their past employment background is provided.  

Table 3 

Background Summary of Interviewees 

S/No. Interviewee 

Code 

Last Held 

Position 

Educational 

Background 

Employment 

Background 

1. A Engineer Polytechnic 

Diploma 

Worked in 10 

different industries 

over a period of 54 

years. 

2. B Civil Servant GCE “A” Levels  

Equivalent 

Worked with only 1 

organization over a 

period of 38 years. 

3. C Senior 

Project 

Manager 

BSc Degree Worked consistently 

in 1 industry but 

with multiple 

organizations over a 

period of 35 years. 

4. D Camp 

Warden 

Cambridge 

GCE “O” Levels 

Worked with 2 

organizations over a 

period of 41 years. 

5. E Senior 

Emergency 

Officer 

BA Degree Worked with 1 

organization over a 

period of 32 years. 

6. F Polytechnic 

Lecturer 

BSc Degree Worked in 2 

different industries 

over a period of 40 
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years. 

7. G School 

Teacher 

BSc Degree Worked in 2 

different industries 

over a period of 34 

years. 

8. H Project 

Manager 

C&G Technical 

Diploma 

Worked in 3 

different industries 

over a period of 35 

years. 

9. I Company 

Director 

Polytechnic 

Diploma 

Self employed.  

Worked in 2 

different industries 

over a period of 36 

years. 

10. J School 

Teacher 

Cambridge 

GCE “A” Levels 

Worked in 2 

different industries 

over a period of 37 

years. 

Participant A’s Background Experience 

  Participant A maintains a relatively strong physical build for a 73 year old 

retiree.  In his 54 years of active employment, he had worked across 10 different 

industries.  During that period, he had taken on a diverse range of jobs, ranging from 

security guard to classroom instructor.  He finally retired as a project engineer with a 

multinational corporation.  Throughout his years in active employment, he is proud of 

his adaptability skills in meeting the diverse challenges.    

Participant B’s Background Experience 

  Participant B joined the civil service as a young man immediately after 

completing his pre-university education.  He never went back to college but instead 
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started a family along the way.  He consequently kept his job in the civil service as a 

clerical support staff member, and ended up working with only one organization 

throughout his entire working life.  During that period of active employment, he never 

felt the need to change either his job or the organization.       

Participant C’s Background Experience 

  Participant C grew up with a modest family background.  He started his career 

in the civil service as a clerical support staff member immediately after acquiring his 

technical diploma from a local polytechnic.  After he was “passed over” in one of the 

promotion exercises in that statutory board, he felt he needed to go on to college to 

advance his studies in order to have a better career.  He consequently left for the 

United Kingdom to pursue a college degree.  Upon his graduation, he returned to 

Singapore.  For the next three decades, he then consistently worked in the 

construction industry with multiple organizations along the way.  He finally retired 

with a small fortune after thirty years of active work-life.               

Participant D’s Background Experience 

  Participant D started working as a book keeper after completing his high 

school education.  He later experienced personal spiritual transformation when he was 

introduced to Christianity at a time when the country was experiencing a racial riot.  

After his introduction to the Christian faith, he then went to work for a faith-based 

organization full-time.  He later ended up as a Camp Warden when the faith-based 

organization set up a camp site.  He finally retired from his work as a Camp Warden 

when he reached the official retirement age.  Interestingly, even in his retirement, he 

does not see himself retiring from the Lord’s service.      
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Participant E’s Background Experience 

  Participant E attended a local university and graduated with a BSc Degree.  He 

joined the civil service after graduation.  The statutory board that he worked for 

eventually was corporatized into a commercial enterprise, but nevertheless he stayed 

on in the job.  Interestingly, he never liked the job, right from the start when he took 

up the position after completing his college education.  Nevertheless, he kept his job 

for 32 years.  He eventually opted for early retirement.   

Participant F’s Background Experience 

  After completing his high school education, Participant F enrolled in a marine 

communications program at a local polytechnic.  After his studies at the polytechnic, 

he sailed as a Radio Officer onboard commercial vessels and passenger cruise ships 

for many years.  Years later, interestingly, he was offered a teaching position at the 

same local polytechnic, teaching radio communications to seafarers.  It was when he 

was teaching at the polytechnic that he decided to return to full-time study to pursue a 

college degree in the United Kingdom.  Upon completing his college education, he 

returned to his teaching position at the polytechnic.  He stayed on in the teaching 

position till his retirement.             

Participant G’s Background Experience 

  Participant G completed his college education at a local university with a BSc 

Degree.  He subsequently went on to become a teacher at a local junior college.  

Throughout his years of teaching, he was always a strict and discipline-oriented 

teacher.  During the early stages of his career as a teacher, his son met with a serious 

road accident.  Consequently, throughout most of his adult life as a teacher he had to 
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manage his career and at the same time provide adequate care for his son.  He 

eventually retired from his teaching position after 34 years when he finally “clocked” 

enough time to qualify for his pension scheme.          

Participant H’s Background Experience 

  Participant H first took up the job of a salesman right after his high school 

education, selling cod liver oil.  He traveled around locally and met many interesting 

people during that early stage of his career.  When an opportunity came up to join the 

civil service, he took it up as the civil service provided more stability.  The statutory 

board was later commercialized into a private enterprise.  Nevertheless, he stayed on 

in the job and continued working for the new commercial enterprise.  He finally opted 

for “early retirement” in 2004 after working for 35 years of his adult life.    

Participant I’s Background Experience 

  Participant I went into his father’s local construction business right after 

obtaining a local polytechnic diploma.  When he first started out in business as a 

young man, he was rather inexperienced.  He later went into business on his own with 

a partner.  Together with his partner, he ventured into the garments and shipping 

industries.  During that period, his hours were long and business travel was frequent.  

He also had to socialize frequently for business reasons.  After accumulating adequate 

personal wealth, he eventually retired from business.          

Participant J’s Background Experience 

  Participant J obtained a pre-university qualification at an early age but never 

returned to college to get his basic college degree.  He later joined the civil service 

and ended up becoming a school teacher, teaching at the local school for the most part 
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of his adult life.  After working for 37 years, he eventually retired from his teaching 

position.   

Themes 

The research analysis in this study produced a total of eight main themes and 

nineteen connected elements that are related to William James’ theory of self.  Table 

4 shows each main theme with its corresponding connected elements from the coding 

and thematic analysis.  Interestingly, from the data analysis, not all main themes 

possess similar numbers of connected elements.  

Table 4 

Summary of Main Themes and Connected Elements 

Main Themes Connected Elements 

1.  Family as part of self in retirement  ► ●  Desire to remain active in retirement 

●  Fear of social isolation in retirement 

●   Importance of the spouse in retirement 

2.  Conscientiousness in retirement       ► ●  Lower degree of personal vanity in 

retirement 

●  Modesty in retirement 

●  Social pride in retirement 

●  Moral aspiration in retirement 

3. Conscious of possible termination    ► 

of retirement                                                

●  A sense of relief in retirement 

●  Engaging in activities that the self 

never had time for 

4. A reflective self in retirement           ► ●  Having a voice in retirement 

●  Intellectual aspiration in retirement 

5. Retirement as a serious self              ► 

responsibility 

●  Pursuing only what is necessary in 

retirement 
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●  Pride of life experience 

6. Maintaining a predictable and           ► 

orderly routine in retirement 

●  Maintaining a busy schedule in 

retirement 

●  Living for self than for others in 

retirement 

7.  Planned retirement                            ► 

 

●  Mandatory retirement age as reason for 

retirement 

●  Desire to remain socially involved in 

retirement 

8.  Change in external environment       ► 

triggering a thought of retirement 

●  Develop imagination of retirement life 

●  Emotional let-down in retirement 

 

Each main themes and connected elements with its relevant descriptors are 

listed in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Summary of Main Themes and Connected Elements with Descriptors 

No. Main Themes and Connected Elements Descriptors 

1 Family as part of self in retirement Helpful to the next generation; my 

hope is to be a grandparent so that 

I can enjoy a full old age life; 

provide a proper and good life for 

my son; don’t want my son to 

suffer; for the sake of my son; only 

worried for the family; wish your 

children are better off; worried 

about the children more than 

yourself; attachment to our 

children; family is more important; 

count on family; leave behind 
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something for my nephew; let my 

son do well.  

● Desire to remain active in retirement Want to be active; become 

restless; just go there and do it. 

● Fear of social isolation in retirement As you grow older, you are more 

scared; senior like us will face 

more difficulties; things get more 

and more complex. 

● Importance of the spouse in retirement My partner is more important to 

me now; after retirement you 

spend most of the time with your 

wife; the only person you can talk 

to is the wife; appreciate more of 

what she is doing; now that you 

have more time, you tend to pay 

more attention to things at home; 

companion for life; can count on 

her; see your spouse as a blessing. 

   

2 Conscientiousness in retirement Always try to do good; need for 

me to teach; things which are 

rather unfair or not correct, I 

would raise up; assert my right; 

don’t look down on the elderly; 

it’s your parents’ money; 

accountable to myself; you should 

know what is right and what is 

wrong; have your own principles; 

do your duty; don’t tolerate 

rudeness; appreciate good 

manners; do not like to see 

injustice. 
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● Lower degree of personal vanity in 

retirement 

When you are younger, you tend 

to be more selective on how you 

dress; I wear very simple; I buy 

less shirts. 

● Modesty in retirement Easy to satisfy; I live a simple 

lifestyle; when people throw away 

their shoes, I will wear them; 

money to me is not important; 

don’t compare with others; 

conservative modest life; don’t 

take materialism seriously; I am 

not rich at all; can live with 

hawker food; money is never 

enough; just be humble; what is 

there to show. 

● Social pride in retirement Socially, I have lots of friends; 

these are well to do people; 

thankfully, I can mix quite easily; 

those very close friends, they 

admire me. 

● Moral aspiration in retirement Going to take up some voluntary 

work; how other people will see 

me; have I been too self-centered. 

   

3 Conscious of possible termination of 

retirement 

Health is more important; my body 

is not so strong already; my health 

is giving way; I start to get these 

giddiness spells; body weakened; 

depends on who get a stroke first; 

death comes from the Lord; live 

one day at a time; the life you live 

now is only temporary; man 

proposes but God disposes; 
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biggest fear is that I can’t do 

things on my own; health is no 

guarantee; tomorrow you could be 

diagnosed with a serious thing; 

time for me to go; something 

beyond your control; if you are in 

pain, you probably don’t want to 

wait; prepare for the worst. 

● A sense of relief in retirement There is a sigh of relief the 

moment you retire; immediately 

you feel that it is slowing down; 

momentum is a bit slower; my 

blood pressure did scale down; a 

more relax environment; quite 

stressful to work full-time 

nowadays; we knew when we 

retire, it will cut down the stress. 

● Engaging in activities that the self never 

had time for 

When you are still working, there 

is no time for that; spend more 

time in other activities which we 

couldn’t before; we know that we 

can’t do it at that time; I can do the 

things that I want at the time that I 

choose; have time for more 

important things like learning to 

make myself a better person; now 

that I am retired, I have time to do 

the things that I enjoy. 

   

4 A reflective self in retirement Have more time to think; this 

thinking will never stop; you 

reflect what is life; moderate your 

thinking; looking backwards; goes 
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through phases of questioning; 

what are we here for; seeking 

enlightenment; hard thinking; get 

to search deeper; try to understand 

the background. 

● Having a voice in retirement You can now say what you want to 

say; nothing to hold you back; 

simply say things; make some 

remarks here and there; more 

opinionated; more vocal; exchange 

views; you may be a bit direct; 

older people tend to be more 

direct. 

● Intellectual aspiration in retirement Challenging myself; acquiring 

knowledge; talking to 

knowledgeable people; learn what 

is useful; applied knowledge is 

power; do some reading; find 

some pleasure doing some 

mathematics; want to know more 

about latest PC technologies; 

experienced changes in my ability 

to tackle problems; make me feel 

inadequate; emphasis on 

developing oneself intellectually. 

   

5 Retirement as a serious self responsibility Not many friends you can count 

on; in life you have to count on 

yourself; better to be self-reliant; I 

am responsible for myself; don’t 

want to be a burden to anybody; 

stay healthy through the sunset 

years. 
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● Pursuing only what is necessary in 

retirement 

Unnecessary pressure; is it 

necessary; don’t want to really put 

in more effort. 

● Pride of life experience Gone through the experience of 

Second World War; younger 

people have a very easy life; old 

people like us go through a 

different time; like my children, 

they have everything; not able to 

take the same stress as the older 

ones; know how to differentiate 

the honest people from the crooks; 

able to judge characters. 

   

6 Maintaining a predictable and orderly 

routine in retirement 

These are my routine; I have some 

sort of routine; so these are my 

priorities; they also know my 

schedule; everything becomes a 

routine; everything in the routine 

is very simple; part of my daily 

routine; my days are more 

structured now. 

● Maintaining a busy schedule in retirement After retiring, no time; more busy; 

I am busier than when I was 

working; no time to do other 

things; we are not that free; we 

keep ourselves occupied; don’t 

have time for ourselves.  

● Living for self than for others in retirement Don’t expect your children to 

support you; you have to do your 

own maintenance; support 

yourself; wise enough to have 

something for yourself; don’t 
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know about younger generation; I 

will be happy if they can look after 

themselves; must spend some time 

relaxing and enjoy yourself; better 

enjoy while we can; I deserved to 

take it easy; spend time on 

developing yourself; do things that 

I am interested in. 

   

7 Planned retirement Kept me for thirty-six years; in my 

forties, I have already thought 

about retiring; I had to give six 

months of notification for my 

retirement; work until the official 

retirement age; we have to wait 

until our time is up; when our time 

comes, we retire; it was a planned 

retirement; I planned my 

retirement; I had built up a small 

nest; I was already contemplating; 

I had planned to do it at fifty-five 

years old; sort of prepare myself; it 

is not an immediate thing; thought 

of retirement came in 2001 and it 

only happen in 2003. 

● Mandatory retirement age as reason for 

retirement 

It is the law that you have to retire 

at sixty; I think it is also part of the 

Singapore’s law; just because it’s 

sixty-two, immediately you are not 

employed anymore; they retired 

me because I have reached the age 

of sixty-two. 
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● Desire to remain socially involved in 

retirement 

I am still in the Lord’s service; I 

do go out every Saturdays and 

Sundays; go to the community 

centre; more socialization now; 

nobody wants to be lonely; meet a 

lot of people; I want to do 

volunteer work; I want to have 

somebody to talk to; I will donate 

my time and effort; gives meaning 

to life. 

   

8 Change in external environment triggering 

a thought of retirement 

More expectations, more 

activities; a lot of pressure because 

new targets; become irrelevant; go 

for re-training; this re-training can 

be quite frustrating; don’t have the 

stamina; it does affect some 

people; older ones make way for 

the new ones; think of retiring the 

older workers; technology wise, as 

you grow older, you are not so 

nimble with your hands; they 

always look for productivity; 

questioning your contribution; 

they kept putting in place more 

and more schemes; my job was too 

stressful for me to cope.   

● Develop imagination of retirement life Unfortunately until now, we have 

not got a chance to do that; you 

plan like this but end up 

differently; it is another chapter of 

life and I expect it to be smooth; 

anticipate a life of leisure; before I 
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retire, I thought differently. 

● Emotional let-down in retirement As you grow older, you are quite 

frustrated; it is a bit disappointing; 

it is a waste; don’t want to think 

about it anymore; I could have 

been more ambitious; what so nice 

about being alone at home; it’s not 

a bed of roses. 

 

Table 6 provides an overall distribution summary of all the themes that have 

emerged from this research study, showing the number of themes experienced by each 

interviewee.  While most of them experienced many of the themes, there were some 

who did not experience some of the emerged themes. 

Table 6 

Overall Themes and Elements Experienced by Participants 

 

No. 

 

Main Themes and Connected Elements 

Participant 

A B C D E F G H I J 

1 Family as part of self in retirement � � �  � � � � �  

● Desire to remain active in retirement �          

● Fear of social isolation in retirement  �         

● Importance of the spouse in retirement     � �  �   

            

2 Conscientiousness in retirement � � � � � � � � �  

● Lower degree of personal vanity in 

retirement 

 � �  �      

● Modesty in retirement    � �  � � �  

● Social pride in retirement    � �      

● Moral aspiration in retirement   �     �   

            

3 Conscious of possible termination of   � �  � � �  � 
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retirement 

● A sense of relief in retirement      � �    

● Engaging in activities that the self never 

had time for 

     � � �  � 

            

4 A reflective self in retirement � �   � �  � � � 

● Having a voice in retirement      �  �   

● Intellectual aspiration in retirement �     �  � � � 

            

5 Retirement as a serious self responsibility �     � � � � � 

● Pursuing only what is necessary in 

retirement 

     �     

● Pride of life experience �      �  �  

            

6 Maintaining a predictable and orderly 

routine in retirement 

� � � � � � � � � � 

● Maintaining a busy schedule in retirement     �  �    

● Living for self than for others in retirement   � �  � �  � � 

            

7 Planned retirement  �  � � � � � � � 

● Mandatory retirement age as reason for 

retirement 

 �  �  �     

● Desire to remain socially involved in 

retirement 

   � � �  � �  

            

8 Change in external environment triggering 

a thought of retirement 

 �  � � � � � � � 

● Develop imagination of retirement life    � � �   � � 

● Emotional let-down in retirement  �    �  �  � 
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Theme One 

Main Theme - Family as part of self in retirement:  

One theme that emerged from the data is that retirees see their family as part 

of the self in retirement.  Most retirees subscribe to the idea that they now think more 

for their family members in retirement, given the fact that they have already had the 

opportunity to lead a full life in their productive years.  These retirees also do things 

for their families beyond just thinking of them in retirement.  As Participant C 

describes his experience: 

 

I think about my son. For me, I lead a very simple life.  I tell you, very 

frankly, very simple life. That’s why as long as my son is happy, I am OK. 

That’s all. I don’t mind to slog for them. 

 

Additionally, these retirees also derive great satisfaction in seeing their off-

spring preserving the family line.  Participant C states it in this manner: 

 

Time has changed.  My hope is, of course, to be a grandparent and to have at 

least a granddaughter or grandson so there I can enjoy a full old age life.  This 

is what I am looking forward to.  As I told you, most retirees just hope that 

their son or daughter marry, and then get grandchild or grandchildren to play 

with them.  Take care of them.  I have a few of my colleagues, they are retired.  

They take care of their grandchildren as well.   

 

On a more practical level, these retirees also understand that, when they come 

to a stage when they cannot live independently, it is the family that they will rely on; 

not friends.  In fact, in such situations, they recognize the first point of contact is 

usually family members, regardless of whether the situation requires decisions or 

arrangements.  Participant H describes it like this:  
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I think the first person that you want to count on is probably family, not 

friends. Family, you can count on, brothers, sisters or nephew.  Of course, 

when it’s time for me to go, I want to leave behind something for my nephew, 

things like that. 

 

In short, these retirees see the family as an extension of themselves in 

retirement, as they attach great value to the family.  Beyond this, they also want to be 

helpful to the next generation, as they derive great joy and happiness from being able 

to be of help to them.  

 

Connected Element – Desire to remain active in retirement:  

One of the connected elements that emerged is the desire to remain  

active in retirement.  This desire to remain active is very much interconnected with 

other elements such as fear of social isolation and desire to remain socially involved 

in retirement.  

This desire to remain active supports what was highlighted in an earlier 

chapter on Activity Theory, suggesting people should grow old maintaining the same 

level of activity in retirement, so that it serves as a substitute in their personal goals 

(LaBauve & Robinson, 1999, p. 5).  On that note, in this study, many of the retirees 

often highlighted their innate desire to volunteer their time for social or religious 

work. 

Beyond the Activity Theory, in a closer examination of these other dimensions 

across the category, one finds that this element of wanting to remain active emerged 

as an expression of seeing the family as part of their self in retirement.  Said 

differently, their desire to remain active in retirement arose also from their innate 

desire to be involved with the family.  Consequently, their desire to remain active 
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goes beyond just wanting to volunteer for social work.  Participant A describes his 

thinking as follows: 

 

I am an active person.  I just want to be active.  That’s all.  I feel that I become 

restless if I sit still.  So if I do something I will keep my time occupied.  I want 

to.  A person who does nothing always has nothing in mind.   If I do nothing, I 

will not be thinking what I must do.  Or alternatively, when they have nothing 

in mind, they will sit down and think what can be done.  This sort of thinking 

won’t come to my mind.  Whatever I want to do, I will just go there and do it.  

I don’t wait for time or opportunity.  You want to do this.  You want to see 

that this is going to be helpful to the next generation and you can get some 

happiness. 

 

Connected Element – Fear of social isolation in retirement 

Building on earlier work, Mead (1934) basically asserted that the concept of 

self is not one that is developed through social interaction with others in his or her 

environment.  To Mead, humans are naturally social (Smith, 1931, p. 375).   

This implies that retirees similarly are naturally social, and thus social 

isolation is not a natural state in human development.  One connected element that 

supports that idea is retirees’ fear of social isolation in retirement.  Participant H 

describes this as follows: 

 

You are alone!  Nobody is going to retire hand-in-hand with you. You can be 

alone but not lonely. So I have learnt to be alone but not lonely. Of course 

loneliness is something that no man would want.  Nobody wants to be lonely.  

You get me?  I don’t think anybody wants to be lonely.   
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More importantly, this fear of social isolation is increased by the rapid 

changes in society that these retirees have experienced.  These changes 

(technological, social, cultural, etc.) have an impact on the way they function in their 

retirement life.  These changes also often cause anxiety, as they fear being socially 

isolated; they feel they are lagging behind these societal changes.  Participant B 

describes this in the following manner: 

 

Socially, of course, there is also a lot of difference.  During those days, life 

was very much simpler.  Nowadays, you have so many things; very confusing.  

These are in fact to us very stressful things, you know.  At that time, the very 

most in the weekend we organize a picnic to the sea-side and cost much lesser 

than what these disco, these sorts of things, you see.  The value of money was 

much “bigger”.  Even though we do not earn more, we were able to live by.  

Well, life was very peaceful then.  There wasn’t something that you have to 

really worry about.  Maybe, at that time, I was still too young to think.  As you 

grow older, you are more scared. 

 

Connected Element – Importance of the spouse in retirement:  

Most male retirees, once they transition into retirement, begin to sense the 

heightened importance of their spouse.  Most retirees mentioned that when they were 

younger, they had all focused on working professionally and hence they hadn’t spent 

as much time on family matters as they wanted.  Once they reached retirement, they 

began to pay more attention to things at home.  On that note, they became aware of 

the work done at home by their spouses.  Participant F articulates the idea in this way: 

 

I suppose as you grow older you tend to appreciate more of what she is doing.  

I suppose when you are working, whatever is done, the household chore is 



   

 - 92 -

done by the maid so you don’t really know.  Now that you have more time, 

you tend to pay more attention to things at home.     

 

As they grow older, they also started to appreciate the presence of their 

spouses.  Participant E describes it in the following way: 

  

In fact, after retirement, I feel that my partner is more important to me now, 

my wife.  Cause after retirement, you spend most of the time with the wife.  I 

don’t know about others but this applies for me.  (Laughs)  Only after you 

retire!  Before you retire, you never think about that, you see.  Different 

people have different thinking.  Some after retirement, they go for other 

woman, you know.  You can see this in the newspapers.  A lot people in 

retirement have money so they spend it on other women.  You know, when I 

was working, before retirement, of course, I have got less time with my wife, 

because most of the time you are at work. (Clears throat).  You see, after 

retirement, the person whom you have the most contact with is your wife.  

You see.  After retirement, if you don’t go out, the whole day you are in the 

house, so for sure you will feel lonely.  I mean, you can’t just keep your mouth 

shut for the whole day (laughs).  You see, so the only person you can talk to is 

the wife.  

   

Most retirees also appreciate the constant companionship that their spouses 

provide in life.  These retirees understand that people sometimes come in and out of 

their life, but their spouse remains their constant companion.  Participant H asserts:  

 

Old friends may just fade away.  Different time, different period of your life, 

you have different friends.  It goes on.  So that changes. Your spouse of course 

is a constant.  
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Before retirement, most of the time, these retirees would talk about their 

problems at work, their day-to-day experiences, their difficulties, their children and 

family matters with their spouses.  Now that their children are grown up and they 

have more time to themselves with the family, the quality of their marital relationship 

with their spouse becomes even more important. 

 

Theme Two 

Main Theme - Conscientiousness in retirement:  

According to William James (1890), the self in the widest sense can be 

understood beyond its primary constituents - the material, social and spiritual self.  It 

can also be understood in terms of two additional parts which mainly relate 

respectively to the feelings and emotions the constituents arouse - self-feelings – and 

the actions which the constituents may prompt - self-seeking and self-preservation.  

One mode of self-preservation is being conscientious. 

A emerged theme which from the data does support the idea that retirees does 

show this conscientiousness in retirement.  These retirees believe that as they grow 

older, they experience and learn more things in life.  Simply said, when they 

experience more things in life, they hold the notion that they have also learnt more.  

On that note, they feel that there is a “sense of duty” and “responsibility” to “educate” 

the people around them, especially the younger ones.  They consistently seek and 

advocate a change in the way a younger individual experiences his or her world 

through an established paradigm.  Participant I describes an example of this: 

 

I also educated a young student.  He was waiting for me to open the door and 

then no “Good Morning, Uncle”, nothing.  So one day, I told myself, scolding 

them is counter-productive.  So I said to them “There’s a magic word that can 
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open the door.”  So one bugger say “Open sesame”.  So I say, “You better try 

again.”  So another guy said “Good Morning, Uncle.”  Ah, ok.  You have to 

talk to them nicely but seriously.  Now they come, “Good Morning, Uncle.”  

At least, I have done something for society in educating them.  I think I owe it 

to society.  I think I do my little bit to educate these fellows. So basically 

maybe the parents are too busy to care.  After that, I feel good.  It makes me 

feel good.  That’s all.  

 

Participant D provides another illustration of how a retiree is conscientious in contrast 

with younger people:       

 

Until now, I still wear my grandson’s shoes, you know.  Even now, if he has a 

pair of shoes that does not fit him but is still in a good condition, I will tell him 

“Don’t throw away, I will wear them”.  These children, nowadays, father and 

mother is rich, even though the shoes are still in good condition, they will 

throw them away, you know!  “Eh, give to me, give to me.”  Nowadays, there 

are a lot of young people with credit card that goes bankrupt.  Sign, sign, sign 

and live beyond their means, you know.  If you cannot afford this, don’t buy! 

 

Connected Element – Lower Degree of Personal Vanity in retirement:  

The data indicates that in the world of the male retiree, personal vanity does 

not amount to much.  Simply put, a male retiree does not place great value on his own 

personal external appearance.  The data reveals that most male retirees in this research 

do not seek to accentuate their external after going into retirement.  For most 

individuals, their own personal appearance used to matter to them only when they 

were younger.  Participant B illustrates how these retirees perceive the material self in 

the following way:   
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I was more selective when I was younger but not anymore.  Now, I don’t 

really care. When you are younger, you tend to be more selective on how you 

dress.   

 

This data also reveals how little these retirees value their external material 

possessions.  It shows the insignificance they assign to the usual tangible objects that 

are typically valued in our world of popular materialism and consumerism.  

Participant C, who owns several high value estates in Singapore, describes it in the 

following manner: 

 

You see, I wear very simple. I wear like that.  You think people know that I 

am a millionaire? Nobody knows. I tell you very frankly, I am very simple, 

very, very simple. A friend of mine asked me, “Why don’t you drive a big 

car?” I tell him that it is not important.  My life now is comfortable.  I got no 

burden at all.  

 

Participant I verbalized this theme as follows: 

 

Yeah, what is there to show?  This friend of mine who is a billionaire, he is 

one guy, who doesn’t show.  I bought a $10 watch, he asked me to buy the 

same for him.  So he walks around with a $10 watch.  The problem is, if a 

poor man wears a genuine Rolex, people say that you bought it in Bangkok or 

somewhere.  Rich man wears a $10 watch, “Wow, nice watch. How much did 

you pay? $20,000! Wow, so cheap!”  You know what I mean?  Yeah. Maybe 

people like to be seen in the right places.  Yeah, you want to show off to your 

girlfriend or something then bring them to the York Hotel. We have passed 

that stage already.  We belong to the old school.  What is there to show?  Just 

be humble and pragmatic.  As long as you are comfortable, that’s it.   
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The data also shows one way for them demonstrating a lower degree of 

personal vanity is their willingness to forgo their material possessions for a good 

cause.  On that note, Participant I’s experience is illustrated as follows: 

 

People are getting very materialistic.  Too materialistic and they just want 

worldly pleasures. Isn’t it?  They don’t go to church. They don’t go to temple 

anymore.  They think they are demi-gods. Right?  Which is sad!  At least, I am 

giving something back to society, helping people.  Like I told you I want to 

target the really needy not through charitable organizations.  Go direct.  How 

much your son needs for college or something, we give you “X” hundred 

dollars.   

 

Connected Element – Modesty in retirement:  

An emerging element is modesty in retirement.  Many of these retirees feel 

that, at their age, they have progressed past the stage where they care how they are 

seen by others on the material side of things.  This element corresponds to what was 

highlighted in an earlier chapter in connection with William James’ theory of self, 

where in a hierarchical scale, the material self is at the bottom with the social self in 

the middle and the spiritual self at the top (Schwenk, 2002) where it is most enduring 

and intimate. 

Interestingly, this connected element also relates to the main theme identified 

in earlier sections where retirees are conscientious in retirement and possess a lower 

level of personal vanity.  Some participants attested to this by saying: 

 

We have passed that stage already.  We belong to the old school.  What is 

there to show?  Just be humble and pragmatic.  As long as you are 

comfortable, that’s it.  (Participant I)   
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I am not rich at all.  By any standard, not rich at all, but I’m contented, can 

live with hawker food, you know.  I’ve no mortgages, no debts.  Yes.  No 

debts!  Basically, it helps.  It helps.  No commitment.  Of course, you don’t go 

for luxurious living but of course we do make ourselves comfortable.  Of 

course, there are also some additional considerations.  When you make your 

decisions like this, of course you will always realize maybe money is never 

enough.  Depends on how you manage it.  Of course, there is also a fear that 

the value of money will drop.  I was brought up to think a government clerk 

was good enough, very happy already.  So I was not that ambitious.  But no 

regret!  (Participant H) 

 

Connected Element - Social pride in retirement 

In an earlier chapter, we noted that Henri Tajfel and John Turner developed 

the “social identity theory” in 1979, suggesting that individuals construct a self by 

assuming role identities within a social group (Schwenk, 2002, p. 11).  From that 

perspective, there are two important processes to note in social identity formation.  

They are 1) self-categorization and 2) social comparison (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 

225).  In social identity theory, 1) a person would need to know that he or she belongs 

to a social category and 2) through social comparison the person could then label 

himself or herself as part of an in-group, differing from other people categorized as 

“out-group” (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 225). 

The data reveals that these retirees do indeed take pride in the fact that they 

maintain their own individual social network, which in turns helps them to project that 

in-group differentiation from other social categories.   

Closer examination of the data also reveals that this social category 

differentiation stems from the fact that these retirees do see themselves differently, as 

leading a more conscientious life.  Participant D aptly describes this as follows: 
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Socially, I have lots of friends.  People come to visit my office and church.  I 

am not the one who closes the door, shy.  I am the one to greet the people.  So, 

I have lots of friends and at Scripture Union as well.  These are well-to-do 

people, architects, doctors and all these.  I mix.  Thankfully, I can mix quite 

easily.  I can mix with them.  Of course you must live a life that is respectable.   

 

 The data also reveals that this social category differentiation on occasion does 

shape their perception of how they think others might perceive them, and thus guides 

them to project the image they desire as a retiree.  Sometimes, people around them do 

envy them.  In the words of Participant E: 

 

Actually, only those very close friends, they admire me, “Wah, so good.”   

 

Connected Element – Moral aspiration in retirement:  

Human adaptation naturally involves reflexivity.  These retirees do, on 

occasion, reflect on their own life and examine themselves on the question of moral 

aspiration.  Often, their higher level of moral reasoning is guided by their 

conscientiousness.  Simply put, this connected element of having a moral aspiration is 

associated with the main theme of being conscientious in retirement.  The following 

narratives aptly show this moral aspiration in retirement:   

   

In fact you will never find a perfect answer sometimes. You can question but 

sometimes you will, at different times come to different conclusion or there’s 

no conclusion actually.  It’s always questioning.  I would think that there’s no 

conclusion. Sometimes it even changes.  Not doubt but it’s human.  In fact, 

you will want to question God, why such a thing happened. You get what I 

mean?  It’s good to question but your human mind can never apprehend the 
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whole thing because if you can apprehend, I probably be equivalent to God 

(chuckles).  So it’s an ongoing thing. I won’t think that there’s a definitive 

answer that I have found, you know.  I sometimes do wonder how other 

people will see me. How they will see me? Am I wasting my time? Or I have 

some talents and I am not using it and how do I benefit society? Have I been 

too self-centered? These are questions that do come to my mind.  Of course, 

there are times you will think about it because you see people who are 

involved in society.  Like in my church, I have missionary friends. I admire 

him. He is a real missionary.  He goes to Africa, Sudan Interior Missions, they 

call it “SIM”. He’s a top surgeon.  He could be one of those top surgeons 

earning big money. But at the end of the day, currently he is still staying in 

HDB (government apartment) flat and he’s serving in the mission field, Sudan 

Interior Missions.  (Participant H) 

 

Well, seriously speaking, I really had no time. As I told you just now, when I 

worked for people, for the initial 10 years, I practically stayed at the work site 

from Monday to Saturday.  Normally, I would go back home at 10pm.  By the 

time I go back, I just want to sleep.  That’s all.  Saturday and Sunday I would 

go to worksites as well.  Every night, I go back home very late.  I got no time, 

I tell you very frankly.  You can ask those construction people, not consultants 

but actual construction people.  They got no social life.  Zero.  No choice.  

Now?  Now, I seldom go out with these contractor friends …..also 

sometimes… they also …….every now and then drink beer.  I don’t like it. 

They go to night club, I don’t like it.  I feel that no point.  They go there, they 

just simply spend, you know. The way they spend one night….few thousand 

dollars just like that……. throw, you know! That’s why I tell them…. why 

spend this kind of unnecessary money?  That is why my intention also, in the 

next couple of years, is to do some volunteering work.  I will, I will do 

volunteer work, definitely I will.  Yeah, I tell you very frankly, anyway, I am 

going to take up some volunteering work.  That is also my intention because 

no point for me to just, you know….. because my life now is comfortable.   I 

got no burden at all.  (Participant C)   
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Theme Three 

Main Theme – Conscious of possible termination in retirement:  

One theme that emerged is that the retiree is conscious of his possible 

termination in retirement.  These retirees recognized that death is something real for 

them in the foreseeable future.  Having recognized that, there is some degree of fear.  

With that realization, these retirees do not simply take life for granted.  This 

possibility of termination is real for them, as they find themselves attending more 

funeral wakes than any other social events.  Their assessment of the situation is also 

very realistic, as they would prefer to “move on” if they are suffering from serious ill 

health and sickness. Participant H describes it in the following manner:       

 

Health is no guarantee. You never know, today you are healthy, tomorrow you 

could be diagnosed with a serious thing and this could drag on for the next 10 

years. That could be a huge drainage for your life.  Death is something which 

all of us have to face it. Question of when and how.  This fear is in everybody, 

I think.  Once in a while, in your reflection, you never know when and how 

you will die.  This is something beyond your control, alright.  Of course when 

you grow older, the sad thing is that you will be attending more funerals of 

things like that.  Everybody will say heaven can wait.  Of course if you are in 

pain you probably don’t want to wait. Hope for the best and prepare for the 

worst.  That is life!  It goes on. 

 

Beyond death, these retirees are also conscious of the possibility of losing their ability 

to live independently.  Participant F summarizes the feeling in this manner: 

 

My biggest fear is that I can’t do things on my own.  There are a lot of people 

who are like that. 
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Besides having the fear of not being able to live independently and dying, 

these retirees are also very realistic in having to accept that their spouse may depart 

before them, or vice versa.  On that note, they also do recognize the real possibility of 

losing their spouse in time.  Participant D describes his experience in this way: 

 

I feel that my health is giving way.  As you get older, you know, you can no 

longer carry a case, a carton of milk and walk up the steps.  Health may 

change your role.  I start to get these giddiness spells and low blood pressure, 

not high blood.  Once you have a stroke, end up in whatever home, depends on 

who get a stroke first, who die first.  Either I look after her or she look after 

me until one of us pass away.  So that’s it.  So now my family enjoys the rest 

of whatever time I have left, while I am still strong and healthy. I don’t know 

talking to you now, maybe 6 months time, I will go, no longer be around.  So 

we really cannot see.  Just live one day at a time.  Life is in the hands of the 

Lord. 

 

Termination in retirement as a phenomenon for these retirees is real.  The only 

unknown factor in that equation is how termination will show up in their retirement 

life.  As Participant I describes it: 

 

When one is approaching death, then, you will start to think.  This is because 

that’s one thing that is sure in life!  All of us got to go one day, right?  

Whether you like it or not, as you approach 70, you know you cannot live 

forever, right?  What comes next?  You find that every day is a bonus as you 

grow older.  Maybe every month is a bonus.  As you get older, every day is a 

bonus, right? So you live life to the fullest.   

 

Connected Element  – A sense of relief in retirement:  

There is this connected element: that of retirees have a sense of relief after 

transitioning into retirement.  This connected element is embedded in the main theme 
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of retirees being conscious of possible termination.  The relief stems from 

relinquishing their stressful and challenging professional role.  Participant F describes 

this as follows: 

 

There’s a sigh of relief the moment you retire.  Yeah, compared to when you 

are working. We all have that feeling of pressure, pressure of having 

something to achieve, targets to meet, definitely going to have pressure.  I 

have this sort of pressure the moment I am asked to do something, if I have 

been given some targets to meet.  So you immediately feel that there’s this 

relief.  I suppose immediately you feel that it’s slowing down.  I mean that 

momentum is a bit slower.  That’s a more relaxed environment in general.   

 

As the literature indicated in an earlier chapter, most retirees felt the way in 

which individuals retire may be based on very different reasons; nevertheless, one 

may say that individuals are motivated to retire based on a positive (moving towards a 

goal) and negative (escaping a bad situation) balance consideration.  In other words, 

individuals’ retirement decisions are based on a reward versus cost decision logic 

(Williamson, Rinehart & Blank, 1992, pp. 34-38).  This is supported by what can be 

observed from the data collected.  Participant G describes it this way: 

 

It’s quite stressful to work full time nowadays.  We knew when we retire it 

would cut down the stress and all, you know.  All of us were waiting for 

retirement.  We are the ones who said life is so stressful, let’s retire.  When 

our time comes, we retire, we retire.  My wife wanted to retire earlier, so I 

said, we have to wait until our time is up because we have a full pension 

scheme.  So we felt that way.   

 

In essence, as discussed in the earlier chapter, the retirement decision is known 

to be a complicated one; it is influenced by an individual’s health, attitude, possible 
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opportunities, financial circumstances, social network, etc. (Quinn & Burkhauser, 

1994, p. 76). 

 

Connected Element  – Engaging in activities that the self never had time for:    

Given that retirees in this study are fully conscious of possible termination in 

their retirement, the data also revealed a connected element of retirees engaging in 

activities that they never had time for previously.  One important stream of logic 

among these retirees for engaging in such activities stems from their appreciation of 

life.  Participant F articulates the following view: 

 

So I suppose you appreciate things now.  You appreciate life more than when 

you were still working (before retirement).  I suppose so.  Yeah, you tend to 

examine things more in greater detail.    

 

The interview data also supported what was indicated in the earlier chapter in 

connection with the Activity Theory, suggesting the idea of people growing old 

successfully when they maintain the same level of activity in retirement, thus finding 

substitutes in meeting their personal goals (LaBauve & Robinson, 1999, p. 5).   

 Interestingly, complementary to this connected element is Atchley’s (1976) 

assertion that when an individual enters into the honeymoon stage of the retirement 

process, he or she usually will try to do all of those things he or she never had time for 

earlier (p. 68).   

 

Theme Four 

Main Theme - A reflective self in retirement:  
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In analyzing the data collected, one theme that emerged is that of a reflective 

self in retirement.   As retirees enjoy the privilege of having more time on their hands 

and a slower tempo in their retirement life, they do end up having more time to think 

and reflect.   

The qualitative data indicates that these retirees exercise more reflection than 

imagination in their retirement.  Simply put, they reflect back on their life experience 

more than they imagine what the future would hold for them.  In reflecting on their 

past experiences, they tend not only to become more realistic about future 

experiences, but also to become more contented with their current blessings.  

Participant H summaries his retirement experience in this manner: 

 

Every year that you lived through is one year less, so you see different 

meaning.  You look forward but you also look backwards, very different.  

Yeah, reflections, basically you reflect.  What is life?  I think a lot of people 

will reflect what is life about?  What is the meaning?  So I learnt to appreciate 

every year that you have.  Things like that. But you also know along the way, 

you see friends unfortunately do pass away, some unexpectedly.  You will 

meet all these type of experience. This helps to kind of temper you a bit, 

moderate your thinking and expectations.  So as I grow older, I think I learnt 

to be more contented, regardless of the circumstances.  In your younger days, 

you are looking for something ahead. Whereas in your 50s and 60s, in your 

retirement, what has happened has already happened.  You are looking more 

backwards than forward.  In your younger days, you are looking more forward 

than backwards.  I think these are very different perspectives of life; different 

angles. 

 

In their reflection, these retirees not only exercise reflexivity but also ponder deeply 

when it comes to issues of interest to them.  Human development is a complex 
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phenomenon, and the reflexivity of these retirees’ is similarly complex and deep in 

nature.  Participant J describes it as follows:  

 

When other members are expressing their opinion, that’s when I do some 

serious thinking.  Previously when I read, I just seem to be able to see only the 

surface value of the words.  But nowadays, with these activities, I get to search 

deeper, try to understand the background of these stories, these incidences or 

sayings that were written.  These are things that I try to find out and try to 

compare my experiences with what I learned before to get more insight with 

the things that I am reading and hearing.  It’s gradual, yeah.  Not a sudden 

change.  It’s also a process of maturing of a person and it is a result of 

personal experience, a result of changes in society, the changes in the world.   

 

Participant I further supports this, though from a slightly different perspective: 

 

If you can live until 70, you are damn lucky.  So I do think of that. 

Occasionally, I do think of that.  Sometimes, you wonder what life is all 

about!  What are we here for actually?  What do we exist for?  Not to study 

and get married, have children, all that.  At the end of the day, what is it all 

about?  Life cannot be that simple.  We are born with a conscience.  So I do at 

this age start to think.   

 

Retirees in this research study indicate not only that they possess this 

reflexivity, but more interestingly that this reflexivity is applied to other aspects of 

their retirement life as well.   

Interestingly, specifically, they also reflect and choose their own entertainment 

activities with their own pre-defined criteria exercising a personal choice that will 

essentially allow them to enjoy the social atmosphere of their choice. 
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Connected Element  – Having a voice in retirement:  

One of the main themes identified from these retirees in the study is the 

reflective self in retirement.  However, beyond reflection, these retirees appreciate 

having a voice in their retirement.  This also stems from the fact that in the past, while 

they were still working full-time in their professions, they would often be sensitive 

and refrain from being vocal about what they thought, for fear of hurting others and 

hurting themselves.  With the transition into retirement, the retirees are no longer 

bound by this institutionalism.  Participant F describes this in the following manner: 

 

I suppose you can now say what you want to say.  No barrier.  There is 

nothing to hold you back from saying what you want to say.  When you are 

still in school, in the company, you can’t just simply say something which 

may hurt somebody’s feeling. 

 

 Many feel that having acquired years of life experience, they also feel more 

comfortable in vocalizing their opinions in retirement.  Participant B articulates this in 

the following fashion: 

 

Now, retired already, there is no much change in the character.  Ah!  But there 

is slight change.  Nowadays, as I grow older, I feel that some of the things 

which are rather unfair or not correct, I would raise up.  I believe when you 

grow older, when you see more things, you will learn more.  Twenty or thirty 

years ago, when I was younger, I wouldn’t dare to express out my feeling.  

But, after so many years, as you grow older, you see more and more. You also 

realize that people express their feeling and there is some impact on the other 

person. They may learn something from the experience.  If I feel that there is 

wrong, I will speak up.   

 

Connected Element - Intellectual aspiration in retirement: 
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One connected element that emerged from the data was that these retirees had 

experienced some form of intellectual aspiration in their retirement.  This is, for the 

most part, one dimension of their reflective self in retirement.  As Participant J 

described it:  

 

Now having more time, I am learning more things.  There’s a very slight 

change in me.  I now know that it’s a very complex world whether in business, 

in interpersonal relationships or in the religious realm.  I find that it’s a very 

complex world.  Previously, I just think that things are in black and white 

(chuckles).  But now given I have more time to mix with more people and 

with more reading, more time for reading, I find that it’s very complex.  Oh, it 

makes me feel inadequate that I know so little that I need to interact more, 

need to find out more things and learn more to develop myself more.  

 

Beyond experiencing sheer intellectual aspiration, the data also reveals these retirees 

recognize their surrounding world is changing at a rapid rate, and there are many 

changes in almost every aspect of their lives.  In leading their retirement life, they will 

have to learn more things to keep up, hence the emerging greater emphasis on 

developing themselves intellectually.  

Interestingly, beyond perceiving the need to learn, the data also supports the 

idea that retirees perceive this intellectual aspiration as a way to keep themselves 

mentally active; structuring these learning activities as part of their retirement life.  As 

Participant J describes his retirement experience:  

 

I do spend quite a lot of time using the internet forum (in retirement).  I read 

the forum to know other people’s viewpoint.  I see this change in me.  So it’s a 

kind of a learning process in me.  For example I will tell my wife about what I 

read, share with her. I do share with my daughter also (chuckles).  They have a 
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different position.  They will highlight other points of view.  They highlight 

other points of view.  

 

Theme Five 

Main Theme - Retirement as a serious self responsibility:  

Another theme that emerged in this study is the self-responsibility that the 

retirees exercise in retirement.  This stems from the fact that they are very realistic 

about life.  They understand that people come in and out of their retirement lives, and 

thus they can only count on themselves when in difficulties.  In the light of that, the 

retirees do need to ensure they are continuously responsible for themselves.  

Participant H describes it as follows:  

 

You need to have friends to share happiness, whatever, to go out with, for 

companionship, to play with, you know.  Of course, very frankly, not many 

friends you can count on to be around still when you are in times of need.  Big 

things, I think in life, you have to count on yourself. When you are really in 

need, you really have to count on yourself.  Very important, over the years, 

you learn that it’s better to be self-reliant.  Besides friends, you also have 

family.  Personally as I said, I am responsible for myself, make myself 

comfortable.   Live through whatever years I have, that’s about it.   

   

Additionally, most retirees describe the fact that they do not want to be a 

burden to people around them, and thus exercise great self-responsibility in living 

their retirement life.  Participant I asserts:  

 

What matters to me now is I can continue to live a healthy life until the very 

end.  I don’t want to be a burden to anybody.  
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In order to lead a responsible life in retirement, these retirees also see the need 

to exercise self-responsibility in the activities they engage in.  They are conscious of 

the choices that they make in retirement, and how that fulfills their need for self-

responsibility.  Participant A explains it in this manner: 

 

When you are old, you are lost in time.  That’s what they say.  There is time.  

But this lost in time can be either negative or positive.  This lost in time is 

positive when you do mental reflection and thinking work.  This lost in time is 

negative when you engage your time in drinking and visiting Karaokes 

(singing pubs).   

   

Often, these retirees see engaging in learning activities as one way to exercise 

self-responsibility in retirement.  Participant J puts it in this way: 

 

I am well aware of that.  But I cannot say that I am freer now.  That will be 

irresponsible.  I know that I will need to continue to learn things  

 

Connected Element – Pursuing only what is necessary in retirement:  

This connected element of pursuing only what is necessary in retirement is an 

expression of the main theme of seeing retirement as a serious self-responsibility.  

This notion of only doing things that are absolutely essential and necessary in 

retirement is not to be confused with having a “care-less” attitude.  On the contrary, it 

is associated with the subtle and serious nature of being retired; it focuses only on the 

critical aspect of this self-responsibility in retirement.  Participant F aptly describes 

this as follows:  
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Nowadays, I take things easier, mellow, so to say.  I don’t want to be put 

myself under unnecessary pressure.  Just don’t want to, really.  As I said, you 

are willing but physically you may not be able to.  But, if it is something 

essential and necessary, whether I like it or not, I will do it.  Something extra, 

no, I don’t think so.  Let me put it this way.  Like for example my friend called 

me and said, “Now there is this en-bloc sale. Very popular, can make money, 

you know.”  Maybe when I was younger, I will say, “OK, let’s go around, ask 

around and see if we can make some money out of this?”  But now, if you 

have sufficient money, is it necessary to go out and look for en-bloc sale, join 

in, queue up, run around looking for houses just to make the extra money? 

 

Connected Element – Pride of life experience:  

Stemming from how these participants see retirement as a serious self-

responsibility is this connected element of how retirees take pride in their life 

experiences.  The data revealed that their past difficult life experiences indicated to 

them at an early age that there is a serious element in adult life.  On that note, they 

view retirement as a serious self-responsibility and thus take pride in their life 

experiences.  The following narratives show how some participants summarize their 

experiences:  

 

Those people who were born during the Second World War or have gone 

through the experience of the Second World War are all very tough build.  All 

are very tough because there was no food and got to work very hard.  But the 

Singapore society is becoming soft.  More and more we think leisure, they 

want more enjoyment like so on and so forth.  So this is the difference.  Most 

of the China people are very tough.  No food, long marches and hard work. 

They have very little, don’t have money.  So, when they live through that 

period of time, they are mentally tough.  They can accept all sort of condition.  

So there is a difference.  But, the next generation, I tell you they will fall (Ha, 
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Ha!).  They will fall easily. (Ha, Ha, Ha!).  This is one factor you can bring up.  

(Participant A)  

 

Old people like us go through a different time.  We went through life with 

hardly any money.  Parents were all poor.  You don’t even know where the 

next meal is coming from.  So your concept is different from the younger 

ones.  Most of them, like my children, they have everything.  They ask and 

they get.  They don’t have to worry.  In the past, we had no money, no 

transport, no school fees, nothing.  They don’t have this type of problem.  So 

the younger people, a little bit stress, they may not be able to take it.  They 

may not be able to take the same stress as the older ones.  I would say this is 

quite logical.  So the outlook of the old and the young are very different.  

(Participant G) 

 

So these retirees pride themselves on having gone through difficulties in life,  

compared to someone younger.  They hold the view that they have more experience in 

handling different difficult situations in life; taking pride in being experienced in 

handling diverse types of people and situations.  They see themselves as having an 

ability to ascertain a situation or a person quickly and accurately, which helps them to 

make a good judgment of most situations.  Participant I summarizes this as follows: 

 

Through working experience, you kind of know how to differentiate the 

honest people from the crooks and you take proper steps, you know.  So I have 

been lucky, I have not been really cheated.  If I feel uncomfortable dealing 

with you, that’s it, I end it there and then.  So life is a learning process.  I am 

able to judge characters by having a short conversation.  Nine times out of ten, 

I am right.  I can size up a crook the moment I spend a couple of minutes with 

him.  A lot of people want to know you for a purpose.  There’s always a 

hidden agenda.  They want to be nice to you.  They want to invite you for a 

drink and all that for some purpose.  Very few genuine friends!  Yes or no?  

Maybe at your age, you must have also come across people like that as well.  
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Yeah, in the old days, I took up golfing.  But I found out, eight out of ten 

people took up golf not because they love the game.  They want to know the 

right people.  People in those days who went to golfing clubs were at least of 

the manager class - General Managers or Chief Executive Officers and all that.  

So I want to come close to you, you know.  If I am hell of a good golfer, I will 

purposely lose to you on the golf course.   

 

 More importantly, the tone with which they pride themselves on their 

judgment reveals how most of them see retirement as a serious self-responsibility.  

The difficult life experiences they had in the past had not only shaped that serious side 

of being a retiree but also provide the rationale for them to take pride in the rich life 

experiences they have in comparison with someone younger.  One can say that these 

life experiences come from the self that wants to share. 

 

Theme Six 

Main Theme – Maintaining a predictable and orderly routine in retirement:  

A further theme emerging from the study is that the retirees do maintain a 

predictable and orderly routine in retirement.  This is in line with Atchley’s (1976) 

assertion on the honeymoon phase of the retirement process, where retirees settle into 

some sort of routine eventually, despite the initial frantic pace that they experienced in 

the honeymoon phase (p. 68).  Participant J describes his initial experience in 

retirement as follows:  

 

Maybe in the beginning, I felt kind of a bit aimless.  Slowly, slowly, I began to 

get drafted into more activities.  My days are more structured now unlike in 

beginning where it was kind of aimless. 
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The nature of these routines is important because if the individual is able to 

find a routine that provides a satisfying retirement life, then the routine will probably 

stabilize (Atchley, 1976, p. 68).  Said differently, once their routine does stabilize, it is 

highly likely that this routine is one that provides the most satisfying retirement life 

for the individual retiree.   

On that note, other social engagements or activities will usually have to work 

around or fit into the existing routine structure of these retirees.  In other words, just 

because they are not engaged full-time in a job does not mean they will necessarily 

have time for other social engagements or activities beyond their individual existing 

routine structure.  Participant D illustrates his experience as follows: 

 

They also know my schedule.  So if they want to plan any party or dinner, they 

must not have it on a Wednesday or Friday.  So everyone is happy and can go 

for dinner. 

 

The general impression from the emerging data is that, whatever the routine is, 

retirees usually keep themselves busy and that is a good thing for them.  Once they 

have nothing to do, they may easily become bored.  

 

Connected Element - Maintaining a busy schedule in retirement life:  

Given that retirees maintain a predictable and orderly routine in retirement, 

one connected element that emerged is the busy schedule which each retiree maintains 

around their orderly routine.  Participant E describes this phenomenon as follows: 

 

Last time when I was working, everyday, every morning I have time to clean 

my car, wash my car. I wash my car.  Now, after retiring, no time!  “Where 

got time to wash the car!”  At most, once a week!  That’s why! More busy.  



   

 - 114 -

Because in the office, all these I don’t need to do.  Now, come back, do this, 

do that, can’t finish, everyday is the same.   

 

Interestingly, this connected element of maintaining a busy schedule is in 

many ways supportive of what was mentioned in an earlier chapter, where we saw 

that the Activity Theory suggests people grow old successfully when they maintain 

the same level of activity in retirement (LaBauve & Robinson, 1999, p. 5).  On that 

note, these retirees often work towards maintaining the same level of activity in 

retirement and thus resulting in keeping their schedule busy.  

 

Connected Elements - Living for self than for others in retirement:  

Arising from the main theme of maintaining a predictable and orderly routine 

in retirement, another associated element that emerged is how these male retirees 

would like to live a life for themselves rather than for others in retirement. Participant 

I describes this as follows: 

 

It is to give myself some time to live the life that I want to live and do the 

things I want to do.   

 

While these retirees do have time in retirement, nevertheless it is clear that 

time is not on their side.  After giving most of their adult life to the family, most feel 

that they deserve a well-earned retirement.  Participant J describes it as follows:  

 

Just feel that I have discharged my responsibilities (sense of relieve to have 

discharged his family responsibility given his children is now grown up).  So 

the rest of my life, I think I deserve to take it easy.  Since I have discharged 

my responsibilities, I will now spend time on developing myself.  In the past, I 
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have been working, working and working.  So, at this stage of life, I think I 

have to do the things that I am very interested in, like reading and traveling. 

   

So the predictable and orderly routine in retirement that these retirees maintain 

involves activities that they would like to pursue and keep for themselves in 

retirement.  Given they want to lead a life for themselves rather than for others, they 

will thus only offer their time to others where it does not conflict with the predictable 

and orderly routine that they maintain.  Participant D describes this as follows: 

   

So, they also know my schedule. Wednesday evening, I need to go off at 6.30 

pm to church for prayer meeting (Bible Study) come back at 10 pm.  Friday 

and Saturday, my wife and I will go.  Sunday, it’s the whole day from 7.15 am 

until 6 or 7 pm.  Then the rest of the day is free for the family to use.  So if 

they want to plan any party or dinner, they must not have it on a Wednesday 

or Friday.  So everyone is happy and can go for dinner. 

 

Another interesting observation of how retirees live a life for themselves 

rather than for others is the way they view the issue of inheritance.  In the case of 

Participant C, while he knows that his son will eventually inherit his private estates, 

he will nevertheless not legally transfer the ownership to his son until he is on his 

deathbed.  He sees this as one way of preserving his way of life by exerting control 

and influence on his son.  He describes his thinking in his own words as follows: 

 

You must think carefully, don’t expect your children to come and support you. 

You have to do your own maintenance, support yourself. That’s why I have 

this in mind, I did not tell my son about this.  Even without the support of my 

son, I can still survive. I did that today. Even the property, don’t transfer the 

name. Until today, I never transfer my property to my kid. I know it will still 

eventually go to him but I don’t want to transfer. You can see this as some sort 
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of power I keep.  You can bargain with him when necessary.  When he sees 

that you have this, he is also not stupid.  

 

Theme Seven 

Main Theme – A planned retirement: 

This research study indicated that the male retirees did plan for their 

retirement.  However, the data also indicates that the planned retirement did not 

necessarily consist of a grand strategy, a single retirement plan.  In fact, on the 

contrary, it indicates that these plans were usually of an emerging nature.  As 

Participant H describes it:  

 

Of course I didn’t have a grand plan to say come out and take 6 months to 

travel the world.   

 

Almost in all circumstances, these retirees did not fail to do at least some 

general “number crunching” when they came to make their retirement decision.  

Participant G illuminates the importance of the financial element in his decision: 

 

So it’s a choice.  We calculated.  I was making a simple financial calculation. 

Can I afford to retire?  So after, I just say I can.  I mean, I just have to make 

some adjustments in lifestyle.   

 

As indicated in an earlier chapter, sudden retirement is usually more difficult than 

planned retirement (Williamson, Rinehart & Blank, 1992, p. 69).  Fortunately, for 

most people, the transition to retirement is not a sudden affair (Williamson, Rinehart 

& Blank, 1992, p. 90); and for most of the participants in this study, there was at least 

some element of planned retirement.    
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Connected Element - Mandatory retirement age as reason for retirement:  

As highlighted in the literature review, in a recent study in Singapore more 

than 83 percent of older men cited mandatory retirement age as the reason for 

stopping work (Hermalin, Chan, Biddlecom & Ofstedal, 2002, p. 268).  Interestingly, 

male retirees in the present study also repeatedly cited mandatory retirement age as a 

reason for their retirement decision.  This associated element that emerged certainly 

supported what we understood from these published research highlighted in the 

literature review.  Participant F shares his view as follows: 

 

No, I should say that when they retire me because I have reached the age of 

62, I retired not because I cannot teach anymore.  You see what I mean?  Not 

because I did something bad.  Just because it’s 62, immediately, you are not 

employed anymore. So you have just reached the age of retirement.  So you 

find that it’s not something that you can understand, so to say. 

 

Most of them basically perceived and accepted retirement as part of a 

legislated requirement that one would have to go through when one reaches the 

retirement age in Singapore.  As noted in Chapter 1, the retirement age in Singapore 

used to be 55 but was raised to 60 years old in 1993 and was again raised from 60 to 

62 years in 1999 (Report of the Tripartite Committee on the Extension of the 

Retirement Age, 1997, pp. 1-15).  On that note, they often concluded that it is 

mandatory to retire when the company tells them to do so and often plan for their 

retirement, in different ways and at very different periods of time, though the quality 

of their individual plans varied.       

 

Connected Element - Desire to remain socially involved in retirement:  
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Many retirees felt that they had a wider social network while they were still 

actively working; they had more friends when they were working.  Once they 

transitioned into retirement, as time passed they lost their social network.  Given the 

absence of a workplace for these retirees to go to on a daily basis, and the 

disappearance of their work activity, it was natural that they would lose their social 

network over time.  Nevertheless, interestingly, while their social circle became 

smaller the emerging data indicates a desire on their part to remain socially involved 

in retirement.   

 In fact, not only does the data support this connected element of retirees 

having a desire to remain socially involved, but from the many first-person accounts 

of these retirees they seem to experience much more socialization now than in the 

past.  Some apt descriptions provided by participants are as follows:  

 

Socially, if you talk about this, yeah, socially, I do go out more often.   Last 

time, I seldom, only once in a while, now I do go out every Saturday and 

Sunday.  I have to go to the community centre.  Last time, I seldom go out, 

after work when you do get back home, it’s already six in the evening, after 

dinner.  The next morning, you still have to go to work.  I had to wake up six 

in the morning.  Now, sometimes my friend will call me for lunch, sometimes 

I will call them.  So, there is no hesitation.  Although, most of the time they 

call me.  Yeah, they know that I am free, you see.  Yeah.  I can do things I 

want.  Whenever I want to go for tour, anytime I can just go for tour.  I don’t 

need to be like in the office, need to apply leave and sometimes it’s hard to get 

leave. (Participant E) 

 

You are alone!  Nobody is going to retire hand-in-hand with you. You can be 

alone but not lonely. So I have learnt to be alone but not lonely. Of course 

loneliness is something that no man would want.  Nobody wants to be lonely.  

So, that’s probably something that you miss that in that sense.  Not a 
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withdrawal, not an isolation but natural something that you miss out.  

Someone to discuss the news of the world with or someone to chit-chat, you 

know, alright in that sense.  Yeah, there’s a listening ear.  When you are 

working, there are lots of listening ears around but when you retire, probably 

not that many listening ears.  This is something that you miss.  If you say what 

I miss, that’s what I miss compared to working life when you go to office.  

There is office social interaction, yeah. (Participant H)   

 

This desire to remain socially involved in retirement is actually associated 

with the main theme of having a planned retirement.  This is because, in many cases, 

they do in advance take account of their desire for social involvement in their 

retirement plans.  The following are apt descriptions to illustrate this: 

 

Nothing to do!  So, at least, you keep yourself occupied.  Yeah.  I retired from 

Scripture Union, but I did not retire from the Lord’s work. I continued.  Non-

stop!  That is the one thing different, you are not serving a local man or a boss, 

so even there’s no salary, the Lord will keep his promise to feed your family.  

He kept his promise so I will keep mine.  I mean, it’s the Lord, not serving 

anybody.  I retired from Scripture Union.  But I am still in the Lord’s service. 

So this is the thing.  I am still busy.  Actually, come to think of it, I had prayed 

to the Lord.  That it is going to be a new life. I want to retire.  I want to attend 

all these senior citizen meetings, help these senior citizens.  I will try to help 

my family, spend more time with my wife and take her on overseas trips, you 

know. (Participant D)  

 

I get bored very easily.  If I sit down here any longer, if I sit down doing 

nothing, I feel bored.  I want to do something.  I want to have somebody to 

talk to, do something.  I want to do volunteer work.  You can’t be sitting down 

here and doing nothing.  I want to be involved and my wife is thinking of 

doing something also.  She used to be a qualified nursing officer. So maybe 
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we start doing something in the next couple of months. It gives meaning to 

life.  Not to idle your time.  Otherwise, what are we here for? (Participant I) 

 

In an earlier chapter, we have highlighted the work of George Mead (1934) 

suggesting that the concept of self is not one that is inherited by an individual through 

the natural biological order.  Rather, it is developed through social interaction with 

others in his or her environment.  Mead believed that the social consciousness of other 

selves precedes the consciousness of the self (Cook, 1993, pp. 61-62).  To Mead, 

humans are naturally social (Smith, 1931, p. 375).  The desire of people in the present 

study to remain socially involved in retirement does reinforce the importance of the 

social dimension in such complex human experiences as retirement.    

 

Theme Eight 

Main Theme – Change in external environment triggering a thought of retirement:  

Another obvious theme that emerged was how changes in the external 

environment had triggered a thought of retirement for these retirees.  Many 

specifically mentioned stress as the essential ingredient in the external environment 

that had caused them to entertain the idea of retiring.  Participant J’s describes his 

experience in this way: 

 

The reason being my job was too stressful for me to cope.  Of course, there are   

other minor things like my superior was not getting along well with me.  There 

was this change in Principal and he does not perceive me in a favorable light.  

So that’s also one of the reasons why I decide to “call it a day”.  Hand in my 

application for early retirement.   

 



   

 - 121 -

The data also revealed that the stress was frequently associated with rapid 

technological changes in the external environment.  Participant H describes his 

predicament as far as technological change was concerned: 

 

Technology wise, as you grow older, you are not so nimble with your hands. 

Eyesight is also very important.  You know, technology, nowadays, the font 

becomes very small.  Of course, it’s not beyond your health or whatever, but it 

does add up in the sense that let the younger man do it.  End up saying, if I can 

do something else, let me go and do something else that I am more 

comfortable in.  So if this technology thing which I am a bit slow, which is 

true, like when they do PowerPoint presentation.  They are very fast, you 

know, the younger fellows, in the computer.  They do their presentations, very 

nice and neat.  You’ve got to be very good in Excel.  You’ve got to be very 

good in PowerPoint, Microsoft Word, the office package.  If I’m an expert in 

this, I will probably stay on in my job.  Put it this way.  So I am not an expert.  

Of course, know enough to get the job done but it’s not enough to impress, put 

it this way and so you tend to think let the younger fellow do it.  If they are 

good in it, let them do it.  I am not so good in it, maybe I think I can leave and 

do something else, you know.  Definitely it’s a factor in making the decision.   

 

Another aspect of the external social environment, changes in the social 

network, had also contributed to the thought of retiring.  Participant D describes how 

the social world around him started changing:   

 

I have worked for about thirty-six years.  In the last fifteen years, the 

organization itself started changing when they got in some new ones 

(respondent is referring to new employees in the Scripture Union organization 

where he had worked).  They started to change.  Try to be more lively, you 

know (child crying in the background).   

 

The data also revealed that these retirees sensed the world that they once knew 



   

 - 122 -

was no longer in existence.  The current world in which they now found themselves 

consisted of multiple competing operating paradigms.  Participant’s D describes the 

change in the spirituality of the external world in this manner: 

 

In the last 15 years, you do see this great difference.  I mean the whole world 

has changed.  Even now in Singapore, for example, there is no more such 

thing call “Iron Rice Bowl”.  Last time when you work for the government, as 

long as you go to the office at 8 am and gets back by 5 pm, you will just work 

there, OK.  Now, you must have productivity, you know.  You must be able to 

bring in the sales.  You must be able to improve the working condition. 

Otherwise, you will be out. So, the world has changed. The situation has 

changed.  Security wise, there’s not much security. 

 

The rapid technological change and the stress it induces in their external 

environment certainly do not help working people to ignore the idea of retiring.  In 

addition, changes in the social circle at the workplace over time do not improve their 

external environment either.  On top of that, these retirees are also confronted with a 

changing spiritual orientation at the workplace.  Difficulties in coping with all these 

elements are very real to these retirees.  Participant G describes the difficulty in 

adaptation as follows:   

   

When you reach that age, you know you can’t bear it because the pressure can 

be quite bad.  Schools are having a lot of pressure because new target and new 

things.  Everywhere in Singapore you see a lot of changes, every two years or 

so.  If you can cope with new changes, not so bad, if you cannot cope with 

new changes, the demand, you know, depending on the courses, what you 

specialize in, because certain subjects are no longer needed.  You understand?  

So you have to make adjustments for other major changes, like go to a 

different type of teaching, changes.  Some people cannot adapt, you see.    
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Connected Element - Develop imagination of retirement life: 

One consistent element among the male retirees in this research study was that 

in most instances they had imagined what their retirement would be like during the 

pre-retirement stage.  Once they transitioned into retirement, they did not always get a 

chance to live the life they had imagined.  The data also shows that each retiree used 

different reasoning to imagine what lay ahead for them in their retirement.  As 

Participant D puts it:   

 

Actually, come to think of it, I had prayed to the Lord.  That it is going to be a 

new life. I want to retire.  I want to attend all these senior citizen meetings, 

help these senior citizens.  I will try to help my family, spend more time with 

my wife and take her on overseas trips, you know.  Unfortunately, until now, 

we have not got a chance to do that because of the grandchildren.   

 

This element supports Atchley’s (1976) assertion that, during pre-retirement, 

the individual is likely develop some detailed imagination of what he thinks 

retirement will be like (p. 67).   

 

Connected Element - Emotional let-down in retirement:  

An element associated with the main theme of developing a conception of 

retirement life during the pre-retirement period is the emotional let-down that retirees 

experienced.   

The data revealed that this emotional let-down in retirement comes in different 

forms.  However, one common thread is how retirees looked back and felt this 
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emotional disappointment of having to relinquish their professional role at a particular 

point in time.    Participant F puts it this way: 

 

But it is a bit disappointing, so to speak.  Because one thing for sure you will 

be missing every month a certain amount of money.  You don’t get year end 

bonus or mid year bonus. You know what I mean?  Disappointed because I 

can work again, why don’t they let me work again?  It is not that I cannot 

work, I cannot walk.  You know what I mean or not?  It’s a waste.  Somebody 

is capable of working.  I don’t mind to get a lower pay, but then since they 

don’t want me to work, I just no need to work. (clears throat)  The only thing 

is that I am disappointed in why do they want me to retire at this age?  I am 

still capable and I am able to do what everybody can do.  A bit disappointed 

that you have to retire at 62. I mean there are people who reach a certain age, 

medically unfit. You know what I mean? Then they retire.  

 

Beyond this common thread of looking back and feeling disappointed, there is 

also a deep structure that permeates each of their experiences; that is, a sense of loss.  

This loss can be in income, social status, social privileges or something else deemed 

valuable by the subject.  Participant H describes his own feeling of loss in the 

following manner: 

 

In fact when I decide to leave, some of the thoughts were the fact that I was 

leaving a very nice place.  Is it better off to stay at home?  Honestly these are 

honest questions.  You may be all alone at home.  What’s so nice about being 

alone at home?  Crazy decision, you know.  I mean some more, the pay was 

there. 

 

As indicated in an earlier chapter, affect is inherent to any situation in which 

humans interact with each other and their environment; it is inherent in our daily 

human experience (Barsade & Gibson, 2007, p. 51).  From an affective science 
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perspective, emotion is the “glue” of identity in that it creates chunks of experience on 

the intrapersonal and interpersonal level (Haviland & Kahlbaugh, 1993, p. 328).  On 

that note, based on the data, the emotional let-down which retirees experience is not 

only evidently a part of their retirement experience but also inherently a part of their 

personal reflectivity.     

Textural and Structural Descriptions 

In Moustakas’s terminology, a textural description uncovers “what” the 

phenomenon was, and a structural description reveals “how” the phenomenon was 

experienced (Moustakas, 1994, p. 79).  Using individual themes, a textural and 

structural description is identified from each participant’s retirement experience.     

In order to enable the researcher to derive the structural themes from the 

textural description, he had to apply “imaginative variation”, where free imaginative 

fancy is coupled with reflection on how the retirement experience came to be what it 

was (Moustakas, 1994, pp. 98-99). 

In applying imaginative variation, the researcher had to reflect on possible 

structures of “time, space, materiality, causality, and relationship to self and to others” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 99).  

Textural and structural descriptions for three interviewees (Participant A, B 

and C) are presented in this chapter.  Given the thick rich descriptions, for practical 

purpose and for easy reference, the descriptions for the other seven interviewees are 

found in Appendix 4.  

 

Textural Description of Participant A’s Retirement Experience 

Participant A experienced several phenomenon changes in retirement.  One of 

the more significant changes was his intellectual aspiration.  It was a significant 
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change for him because, prior to his retirement, he was never a believer in “self- 

education” - self-directed learning.  Now, in retirement, he even pays for classes at the 

University of Nevada, Las Vegas.  He now enjoys these learning experiences, as he 

has noticed a “re-direction of the mind”.    

Beyond learning experiences, Participant A also tries to impart knowledge to 

younger people around him, describing it as “delivering to people what I know”; 

“lecturing” them.  Participant A sees this as one way to “do good” as he takes pride in 

his experiences in life.  There is a sense of conscientiousness.  He also expressed a 

feeling of wanting to be “helpful” to “the next generation” by giving them “concepts” 

that they may use so that they can be “successful” in life.    

There are times where he evaluates the benefit of his own personal social 

investments with people he meets; experience social evaluations.  This is not to say 

that there is a withdrawal.  On the contrary, he maintains a high personal desire to 

remain socially active in retirement.  He now follows a predictable and orderly routine 

in retirement.      

 

Structural Description of Participant A’s Retirement Experience 

For Participant A, the need to “keep himself busy” and “challenge himself” 

triggers his desire to identify learning activities that provide some utility value for 

him.  He does this by “reading a few books” and “talking to knowledgeable people”.  

Beyond these learning activities, he consciously finds opportunities to apply what he 

learns.  In his view, this is driven very much by his own personal values.   

He selects his social friends carefully, and this involves a very “personal 

choice”.  He maintains some degree of spontaneity within his social network, and 

does not wait for opportunity to present itself in meeting with people.     
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Textural Description of Participant B’s Retirement Experience 

 Without alternatives, Participant B cited mandatory retirement age as a reason 

for his retirement decision.  He admits he did not “really think hard”.  As things 

around him become more complex, he does experience some degree of stress and 

fear, with some difficulty in adjusting.  He is frustrated and emotionally disappointed, 

yet accepts the fact that he is old.  Occasionally, he experiences some form of moral 

evaluation about life and maintains a certain degree of conscientiousness, speaking up 

about what he feels is right or wrong to people he comes in contact with.  Maintaining 

a rather predictable personal routine, he cares less about his own personal appearance 

and more for his family members - their current and future well-being.     

 

Structural Description of Participant B’s Retirement Experience 

 Given that Participant B had only a “small amount” of retirement funds 

available to him, he accepts little can be done.  Recognizing the world (material, 

social and spiritual) has changed, he has experienced difficulty in adjusting socially, 

materially and spiritually.  He perceives the society at large as more materially 

centered, leading to some level of personal disappointment and frustration.  He thinks 

younger people around him might perceive him as “old and useless”.  Nevertheless, as 

he learns more over time, he finds confidence and courage in projecting his own 

voice, unlike in his younger days.              

 

Textural Description of Participant C’s Retirement Experience 

Participant C experiences the importance of having financial freedom in 

retirement.  He prides himself on having accumulated adequate personal wealth for 
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his retirement.  Nevertheless, conscious of possible termination in retirement, he 

experiences a paradigm shift in realizing the importance of health over wealth.   

 Maintaining a rather predictable personal routine, he cares less about his own 

personal appearance (material world) and more for his family (spiritual world) - 

particularly for his son’s future well-being and happiness.  But, materially, he shows 

some degree of pragmatism in not transferring any of his personal estates to his son at 

this point in time.   

In his retirement, he experiences not only some degree of moral and 

intellectual aspiration, but also a certain degree of conscientiousness.       

   

Structural Description of Participant C’s Retirement Experience 

During his younger days, his “intention” was just to earn money.  Now, with 

ownership in several private estates within prime districts, he takes pride in having 

adequate financial resources to support his retirement lifestyle over the long run.  He 

is less bothered about money, especially after his brother-in-law’s death in 2005, 

which caused him to re-examine his presuppositions about life.  He is now conscious 

of possible termination in a very real sense.     

With his financial adequacy and a comfortable lifestyle, he would now like to 

participate in some form of volunteer work.  Participant C experienced significant 

hardship as a young man, and when he sees how younger people spend their money, 

unnecessarily in general, it ignites his sense of conscientiousness.  He does not attach 

much importance to his own personal appearances, leading a very simple life.   

However, he attaches great importance to his family members’ well-being 

(particularly his son).  He does not mind working hard for his son.  He not only 

supports his son financially for his advanced degree in Britain, but also supports his 



   

 - 129 -

son’s girlfriend financially for her studies there as well.  He wants his son to be 

happy; hoping this will allow his son to be with his girlfriend.   

Nevertheless, as a pragmatist, he sees the legal ownership right to his private 

estates as “some sort of power” that he can maintain and use as a leverage if his son 

does not provide care for him in the later years.  This is something he does not openly 

tell his son.        

Composite Textural Description 

The composite textural description is crafted from the individual ten textural 

descriptions.  Based, therefore, on the individual retirement experience of the ten 

participants, it indicates that there is a range of emotions which participants 

experience at different stages of the retirement process.  These emotions include 

disappointment, emotional let-down, frustration, fear, stress, relief and acceptance.  

However, there is no evidence that these emotions are experienced in any sequential 

order; they are often evoked in response to their individual unique circumstances at 

different stages of their retirement experience.  Many participants indicated that they 

had planned their retirement, and had entertained the idea of retirement after 

experiencing some form of external environmental changes around them.  Prior to 

their transition into retirement, they had also exercised some imagination about what 

retirement life might be like.                   

A sense of conscientiousness was also indicated by more than half of the 

population sampled.  Some of them expressed this as being as a form of help to “the 

next generation”, and others saw it as a form of duty in teaching the younger people 

about how things ought to be.  In each distinct case, the central idea centered on the 

participant’s awareness of, and desire to correct, some form of behavioral differences 

in younger people.  There were often some elements of moral aspiration.   
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Many also admitted having moments of reflection where they recognized their 

inadequacy and their desire to develop themselves, expressing some intellectual 

aspirations.  

All participants maintain a rather predictable and orderly personal routine in 

retirement.  This orderly and predictable routine did not emerge immediately 

following their transition into retirement; it developed and became solidified over 

time.      

Additionally, half of the population sampled maintains a high personal desire 

to remain socially involved in retirement.  This social involvement is expressed either 

as getting involved in the community through volunteerism, or as getting involved at 

home in the lives of their loved ones - wanting them to do well.   

 Many of them are also conscious of the real possibility of termination in 

retirement.  This serves as a powerful impetus for a substantial majority of them, 

leading them to experience a paradigm shift – either realizing that they should value 

health over wealth, or leading them to value family over everything else.  In that 

regard, they also care less about their own personal appearance, but value more the 

well-being of their family members.  Many recognized the importance of their spouse.  

Finally, many take retirement as a serious self-responsibility.   

Interestingly, regardless of their financial status, many of them remained 

modest about their retirement.  In fact, those participants include some who are 

financially very well off.       
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Composite Structural Description  

The composite structural description is based on the ten individual structural 

descriptions. 

From a structural point of view, although prior to retirement, work was 

becoming more stressful for many, there were those who continued to work because 

of their individual unique circumstances.  Consequently, while “waiting for 

retirement” all they could do was to plan for it.  When they finally retired, naturally, 

some felt a sense of relief.  As part of a planned retirement, many are conscious of the 

fact that retirement is an individual experience.    

Interestingly, many cited mandatory retirement age as their reason for 

retirement.  Many initially felt disappointed in having to give up their job because of a 

loss of income; they also missed the social interaction from the workplace.   

Prior to retirement, some had already felt the material, social and spiritual 

external environment was changing.  Given these changes, some expressed difficulty 

in adjusting, leading to some level of personal disappointment and frustration.   

As the world continues to change, some are also saddened to see it becoming a 

very different place, especially with regard to how younger people behave; they 

express a sense of conscientiousness.  Many feel they “owe it to society” to “educate” 

younger people around them whenever the opportunity arises.        

In retirement, some find more freedom in speaking their mind without having 

to worry about offending anyone; there is “no barrier” and “nothing to hold back”.  As 

they age, they also tend to learn more about life, and thus find confidence and courage 

in projecting their personal voice compared to their younger days.    

As pragmatists, many see inheritance of their personal wealth and assets as 

“some sort of power” that they can use as leverage with their children if they refuse to 
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provide care for them in the later years.  This is, however, something they do not 

openly discuss with their children.        

With a debt-free retirement life, most take pride in their accumulated wealth.  

Paradoxically, many are also modest in the way they live in their retirement.  With 

financial security in their old age, they see participating in some form of volunteer 

work as meaningful.  Looking at others who are volunteering their time in retirement 

occasionally triggers moments of moral aspiration for some.     

While the number of friends they keep in contact with decreases, nevertheless, 

they do find themselves socializing more in retirement; maintaining their desire to 

remain socially involved. 

Paradoxically, while they are interested in enjoying themselves in retirement, 

they still maintain significant attachment to their children, wanting them to do well; 

they see the family as an extension of the self. 

Many of them recognize that they are not able to “count on friends” in times 

of need.  Consequently, they need to be “self-reliant” and count on themselves, and 

wish to exercise responsibility in their retirement as they do not want to be a “burden” 

to anyone.  In times of need, they feel that family members are the only people they 

can count on.   

For many of them, moments of personal reflection centered round the 

spirituality of life.  This often involves thinking about the natural next stage of 

progression in life – the possibility of termination.  These moments of reflection also 

involve, as one participant puts it, “looking backward and looking forward”.  In such 

moments, these spiritual meanings sometimes can become very deep.  With ample 

free time in retirement, some describe moments such as these as opportunities for self-

reflection. 
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In retirement, some realize that they have an inadequate knowledge of many 

aspects of the world around them, as the world today has become so complex and 

dynamic.  Because of this, an emphasis of developing oneself intellectually, in 

keeping up with the times, takes root.  For some, this intellectual aspiration also arises 

from their desire to keep themselves mentally active. As with people of all ages, a 

retiree continues to learn in many ways under many circumstances for many reasons.  

More importantly, retiree do continue to learn and adapt.     

In comparison with the time when they were in active employment, many now 

spend more time at home.  With the increased contact hours at home, they now attach 

more importance to their spouses.  Given the increased daily opportunity for 

interaction at home, the quality of their interaction becomes more important as well.        

Summary 

This chapter described the various stages of the phenomenological reduction 

and the emergence of the various themes in this inquiry.   

From these emerged themes, textural and structural descriptions of each 

participant were subsequently crafted.  These individual textural and structural 

descriptions, taken as a group, then formed the composite textural and structural 

description of the participants.   

The next chapter will present a synthesis of meanings and essences together 

with the conclusions of this research study.  Finally, the implications for research and 

practice will also be discussed.   
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Chapter 5 

 Interpretations, Conclusions and Recommendations 

This research study uses Robert Atchley’s (1997) retirement process and 

William James’ theory of self (1890) - material, social and spiritual self - as a 

framework of inquiry to explore the retirement experience of Singapore males from a 

phenomenological perspective.  This concluding chapter will first briefly recapitulate 

1) the problem addressed in this study, 2) the research questions, 3) the purpose and 

4) the significance of this study.   

Following this brief recapitulation, the chapter will then present a set of 

conclusions drawn from the research findings, describing how Singapore males see 

themselves in retirement.   

Finally, it will present implications of those conclusions for theory and 

practice, with recommendations for future research.   

Recapitulation of Research Study 

 While major societies are aging over time, it is worth noting that management 

and industrial psychology literature still shows little concern about retirement (Shaw 

& Grubbs, 1981, p. 41).  Even in social gerontology, the self does not have a 

prominent position (Ryff, Marshall & Clarke, 1999, p.15).  This study was therefore 

conducted to gain an understanding of how a male aged individual might see himself 

in retirement.   

 To address this problem, the study mainly explores the following research 

questions:   

1. What meaning can you make out of this retirement experience?   

2. How do you feel about retirement then and now? 
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3. What do you think has not changed about you in the transitional process of 

retirement?  What has?  

4. What do you think you will look forward to in the future?  

5. If you could live your life all over again, what do you think could be done to 

prepare for retirement? 

These research questions basically aim to provide some understanding of the 

Singapore male retiree’s personal sense of self in retirement; providing an 

understanding of how a male aged individual might see himself in this particular life 

experience. 

 Research on self-definitions and self-concept in retirement is still in its infancy 

(Verrill, 2002, p. ii).  Most of the literature on retirement is on post-retirement health, 

income and psychological adjustments (Luborsky, 1994, p. 412).  Few studies are on 

the retirement transition itself (Luborsky, 1994, p. 412).   

 More importantly from a societal standpoint, the normative expectations of 

these older retired adults among the Singapore society are still very much unclear and 

totally undefined (Teo, Mehta, Thang & Chan, 2006, p. 48). 

 Thus, this study sought to provide some understanding on the way male 

retirees see themselves in Singapore.  Additionally, understanding the structure of the 

identity of male retirees in the retirement process in Singapore will help us to 

understand how identity could possibly impact their self-development in later years. 

Interpretations 

From the composite textural and structural descriptions, the “essence” of the 

phenomenon of how Singapore males see themselves in retirement finally emerges.  

By systematically examining the data throughout the phenomenological reduction 
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process, the essential elements were distinguished in each step of the analysis process 

so as finally to provide the meaning of the retirement phenomenon. 

The individual retirement experience of the ten participants indicated that 

while many cited mandatory retirement age as their reason for retirement, 

nevertheless they also initially felt disappointed at having to give up their job.  This is 

because they had to give up their employment income and their social interaction at 

the workplace.  Their emotions include disappointment, emotional let-down, 

frustration, fear, stress, relief and acceptance.   

Many indicated that they had planned their retirement, and had entertained the 

idea of retirement after experiencing some form of external environmental change 

around them.    These external changes could be material, social or spiritual.  Often, 

these changes also created some form of stress for the participants in their work 

environment.  With these material, social and spiritual changes, some experienced 

difficulty in adjusting, and this led to some level of personal disappointment and 

frustration.  Despite these stress elements, there were those who continued to work 

because of their individual unique circumstances.  These personal circumstances 

could range from funding children’s college education to qualifying for pension / 

retirement schemes.  These participants also thus developed some imagination of what 

retirement life might be like during this period. 

As the world continues to change, some are also saddened to see it becoming a 

very different place, especially in terms of how younger people behave; they express a 

sense of conscientiousness.  Many feel they “owe it to society” to “educate” younger 

people around them whenever the situation arises.  In each distinct case, the central 

idea centered on each participant’s awareness and desire to correct some form of 

behavioral differences in younger people around them.  There are often some 
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elements of moral aspiration.  They also experience more freedom in speaking their 

mind without having to worry about offending anyone; there is “no barrier” and 

“nothing to hold back.”  As they age, they also tend to have learnt more in life, and 

thus find confidence and courage in projecting their own voice as compared to their 

younger days.    

 Paradoxically, some realize that they do not understand many aspects of the 

world around them, as the world today has become so complex and dynamic.  Many 

also admit having moments of reflection where they recognized their inadequacy.  

Consequently, an emphasis of developing oneself intellectually to keep up with the 

times takes root.  For some, this intellectual aspiration arises from their belief that in 

so doing it will keep them mentally active.   

For many of them, their moments of personal reflection also center round the 

spirituality of life.  This often involves thinking about the natural next stage of 

progression in life – the possibility of termination.  Many of them are fully aware and 

conscious of this real possibility, and it serves as a powerful impetus towards 

experiencing a paradigm shift – either the realization that health is more important 

than wealth, or family should be valued above everything else.  In that regard, they 

care less about their own personal appearance, and more about the well-being of their 

family members.   

Many also take retirement as a serious self-responsibility.  They recognize 

that, in times of need, they will not be able to count on others, and therefore they need 

to be “self-reliant” and exercise responsibility in their retirement; they do not want to 

be a “burden” to anyone in the near future.   

They also maintain a high personal desire to remain socially involved in 

retirement.  This involvement is expressed either as getting involved in the 
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community through volunteerism, or in terms of getting involved at home.  

Interestingly, although the number of friends they keep in contact with gets smaller, 

they nevertheless find themselves socializing more in retirement.  Paradoxically, 

while they are interested in enjoying themselves in retirement, they still maintain 

significant attachment to their children, wanting them to do well.  In comparison with 

the time when they were in active employment, many now spend more time at home.  

With the increased contact hours at home, many realize the importance of their 

spouses.  Given the daily increased opportunity for interaction at home, the quality of 

their interaction also becomes more important.   

  What is clear above all is that every participant now maintains a predictable 

and orderly personal routine in retirement.       

Conclusions 

Based on the findings that have emerged in this research study, this chapter 

will present the following conclusions: 

1. Environmental forces lead the individual to entertain the notion of 

retirement, and to plan his retirement. 

2. Individuals experience an orderly and predictable routine in retirement. 

3. Individuals’ retirement experience involves moments of self-reflection on 

the spirituality of life, and they are often conscious of the possibility of 

termination. 

4. Individuals see the family as an important extension of themselves. 

5. Individuals are conscientious in retirement.         
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Conclusion One 

Environmental forces lead the individual to entertain the notion of retirement and to 

plan his retirement 

A good majority of the participants do experience some form of environmental 

changes prior to their retirement decision - from social network changes to 

introduction of new technology at the workplace.  These changes are usually 

experienced at the individual level.  Often, in the face of these environmental changes, 

the individual becomes conscious of his own limitations at work.  These 

environmental changes usually cause the individual to entertain the notion of 

retirement and initiate a planned retirement, although the individual may still be 

physically capable of performing his existing job.  Simply, the environmental 

dynamism often creates the condition in which the individual entertains the idea of 

retiring.    

These environmental changes can, but not necessarily, be related to the 

workplace.  These environmental changes often are unexpected events that create 

discontinuities in their routine, at home or at work, and require some personal 

adaptation in order for them to cope with the change successfully.  Since these 

environmental changes vary in their degree of uncertainty and dynamism, it is thus 

contingent on the individual’s adaptability to successfully cope with the change.  For 

example, the introduction of a new technology at the workplace may change an 

existing work routine which requires the individual to perform the same task with a 

new social group thus creating the condition for the individual to entertain the idea of 

retiring.     

This finding about the Singapore sample population does seem to validate 

the idea that the retirement decision is often made on the basis of both positive and 
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negative considerations.  Individuals are motivated to retire based on a positive 

(moving towards a goal) and negative (escaping a bad situation) balance 

consideration; a decision logic based on a consideration of reward versus cost 

(Williamson, Rinehart & Blank, 1992, pp. 34-38).  In these situations, 

environmental changes often trigger the negative consideration (e.g. escape the 

feeling of being limited use to the company) when the individual is made more 

aware of his own limited contribution at the workplace due to changes in the 

environment; and their personal individual circumstances (e.g. the goal of funding 

children’s college education) then become the positive consideration in the overall 

equation.       

Once the idea of retirement is established in the mind of the individual, it 

then leads them to initiate a planned retirement, consciously or unconsciously.  

Having said that, how well individuals plan for their retirement and how those plans 

eventually play out are separate topics for discussion.  However, since sudden 

retirement is usually more difficult than planned retirement, it is fortunate that for 

most people the transition to retirement is not a sudden affair (Williamson, Rinehart 

& Blank, 1992, p. 69-90).     

Since environmental forces do lead the individual to entertain the notion of 

retirement and to plan their retirement, it is then important for retiring individuals to 

heighten their level of consciousness of these environmental forces, so that the 

quality of their retirement planning can be enhanced.  The longer and deeper the 

intention to retire in a particular way, the stronger will be the link between those 

intentions and their eventual behavior (Ekerdt, DeViney & Kosloski, 1996, p. 140-

150); this may be called “path dependency”.  Thus, it is essential for any retiring 

individual to be conscious of these environmental forces when thinking through 
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retirement.  This is because some individuals may not necessarily be fully aware of 

how these environmental forces might impact their retirement decision and 

planning.   

 

Conclusion Two 

Individuals experience an orderly and predictable routine in retirement 

One consistent theme that emerged from all participants is the fact that all of 

them experience a predictable and orderly routine in retirement.  All the participants 

mentioned they have some form of routine which they keep specifically for each day 

of the week.  Some activities are done on a daily basis and some on a weekly basis, 

depending on each individual’s lifestyle.  Daily activities could be such things as 

morning walks, swimming sessions, afternoon naps, checking e-mail correspondence, 

prayer sessions, etc.  Weekly activities include church meetings, Bible study sessions, 

singing classes, computer classes, etc.  One particular participant even claimed that he 

had actually felt “aimless” in his initial stage of retirement, because he never 

developed any routine.   

This corresponds to what Atchley (1976) noted about the reorientation phase 

of the retirement process, in which the retiree develops a more realistic view of 

alternatives in retirement, and a set of realistic choices is used to establish a structure 

and routine for life in retirement providing at least some minimum of satisfaction 

(Atchley, 1976, p. 70).   

Most people in this phase want to remain involved with the world around them 

(Atchley, 1976, p. 70).  The findings re-affirm that most participants do maintain a 

high personal desire to remain socially involved in retirement.  This social 

involvement is expressed either as getting involved in the community through 
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volunteerism or in terms of getting involved at home.  Interestingly, although the 

number of friends they keep in contact with gets smaller overtime, nevertheless they 

do find themselves socializing more in retirement. 

One key concluding element is that the sooner the individual sets up the 

structure of a stable routine, the sooner he is likely to develop a realistic view of his 

alternatives in retirement.  Consequently, from a practical angle, pre-retirement 

programs should focus on how individuals should and can structure a stable routine in 

retirement.   

 

Conclusion Three 

Individuals’ retirement experience involves moments of self-reflection on the 

spirituality of life; and they are often conscious of the possibility of termination 

Many of the male retired participants experienced moments of personal 

reflection, and these reflections often centered round the spirituality of life, or the 

meaning of life.  As one participant puts it, “As you grow older, life takes on a 

different meaning.”  In other words, when an individual is in retirement, he is more 

likely to practiced reflection compared to his pre-retirement period, where more 

imagination is involved.  In our accelerated and action-oriented culture, these 

moments of self-reflection can often invite a negative or contemptuous attitude from 

the society at large: what is often called ageism.  But what is worth mentioning is the 

fact that one direction of self-understanding which belongs to the area of self 

exploration is identity (Varela, 1997, p. 17).  In other words, these moments of self-

reflection reveal who the person is and illuminate him as a being.      

For this group of elderly male retirees, thinking through the spirituality of life 

often also involves asking themselves what to expect next.  Many of them are realistic 
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and have come to accept the natural next stage of progression in life – the inevitability 

of termination.  This is very real for them.  This awareness and consciousness of 

termination serves as a powerful impetus towards experiencing a paradigm shift – 

either in valuing health above wealth or in putting the family before everything else.  

In the words of Participant H, “Death is something which we all have to face.  The 

question is when and how?”   

How meaningful their retirement becomes will not only depends on what 

meaning they are able to make from their past experiences, but more importantly what 

they want to make of their remaining future.   

It is understandable therefore that they value the well-being of their family 

members as important in retirement; and that they are also more selective in choosing 

their social circle despite more social activities than before.      

 

Conclusion Four 

Individuals see the family as an important extension of themselves 

Male retirees in Singapore value the well-being of their family members.  The 

thinking behind that simple philosophy is the fact that having lived life to their age, 

there is nothing they want for themselves anymore.  The only thing meaningful is to 

have their family members do well.  With that in mind, it is also no surprise to find 

that on the material level, they have little personal regard for their own outward 

appearance; in other words, they have a lower degree of personal vanity.    

As participants indicated in this study, given the increased contact with their 

spouses in retirement, they also now have a better appreciation of their spouses.     

Interestingly, highlighted in the literature review is the social identity theory 

that suggests individuals construct a self by assuming role identities within a social 
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group (Schwenk, 2002, p. 11).  When a male retiree goes into retirement, he basically 

surrenders the membership of his social group at the workplace.  In that situation, 

applying the social identity theory, the male retiree is no longer able to construct 

himself a self-identity given the absence of a role that he can now claim within the 

social group that he belonged to at work (assuming he has not participated in any 

senior citizens’ movement).  Extending Cooley’s (1922) concept of the “Looking 

Glass Self” to this situation, we could deduce that an individual will come to 

understand who he or she is through his or her social interaction with another 

significant person, and the person with whom he is likely to have intense interaction 

in retirement is his spouse or an extended family member.    

 

Conclusion Five 

Individuals are conscientious in retirement 

 Research findings suggest that people play an active role in maintaining their 

identities through their choice of actions and situations in which those behaviors are 

played out (Leary, Wheeler & Jenkins, 1986, p. 17).  By being conscientious in 

retirement, male retired individuals do exercise their choice to act in a way that 

allows them to actively maintain their identities.  Finding a voice, and projecting 

that voice based on what the individual deems as right, is one way for them to act in 

preserving their identity in retirement.  On that note, this strand of being 

conscientious seems to also reinforce the traditional concept of Chinese masculinity 

where the ideal Chinese male should have the wu - power - qualities of fighting for 

yi - righteousness - as highlighted in the literature review (Khoo, 2004, p. 2). 

 Retirement is a social institution (Atchley, 1982, p. 264).  As such, it is quite 

understandable in that sense that our own personal identity becomes beholden to the 
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forces of institutionalism.  Whether they are in conscious or unconscious mode in 

creating that deep structure, individuals do preserve their selfhood by being 

conscientious.     

 Interestingly, male retirees do maintain a high degree of conscience in 

retirement.  By being conscientious, they do take themselves seriously in retirement 

despite the fact that society at large may perceive otherwise; ageism.  Said 

differently, while society at large may not take retirees too seriously at times, it is 

interesting to note that retirees do take themselves seriously.             

Implications for Practice 

Several implications for practice were identified as a result of this study.  These 

implications will mainly benefit aged male individuals going into retirement in 

Singapore.  In a larger context, individuals who are presently going through 

retirement may also gain some benefits in having a better articulation of their 

retirement experience. 

Discussion of each of these implications follows. 

 

Implication One 

Develop conscious awareness of environmental forces in responding to retirement  

As mentioned in an earlier chapter, the retirement decision is known to be a 

complicated one (Quinn & Burkhauser, 1994, p. 76).  Since environmental forces 

lead the individual to entertain the notion of retirement and to plan their retirement, 

it is important for retiring individuals to heighten their level of consciousness of 

these environmental forces, so that the quality of their retirement decision can be 

enhanced.  From a practical angle, one implication for practice is to have pre-

retirement programs focus on helping retiring individuals to become conscious of 
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these environmental changes in their formulation of the ultimate retirement 

decision.  When an individual is conscious of such environmental forces, he may 

then actively re-visit and reflect his previous, possibly unconscious assumptions.  

This may in turn potentially affect his downstream retirement planning.   We are 

limited in what we perceive of our environmental surroundings.  The emergence of 

a heighten sense of consciousness of surrounding environmental developments can 

therefore expand our capacity in dealing with these human experiences.  Simply put, 

the level of consciousness that one is able to cultivate as a person is critical to these 

human experiences. 

After all, identity is a product of self-consciousness; one will only bear his 

or her identity when he or she becomes conscious of it (Huntington, 2005, p. 21).   

 

Implication Two 

Structure an orderly and predictable routine in retirement  

The sooner the individual structures a stable routine, the sooner he is likely to 

have developed a realistic view of his alternatives in retirement, providing at least 

some minimum of satisfaction in his retirement life (Atchley, 1976, p. 70).  From a 

practical angle, the main implication for practice is to have pre-retirement programs 

focus on how individuals can explore their retirement alternatives and structure a 

stable retirement routine early in retirement.  This is because, the sooner the retiree is 

able to structure a stable routine in retirement, the sooner he is able to provide himself 

at least some minimum of satisfaction in his retirement life.  Without an orderly 

routine, one’s life structure would certainly be more chaotic and ambiguous.   
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Implication Three 

Plan intervention that helps spiritual experiences in retirement  

Individuals’ retirement experiences involve moments of self-reflection on the 

spirituality of life.  As such, any effort to further improve the quality of retirement life 

should include identifying ways for individuals to respond to this quest for self-

reflection on the spirituality of life – seeking a deeper conversation with the self.  One 

implication for practice is for social agencies to have intervention mechanisms that 

can help individuals to digest and respond to these spiritual experiences in their 

retirement.  People come with different lineages, and this may be a development 

opportunity for many, enhancing their own ability to transform their past experiences.  

Additionally, faith-based organizations can also collaborate with social agencies to 

participate in helping to respond to these individual development opportunities in 

retirement.     

Implications for Future Research 

The findings and conclusions presented in this study suggest that there is still 

much to explore about how Singapore males see themselves in retirement.  The 

following are recommendations for further research related to the findings of this 

study. 

 

Implication One 

Determine which environmental forces will have an impact on the self in retirement 

A research finding in this study suggests environmental forces do lead the 

individual to entertain the notion of retirement and to plan their retirement path.  

Future research might investigate in greater detail the environmental forces 

(sociological, political, technological, legal, economical, etc.) that might have an 
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impact on the individual’s self-concept in retirement.  This is because the present 

research raises some unexplored questions in understanding the extent of the impact 

of each environmental element potentially has on an individual’s self-concept in 

retirement.  Future research should provide specific survey probes on each type of 

environmental element, to better gauge the environmental impact of each element on 

the self in retirement.           

The key is to understand the degree of impact that each environmental force 

has on the self in retirement.  Simply put, does the sociological, political, legal or 

economical force all share the same degree of impact on the self in retirement?  If the 

various environmental forces do not all have the same level of impact on the self 

when it comes to retirement choices, then it is important to understand what effect 

each environmental force does have on the self in these retirement situations, so that 

appropriate responses can be formulated.  

Humans live their life in an open system where multilayered situations and 

factors all combine to constitute the retirement experience in the everyday world.  

Future research should therefore help illuminate the different impact values of each 

environmental variable embedded in this everyday life.      

   

Implication Two 

Determine correlations between family satisfaction and life satisfaction in retirement 

Given that male retired individuals see the family as an important extension of 

themselves, one potential research area is to investigate the correlations between 

family satisfaction and life satisfaction in retirement. Simply put, the research finding 

of male retirees attaching great value to the family in retirement could potentially 
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move future research to examine if there is any correlation between family 

satisfaction and life satisfaction in retirement.   

In light of the findings in this study, future research may also need to examine 

the relative power of these correlations, in order to further assess specifically the 

significance of the family construct in the overall equation of understanding self-

concept in retirement.  This could potentially help people to move closer to 

understanding that aspect of our human condition in retirement.  While we have the 

capacity to choose and plan the kind of retirement path to take, it is also equally 

important to understand the satisfaction we are able to attain from each of those 

different pathways in order for us to preserve retirement as an institution of choice. 

 

Implication Three 

Determine if being conscientious in retirement is one of the societal expectations 

associated with being a male retiree in Singapore 

Identity theory asserts that the core of an identity is the categorization of the 

self as an occupant of a role; there are meanings and expectations associated with that 

role and its performance (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 225).  These meanings and 

expectations form a set of standards that guide an individual’s behaviors (Stets & 

Burke, 2000, ibid.).   On that note, males playing the role of a retiree in Singapore are 

also guided by general expectations associated with that role.   

If normative expectations of these older adults in Singapore society are still 

unclear and totally undefined (Teo, Mehta, Thang & Chan, 2006, p. 48), it may be 

beneficial to move future research into examining if being conscientious in retirement 

for the Singapore male is indeed a societal expectation.  There remains considerable 

scope for future research to test and expand our knowledge of this aspect.   
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If society at large does not have any expectation that male retirees should 

demonstrate some level of conscientiousness, there would be a potential tension and 

incongruence between what society expects of retirees and how male retirees see 

themselves, since we know from this study that male retirees in Singapore do indeed 

see themselves in that light.   

It is these differences in expectations that often create tensions between the 

aged and the young. 

 

Implication Four 

Determine if other ethnic groups of male retirees in Singapore see themselves in the 

same manner 

An important boundary condition for the present research is that it may only 

be applicable to the Chinese ethnic group, given that the sample population consisted 

only of Chinese respondents. The meaning of retirement for other ethnic groups could 

potentially vary. 

Since Singapore is a multi-racial society, future research may need to focus on 

other ethnic groups like the Indians and Malays.  Said differently, people not only 

differ in hereditary features but also differ on cultural grounds like folk practices, 

language, dress, gestures, mannerism and religion.  Since these unique ethnic 

properties are different in each ethnic group, it is possible that each ethnic group may 

also define the retirement experience differently.   

In order to provide a more complete understanding of how Singapore male 

retirees see themselves, it may be worthwhile to determine if there are indeed 

variations in the way these different ethnic groups view themselves in retirement.  

This would certainly help researchers to gain more understanding of any such 
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variations in the Singapore retirement experience which may have been ignored in 

this study.  Furthermore, examining these variations would also allow useful 

comparisons among the ethnic groups of Indians, Malays and Chinese. 

 

Implication Five 

Determine if Singapore women possess the same identity strands in retirement  

 This research study focuses on understanding the identity of the Singapore 

male in retirement.  Considering the fact that these research findings are only 

pertinent to male retirees, an appropriate follow-up would be to replicate the research 

study on women retirees in Singapore; to understand if Singapore women see 

themselves differently compared to their male counterpart in retirement.  It is 

certainly possible for women to experience their retirement differently in comparison 

with men in Singapore.  Retired men and women do have differences in network 

structures, relationships and function (Depner & Ingersoll, 1982, p. 63).  In addition, 

the labor force experiences of men and women can also be quite different by 

comparison.  Women labor force participation may often be discontinuous (Depner & 

Ingersoll, 1982, p. 66) and thus how women define retirement may be quite different 

compared to men.  Further, beyond these differences, women may also treat 

ethnicities and social gender roles differently compared to men.             

In short, Singapore women may possess some variations in their identity 

strands in retirement and presents an interesting area for future research.  Beyond 

these unique variations, it may also be worthwhile to ascertain if there are any 

identical strands in a comparative study between men and women in Singapore 

retirement.  Future research may even look at the qualitative aspect of how similar or 

different these identity strands are to Singapore retired men.   
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Final Reflections 

 The intention of this study was to understand how Singapore males see 

themselves in retirement - providing an understanding of the complex structure of a 

man’s identity in retirement.   

Every man lives in two worlds – the external world in which he interacts, and 

the private inner world in which he interprets and ascribes meaning (Kilmartin, 2007, 

p. 131).  This research study illuminated the fact that the Singapore male retirees do 

indeed have a very dense and complex male identity structure in retirement.   

Drawing from the various first hand experiences, the essence of these 

retirement phenomena illuminated not only each complex strand and the 

interconnectedness of some of these strands, but also their paradoxical elements.  For 

instance, after having lived a full life, people do recognize their possibility of 

termination in retirement and thus attach great value to the family above many other 

things.  However, while they attach great value to the family, it is paradoxical that this 

possibility of termination also at the same time makes them value the importance of 

living a life for themselves rather than for others.   

 Singapore males typically spend many years in formal education to prepare 

themselves to enter the workforce, and once they have joined the workforce they 

spend another forty years working productively to provide for themselves or the 

family.  Naturally, when these male individuals begin to look into retirement, many 

feel ambivalent and develop some imagination of what retirement might be like.  If 

we are able to articulate how people see themselves in those retirement experiences, it 

will help those who are going into retirement to understand the complex adaptive 

characteristics of their self during those life transition moments.   Additionally, they 
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can also choose how they would like to experience the continuous process of self-

construction in the struggle for self-preservation in retirement.   
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Appendix 1  
 

Interview Protocol 
 

1. Introduction 
1.1 Express gratitude for interviewees’ willingness to participate in this study 

 
1.2 Highlight the specific objective of the study  

 
1.3 Highlight the research interview process   

 
2.  Interview Process 

2.1 This study is interested to know how individuals see themselves in 
retirement.   

 
2.2 The questions will therefore be open-ended 

 
2.3 The interview will be tape recorded.  Consequently, the researcher will 
need to solicit agreement from interviewees 

 
2.4 The researcher needs to maintain an open mind during the interview 
process 
 
2.5   The researcher needs to make the respondent feel comfortable enough to 
openly reflect and talk in each interview session 

 
3.  Questions 
Interview Session 1 

3.1 What was your occupation before retirement?  Prior to retirement, what 
was your career like? 
 
3.2 How would you describe yourself then?  How would you describe 

yourself 1) materially, 2) socially and 3) spiritually then?  Why do you see 
yourself in that manner?  How would others describe you then? 

 
3.3 How did you feel about retirement then?  What were your concerns and 

assumptions then?   
 

3.4 How did you come to the retirement decision? 
 

3.5 How was the retirement transitional process?  How did you withdraw 
from work? 

 
3.6 How long have you retire now? 

 
Interview Session 2 

3.7 Could you tell me what is your daily routine now?  What is it like for you 
in a typical day?  What do you do now since you do not have a full-time job to 
go to? 
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3.8 Why do you do the things you do now?  What influences you to do that?  
How do your environment and the people around you provide the structure for 
the things you do now?  Do your current environment and the people 
surrounding you today influence what you do today?  How?   
 
3.9 How do you describe yourself now?  Do you see yourself differently now?  
How would others describe you now?  How would you describe yourself 1) 
materially, 2) socially and 3) spiritually now?  How would you describe 
yourself as a male retiree in Singapore?  What meaning can you make out of 
this? 
 
3.10 How do you feel about retirement now?  What are your assumptions 
now? 
 
3.11 How would you describe your adjustments to retirement life? 
 
3.12 Was there a specific time or period in which you see yourself differently 
in the different stages of retirement?   
 
3.13 What do you look forward to now? 
 
3.14 Reflecting back, what would you do differently in life?  If you could live 
your life all over again, what do you think can be done to better prepare 
yourself for retirement? 
 

4.  Thank participant and allow participant to ask any questions before leaving for 
each interview session.       
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APPENDIX 2 
 

Research Informed Consent Form 
Understanding Identity: A Phenomenological Study on the Adaptation and 

Learning of the Singapore Male in Retirement. 
 
 
GW IRB number: 020706  

Principal Investigator: Dr Michael Marquardt           Telephone number: 

(703)7263764   

Sub-Investigator: Yonghwee Lim                              Telephone number: 

(65)97475340                               

Sponsor: None 

 
 
   
1) Introduction  
 

You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. Michael 
Marquardt of the Graduate School of Education and Human Development, George 
Washington University (GWU).  Taking part in this research is entirely voluntary.  
 

2) Why is this study being done? 
 

You are being asked to take part in this study because you are a male retiree who have 
been actively employed full-time for at least 20 years in one or more organizations 
with a biological age of 55 years minimally and have retired for not more than eight 
years in duration.    
 
The purpose of this study is to understand the adaptive male identity in Singapore 
retirement. 
 
The research will be conducted at public meeting areas in Singapore.  A total of 10 to 
15 participants will be asked to take part in this study. You will be one of them.   
 

3) What is involved in this study? 
 

If you choose to take part in this study, you will be given an Informed Consent Form 
and be asked to participate in 2 audio recorded interviews with each interview lasting 
90 minutes.  The interval time gap between the first and second interview will not be 
longer than one week in duration.    
 
Electronically taping the audio interview is a research related activity in this study. 
 
The total amount of time you will spend in connection with this study is 3 hours.   
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4) What are the risks of participating in this study? 
 

Possible risks and discomforts you could experience during this study: None.  
 
Participating in this study poses no risks that are not ordinarily encountered in daily 
life 
 

5) Are there benefits to taking part in this study? 
 

You will not benefit directly from your participation in the study. The benefit to 
science and humankind that might result from this study is to further our 
understanding of how adult males learn and adapt after retiring from their social 
world of work.  
 

6) What are my options? 
 

You do not have to participate in this study if you do not want to.  Should you decide 
to participate and later change your mind, you can do so at anytime.  
 

7) Will I receive payment for being in this study? 
 

You will not be paid for taking part in this study. 
 

   8) Can I be taken off the study? 
 
The investigator can decide to withdraw you from the study at any time. You could be 
taken off the study for reasons related solely to you (for example, not following study-
related directions from the Investigator) or because the entire study is stopped. 
 
   9) How will my privacy be protected?  
 
If results of this research study are reported in journals or at scientific meetings, the 
people who participated in this study will not be named or identified. GW will not 
release any information about your research involvement without your written 
permission, unless required by law.  
 
   10) Problems or Questions 
 
The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at telephone 
number (202) 994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a 
research participant.    
 
If you think you have been harmed in this study, you may report this to the Principal 
Investigator of this study.   
 
Further information regarding this study may be obtained by contacting (Co-
Investigator) Yonghwee Lim, at telephone number (65) 97475340.  You may also call 
him at the same number for any research-related problems arising during the course of 
this research study.   
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*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again. 
  

If you agree to participate in this study, please sign below:  
  

11) Documentation of Informed Consent 
 

I understand the information printed on this form.  I have discussed this study, its 
risks and potential benefits, and my other choices with Yonghwee Lim. My questions 
so far have been answered.  My signature below indicates my willingness to 
participate in this study and my understanding that I can withdraw at any time. 
 
 
__________________________________________________  ________ 
Subject’s Name (printed) and Signature     Date 
 
__________________________________________________  _________ 
Name (printed) and Signature of Person Obtaining Consent   Date 
 
__________________________________________________  _________ 
Principal Investigator’s Signature      Date 
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APPENDIX 3 
 

INTRODUCTION LETTER TO RETIREE PARTICIPANT 
 
James Y. Lim 
Address: 
Phone: 
 
 
Date: 
 
Recipient Name: 
Address: 
 
 
Dear Mr. /Ms. / Dr.___________, 
 
I was speaking with _________; I was describing to him or her my doctoral research 
in the retirement experience. He or she suggested you could be a good candidate for 
this research. 
 
Enclosed is as summary sheet that provides a brief description of my research study.  

My course of study is through The School of Education and Human Development at 
The George Washington University in Washington, DC.  
 
I will give you a call in a few days to see if you would like to participate or discuss 
the study further.  
 
If you like you may also contact me directly before I call.  Thank you for considering 
in participating for this research study.  I look forward to speaking with you soon. 
 
 
Best regards, 
 
 
 
James Y. Lim 
 
 
Enclosure: Study Overview 
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Overview on the Research Study 
 
Title:  

Understanding Identity: A Phenomenological Study on the Adaptation and Learning 
of the Singapore Male in Retirement.    
 

Purpose of the Study: 

To understand how male retirees in Singapore see themselves and to further 
understand how their individual identity may adapt to their own personal retirement 
experiences.   

 

Problem Addressed: 

Demographic trend indicates that universally our human population is aging.  
Singapore will also increasingly have an aging population like many developed 
countries in the near future. 
 
In the wake of an aging population, the Singapore society will need to better 
understand its aging population in order for it to response to this future challenge.   
 
A lack of understanding currently exists as to how male retirees in Singapore see 
themselves in retirement and what is needed to address their evolving needs in 
retirement more effectively.   
 

Significance of the Study: 

Given the changing demographic trend in Singapore, any neglect to understanding the 
aged population will not be rational.        
 
To meet possible future challenges of the aged population, social scientists and policy 
makers will need to develop an understanding for this aged population in order to 
respond effectively to their needs.   
 
The study will basically help to illuminate and strengthen our understanding of how 
Singapore aged male see themselves in retirement.   
 
This research will consequently have practical implications for social scientists, 
policy makers, educators and social workers in helping the design and implementation 
of future retirement support programs in Singapore. 
 

Participants sought for the study: 

The unit of analysis is on the individual.  I will interview ten to fifteen male retirees 
for this research study.   
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Intending participants will have to be male retirees who have been in full-time 
employment for at least twenty years in their past employment record.  They should 
also at least be fifty-five years of age.   
 
They may come from different industries and may also have been associated with 
multiple organizations.  However, they should not have been in retirement for more 
than eight years.      
 
Participants need only to participate in two 90-minutes voice recorded interviews. 
 
The interviews may be held at a venue convenient for the participant.   
 
Names of the participants for this research will not be revealed in the study.   
 
Looking through the social, spiritual and material lens, these interviews will explore 
1) general information about the individual, 2) their individual past contextual retiring 
experiences and 3) their personal reflection of these experiences in regards to their 
own gender identity. 
 

About the Researcher: 

James Y. Lim is a doctoral candidate and an experienced human resources 
practitioner.  
  
He is conducting this research study to satisfy the program requirements for a Doctor 
of Education degree in the Graduate School of Education and Human Development at 
The George Washington University in Washington, DC, USA. 
 
He has chosen to focus the research study in understanding the role of identity in 
retirement because of the increasing critical role that our aging population will play in 
Singapore.  He hopes that the study will be able to make a contribution of theory in 
understanding how retirees would see themselves in retirement.  
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APPENDIX 4 

Textural and Structural Descriptions of Participants D - J 
 

Textural Description of Participant D’s Retirement Experience 

 Participant D maintains a simple predictable routine in retirement.  While he 

was modest about his retirement, nevertheless, he takes pride in having accumulated 

some personal wealth.     

He cites mandatory retirement age as one of the reasons for his retirement 

decision.  Prior to his retirement, Participant D personally also experienced some of 

the external environmental changes in his material, social and spiritual surroundings.   

After working in the same organization for 36 years, Participant D planned his 

retirement with some imagination about what his retirement life might be.      

 Participant D not only experienced the desire to remain socially involved but 

also experienced the pride of having a respectable social circle.  He was 

conscientious, with a view that the current younger generation does not know the 

value of money and that there is certainly a price to pay for serving “the Lord” and 

bearing “the cross” which the younger generation may not be prepare to “pay”.   

Playing a self-defined role, Participant D continues to provide care for his 

grandchildren in his retirement as he feels life can be boring without children around.   

He indicated that it is “wise to have something for yourself”; living for oneself rather 

than for others.  In addition, Participant D experiences awareness of a real possibility 

of termination in his retirement that he may one day “not be around”.   

 

 

 



   

 - 183 -

Structural Description of Participant D’s Retirement Experience 

With a debt-free retirement life, Participant D takes pride in his accumulated 

retirement wealth.  Paradoxically, Participant D is also modest about his retirement as 

he is contented with his simple lifestyle.  Living a simple life throughout his entire 

adult life had helped him to now enjoy this debt-free retirement which he takes great 

pride in.  Being a simple person, he accepts his retired status.  For Participant D, life 

is about choices and there are prices to pay arising from those choices in life; a sense 

of conscientiousness.   

Prior to retirement, Participant D already felt that his social, material and 

spiritual surroundings had come to be very different with the observable changes in 

the world.  Without much formal education and with a strong personal spiritual 

conviction to serve his faith, Participant D had no intention to change his employment 

during his 36 years of working life, serving a faith-based organization.   

He imagined that his retirement life would involve many more overseas trips 

with his wife, but eventually found that “one may propose” but “it is God who 

disposes”.  His personal spiritual conviction to serve his faith provides the strong 

motivation to remain socially involved.  As he leads a respectable life, he also prides 

himself on the social network he maintains.     

 

Textural Description of Participant E’s Retirement Experience 

 Participant E had long before his official retirement age planned for his 

retirement.  Prior to retirement, he had also imagined that he would take over his 

wife’s “duty at home”.   

He remains modest about his retirement with a personal desire to continue to 

be socially involved.  He is admired by some of his personal friends given his retired 
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status.  Maintaining a rather busy and predictable personal routine, he cares less about 

his own personal appearance and more for his family.   

He not only recognized the importance of his spouse, but also had a sense of 

conscientiousness in retirement, claiming that a lot of retirees have chosen to spend 

their money on other women.  Beyond that, in retirement, he also described moments 

of reflection as well.    

 

Structural Description of Participant E’s Retirement Experience 

Participant E had worked for the Civil Service since he graduated from 

college.  He had long disliked the job but was “stuck there” for over thirty years.  

With his children’s college education out of the way and a government retirement 

pension in waiting, he finally decided to retire before his official retirement age.   

Leading a simple retirement life, he is modest and is easy about his personal 

appearance.  Given this simple retirement life, he does not attach much importance to 

money.  But being a conscientious person, he is pragmatic when it comes to 

appreciating the value of money.  He describes the importance of his spouse, given 

the increased contact hours now in comparison to the time when he was in active 

employment.  Given the increased daily opportunity for interaction at home, the 

quality of their interaction has become more important.  With ample free time in 

retirement, he describes this as opportunities for reflection.      

 

Textural Description of Participant F’s Retirement Experience 

  Participant F describes his retirement as a “relief”.  The moment he retired, he 

felt relieved.  He does know for a fact that his blood pressure is down after retirement.  

Paradoxically, he cited mandatory retirement age as his reason for retirement.  He also 
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describes his retirement as somewhat disappointing as he was “capable to work” but 

nevertheless had to “accept” retirement with “no choice”.  Prior to retirement, he did 

imagine what retirement life might be. 

Now, after being retired for a couple of years, maintaining a rather predictable 

personal routine, he knows that he would not want to return to work under any 

circumstances.  Conscious of possible termination in retirement, he now cares more 

for his family.  He also finds time to experience activities he never had time for, and 

continues to remain socially involved. 

 Occasionally, Participant F does experience moments of intellectual 

aspirations and spiritual evaluation.        

 

Structural Description of Participant F’s Retirement Experience 

Participant F felt students are now more outspoken and teacher-student 

expectations are also different in today’s school environment.   In working as a 

lecturer at a local polytechnic college, he feels that the students are now more difficult 

to manage, and he constantly needed to work harder on making sure students 

understand the lesson.  Consequently, Participant F felt relief when he went into 

retirement.  Interestingly, while he cited mandatory retirement age as his reason for 

retirement, he was also initially disappointed in having to give up his job, mainly 

because there was a loss of income.    

After being retired for 4 years, with a more relaxed environment in general, he 

does not see himself going back to work.  Since he got used to the retirement lifestyle, 

he has become more interested in enjoying himself in his retirement life.  

Paradoxically, while he is interested in enjoying himself, he still maintains significant 
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attachment to his children, wanting them to be “better off”; the family as an extension 

of the self.      

In retirement, he finds more freedom in speaking his mind without having to 

worry about offending anyone; there is “no barrier” and “nothing to hold you back”.  

His intellectual aspirations arise from his desire to keep himself mentally active, and 

his moral evaluations arise from religious practice, which he had observed since he 

was young. 

While the number of friends he keeps in contact with decreases in retirement, 

nevertheless, there is an increase in the amount of socialization in his retirement life, 

maintaining his desire to remain socially involved.          

 

Textural Description of Participant G’s Retirement Experience 

Experiencing external environmental changes prior to his retirement, he 

entertained the idea of retirement.  Participant G describes his retirement as a “relief”.  

Simply, the moment he retired, he felt relieved.  He was “waiting for retirement”.  On 

that note, before his transition into retirement, he had already planned for it.  

Now, in retirement, he maintains a rather busy and predictable personal 

routine.  He finds time to experience activities that he never had time for.  While he 

takes pride in his life experience, he is also modest about his ability to maintain his 

retirement lifestyle.   

While he finds more opportunities and time for personal relaxation, he 

continues to care very much for his family.  In addition, he has also experienced some 

level of conscientiousness in retirement. 
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Structural Description of Participant G’s Retirement Experience 

 Although prior to retirement his work was becoming more stressful, 

Participant G had to continue to work.  This is because, under the Pension Scheme, 

Participant G had to work for a specific number years before he could receive any 

monetary payout in retirement.  Consequently, while “waiting for his retirement” all 

he could do was plan for it.  When he finally retired, naturally, he felt a sense of relief. 

 Maintaining a rather busy and predictable personal routine, he now finds time 

to engage in new activities and experiences, keeping himself occupied.  Living a 

“conservative and modest life”, he manages to accumulate adequate retirement wealth 

that helps him to maintain his retirement life which he is modest about.  He takes 

pride in having gone through difficult times in his life experience, making himself 

tougher, unlike younger people.   

 During his childhood, his parents were poor and he went through a difficult 

period.  He hopes that his children will not have to suffer in that same manner, and so 

hopes to ensure adequate provision and savings for them.  Paradoxically, he is also 

unlikely to “push” himself, as he wants to be able to enjoy his retirement.   

 As the world continues to change, Participant G is saddened to see it becoming 

a very different place; expressing a sense of conscientiousness.       

 

Textural Description of Participant H’s Retirement Experience 

 Participant H had long before his official retirement age planned for his 

retirement.  While he had contemplated retirement for many years, however, he only 

took the retirement decision at fifty-five years old.  Paradoxically, he describes his 

retirement decision as “crazy”.  Nevertheless, he indicated that there is also some 
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level of acceptance in terms of the retirement decision.  He remains modest about his 

retirement lifestyle.   

Maintaining a predictable personal routine, Participant H not only recognized 

the importance of his spouse but also experienced the desire to remain socially 

involved.   

Occasionally, Participant H does experience moments of intellectual and 

moral aspiration.  These experiences also include moments of personal reflection.   

He experience retirement as a serious self responsibility.  Having understand a 

real possibility of termination in his retirement, he cares greatly for his family 

members, indicating his desire to leave something for his nephew when it is time for 

him to go.  

 

Structural Description of Participant H’s Retirement Experience 

 Participant H had actively planned for his retirement for many years as he 

sensed he had “no more time” to pursue his own interest in life.  As it was not an easy 

decision for Participant H, he took about five years or so before finally deciding to 

retire.  It was not easy for him, because he knew the income he would have to give up 

and the social interaction he would miss from the workplace.   

As part of a planned retirement, he is fully conscious of the fact that retirement 

is an individual experience; no one will retire together with him “hand-in-hand”.  The 

absence of “many listening ears” in the workplace is something he had gradually 

learned to accept; with this acceptance comes the desire to remain socially involve.  

With a debt-free retirement, he now maintains a modest retirement lifestyle.   

As he grows older, life takes on a different meaning.  These moments of 

reflection involve “looking backward and looking forward”.  Looking at others who 
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are volunteering their time in retirement occasionally triggers moments of moral 

aspiration for him.  With his command of the English language, he also feels that 

there are multiple learning activities that he can explore with his language ability in 

terms of his intellectual aspiration. 

Participant H does not take the state of his health for granted.  He recognizes 

that there are “no guarantees”.  With the funerals he attends, in his quiet moments of 

reflection, he accepts these “facts of life” and is prepared for the worst in the near 

future.     

Participant H also recognizes that he is unable to “count on friends” in life 

when in times of need.  He needs to be “self-reliant” and count on himself.  Being 

responsible for himself, retirement is a serious responsibility for Participant H.  In 

times of need, he feels that family members are the only people he can count on.             

 

Textural Description of Participant I’s Retirement Experience 

 As part of a planned retirement, Participant I presently maintains a modest 

retirement life.  Within that modest lifestyle, he keeps a predictable personal routine.  

He experience retirement as a serious self responsibility and he understands the real 

possibility of termination in retirement.   

While his family members’ well-being matters to him, nevertheless, he is also 

interested in living his own retirement life.  He experiences the desire to remain 

socially involved and takes pride in his life experience.  

His retirement experiences include moments of personal reflection and 

intellectual aspirations.  There are also moments where he does not tolerate others 

being rude and wasteful; being conscientious.   
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Structural Description of Participant I’s Retirement Experience 

 Participant I had planned for his retirement for over ten years as he had over 

time accumulated adequate financial resources for retirement.  Leading a rather hectic 

lifestyle at work, adequate financial resources provided the impetus for retirement.  

He current maintains a modest retirement lifestyle as he is being pragmatic.  As a 

retiree, he does not need to be concerned with being seen at the right places, unlike in 

business.    

His moments of personal reflection centered round the spirituality of life in 

retirement; the meaning of life.  This spirituality of life involves thinking about the 

natural next stage of progression in life – the possibility of termination.  Exercising 

self responsibility in retirement, Participant I does not want to be a “burden” to 

anyone eventually, and he tries to lead a healthy life.  He wants his sons to do well.  

Participant I maintains a desire to remain socially involved as he finds 

meaning in life, and he wants to avoid being bored by giving something back to 

society.  

He takes pride in his life experiences.  He feels that he is a good judge of 

character.  He does not “tolerate rudeness” and he does not like to “see injustice”.  He 

feels good when he is able to “educate” as he feels he “owes it to society”. 

 

Textural Description of Participant J’s Retirement Experience 

Prior to retirement, Participant J had imagined what retirement life would be.  

He had planned for his retirement several years before his official retirement age.    

In retirement, he did however experience some level of emotional let-down.    

These experiences include moments of reflection, and there were also occasions he 

experienced a certain level of intellectual aspiration.   
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He now keeps a predictable personal routine with time to experience activities 

that he never had time for.   

He recognized the importance of his spouse, and currently takes retirement as 

a serious self responsibility.   

 

Structural Description of Participant J’s Retirement Experience 

Participant J had planned his retirement for several years as a result of the 

stress from work.      

His emotional let-down is largely due to his realization that, in his many years 

of active employment, he had not planned his personal goal in life.  In his moments of 

reflection, these meanings had gradually become deeper for him.  He realized his 

inadequacy, as he does not know many aspects of the world around him; the world 

today has become so complex and dynamic.  As a result, an emphasis on developing 

oneself intellectually in keeping up with the times has taken root.   

Without a routine in his initial phase of retirement, he felt aimless.  He now 

keeps a simple predictable routine with time to experience activities that he never had 

time for. He now feels “thankful” and “lucky” to have the time to develop himself 

further.    

In his retirement, Participant J recognized the importance of his spouse.  With 

both his wife and himself maintaining full-time positions prior to retirement, they 

both had little quality time and their conversations were mainly centered on their 

respective working life.  Now, in retirement, he feels his spouse is providing more of 

a spiritual companionship. 

While Participant J had increased his social activities, nevertheless, he still felt 

he could expand his social network in retirement as the increased social activities had 
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not translated into having more friends.  Additionally, with more time on his hands in 

retirement, he needs to be responsible with his time in developing himself.        


