


Retirement Readiness Series

Retirement Readiness: Your Passport to the Next Chapter
The Human Side of Retirement: What Science Tells Us About Aging Well
About This Session
This guide summarizes the Retirement Readiness session, which looked at the non-financial side of retirement: how our bodies age, why relationships matter, and how to keep finding purpose after leaving work. Use it as a quick reference as you plan your own next chapter.
Guest Speakers
Aditi U. Gurkar, PhD – Associate Professor of Medicine; Associate Vice Chair of Academic Advancement, Aging Institute, Division of Geriatric Medicine, Department of Medicine. Her research focuses on the biology of aging and how to extend healthspan.
Lena K. Makaroun, MD, MS – Assistant Professor of Geriatrics, University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine; Geriatrician and Core Investigator, VA Pittsburgh Healthcare System (CHERP). Her research focuses on social risk factors for older adults.
Session Itinerary
Welcome & Session Overview – Office of Human Resources, Benefits Department
Own Your Healthspan – Aditi Gurkar, PhD
Aging Well Through People and Purpose – Lena K. Makaroun, MD, MS
Q&A
Wrap-Up of Retirement Readiness – what's next, resources, and feedback
Part 1: Own Your Healthspan
Presented by Aditi Gurkar, PhD
Why Do People Age Differently?
Many traits are strongly inherited. For example, height is about 80% heritable and fingerprint ridge count about 90%. Lifespan is different: twin and family studies show that genes account for less than 25% of what determines longevity. The other three-quarters is shaped by things you can control.
What Predicts Healthy Aging?
Cardiorespiratory fitness. Adults in the lowest VO2 max group had a 4x higher risk of death than those in the highest. The benefit of fitness has no upper limit and is largest in adults 70 and older (Mandsager et al., JAMA Network Open, 2018).
Grip strength. Older adults whose grip strength increased over five years had a 31% lower risk of death. Grip strength is a simple, low-cost marker of whole-body aging linked to heart disease risk, cognitive decline, and independence (Granic et al., Age and Ageing, 2018).
Muscle mass. Muscle loss (sarcopenia) is one of the most preventable drivers of frailty. Aim for 1.0–1.2 g of protein per kg of body weight per day and resistance training 2–3 times per week. Doing both together builds more lean muscle than either one alone.
Sleep. A 2025 UK Biobank study of 27,500 adults linked poor sleep quality to an older "brain age," partly through inflammation (Dove et al., eBioMedicine, 2025). Five markers of healthy sleep:
7–8 hours per night
No chronic insomnia
No habitual snoring
No excessive daytime sleepiness
A consistent, morning-leaning sleep schedule
Who You Age With Matters
The 2023 U.S. Surgeon General's Advisory found that chronic loneliness and social disconnection have a mortality impact similar to smoking 15 cigarettes a day. Key figures:
+50% dementia risk from chronic loneliness in older adults
+29% risk of heart disease from poor social relationships
+29% risk of premature death from social isolation
40% of U.S. adults report experiencing loneliness
The Harvard Study of Adult Development, which has run for more than 80 years, found that close relationships, more than money or fame, keep people happy and healthy throughout life.
Healthy Aging in Retirement
Retirement is a turning point for the brain. The Whitehall II study linked retirement to faster decline in verbal memory, in line with a "use it or lose it" pattern. That outcome isn't fixed, though:
Retirees who viewed their transition positively showed better cognitive trajectories (Nurses' Health Study).
Many retirees see better mental health and more physical activity after retiring.
Physical activity tends to dip just before retirement, so protect your habits in the months leading up to it.
Five Things to Start This Year
	#
	Action
	Why It Matters

	1
	Strength train
	2–3 times per week; grip and leg strength predict independence

	2
	Hit your protein target
	About 1.0–1.2 g/kg/day, spread across meals

	3
	Protect your sleep
	7–8 hours; treat it like a medical appointment

	4
	Build a standing social commitment
	Replace the connection the workplace gave you for free

	5
	Find your next source of purpose
	Start before the day you stop working, not after


The takeaway: the same rules that slow biological aging in the lab work at home, too.
Part 2: Aging Well Through People and Purpose
Presented by Lena K. Makaroun, MD, MS
Dr. Makaroun framed retirement around three questions: Who am I now? Who am I with? How do I continue to grow?
Who Am I Now?
Retirement isn't only a financial transition. It's also an identity transition. Work gives us more than a paycheck, which is why people who are financially ready can still feel unsettled:
Structure – daily routines
Purpose – a sense of contribution
Competence – chances to master challenges
Status – professional identity
Community – everyday social contact
Meaning – feeling needed
Adjustment is a process, not an event. Many people go through phases: anticipation, honeymoon, disenchantment, reorientation, and stability. Not everyone experiences every phase.
Keep your identity going. Retirement goes best when you carry forward what matters to you. Instead of "I was a professor," think "I'm still someone who teaches." Rather than reinventing yourself, redirect your lasting strengths.
Purpose is portable. A sense of purpose predicts greater life satisfaction, lower depression, better cognition and physical function, and lower mortality. It can come from volunteering, faith communities, caregiving, grandparenting, mentoring, community leadership, creative work, and learning.
Freedom to become more yourself. With age, people often care less about impressing others and more about meaning, emotional balance, and the relationships that matter most.
Who Am I With?
The strongest predictors of successful aging are relational as well as biological. Close relationships buffer stress, support physical and emotional health, and make us feel needed.
Lessons from the Blue Zones. Some of the world's longest-lived communities share strong family ties, frequent contact with neighbors, multi-generational living, community involvement, and a sense of belonging.
Quality matters more than quantity. Emotional closeness, trust, reliability, and feeling understood matter more than the size of your network.
Retirement changes your social world. Leaving work can mean losing daily conversations, shared routines, spontaneous interactions, and professional community. Work creates friendships by default; retirement requires building them on purpose.
Loneliness and isolation are different. Isolation is objective (how many meaningful connections you have). Loneliness is subjective (whether you feel connected). Both are linked to heart disease, depression, cognitive decline, dementia, and early death.
Treat relationships as a health habit. We schedule exercise, sleep, nutrition, and preventive care. Connection belongs on that list too.
How Do I Continue to Grow?
Aging is development, not decline. Processing speed and some physical abilities may slow, but emotional regulation, perspective, wisdom, empathy, and meaning-making keep growing.
Watch out for ageism, including your own. Ageism is stereotyping, prejudice, or discrimination based on age. Negative beliefs about aging that we hold ourselves are linked to earlier death, poorer mental health, cognitive impairment, and heart problems. These beliefs can shape our health more than our health shapes them.
Keep learning. The brain can learn throughout life. Take a class, learn an instrument or language, explore new technology, or join a discussion group.
Contribute. One of the best ways to thrive is to matter to someone else, whether by mentoring, volunteering, caring for grandchildren, serving on a nonprofit board, or sharing your professional expertise.
Choose your structure. Retirement lets you decide how you spend your time, who you spend it with, what gives you meaning, and what legacy you leave. The happiest retirees replace imposed structure with structure they choose.
Stay flexible. Accepting change, letting go of what no longer fits, and staying open to new experiences are linked to greater resilience and better mental health.
Reflection Questions
Use these questions from the session to guide your own planning:
Who Am I Now?
Which parts of your identity come from your job?
Which parts existed long before your career?
Which strengths and values do you want to carry into retirement?
Who Am I With?
Who energizes you?
Who depends on you?
Whose life is better because you're in it?
How will you invest in the relationships that matter most?
How Do I Continue to Grow?
What will give your life purpose in this next season?
Questions and Support
For Benefits Customer Support after the presentation, submit a question or comment, or call 833-852-2210 (Monday–Friday, 8:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.). More details about University benefits are available at hr.pitt.edu/benefits.
Disclosure
This guide is for general educational and informational purposes only. It does not replace or override official plan documents, University policies, established procedures, or contracts with insurance carriers, which govern in all cases. Benefits may be modified as required by law or as the University deems appropriate. Employees in a collective bargaining unit should refer to their collective bargaining agreement for specific guidance about their benefits.



