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You planned carefully for retirement. You met with your financial advisor. You reduced debt. You 

made sure the numbers would work. 

But here is the quieter question few people ask. 

What will get you out of bed on a Tuesday morning when there is nowhere you have to be? 

For many South Africans, retirement begins with celebration and relief. Then the structure 

disappears. The meetings stop. The phone rings less. The sense of being needed fades. What once 

felt like freedom can begin to feel like uncertainty. 

This is the silent risk of retirement. Not financial instability, but emotional drift. Not a lack of income, 

but a lack of purpose. 

Money funds your retirement. Purpose fulfils it. 

Why Purpose Matters So Much 

Work provides more than a salary. It gives identity, routine, responsibility and social connection. 

When that falls away, it leaves a space that must be filled intentionally. 

Research in psychology and healthy ageing continues to show that people with a strong sense of 

purpose experience: 

• Better mental health 

• Greater life satisfaction 

• Improved cognitive resilience 

• Stronger social connections 

• Increased motivation to stay physically active 

In short, purpose protects wellbeing. 

Without it, retirement can feel like a very long weekend that slowly loses its sparkle. 

Meet Peter, a retired engineer from Pretoria 

Peter, a retired engineer from Pretoria, struggled during his first year of retirement. After forty years 

in construction, he went from managing large teams to managing his garden. The quiet was 

unsettling. He found himself restless and irritable. 

One day, a neighbour mentioned that a local technical high school needed help with practical 

engineering projects. Peter offered to volunteer once a week. 

That one morning turned into two. He began mentoring Grade 11 and 12 learners, helping them 

understand real world applications of maths and science. He assisted them with small bridge 

building projects and career guidance. 

Three years later, Peter says he is busier than ever. He feels valued. He has formed meaningful 

relationships with students and teachers. Several of the learners he mentored are now studying 

engineering. 

His income did not change. His bank balance stayed the same. But his sense of purpose transformed 

his retirement. 

Purpose does not have to be dramatic. It has to be meaningful to you. 

Start With the Right Question 

The mistake many people make is thinking they are retiring from something. A better question is 

this: 

What am I retiring to? 

Take time to reflect. Ask yourself: 

• What have I always enjoyed doing? 

• Where do I feel most useful? 

• What skills do I have that others could benefit from? 

• What impact do I still want to make? 

• How do I want to be remembered? 

Purpose often sits at the intersection of passion and contribution. 

Purpose in the South African Context 

South Africa offers unique opportunities to live purposefully in retirement. 

You might: 

• Tutor matric learners in maths or science 

• Mentor young entrepreneurs in your community 

• Volunteer at a local clinic or animal welfare organisation 

• Join a conservation initiative in your area (do you love the bush? Have you checked out Africam?) 

• Support a feeding scheme or education focused NGO 

• Provide stability and guidance to grandchildren 
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In a country with real challenges, experience is incredibly valuable. Your decades of knowledge 

matter. 

Even small contributions can ripple outward in powerful ways. 

Avoid the “I’ll Start Later” Trap 

Psychologists speak about behavioural continuity. If you are not doing something before retirement, 

you are unlikely to suddenly begin after you retire. 

If you dream of hiking the Drakensberg, start walking now. If you want to learn isiZulu or German 

more fluently, begin lessons before retirement. If you intend to volunteer, test the waters while you 

are still working. 

Build the habits early. Retirement then becomes a continuation, not a vacuum. 

 

Practical Ways to Build Purpose 

1. Write Down Your Values 

Take pen and paper and list what truly matters to you. Family, community, learning, faith, 

adventure, creativity, service. Rate them in order of importance. Patterns will emerge. 

Clarity creates direction. 

2. Keep Learning 

Lifelong learning is strongly associated with healthy ageing. Universities offer short courses. 

Community centres provide art, language and technology classes. Online platforms make it easy to 

learn from home. 

Learning keeps your brain active and your confidence high. 

3. Strengthen Social Connections 

Isolation is one of the biggest risks in retirement. Join a bowls club, hiking group, book club or 

church committee. Participate in Parkrun on a Saturday morning. Build friendships with people at a 

similar life stage. 

Strong social ties are linked to longevity and happiness. 

4. Contribute Your Experience 

Your professional skills did not expire when you retired. A former HR manager can mentor young 

professionals. A retired nurse can assist with community health drives. A business owner can guide 

startups. 

Experience is one of the greatest untapped assets in retirement. 

 

Health Is the Foundation 

Purpose thrives when health is prioritised. Regular checkups, a balanced diet and consistent exercise 

create the energy required to pursue meaningful activities. 

Walking, swimming, yoga or light strength training can make a significant difference. The better you 

feel physically, the more likely you are to engage fully with life. 

Retirement is not a time to slow down completely. It is a time to be intentional. 

Keep a Growth Mindset 

Retirement does not mean you are past your prime. Curiosity keeps you young. A willingness to try 

new things keeps life interesting. 

Many South Africans in their sixties and seventies are starting small businesses, travelling locally, 

learning digital skills or taking on community leadership roles. Age can bring wisdom, confidence 

and freedom. 

Attitude plays a powerful role in how retirement unfolds. 

Consider Professional Support 

Just as financial planning is essential, lifestyle planning matters too. A retirement or life coach can 

help you clarify your next chapter, uncover forgotten dreams and create an actionable plan. 

You may spend twenty to thirty years in retirement. That is too significant a phase to leave to 

chance. 

Your Purpose Is Your Own 

Your spouse may choose a different path. Your friends may pursue different interests. That is 

perfectly fine. Retirement offers freedom to explore what genuinely matters to you. 

Finding purpose requires reflection, experimentation and commitment. It may evolve over time. 

That is part of growth. 

The silent risk of retirement is drifting without direction. The reward of retirement is living with 

intention. 

When you wake up with something meaningful to look forward to, retirement becomes more than 

financial security. It becomes a deeply fulfilling chapter of contribution, connection and growth. 

And that is a retirement worth planning for. 

 


