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Every day there’s another article about how all of our retirements are doomed. Public pension
promises in the U.S. vastly exceed their ability to pay. We now need nearly $400,000 at age 65 just to

cover health care costs. And retirement itself increases your risk of depression by 40%.

For many of us, it’s starting to feel like the light at the end of the tunnel of life has been blocked by a
triple-bolted steel door. Who’s to blame for this mess?

The Germans.

COPYRIGHT © 2016 HARVARD BUSINESS SCHOOL PUBLISHING CORPORATION. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 2


http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/18/business/dealbook/study-finds-public-pension-promises-exceed-ability-to-pay.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/06/business/retirementspecial/on-eve-of-retirement-savings-for-medical-costs-can-fall-short.html
http://www.iea.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/files/Work%20Longer,%20Live_Healthier.pdf

Yes, back in 1889, German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck invented the idea of retirement,
establishing the concept for the rest of us. “Those who are disabled from work by age and invalidity
have a well-grounded claim to care from the state,” he said at the time. He wanted to address high
youth unemployment by paying those 70 and older to leave the workforce, and other countries

followed suit with retirement ages around 65 or 70.

But there is one big difference between 1889 Germany and the world we live in today: The average
lifespan then was 70 years. Now we’re all living much, much longer. And many of us would like to
retire much earlier. But the scary headlines — and the realities that we see around us — cast doubt on
our ability to ever retire. The entire concept of retirement is starting to feel flimsy at best.

So what are we to do, short of working the rest of our days away?

To get to the root of the issue, let’s look past the North American shorelines (where I live) all the way
to the beautiful sandy islands of Okinawa, in the East China Sea. According to the Okinawa
Centenarian Study, men and women in Okinawa live an average of seven years longer than

Americans and have one of the longest disability-free life expectancies in the world.

Dan Buettner and fellow researchers from National Geographic studied why Okinawans live so long.
What did they find out? Among other things, Okinawans eat off of smaller plates, stop eating when
they’re 80% full, and have a beautiful setup wherein they’re put into social groups as babies to slowly
grow old together.

But they also have an outlook on life that is very different from those in the West. While we think of
retirement as the golden age of golf greens and cottage docks, guess what they call retirement in

Okinawa?

They don’t. They don’t even have a word for it. Literally nothing in their language describes the
concept of stopping work completely. Instead, one of the healthiest societies in the world has the
word ikigai (pronounced like “icky guy”), which roughly translates to “the reason you wake up in the
morning.” It’s the thing that drives you most.

Toshimasa Sone and his colleagues at the Tohoku University Graduate School of Medicine wondered
whether having an ikigai could actually help extend longevity, health, and late-life stability, so they
put the concept to a test. They spent seven years in Sendai, Japan, studying the longevity of more
than 43,000 Japanese adults with regard to age, gender, education, body mass index, cigarette use,
alcohol consumption, exercise, employment, perceived stress, history of disease, and even subjects’
self-rated scores of how healthy they were. Then they asked every single one of these 43,000 people,

“Do you have an ikigai in your life?”

Participants reporting an ikigai at the beginning of the study were more likely to be married,

educated, and employed. They had higher levels of self-rated health and lower levels of stress. At the
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end of the seven-year study, 95% of the folks with an ikigai were alive.

Only 83% of those without an ikigai made it that long.

To put it another way: We don’t actually want to retire and do nothing. We just want to do something
we love. And I’m not talking about endless days of back nines, fishing, and sailing into the sunset.
While we might want some time to do those things, you’d be surprised to learn how quickly the
bloom can come off of that type of rosy retirement. I believe that we’d all be better served by taking

the concept of ikigai and distilling it into what I call the 4 S’s:

Social: Friends, peers, and coworkers who brighten our days and fulfill our social needs.

Structure: The alarm clock ringing because you have a reason to get up in the morning, and the

resulting satisfaction you get from earned time off.

Stimulation: Keeping our minds challenged by learning something new each day.

Story: Being part of something bigger than ourselves by joining a group whose high-level purpose is

something you couldn’t accomplish on your own.

Now, am I saying that if you’re six weeks away from your final punch-out after 30 years on the
job, you should suddenly skewer your dreams and ramp up for 30 more? Of course not. What I’m
saying is that retirement is a Western invention from days gone by that’s based on broken

assumptions that we want — and can afford — to do nothing.

If you’re already struggling to pay bills and your career’s sitting on tectonic plates that are
threatening to shift below the labor market, my recommendation is to dig deep into your natural
passions to find a second act that aligns with your values. We know there are far more problems and
opportunities on this spinning planet than there are people to help with them, so go solve some! If

you feel lost, follow your heart, find your ikigai, and remember the 4 S’s.

And stop worrying that you won’t ever be able to retire. You’ll be far better off if you don’t.
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