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Gina Triplett

Roll up your sleeves — midlife 1s your best and
last chance to become the real you.
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The Existential Necessity of Midlife Change

In a paper published in 1965, Elliott Jagues, then 48 and a relatively unknown

Canadian psychoanalyst and organizational consultant, coined the term “midlife

crisis.” Jagues wrote that during this period, we come face-to-tace with our

limitations, our restricted possibilities, and our mortality.

In his own midlife and beyond, however, Jaques did not
seem to live with a sense of limitations. In the 38 years be-
tween the publication of that paper and his death in 2003, at
age 86, he wrote 12 books; he consulted to the U.S. Army, the
Church of England, and a wide variety of companies; he mar-
ried Kathryn Cason, who was his wife and collaborator for
more than 30 years; and, with Cason, he founded a consult-
ing company devoted to the dissemination of their ideas.

Elliott Jaques, you might say, lived twice. By the end of
his first life, in his mid-forties, he had earned two doctor-
ates, one in medicine and another in psychology. He had
gone through psychoanalytic training and had gained a lot
of experience as both an organizational consultant and a
psychoanalyst. In his second life, Jaques became a truly inde-
pendent thinker. He greatly expanded the range of organiza-
tions with which he worked, and he created the concepts and
theories for which he is most famous. He formulated some of
his most original ideas in the late 1990s, when he was in his
late seventies and early eighties.

People tend to react to Jaques’s life with amazement: “How
can a person stay productive for so longr” In these pages, how-
ever, we argue that a life such as Elliott Jaques lived should
not be considered unusual. People’s conceptions of age are
hopelessly out of touch with reality. Life expectancy today
in the West is around 80 and continues to rise. This means
that at 53 —the median age of people in the baby boom gen-
eration {those born from 1946 to 1964) —the average baby
boomer will live another 30 years. Stop and think about that
for a moment: Since few people enter the workforce until
they have completed their education —usually when they
are in their twenties — the average baby boomer has as many
years of productivity ahead of her as she has behind her.

As life expectancy increases, changes in middie age will
become an existential necessity for many businesspeople.

Carlo Strenger (strenger@freud.tau.ac.il} is a psychoanalyst, a phi-
losopher, and an associate professor of psychology at Tel Aviv Uni-
versity in Israel. Arie Ruttenberg farie@clubb0.co.il} is the founder
of Club 50, a company that develops and markets services to people
in midlife, and the founder and former CEQ of the advertising agency
McCann Erickson Israel. In 2005, the authors cofounded Life-Take2
Institute, an organization dedicated to research and consulting on
midlife change.

84 Harvard Business Review | February 2008 | hbr.org

Some of these changes will be internally driven. Executives
may feel that their work is no longer satisfying and that
they want new challenges, for instance, or they may decide
that it’s time to branch out. Other midlife changes will be
trigeered by external events: A CEOQ may face an irresolv-
able conflict with the board of directors; an executive may
fear being fired; a manager may have been passed over for
promotion and think that his chances of ever reaching the
next level are slim.

Whether a person goes willingly — oris pushed out — some
midlife change is inevitable. But despite the necessity and
frequency of such change, midlife (roughly the ages from
43 t0 62) remains a very difficult period and one for which
people are, on the whole, iamentably ill prepared.

Two opposing myths underlie many people’s fears about
midlife, inhibiting successful midlife change. The first, the
myth of midlife as the onset of decline, is rooted in histori-
cally outdated conceptions. According to this myth, people
end their productive lives and retire at age 65. Sixty-five Is
not a magical number, however. It was introduced as the re-
tirement age in Germany in 1916. Twenty-seven years earlier,
Chancellor Otto von Bismarck had established 70 as the age
to begin receiving a pension. When asked how the state could
afford such largesse, Bismarck replied that almost nobody
would reach this age anyway. He was right. According to one
source, life expectancy in Germany at the time was 49.

The second myth is the notion of midlife as magical trans-
formation. This myth, the fruit of the past few decades, has
been fed by countless self-help books and magazine articles,
and by a general cultural atmosphere. The myth tries to sell
the illusion that if people have enough vision and wiilpower,
they can be anything or anybody they want to be. Para-
doxically, this doesn’t make midlife career changes easier —1t
makes them more frightening. Faced with stories of doctors
who get up one morning knowing that they want to become
chefs, housewives who have a sudden vision of the business
empires they are about to build, and lawyers who one day
have crystal clear plans for high-tech businesses, real-life hu-
man beings are bound to feel inadequate. They have fears,
doubts, and vague ideas at best, so they’d better stick to their
knitting.

Our theory that a belief in either of those myths inhibits
successful midlife change is based on our decades of work




with entrepreneurs and executives in many fields, our quali-
tative and quantitative studies of the over-50 age-group, and

the most important theories of personality in the humanis-
tic and psychoanalytic traditions. In the following pages, we

will explore the myths in more detail and demonstrate how

they lead to a dysfunctional approach to midlife. What we

have learned is that executives who can see past these myths

can make very successful life and career changes. The key is

that they stay open to the range of possibilities their experi-
ence has actvally qualified them for —but remain realistic

about what they can achieve. Finally, we’ll examine ways

that cutting-edge companies are starting to help executives

make the transition into their second lives.

Dehunking the Myth of Midlife Decline

The 1deas that midlife marks the onset of decline, and that
acceptance of growing limitations is the only mature way
to deal with aging, are still generally accepted as good
common sense. Common sense, however, may be over-
rated. Midlife is exciting because it is a time when people
have the opportunity to reexamine even their most basic
assumptions.

Don’t get us wrong: We are in no way trying to play down
the objective problems that arise with midlife. There is the
mevitable question of how aging citizens will maintain
the standard of living most of them are used to without
full-time corporate employment. Furthermore, people at
midlife face more physical limitations. Health becomes a
pervasive concern. As a physician once told us, “If you're 50
and nothing hurts, you’re most likely dead!” Particularly in
the U.S., which does not offer universal health insurance, a
major illness can lead to a financial catastrophe. (See the
sidebar “The Risk of Not Managing Midlife”) Add to this
the fact that the cultural atmosphere makes it increasingly
difficult for people in their fifties to find jobs, and it’s not
surprising that many middle-aged people experience enor-
MOous anxiety.

Our point is that while those problems have become the
focus of endless discussion, the advantages that many people
gain in midlife have hardly been mentioned. By middle age,
most executives have gone through protracted crises that
seemed Insurmountable at the time; through these crises,
they have discovered their strengths. One strength that tends
to increase with age 1s the ability to put emerging problems
Into perspective, which helps executives deal with the is-
sues at hand much more calmly and with much greater self-

assurance. By midlife, most executives have also had at least
two decades of professional experience. They have been in
many situations that taught them a lot, not only about the
business but about themselves. Most executives have learned
that they really enjoy motivating people, for instance, or that
the opposite 1s true: They enjoy working on their own and
find working with others a drain of energy.

We argue that for a growing number of people, the midlife
years can be a period of unprecedented opportunity for in-
ner growth. At best midlife can be a time when people move
from what psychologist Abraham Maslow called deficiency
motivations to growth motivations. Deficiency motivations
are fed by lack. People whe have no food, for example, will
be consumed by the need to find nourishment. Those who
lack self-esteem will be driven to prove their worth. By con-
trast, growth motivations are fed not by a deficiency but by
the human need to realize our full potential. Motivated in
this way, we may try listening to ourselves in order to dis-
cover who we are and what we want.

For all those reasons, we believe that individuals have
more freedom at midlife than they do at any other time.
We don’t expect this idea to be accepted without resistance.
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The Existential Necessity of Midlife Change

The most deeply seated source of such resistance 1s the
widespread belief that freedom is the absence of limitations
and the presence of almost unlimited possibilities. Accord-
ing to this definition, midlife looks less than appealing.

The notion, however, that possibilities slip away with
age 1s based on a false premzise. The young do not have end-
less possibilities — that is an illusion, created by our limited
knowledge of ourselves and the world when we are young.
Early on, we make decisions on the basis of scant evidence
of our true abilities; after all, in our late teens and early
twenties, we know little about what we are good at and
what we enjoy. Many careers evolve through a process of
trial and error governed partiaily by external circumstances
(company A rather than company B gave me a job) and by
our images of success (“I must become a Wall Street execu
tive!”). The illusion of the freedom of youth is also based on
a retroactive idealization. We forget the pressures we faced:
We had to get 1nto a good school, get high grades, land a
creat first job, arrive at such-and-such a position by age 30
and so on. And in the nuddle of those demands, we had to
shape our identities, develop our abilities, and establish our
self-esteem.

By midlife, for many people, the pressures have lost
much of their urgency. No longer riddled by the anxiety
that they may not be good at anything, or by the need to
prove that they are good at everything, they have the free-
dom that only self-knowledge can impart. They are also
generally in less of a hurry. Most executives considering
career changes do not need to act immediately. They have
the time to listen to themselves, map their possibilities
In the world, and create their new lives with care. The
journey can take odd twists and turns before they end up
in a satisfying place.

Consider judith, an Israeli woman in her mid-fifties. She
had done well for herself by most measures: She was a part-
ner in one of the largest international accounting firms; she
had a nice house; the youngest of her three children was
about to graduate from a prestigious college. But there was
one big problem: For the past year, Judith had found it in-
creasingly difficult to go to work in the morming. She dreaded
getting through her list of things to do; every time the phone
rang, she was overcome by the temptation to tell her assis-
tant to inform the caller that she was in a meeting. There
was nothing at work that she was looking forward to: nei-
ther meetings with clients nor strategy interactions with her
peers nor videoconferences with the firm’s overseas bureaus.

Judith was going through a midlife crisis. Although she
felt that she needed a career change, she simply didn’t know
where to start. Judith had lived her life along well-defined
lines. She had married early; by becoming an accoun-
tant she had made a choice her family could accept easily;
and she had suffered no major disruptions in the execution
of her life plan. Her family had instilled in her a strong work

b
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The Risk of Not Managing Midlife

Some readers will no doubt feel that despite the poten-
tial advantages, making drastic changes in midlife

Is simply too risky. First, it may seem dangerous to
forgo pension benefits. Second, particularly in the U.S.
(where there 1s no universal health coverage), it may
be foolish to walk away from the company health plan.
Given the high cost of private health insurance, it might
seem preferable 1o stick to the protective environment
of the corporate world.

Those fears are certainly understandable. The
generation currently in midlife was born into a world in
which corporations inspired trust and made workers
feel secure. Most people’s instincts told them that to
stay within a large organization was to play it safe.

But increasing life expectancy, the rising costs of
health care, and global competition have made it much
harder for companies to meet their healtn care and
pension obligations. Remember when GM was the
largest company in the waorld and seemed unassail-
able? Now the union of automotive workers, generally
intransigent in standing up for their members’ rights,
has renegotiated the terms of GM's health insurance
benefits because the company has no way of meeting

ethic — time not accounted for was time wasted. “No wonder
I became an accountant,” she joked.

The first step in Judith’s midlife transition was surprising,
and it had little to do with career change. For Judith, an ob-
servant Jew, religion had always been important. But at some
point she began to feel that her practice of Judaism had be-
come a deadening routine. “For a long time I felt that there
was no use rocking the boat,” she said. “There were children
to educate, and I didn’t have an alternative to the set ways of
our congregation. A secular lifestyle never appealed to me.”

With prompting from a personal consultant, Judith started
to read up on various strands of Judaism. Though highly
intelligent, she had never truly considered the option of
actively thinking about religion. After a few months of read-
ing a variety of works by religious thinkers, she began to have
a gleam in her eye. “These people are opening my mind!
I can’t believe 1 missed out on this!” Judith soon started to







