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Quietly Returning,  
Not Quietly Quitting
How older workers are rethinking  
work and retirement

You may have heard of “quiet quitting”—workers doing the 
bare minimum at a job as a response to burnout, stress, 

or a way for workers to reclaim their life. But for retirees, 
a different trend has been emerging. More than 3 million 
people retired during the pandemic.1 They now appear to 
be heading back to work in what might be best described as 
“quietly returning.”

Data shows that the quiet return to work of one-time retirees 
is at higher levels than before the spring 2020 alarm bells 
caused many to run for the exits.2 Why would retirees, who 
may have been living a life-of-leisure retirement dream, want 
to return to work?

Reasons for returning include what many might assume: 
money worries and the looming threat of inflation. Survey 
data from Joblist indicates that 27% of those quietly returning 
to work were doing so because they need the money, and 
another 21% fear that inflation is eroding their retirement 
nest egg.2 However, the primary reason for quietly returning 
is neither money nor inflation woes.

Many Retirees Are Looking for Something to Do

A full 60% of retirees returning to work said they were simply 
“looking for something to do.” 3 According to Joblist CEO Kevin 
Harrington, “Many people struggle with how to spend their 
time after they retire and miss the social connection that 
work provides.”

While many scoff at the idea of work being more than a means 
to make a living, work serves other critical functions that go 
well beyond money. We’re very likely to spend more waking 

hours with our work colleagues than with our family and 
friends; consequently, work is a large part of our social world.

Work structures our days, if not always to our liking. But while 
life may seem short, days with nothing to do or without a 
sense of purpose can feel endless. And social isolation during 
the pandemic effectively became a fire drill for retirement 
planning because it created conditions that were similar 
to what many experience daily in retirement. Many of us 
discovered that we were far from prepared for unstructured 
days, weeks, and years no matter how long our to-do list was.

By Joseph F. Coughlin, PhD, Founder and Director of the MIT AgeLab

60% of retirees returned to  
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Good News for Employers

More than half (52%) of retirees quietly returning were happy 
to go back to work; 42% even said they were excited to clock 
in again. 3 Like younger workers, retirees heading back to 
work were looking for flexibility. The vast majority (79%) 
wanted to work part-time. 3 And, half of the respondents 
might make many employers’ hearts sing—they’re willing to 
work either in-person or remotely. 3 

Moreover, as Joblist’s Harrington comments, older workers 
quietly returning “could be good news for employers. Retirees 
are an overlooked talent pool that companies can and should 
engage to combat labor shortages.”

Returning to Work Can Be Challenging

That said, returning to work is not without some trepidation. 
Nearly 30% of retirees expressed nervousness, stress, and 
frustration about returning to work. 3 Getting back into the 
rhythm of work after being retired can be challenging. Just 
consider how difficult it’s been for people of all ages to go 
back to the workplace after the pandemic. 

Retirees returning to work may have multiple and 
compounding concerns. These might include feelings of 
being ”rusty” after being out of the workforce for a year 
or many years. How do you write a resume if potential 
employers may not care about your experience from 
decades ago? How do you prepare for an interview with 
someone your child’s or even your grandchild’s age? What’s 
appropriate compensation? And, sadly, many will confront a 
lack of acceptance by employers and younger colleagues in 
workplaces that may be rampant with ageism.

Despite these challenges, many companies are increasingly 
looking to attract mature workers, and with good reason. The 
labor market is still tight with two open jobs for every worker. 
Companies still find it challenging to recruit and retain talent. 
Research shows that older employees tend to have attributes 
that make them attractive to employers, such as being more 
engaged, more likely to look forward to work, more connected 
to their companies, and less likely to consider quitting.4 

Some call those making this quiet return to work “unretired.” 
Not incorrect in phrasing, but incomplete in capturing the full 
impact of what those quietly returning may have on our social 
narrative of retirement. They are not simply unretired, they’re 
pioneers. These older adults are inventing something that’s 
neither our current idea of retirement nor work. They’re 
quietly creating something else—a new life stage altogether 
that sees the retirement age of today as a mile marker, not an 
exit.

Next Steps

Thinking about working in retirement? The steps below may 
help.

1. Google “good jobs for older workers”

2. Check out sites featuring positions for aging workers 
retirementjobs.com, retiredbrains.com, and workforce50.com

3. Create an elevator pitch. Making a great first impression is 
a must for job seekers. Check out AARP’s article, “Raise Job 
Prospects With an Elevator Speech”

4. Find a mentor or career coach. They could help you find a 
job or plan a second career. Google “Get ‘Unstuck’ With a 
Career Professional AARP” for info.

5. Check out resources at aarp.com/work

Joseph F. Coughlin, Ph.D. is Director of the MIT AgeLab. His research examines how the disruptive 
demographics of an aging society, social trends, and technology will shape future innovations in 
business and government. Dr. Coughlin teaches in MIT’s Department of Urban Studies and Planning 
as well as Sloan School of Management Advanced Management Program. Dr. Coughlin advises a wide 
variety of global firms in financial services, healthcare, leisure and travel, luxury goods, real estate, 
retail, technology, and transportation. He’s also a Senior Contributor to Forbes and writes regularly for 
MarketWatch and the Wall Street Journal. 

4 Over 50 and looking for a job? Here’s what you need to know about age and 
work, CNBC, 7/10/22

The MIT AgeLab is not an affiliate or subsidiary of Hartford Funds.
Hartford Funds Distributors, LLC, Member FINRA.  MAI374 1124  4040276




Accessibility Report



		Filename: 

		MAI374.pdf






		Report created by: 

		Andrea Toscano, Andrea.Toscano@hartfordfunds.com


		Organization: 

		





 [Personal and organization information from the Preferences > Identity dialog.]


Summary


The checker found no problems in this document.



		Needs manual check: 1


		Passed manually: 1


		Failed manually: 0


		Skipped: 2


		Passed: 28


		Failed: 0





Detailed Report



		Document




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set


		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF


		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF


		Logical Reading Order		Passed manually		Document structure provides a logical reading order


		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified


		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar


		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents


		Color contrast		Needs manual check		Document has appropriate color contrast


		Page Content




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged


		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged


		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order


		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided


		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged


		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker


		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts


		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses


		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive


		Forms




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged


		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description


		Alternate Text




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Figures alternate text		Skipped		Figures require alternate text


		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read


		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content


		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation


		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text


		Tables




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot


		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR


		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers


		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column


		Summary		Skipped		Tables must have a summary


		Lists




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L


		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI


		Headings




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting







Back to Top
