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Abstract
Objective: To analyze the perception held by public university employees eligible for 
retirement, regarding the decision to continue working. Method: A qualitative study with 
in-depth interviews analyzed using IRAMUTEQ® software (version 0.7 alpha 2) was 
conducted. The sample included 12 participants (7 women and 5 men). Results: The most 
frequent words were “retire”, “process”, “life” and “continue”. In the similarity analysis, 
four communities of words were identified: "postponed retirement", "time to retire", 
"financial concerns", and "active aging". In the Descending Hierarchical Classification, four 
classes emerged: challenges of retirement, reinventing oneself, postponed retirement, and 
healthy aging. The results revealed that respondents held a multifaceted view of aging and 
retirement, considering financial, emotional and health aspects. Conclusion: The findings 
corroborate the evidence in the literature on the meanings of retirement, underscoring 
the importance of understanding the perceptions of employees regarding this crucial 
time of transition. The thematic axes reflected the complexity and multidimensionality 
of the aging and retirement experience, highlighting the need for policies that promote 
active healthy aging, as well as emotional and financial support for this population. The 
study highlights the importance of adequate planning for retirement, considering the 
various dimensions that affect the quality of life of older workers.
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INTRODUC TION

Work plays a central role during the life span, 
not only as a means of sustenance, but also as a 
source of meaning and purpose1,2. Work constitutes 
a fundamental value of the individual, influenced 
by their perception of themselves and of their place 
in society. Through work, individuals build their 
trajectory, develop skills, forge relationships and 
find ways of expressing their subjectivity3. Thus, 
work contributes both towards personal realization 
and plays a key role in building identity, reflection, 
and shaping the values, aspirations and experiences 
over the life span4,5.

The participation of older adults in the dynamic 
of the job market gives rise to new perspectives 
and approaches, in as far as longevity represents a 
social gain. In this respect, it is important for older 
individuals to stay active as a means of enhancing 
their quality of life. Moreover, there is another reality 
in which workers, despite having reached a more 
advanced age, need to carry on working, provided 
their psychic and motor functioning remains intact6.

This scenario can be explained by the need for 
additional income, keeping busy, or appreciation for 
the work performed. Involuntary loss of employment 
can negatively impact mental health, while rejoining 
the work force tends to restore previous psychological 
well-being7. For people who have worked for three 
decades or more during their lifetime, sudden loss of 
the daily work routine can disrupt mental health, and 
create the need for new routines and life perspectives 
in late-life. This process is also accompanied by 
physical diseases, mental disorders, social isolation 
and cognitive decline, factors contributing to 
decreased longevity2,4.

Although many associate aging with retirement, 
it should be recognized that not all these individuals 
are older adults, and of those who are, many remain 
actively engaged in the job market6. Socially, 
aging is regarded stereotypically with in the work 
environment, manifesting in different ways, ranging 
from refusal to hire older professionals to labeling 
older individuals as less able, less productive or less 
adaptable to change, and deemed by the system as 
incapable of doing their job8.

However, a number of factors playing a 
significant role in the decision to retire involve social 
representations. Retirement can be regarded by some 
as an opportunity to broaden the social role, while 
others see it as a time to rest, in the absence of plans 
for new projects. Therefore, retirement can also 
have positive connotations, representing freedom 
for workers, allowing them to dedicate to personal 
projects, the family and themselves9,10.

In the context of Brazilian higher education 
institutions (HEI), some have engaged in devising 
policies for employees experiencing the aging process, 
such as the Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do 
Norte (UFRN), whose Institute of Aging (IEN) 
runs programs promoting healthy aging among its 
public servants. 

Amid the array of feelings and conceptions 
involving the meaning of work and retirement of 
older adults reported in the scientific literature, the 
contributions of the present study lie in furthering 
understanding on the challenges and perceptions 
of work on aging and retirement, including 
financial, emotional and health-related aspects. 
This multidimensional approach is fundamental for 
improving gerontology policy and practice in a bid 
to promote physical, mental and social well-being. 
In this context, the present study seeks to answer the 
following question: what are the perceptions held 
by public university employees of retirement age on 
their decision to carry on working?

The objective of this study was to analyze the 
perceptions held by public university employees 
eligible for retirement, on their decision to continue 
working.

METHOD

An exploratory study with a qualitative approach 
was conducted. Given the unit of analysis involved 
a specific Higher Education Institution (HEI), the 
investigation could also be defined as a single-case 
study11.

The study was carried out at a public HEI situated 
in Rio Grande do Norte state, Brazil. The institution 
was founded 63 years ago, and has one campus in the 
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capital city, and 4 campuses located in the cities of 
Macaíba, Santa Cruz, Currais Novos and Caicó, in 
addition to three University Teaching Hospitals. The 
institution has a presence in 62 cities, with university 
extension activities and 20 Distance Education support 
centers, 12 of which are located in Rio Grande do 
Norte, and 8 in other Brazilian states. Currently, the 
HEI provides undergraduate and graduate courses, 
offering over 200 training opportunities12.

The HEI boasts a staff of 5,500 public employees. 
Of this total, around 1,000 employees, including 
technical-administrative staff and faculty members, 
had met the time-in-service or age eligibility 
requirements for retirement12.

The public servants (technicians and faculty) were 
selected from a databased provided by the human 
resources department at the HEI with permission 
from the Pro-Rector of People Management, 
containing a list of names of employees who have 
reached retirement age but continued working, 
together with their emails and telephone numbers. 
A total of 75 employees were individually invited 
by email or WhatsApp to take part in the study, if 
interested and available. Interviews were held face-
to-face or remotely, as preferred by the respondent, 
and conducted until theoretical saturation, i.e. when 
further interviews failed to add materially to the 
categories analyzed, in this case reached with 12 
participants. This method entails identifying patterns 
and repetitions in responses, defining saturation as 
when no new information or themes are forthcoming 
from participants, indicating progressive removal 
from the phenomenon being researched12.

Data collection was carried out using the 
following instruments:

I) Socioeconomic, demographic and work 
questionnaire: developed by the researchers, probing 
the variables: sex, age, marital status, color/race, 
religion, education, personal income, family income, 
religion, professional qualifications, current job role, 
length of professional service at the UFRN, years 
of social security contribution, age at first job, age 
at retirement/planned retirement. 

II) Script for semi-structured Interview: based 
on two core questions: 1- what is your perception 

of the process of aging and working based on 
your reality?; 2 – what are your objectives in life 
and challenges expected given your situation?, plus 
brief follow-up questions, such as, 1 – With respect 
to your professional life, what motivates you to 
continue working?; Give words that express the 
aging process from your perspective (used for more 
in-depth investigation on the theme, when necessary).

Content Analysis (thematic mode) was employed 
for the qualitative analysis, involving revealing the 
nuclei of meaning making up communication, whose 
presence and frequency bears some relevance to the 
focus of analysis13. After constructing theoretical 
categories, the results were explored with reference 
to the relevant literature. 

The data treatment and organization was 
performed using the software Interface de R pour les 
Analyses Multidimensionnelles de Textes et de Questionnaires 
(IRAMUTEQ), version 0.7 alpha 2, a free open-
source program.

A textual corpus was prepared and coded from 
the data gathered. Data were first grouped into a word 
cloud to visualize the findings and their relevance, 
based on frequency14. Similarity analysis was then 
performed, drawing on graph theory, allowing 
identification of occurrence between the words 
from the text15. Lastly, Descending Hierarchical 
Classification (DHC) textual analysis was used to 
identify the dendogram of classes and significance 
of the relationship of the words14, with a minimum 
threshold = 75%, p-value < 0.05 and x2 > 3.82. 
Bardin ś content analysis method was adopted 
for interpreting DHC processing, whose terms 
were analyzed according to the steps: pre-analysis, 
exploration of material, treatment and interpretation 
of results, and discussion of findings in relation to 
the literature13.

The study was conducted pursuant to the precepts 
of Resolution no. 466/2012 of the National Health 
Council (CNS), which defines the ethics regulation 
governing research involving humans in Brazil. 
The research project was previously submitted to 
and approved by the Research Ethics Committee 
(CEP) of the School of Health Science of Trairí of 
the Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Norte 
(FACISA/UFRN) under permit number 6.215.488, 
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prior to commencing data collection. All study 
participants signed the informed consent form.

DATA AVAIL ABIL IT Y

The full data set underpinning the study results 
is available from figshare.com at https://doi.
org/10.6084/m9.figshare.28774475.v1.

RESULTS

The present study involved a sample of 12 
participants, comprising 7 women and 5 men. Of 
this total, 2 participants had applied for “permanence 
bonus”, a financial incentive paid to active public 
servants which covers their pension contribution. 

Of the overall sample, 10 participants worked at the 
campus in Natal, 1 at the Caicó campus and 1 at the 
Currais Novos campus. In terms of professional 
category, 5 were faculty members and 7 technicians. 
For marital status, 10 participants were married, 
1 divorced, and 1 single. Participant data on age, 
financial status and time in service are presented 
in Table 1.

Analysis of the interview contents revealed the 
most frequently used words in participant dialogues: 
Retire (18); Process (17); Life (12); Continue (12); 
University (11); Age (11); Financial (9); Stay (9); Feel 
(9); Aging (9); Activity (8); Like (8); Live (8); Think 
(8); Active (8); Health (7); Motivate (7); Physical (6); 
Income 6); Necessity (6); Lose (7), (Figure 1).

Table 1. Age, financial and working characteristics of study participants (n= 12). Rio Grande do Norte state, 2023.

Characteristic Median IQR*
Age (years) 61.00 3.75
Income (minimum wages) 9.50 16.50
Time working at UFRN (years) 31.50 7.25
Age for retirement (years) 55.00 13.75
Time working (years) 35.00 13.00

*IQR: inter-quartile range.

Figure 1. Word cloud of distribution and importance of terms derived from interviews of study participants. 
Rio Grande do Norte state, 2023.
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Figure 2. Analysis of similarity of word families in discourses of study participants. Rio Grande do Norte state, 2023.

These expressions illustrate the main themes 
emerging from the dialogues, highlighting that 
retirement is understood as a process intrinsic to 
the institutional dynamic. In addition, the analysis 
encompasses less frequent themes, not ranking 
among the most commonly used words, but able to 
offer relevant perspectives for investigating similar 

patterns and the DHA analyses of the themes and 
concerns present in the dialogues. 

A similarity analysis was performed to identify 
similarities and patterns among the different 
elements, including texts, words and data, yielding 
4 pattern communities (Figure 2). 

The main community “postponed retirement” 
(green, centralized), formed by the words (retire, 
stay, like, continue, motivate, life, live), is associated 
with all perspectives and possibilities surrounding 
retirement, the idea of continuing working, the 
motivation to carry on working, the possibility of 
full retirement, and changing life habits.

A second community, “time to retire” (blue, 
centralized in upper part), comprises the words 

(time, lose, age, health), representing reflection 
on the time to retire, when health and age become 
central to the process influencing retirement.

The third community, “financial concerns” 
( l i lac, to the right), represented by (f inance, 
income, necessity), shows that participants had a 
high level of fear over economic issues, suggesting 
they are not sufficiently stable financially to enjoy 
retirement.
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In the fourth community, “active aging” (red, to 
the left), a pattern exists justifying the reasons for 
continuing to work, encompassing aspects such as: 
liking what one does, engaging in active aging, and 
academic satisfaction in pursuing personal goals. 

The study corpus was derived from 12 interviews, 
each taking an estimated 15-25 minutes, that was 
broken down into 69 text segments (TS), of which 
52 TS were used, or 75.36% of the corpus analyzed. 
Of the data used, there were 2,436 occurrences 
(vocabulary items and expressions), 832 different 
words, and 531 that had a single occurrence. 

After content analysis of the interviews using 
DHC, four classes representing the corpus emerged: 
Class 1 – Challenges of retirement: visions and 
concerns; Class 2 – Reinventing oneself: a new 
lifestyle; Class 3 – Postponed retirement: a perspective 
of balance and purpose; Class 4 – “Healthy aging”. A 
direct relationship is evident between Classes 2 and 3, 
followed by Class 4, and lastly by Class 1 (Figure 3).

In Class 1, an impasse emerged between financial 
stability and quality of life as a predominant factor 
in the decision to retire. In Class 2, there was a mix 
of different views on the transition to retirement. 
In Class 3, participants explored delaying retirement 
in pursuit of meaning and balance. Lastly, Class 4 
exhibited different perspectives on leading a healthy 
active life over time.

Class 1 was called “challenges of retirement: 
visions and concerns”. This class accounted for 
28.85% of the textual corpus, comprising words 
with interval ranging from x² = 13.65 (bonus) to x² 
= 4.50 (alone). Responses showed a host of dilemmas 
faced by individuals nearing retirement.

Many expressed concerns over losing benefits, 
such as bonuses and food vouchers, and with the 
direct impact of this on their routines and personal 
satisfaction. Also, the seeking of financial recognition, 
coupled with the appreciation for work, and fear 
of missing out on study activities and interaction, 

represented crucial aspect when considering the 
time to retire.

Class 2 was called “reinventing oneself: a new 
lifestyle”. Similarly, this class accounted for 23.08% 
of the textual corpus, comprising words with interval 
ranging from x² = 14.36 (life) to x² = 6.43 (live). 
Some respondents wished to keep the pace of life 
the same, postponing retirement until feeling fully 
ready for the change.

While some participants prioritized balance 
between work and pleasure, highlighting the pursuit 
of new objectives and personal realization, others 
emphasized the importance of contributing with 
knowledge acquired during their career, with a 
view to furthering society in areas of interest. Some 
participants expressed feelings of satisfaction and 
realization in the current job, whereas other sought 
to fill the vacuum that the absence of their children 
at home can create, finding in work a way to stay 
occupied, as well as a sense of purpose.

Class 3, called “postponed retirement: a 
perspective of balance and purpose”, accounted 
for 28.85% of the textual corpus. The class consisted 
of words with an interval ranging from x² = 16.73 
(motivate) and x² = 4.73 (like). Other respondents 
found motivation in personal satisfaction and 
passion for their current occupations, challenging 
the traditional notion of retirement

Class 4, designated “health aging”, accounted for 
19.23% of the textual corpus. The class comprised 
words with an interval ranging from x² = 17.94 
(physical) and x² = 4.13 (health). Lastly, a number 
of participants expressed the understanding that 
chronological age does not serve as an absolute 
indicator of physical and mental abilities, placing 
emphasis on the importance of an active mind and 
health habits for a full life.

The TS, together with their respective degree of 
representativeness of the classes from the dendogram, 
are presented in Chart 1.
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Chart 1. Text segments representative of classes obtained from interviews of study participants (n=12). Rio 
Grande do Norte state, 2023.

Score Class 1 – Challenges of retirement: visions and concerns

38.91 “You appreciate the value of the family only when yoú ve lost them! I requested my permanence bonus back in 2018, 
but haveń t got it to this day. My reason for carrying on working is that I really like studying and publishing.” (Participant 8)

31.75 “So I combine the finance aspect with not wanting go without my productive routine. If I were to retire today, I wouldń t 
receive what Í m used to and that would definitely affect my quality of life.” (Participant 12)
Class 2 - Reinventing oneself: a new lifestyle

28.13
“I doń t believe I am tired and worn out, I think I have something to contribute. The study I did for my doctorate also 

made me want to carry on […] because it has some purpose! what we study invest time money and acquire knowledge, so we need to 
pass that on (Participant 12)

32.22 “In this scenario there are many things intertwined, one thing out of place doesń t work well! I try to live a calm life 
and pursue my goals.” (Participant 6)
Class 3 - Postponed retirement: a perspective of balance and purpose

46.89 “My goal entering into this process of aging is to keep studying marine geolog y, remaining active and still benefiting is 
what motivates me to continue because I could already retire and just stay in the house." (Participant 1)

37.22 “I have over forty years of public service, my experience is what motivates me to continue and the daily routine! we 
should think of health first and foremost, irrespective of age.” (Participant 6)
Class 4 – Healthy aging

33.95
“everything comes down to having physical and mental competence - chronological age does not necessarily indicate 

incapacity when it comes to healthy practices. Many people worry so much that they end up getting sick. For me, it comes naturally, 
I simply live.” (Participant 6)

20.85
“I engage in activities and enjoy new challenges with wisdom and independence, I travel when I want, maintain my old 

friendships and seek new ones, and see all the needs of this process and try to attenuate physical frailties mainly by keeping 
active.” (Participant 11)

Figure 3. Dendrogram of classes of Descending Hierarchical Classification based on interviews with study 
participants. Rio Grande do Norte state, 2023.



8 of 12

Continuing working after retirement

Rev. Bras. Geriatr. Gerontol. 2025;28:e240163

DISCUSSION

Most participants in this study met at least one 
of the criteria for retirement – albeit age, time in 
service or both. Exploring the relationship of these 
professionals with retirement, four main perspective 
were identified: financial challenges and concerns 
over losing benefits; the search for a new lifestyle 
that balances pleasure with work; postponement of 
retirement as a strategy for maintaining purpose and 
stability; and valorizing healthy living.

The analysis of similarities revealed thematic 
communities associated with the decision to stay 
active, economic concerns, and reflection on the 
ideal time to retire. The Descending Hierarchical 
Classification confirmed these tendencies, showing 
that financial stability, personal motivation and health 
were the main factors influencing this decision-
making process. This scenario is consistent with 
the literature, which shows that the space for older 
individuals in society has grown significantly due 
to the increased life expectancy in Brazil, coupled 
with a decline in the birth rate. As a consequence, 
the country ś demographic structure shifted, as has 
occurred in other South-American nations16.

The results found highlighted the challenges and 
concerns of these employees regarding retirement, 
particularly with relation to financial losses and social 
involvement. In this respect, the influence of work on 
the quality of life of older adults is linked to the need 
for income. This influence, however, extends further, 
also involving the meaning attributed to work, such 
as the concept of identity, valorization, and personal 
development. Indeed, work can be considered an 
activity that promotes health and enables greater 
social involvement, independence and autonomy17. 
Thus, work can be deemed a key condition for 
human achievement in allowing transformative 
action on nature and itself, contributing to survival 
and personal realization18.

In this regard, the losses arising from social 
security reforms and the introduction of the 
permanence bonus has prompted public service 
employees, such as those in the present study, to 
delay the decision to retire19-22.

On the other hand, the fact that many people 
feel compelled to work owing to their financial 
situation, does not necessarily imply that work 
causes distress. On the contrary, in some situations 
working is associated with feelings of joy and positive 
experiences, promoting greater satisfaction, both 
personal and professional, and resulting in improved 
quality of life and healthy aging. It is clear that 
personal and external factors exert influence on 
the decision on what to do after retiring23.

Retirement often has an aura of uncertainty in 
relation to life in the future. This transition period, 
although expected, can trigger concerns and questions 
concerning financial changes, purpose, health and 
social interactions24. With this in mind, retirement 
preparation programs aim to assist employees during 
this transition phase25.

In terms of the need to reinvent oneself to 
continue working, work is often associated with 
self-image and identity as productive individuals 
with the physical ability to perform activities, being 
suggestive of the presence of healthier individuals 
both physically and mentally26.

However, this work-retirement transition can 
evoke feelings of inferiority, owing to the admission 
of younger, supposedly more up-to-date professionals. 
Hence, leaving an administrative post in the 
department or university, or showing a decline in 
academic output of publications, can trigger feelings 
of not belonging to the post held at work27.

Therefore, the retirement process is fraught with 
conflicting feelings and uncertainties which can be 
tackled in a positive fashion. A study analyzing the 
perception held by administrative technicians about 
the retirement process found that most individuals 
showed preparedness for retirement, with the 
decision supported by family member and motivated 
by having the necessary time.  Expectations included 
having free time available, a quieter life and a drive 
for new habits and lifestyle23.

With regard to the time to retire, a study showed 
that age when leaving the job market is influenced 
by structural factors of the market and by the social 
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security system, besides economic conditions, 
individual preferences and circumstances, whereby 
work often underpins an individual ś self-esteem, 
identity and sense of usefulness28. Thus, the multiple 
factors influencing the work-retirement decision, 
which has three possible courses of action: definitive 
retirement, delayed retirement staying in the same 
job, or working after retirement24.

Researchers report an association between 
educational level and remaining in the job market, a 
phenomenon evident in the sample investigated. The 
process of professional training can be a predictor 
for these professionals carrying on working, even 
when eligible to retire, viewing job retention as a 
way of achieving active aging10. 

Therefore, retirement does not always mean 
leaving the world of work. Older employees are 
increasingly accepting bridge employment, which 
takes place when accepting a paid post after retiring 
from their main career28.

Another issue raised by the findings of this study 
relates to active aging. The work routine, involving 
repetitive activities and long shifts, can make the 
employee forget healthy habits in life, like engaging 
in physical exercise, falling into sedentarism29. In 
turn, this sedentary lifestyle can contribute to 
higher risk of developing chronic diseases such as 
obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular conditions and 
musculoskeletal problems30.

In this same context, psychological factors 
involving cognitive ability are indicators of active 
aging and longevity that are often stimulated during 
work, Hence, the more active an older adult in a line 
of work that requires cognitive effort, the greater 
their satisfaction with health and the better their 
ability to cope with adversities, thereby conferring 
enhanced quality of life31. 

Thus, the continuation of older individuals 
in the workforce allows them to maintain their 
social circle and keep up the number of actions 
performed everyday, conferring greater protection 
against possible psychological decline associated 
with retirement and the problems caused by a 
steady decline in physical and mental functioning, 
promoting active healthy aging23. 

Together with all the topics elected in the 
thematic axes, in order to have a later exit from 
the job market, it is fundamental to guarantee 
workers conditions congruent with their age, thereby 
avoiding risk of physical or mental illnesses. This 
means offering safe, healthy working conditions 
adapted to the current context of life of older adults, 
as well as promoting policies incentivizing health 
habits and self-care practices.

Therefore, it follows that preparing for retirement 
should be a positive experience, with help choosing 
future life activities, reorganizing the daily routine, 
controlling finances and promoting self-esteem. This 
underscores the role of public and private institutions 
in delivering programs preparing employees for 
retirement that offer reflection, support and strategies 
for defining and dealing with this phase of life, in an 
effort to render this process as healthy as possible.

Despite the strengths of this study in furthering 
understanding on the decision to continue working 
after being eligible for retirement, it is important 
to bear in mind the geographic limitations of the 
investigation, involving a single HEI in Grande do 
Norte state and thus reflecting only this specific reality.

CONCLUSION 

The decision by public university employees to 
carry on working, despite being eligible for retirement, 
was found to be influenced by multiple factors. The 
most notable of these factors were financial necessity, 
identifying with work, maintaining a productive 
routine, and concerns over the impact of retirement 
on mental health and wellbeing. In addition, the 
academic environment and influence of colleagues also 
proved determinants, as did uncertainties associated 
with changes in the social security system. These 
aspects revealed that the decision to carry on working 
transcends the economic sphere, encompassing 
underlying subjective and institutional reasons.

The study findings corroborate evidence in the 
literature on the meanings of retirement, highlighting 
the complexity and multi-dimensional nature of 
this transition. The analysis of the perceptions 
held by the public servants underscores the need 
for individualized holistic approaches to support 
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individuals with this process, taking into account the 
financial, psychological and social aspects involved. 
These results highlight the importance of specific 
policies and programs catering for the needs of these 
employees, with a view to mitigating the negative 
impacts and promoting a more satisfactory balanced 
transition to retirement.
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