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Optimizing well-being in retirement:
Summarizing three decades of research
on successful coping in retirement

Alyssa Herzig, MA, Concordia University

ABSTRACT

More retirees are spending more time in retirement. Unfor-
tunately, for one third of retirees, retirement creates stress
and leads to decreases in psychological well-being. The
present article reviews the relationships between stress,
coping, and well-being and aims to elucidate which coping
strategies are most effective for dealing with the stressors
of retirement. The literature evidences that no strategy is
ubiquitously effective, but certain strategies, such as emo-
tion-focused coping, are particularly useful for the loss-re-
lated stresses of aging and retirement. The literature also
reveals that a person’s perceptions of control moderate how
coping and well-being are related. Strategic implementation
of multiple compensatory strategies may be the most ef-
fective method to cope with the stressors of retirement.

RESUME

De plus en plus de retraités passent de plus en plus de
temps a la retraite. Malheureusement, pour le tiers d’entre
eux, la retraite est une source de stress et se traduit par un
étiolement de leur bien-étre sur le plan psychologique. Cet
article examine les relations qui existent entre le stress, la
réponse au stress et le bien-étre, et tente de cerner les stra-
tégies de réponse les plus efficaces pour composer avec les
facteurs de stress qui accompagnent la retraite. Ce qui a
été écrit a ce sujet établit de fagcon patente qu’il n’existe
pas de stratégie efficace a tout point de vue, mais que cer-
taines, comme la réponse axée sur les émotions, sont par-
ticulierement utiles pour le stress lié a la perte qui
caractérise le vieillissement et le départ a la retraite. La lit-
térature révéle également que la perception de controle des
personnes vient relativiser le lien entre la réponse au stress
et le bien-étre ressenti. La mise en ceuvre stratégique de
multiples stratégies compensatoires pourrait étre la fagon
la plus efficace de composer avec les facteurs de stress qui
accompagnent la retraite.
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Why do some people experience emotional de-
clines in retirement while others thrive? With trends
towards earlier retirements (Kim & Moen, 2001) and
longer life expectancies (Statistics Canada, 2006),
North Americans today can expect to spend 259%, of
their lives in retirement (Price, 2001). Retirement can
be regarded as a final opportunity to enjoy satisfac-
tion, fulfill potential, and live successfully. Many indi-
viduals do experience retirement as a positive life
stage and enjoy improved self-esteem and psycholog-
ical health in retirement (e.g., Reitzes, Mutran & Fer-
nandez, 1996). The retirement stage, however, can be
fraught with numerous potential sources of stress
and many North Americans experience important dif-
ficulties adjusting to retirement. A consistent ratio of
approximately one third of retirees report negative
psychological consequences of retirement including
declines in psychological well-being (Belgrave &
Haug, 1995), dissatisfaction (e.g., Sheppard, 1976;
Barfield & Morgan, 1974; 1978), and a feeling that
they will never get used to the change of retirement
(Cottrell & Atchley, 1969). The present article sum-
marizes decades of research investigating which cop-
ing strategies may be effectively employed to mitigate
the stressors of retirement and enhance psychologi-
cal well-being during this life stage. Important stres-
sors of retirement are described, coping strategies
are defined, evidence supporting the effectiveness of
four coping types is evaluated, and research is pre-
sented suggesting the benefits of strategic imple-
mentation of multiple coping strategies. Cognitive
appraisal and perception of control in particular, are
discussed for their potential roles in mediating stress
and enabling retirees to select appropriate coping
strategies.

Stress and Coping in Retirement

Retirees are confronted with important potential
stressors in retirement often relating to loss of work
and changes related to aging. Friedmann and Hav-
ighurst (1954) describe five benefits of work that peo-
ple lose in retirement including income, a routine to



provide structure to life, a context for social interac-
tions, a significant basis for personal identity and sta-
tus, and a meaningful experience that can provide a
sense of accomplishment. Compounding these
losses are the challenges of aging. For many retirees,
this life stage brings losses to cognitive and physical
capacities, health, and loved ones (Baltes, 1997;
Brandtstadter et al., 1993; Dhaval, Rashad, & Spaco-
jevic, 2007). Considering these potentials for loss, it
is not surprising that retirement has been associated
with identity confusion (Brandtstddter & Renner,
1990), sadness, and decreased feelings of control
(Drentea, 2002).

Fortunately, retirees can employ coping strategies
to mediate the relationships between negative events
and their well-being. Coping strategies are defined as
the cognitive and behavioural approaches that indi-
viduals employ during stressful circumstances to re-
store their psychological or emotional stability
(Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). Coping is understood to
be a central method by which older adults adjust to
the challenges of aging (Brandtstadter & Renner,
1990; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995).

The well-established COPE self-report measure de-
veloped by Carver, Scheier, and Weintraub (1989) is
highly regarded for its assessment of a variety of cop-
ing behaviours and for its multi-dimensional classifi-
cation scheme. The COPE asks participants the
extent to which they typically employ specific behav-
iours to cope with stress and assesses use of four
higher-order coping strategies: 1) Problem-Focused
Coping, defined as “efforts aimed at directly altering
or modifying the source of stress,” 2) Emotion-Fo-
cused Coping, defined as “cognitive and emotional ef-
forts aimed at managing internal consequences of
stress,” 3) Social Support Seeking, defined as any so-
cial strategy including attempts aimed at “mobilizing
social support,” and 4) Avoidance Coping, defined as
“cognitive and behavioural strategies for avoiding
dealing with a stressor.”! Confirmatory factor analysis
supports the scale’s structure in older adults (Dalton,
2005) and in new retirees (Herzig, 2009). Research
investigating the effectiveness of each of these four
types of coping for enabling retirees’ and older
adults’ well-being is described below.

Evidence for the effectiveness of each coping type for
promoting well-being in older adults and retirees

Of Carver’s and colleagues’ four coping strategies,
problem-focused and emotion-focused coping strate-
gies yield the most consistently positive associations
with psychological health across populations (e.g.,

see reviews by Dalton, 2005; Herzig, 2009; Penley,
Tomaka, & Wiebe, 2002). In the context of retirement
and aging-related stressors, these strategies each ap-
pear beneficial for particular sources of stress. Man-
fredi and Pickett (1987) found that the majority of
elderly adults’ stress is caused by loss and conflict.
They found that elderly adults who report more con-
flict use more problem-focused coping; whereas the
elderly who report more loss use more emotion-fo-
cused coping. Dalton (2005) found that increased use
of problem-focused coping was negatively associated
with depression and worry in elderly adults experienc-
ing lower levels of stress; while, emotion-focused cop-
ing predicted well-being in elderly adults experiencing
high levels of stress. As the stressors of retirement
often involve loss, such as work-related benefits and
health, retirees may find emotion-focused strategies
particularly effective for managing their cognitive and
emotional reactions to these stressors. Consistently,
emotion-focused strategies have been shown to en-
able retirees to experience more emotional stability,
happiness and satisfaction in their lives (Brandt-
stadter & Renner, 1990; Heckhausen, 1997; Heck-
hausen & Schulz, 1995).

Social support seeking strategies have inconsistent
associations with well-being across populations. At
times these strategies appear beneficial and other
times they appear detrimental, contingent on the type
of stressor and the quality of social support received
(e.g., Chou & Chi, 2001; Husaini et al., 1991; Sharp-
ley & Yardley, 1999). Gender differences may also ac-
count for inconsistencies. For example, Hobfoll,
Dunahoo, Ben-Porath & Monnier (1994) found that
women have different social support seeking strate-
gies and these strategies differently predict well-being
for each gender. Consistent with this, Herzig (2009)
found that increased use of social-support seeking
strategies was associated with well-being in male but
not female retirees male retirees who employed social
support seeking were more likely to use problem fo-
cused strategies, whereas the female retirees’ use of
social support seeking was associated with increased
avoidance. The broad category of social-support
seeking is composed of three specific strategies, in-
cluding instrumental support seeking, emotional sup-
port seeking, and venting subscales, which correlate
differently with well-being (e.g., Ratliff-Crain & Baum,
1990). Dalton (2005) describes the importance of so-
liciting quality social support. For example, complain-
ing to others and obtaining poor advice would likely
be less helpful than receiving emotional support,
helpful encouragement, and resources to enable later

! The complete COPE (Carver et al., 1989) with items and subscale loadings is available online:

http://www.psy.miami.edu/faculty/ccarver/scICOPEFhtml.
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problem solving. Dalton found that elderly adults’ use
of social support strategies was particularly effective
when employed to gain resources necessary for later
problem solving. In summary, evidence indicates that
the effectiveness of social-support strategies in retire-
ment varies with quality of received support and how
they are combined with other strategies.

Results across studies indicate that avoidance
strategies appear to be the least effective coping
methods amongst retirees. Most research indicates
that retirees’ tendency to use avoidance coping has
been associated with negative psychological well-
being and is thought to prevent adjustment to retire-
ment (e.g., Herzig, 2009; Sharpley & Yardley, 1999).
This pattern is consistent in other populations. For ex-
ample, in their meta-analytic review of studies on 26
samples of adults, Penley et al., (2002) found that in-
creased used of avoidance strategies were negatively
associated with psychological health. Conversely, Dal-
ton (2005) found elderly adults’ use of Carver’s and
colleagues’ avoidance coping strategies was not as-
sociated with detrimental outcomes when used in
conjunction with problem-focused strategies. She in-
terpreted her results as supporting the theory that
disengagement from unsolvable goals can be adap-
tive, particularly when it facilitates re-engagement in
alternative goals (Carver et al., 1989; Moscowitz et
al., 1996; Wrosch, Scheier, & Carver, 2003). Litera-
ture assessing the related concept of goal disengage-
ment provides strong evidence that retirees’ and older
adults’ disengagement from unattainable goals can
be particularly adaptive for managing regret and free-
ing up resources for re-engagement in adaptive goals
(e.g, Farquhar, Wrosch, Pushkar, & Li, 2013; Gagner,
Wrosch, & Brun de Pontet, 2011; Wrosch et al.,
2003). In summary, there is significant evidence in-
dicating that the general indiscriminate tendency to
avoid is detrimental to well-being in all life stages in-
cluding retirement; however, strategic use of avoid-
ance may be effective when used wisely and in
combination with other strategically selected coping
strategies.

In summary, some strategies, such as emotion-fo-
cused and problem-focused coping, appear more ef-
fective across more contexts than other strategies,
and provide compelling evidence for ranking the help-
fulness of particular coping strategies. Nonetheless,
results across studies indicate that no coping strate-
gies are ubiquitously effective or detrimental for older
adults and retirees. This finding is consistent with re-
sults in other populations (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984;
Penley et al., 2002). A conclusion drawn from the
aforementioned evidence was the importance of
choosing strategies appropriate for the type of stres-
sor and combining strategies effectively. Brand-

stadter (1989), Brandstadter and Renner (1990) and
Heckhausen and Schulz (1995) indicate that effective
use of complimentary coping strategies for managing
stress will become increasingly important as retirees
experience declines in physical and cognitive re-
sources. Effective coping has been described as flex-
ible identification and use of a combination of
complimentary and supplementary strategies (e.g.,
Somerfield & McCrae, 2000) and appropriate use
should depend on whether the stressor is a harm,
loss, or threat (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980) and on its
severity (Terry, 1991). In accordance with this notion,
Dalton (2005) investigated dispositional coping pro-
files in order to determine what coping repertoires
were associated with well-being in elderly adults. She
found that the most effective copers were those who
had high perceptions of control and who strategically
employed high levels of supplementary emotion-fo-
cused, problem-focused, and social-focused strate-
gies to adapt to the challenges of aging.

Cognitive Appraisal and Perceived Control moderates
coping with retirement and well-being

Albert Ellis proposed his well-supported theory
that it is people’s interpretation of events, rather than
events themselves, that tend to cause distress, anxi-
ety or depression (e.g., Ellis, 2001). Cognitive ap-
praisals of events have been shown to mediate the
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis stress response
and the emotional, physiological, and behavioural ex-
periences of stress (Gaab, Rohleder, Nater, & Ehlert,
2005; Rohrmann, Hennig, & Netter, 1999). Stress is
experienced when one’s environment is appraised as
threatening to one’s well-being (Lazarus & Folkman,
1984). Therefore, individual differences in perceived
threat plays an important role in experienced stress,
in adjustment to retirement, and as we’ll see, in cop-
ing strategy selection.

Retirees’ beliefs about their degree of control are
particularly important cognitive appraisals that influ-
ence the relationships between stress, coping, and
well-being. In fact, perception of having control pre-
dicts adaptive functioning better than actual control
(Averill, 1973; Burger, 1989). Langer (1979, p. 306)
states that “the effects of objectively losing or gaining
control will only have psychological significance if the
person recognizes the gain or loss.” What does it
mean to believe you have control? Skinner (1996) con-
firmed in an extensive analysis of the control litera-
ture that to have high perceived control people must
meet two criteria: 1) they must view the world as
structured and responsive and 2) they must perceive
themselves as competent. Lachman and Weaver
(1998) defined these criteria as 1) low Perceived Con-
straints and 2) high Personal Mastery, respectively, in



their widely used self-report measure for Personal
Control.

How does perception of control moderate relation-
ships between coping and well-being? If a retiree be-
lieves a source of stress is modifiable and that she
can competently modify it, she will select and employ
coping strategies accordingly. As well, her long-term
beliefs about control may influence how skilled she
becomes at using different strategies for unique
stressful situations. Her beliefs about being in control
influence her choice of coping strategies and how fre-
quently, persistently, and efficaciously she employ the
strategies (e.g., Compas, Malcame, & Fondacaro,
1988; Skinner, 1996). For example, Marziali and Don-
ahue (2001) showed that people were more able to
cope with the financial stressors of forced retirement
when they perceived greater self-reliance and internal
control and used more perseverance. As well, in adult
populations, mastery beliefs predicted less use of
avoidance coping (Ben-Zur, 2002; Marshall, 1991),
the coping strategies thought to be least effective in
most cases. These studies show that perceiving
higher levels of control is generally beneficial to well-
being by encouraging more effective coping.

Notably, when beliefs about control are false, high
perception of control can lead to poor choice of cop-
ing strategies. In general, people who perceive control
tend to use problem-focused strategies, and this is
helpful when situations are truly controllable (Carver
et al, 1989; Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; Patterson et
al, 1990). This phenomenon has also been shown in
laboratory studies. People who persistently apply
problem-focused strategies to solve impossible labo-
ratory tasks experience increased distress (e.g., Ban-
dura, 1997; Brandtstadter & Renner, 1990; Collins et
al., 1983). Whereas, people who perceive low control,
employ increased emotion-focused strategies, such
as positive re-appraisal and acceptance, which tend
to be more effective for enabling well-being in uncon-
trollable situations, (e.g., Folkman & Lazarus, 1980;
Forsythe & Compas, 1987). Similarly, retirees who
recognize a goal as impossible can disengage from
their impossible goal and put their energy towards
the pursuit of new fruitful goals, resulting in improved
well-being (e.g., Gagne, Wrosch, & Brun de Pontet,
2011). While further research is required to investi-
gate incorrect control perception among retirees, re-
search on other populations indicate that retirees who
do not recognize when their goal is impossible may
stubbornly persevere with their impossible goals,
which may lead to distress. In summary, research
suggests that a general tendency towards perceiving
greater control would be beneficial as it may enable
retirees to use problem-focused strategies more ef-
fectively. Yet, when no control exists, retirees would

likely benefit from an accurate recognition of their de-
gree of control. This recognition would allow them to
employ other strategies that may be more adaptive
given the circumstance.

Conclusion

In summary, two insights emerge from the litera-
ture. First, problem-focused and emotion-focused
coping appear more effective while there is less sup-
port for the effectiveness of social-support seeking
and avoidance strategies for enabling well-being in re-
tirement. Despite these findings, results from the lit-
erature would not recommend indiscriminate use of
problem-focused or emotion-focused strategies.
Rather, more successful copers appear to have a
repertoire of many complimentary coping strategies
and strategically select combinations of coping
strategies for use in particular situations. For exam-
ple, problem-focused strategies appear more appro-
priate for stresses caused by conflict and for goals
that are attainable. Conversely, emotion-focused
strategies and strategic avoidance may be more ap-
propriate for loss-related stressors, when the external
source of stress is uncontrollable, and when goals are
unattainable. Avoidance and social support seeking
strategies appear more beneficial when combined
with re-engagement towards more appropriate goals
and problem-focused coping. Second, in order to
cope effectively with the stressors of retirement, re-
tirees may benefit from a stable perception that a
source of stress is controllable and s/he can compe-
tently influence it. Additionally, it appears as though
retirees will need to accurately discern when a stres-
sor is not controllable and employ emotion-focused,
high quality social-focused coping, or strategic disen-
gagement at these times. As retirement stressors can
become increasingly loss-related and uncontrollable,
accurate discerning and skillful application of emo-
tion-focused strategies and high-quality social sup-
port would likely become increasingly useful. Notably,
coping research is often correlational and therefore
causation between coping strategy use and well-being
cannot be inferred. As well, as indicated above, addi-
tional research is required to further support the re-
lationships between accurate perception of control
and effective coping selection in retirement popula-
tions. The results of research described above do in-
dicate clear patterns suggesting effective coping skills
in retirement.

Dalton (2005) and Somerfield and McCrae (2000)
review interventions aimed at teaching older adults to
develop and strategically employ a repertoire of cop-
ing strategies. They indicate that an effective reper-
toire should consist of a variety of compensatory
coping strategies that can be tailored to unique con-
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texts. They suggest that interventions target individu-
als with insufficient coping repertoires to teach them
compensatory strategies. Such an approach may be
similarly beneficial for enabling retirees to cope more
effectively with retirement. As indicated by the pres-
ent review, retirees would likely also benefit from
learning how to more accurately discern the extent to
which they have control over their situations and how
to select coping strategies based on their level of con-
trol. Research would be required to investigate the ef-
fectiveness of interventions in retirees.
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