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The Journey Without Maps report 

discussed the changing nature of 

work for older Australians, and the 

dynamics of working later into your 

sixties, and seventies and beyond. 

While more Australians are willing 

to work longer, their motivations 

and needs are different. 

We’ve identified three distinctive 
new approaches to work for those 

over 50. This guide looks more 

closely at the concept of ‘encore 

careers’ – your escape hatch into 

a second (or third or fourth) act 

with more meaning and purpose.

YOUR GUIDE TO  
CAREER FLEXIBILITY
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The term ‘encore career’ was first suggested by Marc Freedman, 
an American social entrepreneur. In the US, an encore career 

is specifically defined as work with social impact, whether that’s 
volunteering or working for a not for profit organisation at a much 
lower salary than your previous roles. 

In Australia, the term is broader, and generally means paid work that results from taking a 

different path. It’s for those who want their lives in their 50s, 60s and 70s to have a new rhythm, 

but still be ‘of use’ – engaged in meaningful activity.  

For some, this can transform their working life into a truly extraordinary time.

WHAT IS AN 
ENCORE CAREER? 
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‘I feel as if I have 

spent the past 

two decades with people 

telling me, ‘Wait until you 

turn 50, you’ll become 

invisible, everything will 

start to narrow down, 

your choices will be fewer 

and fewer.  And now the 

opposite is happening. 

Suddenly doors are  

opening everywhere.’

Renee Knight  
first-time author at 55

In general, an encore career offers flexibility. 
You can control the time you spend on it – but 

it does involve a significant commitment. It will 
take you in a fresh direction, around the time 

you’d usually retire. It may be your big chance 

to live out a secret career dream, to take a path 

you’ve dreamt of for years but didn’t feel able 

to take – until now. And importantly, an encore 

career gives you the same sense of identity that 

your earlier career provided. 

Australian encore career advocate Jane Figgis 

says someone once described an encore 

career to her as ‘just like mid-life work, but 

without the bad bits1.’  And it’s not glorified 
volunteering – it is paid work that can help 

you boost your retirement savings. However, 

depending on the path you take, an encore 

career may or may not involve as much 

financial remuneration as you had previously. 
Those who are better prepared for retirement 

financially will find they may have more 
options if they want to take a different path.

1.  J. Figgis, Reskilling for encore careers for (what were once) 
retirement years, research report, NCVER, Adelaide, 2012, p. 19
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Alexander was a partner in 

a major law firm for more 
than 20 years, until he took early 

retirement at 53 to pursue a new 

career direction, offering analytic 

services in a new niche area. 

Following a research trip to the US, he formed 

this new venture with two senior professionals 

in the financial sector, who were also attracted 
to this opportunity, and whose skills and 

experience made for an ideal combination.

Five years on, they were well-known in 

the market and as growth continued they 

brought in a few more local principals and 

then expanded internationally. Eventually they 

became part of an international group. 

In his late 60s, Alexander wanted to step 

back from the ‘hard yakka’ of day-to-day 

operations, and focused on succession 

planning the Australian business for its 

international owner. 

He slowly leveraged his way out and into his 

third career, in a similar field, with a board 
position and some selected consulting work.

STORIES OF SUCCESS

Alexander, 74
‘I’ve never really contemplated fully retiring.  

I think if you retire that’s the beginning of the end in a sense’



After 18 months in low gear, Alexander decided 

the ‘house-husband’ role wasn’t for him. 

‘Intellectually, retirement doesn’t appeal. My 

wife is 10 years younger and still working full-

time so it’s important I keep my mind engaged 

– because her mind is certainly engaged.’ 

‘I think one of the essential 

things in a relationship is 

you have to have a 

good balance of 

power – and 

we’re two 

fairly feisty 

people. So 

that’s why 

I want to 

keep going. 

But I also 

want to do 

it because 

it’s interesting 

and over a 

period of 20 years 

or so I seem to have 

acquired the knack for 

timing and identifying what 

works and what doesn’t work. I’ve also got 

good contacts.’

This combination of commercial savvy and 

strong network has led to Alexander’s fourth 

career. At 74, he is putting together a new 

venture, at the cutting edge of his original 

niche area, offering high-level advice and liaison 

services to the corporate sector. 

He believes it’s very important for career-

changers over 50 to position themselves as 

being a leader in their field. ‘That gives you 
clout, but it also gives you independence and 

confidence in the viability of your new career, 
as well as intellectual satisfaction.’

He says the best advice he’s ever had, from 

one of the smartest financial entrepreneurs 
he’d met, is to ‘Find a new 

following wind’, 

something that will 

push you along to 

make it easier 

to reach your 

destination. 

‘And, of 

course, in 

any new 

venture 

you 

always 

need a bit 

of luck on 

your side from 

time to time.’

Alexander also 

understands what career 

success means to him. ‘I think 

it’s being able to think ‘well actually, I’ve done 

what I wanted to do and my latter careers 

have also been socially useful’. That’s one 

reason why I went into this field, because I 
saw things that ought to be changed2.’

I think my earlier 

self would have 

thought, ‘I have to 

keep working in my 

original career because that’s 

what my husband expects’, or because 

of that belief that ‘you work till you 

drop’. But now I’ve worked out what I 

really want to do with my career, it’s my 

choice. I love what I do now!

Grace 

after a career change at 51

2. SMH Spectrum The late bloomer 
25/4/15 
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You may not discover what 

you really want to do with 

your life, or where your talents 

and strengths lie, until well past 

middle age. Being open to new 

experiences and taking some 

time to reflect on your sense of 
purpose can open the door to a 

new direction.

Late bloomers are more common than you 

might think. There are many people who don’t 

find their groove in their first career, and go 
on to successfully reinvent themselves much 

later. Harland Sanders started his KFC empire 

in his 60s, Frank McCourt won a Pulitzer 

Prize for Angela’s Ashes when he was 66, Julia 

Child wrote her first cookbook at 50 and Paul 
Cezanne had his first one-man show at 56.

If you’re prepared to re-invent your career 

direction and you’re not ready to fully retire, 

consider the possibilities of an encore career. If 

you plan it carefully, it will keep you connected 

with others, provide you with income, 

interesting and meaningful experiences, and 

a renewed sense of possibilities. For many 

people, this is the most satisfying stage in their 

working life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You may need some support to guide you 

through this transition. Finding the right path 

to take in mid-life requires a tailored approach 

to guidance and coaching – there is no ‘one 

size fits all’ answer because an encore career 
can take an infinite number of shapes. One 
of the biggest barriers we see is fear or a lack 

of confidence. Talking with a trusted friend or 
trained coach can make all the difference.

IS AN ENCORE CAREER 
RIGHT FOR YOU?
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The first step is identifying your true passions, because an encore career hinges on a sense of purpose 
as well as financial consideration. There are online tools you can use to identify what really drives you 
or sparks your imagination – or you can turn to a specialist career coach for advice.

Questions are a great way to explore possible paths – try these:

What does a 

meaningful life mean 

to you? What are the 

elements of a happy (or satisfying, or 

successful, or complete) life for you?

Q:
1

How do you see your 

working life in the next 

five to 10 years? What 

would you still like to achieve at work? 

Q:
2

Have you thought about 

transitioning beyond a 

full-time career?  

  Do you have a plan? 

Q: 3
How much of your 

sense of identity and 

purpose (who you are, 

who you know, what you value) is 

related to your working life?

Q: 4

KICK-START YOUR 
ENCORE CAREER
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A good place to start is to ask 

yourself ‘What do I like to 

spend my time doing?  That will 

give you a direction to explore. 

You may also find it helpful to talk to like-minded 
groups of people of a similar age. Some areas 

have ‘transition networks’ to nurture encore 

ideas, or you may be able to set up your own 

network. Challenge each other to think outside 

the box – keep asking ‘why’ to identify what’s 

behind any unfulfilled ambitions.

It’s also worth looking into further training 

opportunities to supplement your experience 

and skills, whether it’s vocational training at 

TAFE or short programs at university.

What have you left 

on the back burner all 

these years? Is it time 

to bring it to the front? What parts of 

yourself do you want to reclaim? 

Q: 5
Does your age define 

you, or do you define 

your age?

Q:

6
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HELP WHEN YOU 
NEED IT
You’ll find some supportive programs to 
help you plan the next few decades of your 

working life at joannamaxwell.com.au

Escape Hatch

Want to extract yourself from an 

unsatisfying career or work situation, 

and launch into something quite 

different? Our Escape Hatch program 

is for you.  

Your career shouldn’t feel like a 

life sentence. So if you’re tired of 

dragging yourself to work, or sticking 

with the same old job just because 

it’s what you’ve always done, it’s time 

to find an alternative career path that 
will inspire you. 

The Escape Hatch program is 

tailored to wherever you are in your 

working life. You’ll go from stuck and 

confused to clear about the future – 

and you’ll have an action plan to get 

there.

Find out more 

joannamaxwell.com.au/escape-hatch

Second Act

If you want to adjust the balance 

between work and all the other 

things you want to do, our Second 

Act program is for you. You may 

want to change jobs within your 

field, transition to part time or more 
flexible work, take up volunteering or 
ease into retirement. Whatever your 

goal, it’s time to think about a future 

beyond ‘working ‘til you drop’. Our 

Second Act program can help you 

create a strategic work-life plan. 

Find out more 

joannamaxwell.com.au/second-act
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Useful resources

Once you’ve identified your career, 
Australia’s only national job board 

for older workers may be able to 

connect you with the perfect role – 

check out olderworkers.com.au

You’ll find more guides and insights 
for your encore career at  

encore.org including The Encore 

Career Handbook, by Marci Alboher 

The AARP’s Life Reimagined website 

has some helpful programs and ideas 

visit lifereimagined.aarp.org

Subscribe to Joanna Maxwell’s 

blog for weekly inspiration at 

joannamaxwell.com.au
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