
Everyone says I should find my passion and reinvent myself,’ she explained. ‘But 
honestly? The thought of starting from scratch makes me want to go back to bed’.
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arah, 63, arrived for coaching looking exhausted. ‘Everyone says I should find my passion and reinvent myself,’ she explained. ‘But honestly? The thought of starting from scratch makes me want to go back to bed’.Sarah isn’t alone. Across my practice, I’ve watched capable clients in their sixties and seventies struggle with advice designed for a completely different life stage. They’re being told to reinvent when what they actually need is to reorient. They’re being offered midlife frameworks for a later-life transition.Both midlife (roughly 45-60) and later life (60-80) involve significant questioning and change. But psychologically and developmentally, these are distinct phases requiring different approaches. If we don’t understand this distinction, we risk exhausting our clients rather than supporting them.
Midlife reinvention: Building the next chapter Lisa Walker’s (2019) research on midlife career reinvention captures the particular restlessness of this life stage, a sense that ‘there must be something more’ or ‘what if I tried something completely different?’Midlife reinvention is characterised by:
• �Future-oriented building – People in their late forties and fifties often have 15-20 years of active work ahead. They have time to build something new.
• �Identity experimentation – ‘Who else could I be?’ is quintessentially midlife. Having established one identity, many feel ready to try on different versions of themselves.

• �Outward motion – Midlife typically involves external activity: networking, training, experimenting. The energy is expansive.
• �‘What if?’ as a driving force – Midlife changers are motivated by possibility and curiosity.
• �High tolerance for uncertainty – There’s a willingness to embrace instability in pursuit of new possibilities.This is legitimate developmental work. But it’s not the same psychological territory as later life.
Later-life reorientation: A different process By their mid-sixties and beyond, something fundamental has shifted. Later-life reorientation (60-80) is characterised by:
• �Selective engagement rather than expansion. Research on socioemotional selectivity theory shows that as people perceive time as limited, they prioritise emotionally meaningful activities over novel exploration (Carstensen, 2006). Clients aren’t asking ‘What else is out there?’ but ‘What matters most now?’
• �Depth over breadth. Rather than building something entirely new, many want to go deeper with existing expertise – mentoring, teaching, refining. The movement is toward mastery and meaning rather than novelty.
• �Integration rather than invention. Later life involves integrating past and present, finding coherence. Clients ask: ‘How does this next phase connect to what came before? Who am I becoming while remaining recognisably myself?’
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• �Awareness of finitude as a clarifying force. Time feels finite. This isn’t morbid, it’s clarifying. It sharpens discernment. The question becomes: ‘Given perhaps 10-20 good years left, how do I want to live them?’
• �Energy as a limited resource. While many remain healthy and vital, they’re aware energy must be managed. They’re less willing to tolerate what depletes them.
• �Meaning making as a central task. Later life invites reflection on contribution, legacy, what matters beyond the self. Not ‘What can I achieve?’ but ‘What do I want to leave behind?’
Why conflating these stages causes problemsWhen we apply midlife frameworks to later-life clients:
1. We create exhaustion masquerading as lack of 

ambition. The 65-year-old told to ‘start fresh’ may resist not from lack of drive, but because the framework doesn’t fit. They’re being asked to expand when they’re ready to focus.
2. We miss the real developmental work. Integration, meaning-making, legacy – this doesn’t show up on a CV, but it’s psychologically central to later life.
3. We ask wrong questions. Midlife questions like ‘What’s your passion?’ or ‘Dream big, what’s possible?’ can overwhelm. Better questions for later life:
• �‘What’s your red thread, what connects who you’ve been to who you’re becoming?’
• �‘Where do you still have energy, and where are you done?’
• �‘What matters most now?’
What later-life clients need: The ThriveSpan 

Framework ThriveSpan is a framework specifically for the 60-80 phase, comprising nine domains across three paths:
Self and Wellbeing (rhythm, autonomy, inner life): Supporting clients to honour energy patterns and create space for reflection.
Connection and Contribution (belonging, service, legacy): Helping clients identify meaningful connection and authentic contribution.
Exploration and Fulfilment (purpose, creativity, joy): Recognising that growth in later life often means going deeper rather than wider.The framework supports specific later-life work:
• �Integration: ‘What’s the red thread? What themes persist?’
• �Discernment: ‘Where do you still have genuine energy? What’s a clear ‘no’?’
• �Alignment: ‘How can your days reflect what matters most?’
• �Legacy: ‘What do you want to leave behind, impact, values, wisdom?’

This isn’t less ambitious than midlife reinvention. It’s 
differently ambitious, toward coherence, depth and intentional living within realistic constraints.
Practical Implications

Match framework to life stage:For midlife clients (45-60):
• �Support exploration and experimentation
• �Encourage ‘what if?’ thinking
• �Help build new identities
• �Focus on possibilityFor later-life clients (60-80):
• �Support selective engagement
• �Encourage discernment over expansion
• �Help integrate rather than reinvent
• �Focus on meaning, contribution, alignment
Expand your toolkit:Midlife tools (personality assessments, vision boards) may feel too broad for later-life clients. Consider:
• �Life review exercises supporting integration
• �Legacy questions and creative expression
• �Energy audits (where do you have genuine capacity?)
• �Contribution mapping (meaningful ways to give back)
Conclusion Sarah didn’t need reinvention. She needed permission to go deeper rather than wider. She wanted to mentor, write, and contribute her expertise in focused ways. She wanted work that fit into her life rather than consuming it.This wasn’t less ambitious than starting over. It was appropriately ambitious for her life stage. And crucially, it energised rather than exhausted her.As practitioners, we serve clients best when we recognise that midlife and later life are psychologically distinct territories requiring different frameworks. The goal isn’t perpetual reinvention; it’s supporting the developmental work each life stage invites. When we match our approach to the client’s developmental moment, we move from exhausting to energising, from overwhelming to illuminating.
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