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Abstract

The aim of the present study was to understand the lived experiences of retired nurses
regarding the dimensions and components of psychological well-being and ill-being.
This qualitative study was conducted using a phenomenological approach. A
criterion-based purposive sampling method was employed, and data were collected
through semi-structured interviews. Data were gathered through interviews with 19
retired nurses. Data analysis was carried out using thematic analysis. To ensure the
credibility of the research, the criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) were
applied. The analysis of the interviews yielded five overarching themes, 14 main
themes, and 14 subthemes. The results indicated that their retirement experiences can
be explained through five key themes encompassing various dimensions of
well-being and ill-being. Financial instability emerged as the most prominent factor
of ill-being, with emphasis on the inadequacy of pension income and the pressures
caused by inflation, playing a decisive role in reducing feelings of security and life
satisfaction. In contrast, some participants considered retirement an opportunity to
experience autonomy, freedom, and personal life management, and they reported high
levels of psychological satisfaction. Emotional challenges, such as feelings of
meaninglessness and mild depression—particularly following separation from the
professional role—were among the other significant findings, indicating a weakening
sense of purpose in life. Additionally, reduced social interactions and distancing from
former colleagues were identified as manifestations of social ill-being. At the same
time, some individuals had taken steps toward enhancing psychological well-being
by employing coping strategies such as reemployment, volunteer activities, or
engaging in new hobbies. Declining physical health and age-related limitations also
affected quality of life, and dissatisfaction with insurance services and systemic
constraints were identified as factors contributing to structural ill-being. Overall, the
findings suggest that the experience of retirement among nurses is a multidimensional
phenomenon that may simultaneously involve elements of both well-being and
ill-being and is shaped by the interaction of individual, social, and structural factors.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Retirement represents a major life transition that involves profound psychological, social, and existential
changes, particularly for professionals whose identity is strongly intertwined with their occupation. Nursing is
widely recognized as a caregiving profession characterized by intense emotional labor, sustained interpersonal
engagement, and high levels of responsibility. As a result, retirement for nurses is not merely the cessation of
paid employment but a complex process of disengagement from a deeply internalized professional role.
Previous psychological research suggests that retirement may simultaneously function as a source of relief
from occupational stress and as a trigger for psychological vulnerability, depending on individual, relational,
and contextual factors (Drobysheva et al., 2025; Wood & Pachana, 2025; Xueyan & Ibrahim, 2025).
Contemporary models of mental health emphasize that well-being and distress are not mutually exclusive states
but may coexist within individuals across different life stages. Keyes’ dual-continua model conceptualizes
mental health as the presence of positive psychological functioning alongside the absence or presence of
psychological symptoms, allowing for simultaneous experiences of well-being and ill-being. Similarly, Ryff’s
multidimensional model of psychological well-being highlights autonomy, purpose in life, self-acceptance,
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environmental mastery, positive relations, and personal growth as core dimensions that may be differentially
affected during retirement transitions. Empirical studies among retired healthcare professionals indicate that
the loss of professional identity, reduced social interaction, and changes in perceived usefulness can contribute
to distress, while increased autonomy, time flexibility, and opportunities for meaning reconstruction may
enhance well-being (Shin et al., 2024). Cultural context further shapes retirement experiences by influencing
family support structures, social expectations, and economic security, particularly in non-Western societies
where retirement may carry distinct symbolic meanings (Fassino et al., 2002; Ghafouri, 2017). Despite the
growing body of literature on retirement adjustment, there remains limited qualitative research exploring how
retired nurses experience psychological well-being and ill-being simultaneously, especially within the Iranian
sociocultural context. The present study addresses this gap by examining the lived experiences of retired nurses
in Isfahan, focusing on how they make sense of psychological health, distress, identity, and meaning after
retirement.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design grounded in an interpretive phenomenological approach to
capture the subjective meanings participants attributed to their retirement experiences. The study population
consisted of retired nurses residing in Isfahan, Iran, who had completed at least one year of retirement at the
time of data collection. Participants were selected through purposive sampling to ensure diversity in gender,
years of professional experience, marital status, and post-retirement activities. Data were collected through
in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted in Persian, allowing participants to freely describe their
emotional, cognitive, and social experiences following retirement. Interview questions focused on perceptions
of psychological well-being, sources of satisfaction and distress, changes in identity and social roles, and
strategies for coping and adaptation. Interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent and transcribed
verbatim. Data analysis followed a thematic analysis procedure, involving repeated reading of transcripts,
initial coding, categorization of codes into themes, and refinement through constant comparison. Credibility
was enhanced through prolonged engagement with the data, peer debriefing, and member checking, while
dependability and confirmability were supported by maintaining an audit trail of analytic decisions. Ethical
approval was obtained from the relevant institutional review board, and all participants provided informed
consent prior to participation.

Findings

Analysis of the interview data revealed a central overarching theme: the coexistence of psychological
well-being and ill-being in retirement, manifested through several interconnected subthemes. Many
participants described retirement as a period of relief from occupational stress, characterized by increased
calmness, improved sleep, and freedom from rigid schedules. This sense of liberation contributed to feelings
of autonomy, emotional balance, and satisfaction with life. Simultaneously, however, participants reported
experiences of loss, including diminished social status, reduced daily structure, and feelings of being less
needed by society. A prominent subtheme involved challenges related to identity reconstruction, as participants
struggled to redefine themselves beyond their professional nursing role. While some successfully developed
new roles through volunteering, family engagement, or informal caregiving, others experienced a persistent
sense of emptiness and purposelessness. Social relationships emerged as a critical factor influencing
psychological outcomes. Strong family support and continued social participation were associated with higher
perceived well-being, whereas social isolation intensified feelings of sadness and anxiety. Economic concerns,
particularly regarding insufficient retirement income, further contributed to psychological distress for some
participants. Gender differences were also observed, with female participants more frequently expressing
emotional attachment to their caregiving role and greater difficulty in relinquishing professional identity.
Importantly, positive and negative emotional experiences were often reported concurrently, highlighting the
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dynamic and non-linear nature of psychological adjustment to retirement. Participants emphasized that
well-being was not a stable endpoint but an ongoing process shaped by personal meaning, social
connectedness, and perceived value in later life.

Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that retirement among nurses is a psychologically complex transition
marked by the simultaneous presence of well-being and ill-being rather than a simple shift toward either
adjustment or decline. Retirement provides opportunities for rest, autonomy, and reflection, yet also poses
challenges related to identity loss, social disconnection, and existential uncertainty. These results underscore
the importance of conceptualizing mental health in retirement through a holistic lens that acknowledges both
positive and negative dimensions of experience. The study highlights the need for psychological and social
interventions that support identity reconstruction, promote social participation, and address emotional needs
before and after retirement. Preparing nurses for retirement should extend beyond financial planning to include
psychological readiness, meaning-focused coping strategies, and opportunities for continued contribution to
society. From a policy and practice perspective, healthcare organizations and social institutions can play a vital
role by creating structured pathways for retired nurses to engage in mentoring, education, or voluntary
caregiving roles. Such initiatives may foster a sense of continuity, purpose, and social value, thereby enhancing
psychological well-being while mitigating distress. Overall, this research contributes to a deeper understanding
of retirement as a multifaceted psychological experience and emphasizes the necessity of culturally sensitive,
person-centered approaches to supporting retired healthcare professionals.
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