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Abstract

Purpose –This study investigates how older women linguists’ careers developed and led to self-employment,
and this not necessarily in a linear career stage fashion. The focus is on understanding the factors that influence
older women to become or continue into an entrepreneurship lifestyle, beyond economic reasons.
Design/methodology/approach – The research questions that guided this research are: (1) How have
women linguists’ careers developed at older or older old age? and (2)Which factors influencedwomen linguists’
decision to become or continue as self-employed at older or older old age? This study is based on semi-structure
interviews and short narrativeswritten by ten informants about their late-careermotivations and decisions. To
get a holistic view of career development of women linguistics at an older age, the approach adopted in this
study is explorative and interpretive, where the theoretical perspective supporting this approach derives
mainly from career and wellbeing theories.
Findings – The authors’ findings signal that these self-employed older women’s careers develop along
parallel, explorative or expertise directions. The factors which appear to influence these women’s decision to
continue their careers as entrepreneurs include economic reasons (having), clearly. They also importantly point
to other themes surrounding wellbeing including social relations (loving), self-realization and lifelong learning
(being), entrepreneurship as a life style (acting) and meaningful extension of one’s career (belonging).
Originality/value – This paper discusses how older women entrepreneurs may experience wellbeing and
careers integrated together. It challenges the common notion of “career” as a one-time, linear “choice”, and
instead shows how older women’s entrepreneurship is a complex phenomenon.

Keywords Older woman entrepreneur, Self-employment, Age and aging, Wellbeing, Narrative analysis

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Countries across the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) are
in themidst of a rapid demographic transformation as they are experiencing dramatic growth
in their aging population. Due to a decline in fertility and an increase in longevity, older people
will outnumber children for the first time in history (e.g. Withnall, 2012, p. 650 sited in
Merriam and Kee, 2013; Beard et al., 2012; OECD, 2013; ILO and OECD, 2019.) According to
Isele and Rogoff (2014), as the age of the population and the traditional workforce declines
and life expectancy rises, entrepreneurs that are olderwill play an increasingly important role
in economic activity. Although this age segment will have a growing impact upon national
economic performance, policy frameworks and the business community, there remains a
dearth of research in this arena (Isele and Rogoff, 2014).

Isele and Rogoff (2014) state that, although the media has popularized the image of the
entrepreneur as a tech-savvy innovator in his/her/their early twenties, recent studies show
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that the same amount of new businesses were started both by entrepreneurs aged
18–29 years, and those 60 and over. Indeed, the highest rate of business start-up activity is
seen in the 55–64 age bracket. Also, Schøtt et al. (2017) confirm that on a global and regional
basis, entrepreneurship among older populations is very much a major economic force. In
Finland, for example, the number of entrepreneurs has increased only in the 55–74 age
bracket (J€arnefelt, 2011). Furthermore, in 2017, 13% of all Finnish entrepreneurs aged 65–74
had been employees but they also continued working as part-time entrepreneurs after their
retirement (Sutela and P€arn€anen, 2018).

By 2018, in Finland, more than 30% of entrepreneurs were women; that is, out of 260,000
entrepreneurs approximately 80,000 were women and 180,000 were men (Statistics Finland,
2020). Women seem to gravitate towards entrepreneurship in social, education, health, hotel
and restaurant services contexts (Vainio-Korhonen, 2002; Ministry of Employment and
Economy (MEE), 2012), and their companies are mainly small (Kyr€o et al., 2002). However,
while childcare and related family obligations (including supporting the husband’s career)
influence entrepreneurial behavior among younger women, thismay be of limited importance
for older women (McKay, 2001). Previous research shows mixed results regarding the effect
of pull and push factors on entrepreneurial intentions (Gimmon et al., 2018). Russel (2001) in
particular, states that it is important to study the reasons why women establish their own
companywhen they are still salaried employees, andwhy they decide to leave their paid labor
to establish their own company.

The OECD (2017) defines self-employment as those who own and work in their own
business, including unincorporated businesses and own-account workers. According to the
European Union’s (2017) definition, freelancers operate under a range of legal business forms
and have several mandators. Solo entrepreneurs work alone without any employees but may
have some equity partners. The terms self-employed, freelancer, and solo entrepreneur are
treated as synonyms in this work. As such, we discuss how older women experience
transitioning from employment to self-employment. Our study challenges the common notion
of “career” as a one-time “choice,” and as a lifelong channel for one’s economic pursuits.
Instead, our study demonstrates that career identities, in employment or in self-employment,
evolve in an open-ended and flexible fashion in response to the vicissitudes of life (Cedefob,
2008; Vuorinen and Watts, 2010; Nyk€anen et al., 2012). Specifically, we study the complexity
of older women’s entrepreneurial aspirations to better understand its nature (e.g. Henry et al.,
2016). We studied linguists, who are typically women, and that have had diverse professions.
We follow the course of the career development of 10 older women linguists. The target group
is a special group of Finnish women who studied applied linguistics during the years 1965–
2001 at the Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz, Germany. They completed a master’s
degree in translation (Diplom€ubersetzer), and after graduation they either stayed in Germany,
returned to Finland, or moved elsewhere in Europe. Our focus is on the question of how the
women linguists’ career developed, and led to self-employment at an older age. Career
development was examined via our two research questions:

(1) How have women linguists’ careers developed at an older or older old age?

(2) Which factors influenced women linguists’ decision to continue as self-employed at
an older or older old age?

The context of this study draws inspirations from both Finnish (i.e. Northern European) and
German cultures, which have different labor distribution traditions. In Germany, generally
speaking, men traditionally contribute incomes and women are mainly responsible for
childcare, while in Finland combining work and family, and “women’s” entrepreneurship has
a long tradition (e.g. Welter, 2004). To understand these contextual dimensions, we use an
explorative and interpretative approach (Dana and Dana, 2005) to our collected narratives
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from women linguists. Furthermore, age categories in this study are based on Hearn and
Parkin’s (2021) age categories, that are young adults (18–29 years old), adults of middle years
(30–49 years old), older adults (50–64 years old) and older old adults (65–80 years old).

We first consider the literature focused on age and aging, older entrepreneurship, and
women and self-employment.We then present our theoretical framework based on pluralistic
careers, and then our methodology. Our findings and results are presented, and we discuss
our contributions to the questions of why it is important to consider women’s
entrepreneurship, and our contribution to understanding the factors that motivate older
women to continue their hybrid careers.

Literature review
Age and aging, and wellbeing
Age is understood mainly as a chronological and universal category, but it has many
contexts, including the psychological process of aging as well as the cultural, gendered,
generational, career, and human resource management contexts (Aaltio et al., 2017).
Retirement systems and practices have changed the way we understand the phenomenon of
older age; often the words “retired people” and “old people” are used as synonyms (Kohli,
1991, p. 211 sited in Vaara, 2000, p. 127). According to Baar (1998), there is an interesting
paradox developing; that is, that “old people getting younger.” People live longer, and older
people are healthier than ever, but as they retire earlier than before, they are called “old”
younger because they are no longer in the labor market (Baar, 1998, p. 73 sited in Vaara, 2000,
p. 127.)

Research (e.g. Merriam and Kee, 2013; Jayo et al., 2010) has demonstrated that the more
engaged, active, and healthy older adults are, the less drain they are on community services and
resources. At the same time, they contribute to a community’s wellbeing through performing
many activities. Remaining active and contributing to society has the additional benefit of
improving an older person’s quality of life and reducing their risk of experiencing poverty.
Uotinen et al. (2005) found that the younger the person feels, the better they assess their
functional capacity. According toKooij et al. (2008), individualswith the same chronological age
may differ in terms of health, career stage and family status. Furthermore, aging in the
literature (e.g. Rowe andKahn, 1997 sited in Stowe and Cooney, 2015; Rowe, 1997, p. 367 sited in
Katz and Calasanti, 2014) seems to be a combination of three components: avoiding disease and
disability; high cognitive and physical function; and, engagement with life.

According to Seligman’s (2011) definition, wellbeing consists of five aspects: positive
emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning and achievement (PERMA). These are,
independently, predictors of “flourishing” (Seligman, 2011, 2018; Coffey et al., 2016).
According to Allardt (1976) having, loving and being are key components of humanwellbeing.
Wellbeing can be recognized as one needing to have appropriate housing, sufficient income,
and satisfactory health. This is often captured in standard of living indexes, or in Allardt
(1976) words, having. One also needs loving relationships and a feeling of belonging to a
community, or a sense of community/loving. Furthermore, one should be able to influence
one’s life and to make a difference in relationships or in the surrounding community, where
this is considered self-realization/being. In practice, these three dimensions are intertwined
(Allardt, 1976). Raivio and Karjalainen (2013) presented that an individual’s wellbeing can
also be examined by balanced participation theory. People can feel participation when they
have enough tangible resources (having), when they can actively influence the decision-
making processes concerning their own life (acting), and when they have meaningful and
important social relations with other people, which enables them active participation to
society (belonging). The lack, or decrease, of participation can increase an individual’s risk for
social exclusion.
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Older entrepreneurship: productive aging
Generally speaking, entrepreneurship can be divided into opportunity driven (pull)
entrepreneurship and necessity driven (push) entrepreneurship (e.g. Reynolds et al., 2002;
van der Zwan et al., 2016; Jamil et al., 2014). As examples of this pull- and push-type of
entrepreneurship with respect to older entrepreneurs,Weber and Schaper (2003) propose that
a factor having an impact upon grey entrepreneurial tendencies is the broader social context
within which the individual operates. Some societies value aging and believe that older
individuals have greater wisdom and experience; others treat older adults as largely
incapable and as dependent with little left to contribute. If a society is culturally supportive of
independent entrepreneurial endeavor as part of what is termed “productive aging”, then
more individuals are likely to start or run their own business. According to Martin and
Omrani (2019), motivating older adults, having the skills needed, risk tolerance, and some
other variables related to the environment, influence these adults’ decisions to engage in
entrepreneurial behavior.

Kyr€o et al. (2012) suggested three groups of older entrepreneurs: (1) those who worked as
employees become entrepreneurs as they retire; (2) those whoworked as employees and retire
but later start their own business and become an entrepreneur; and (3) those who were
entrepreneurs and continue their entrepreneurship after retirement. According to the
European Commission (Halabisky, 2012), there is notable variation in the levels of
entrepreneurship activity within the older age group between 36 countries, including the
28 EUMember States, Turkey, three EFTA countries, the US, Japan, China, and South Korea.
There is little difference in the entrepreneurial activity rates (thinking about or early-stage
entrepreneurial activity) between prime working-age and older people in Iceland, the United
States, Romania and Slovakia, while older people in countries such as Austria, France,
Belgium and China are less likely to follow an entrepreneurial career. According to Pilkova
et al. (2014), there is a growing tendency of grey entrepreneurship in some highly developed
European countries (i.e. Sweden and Finland) with a long tradition of an open market
economy and with high living standards.

In Finland, the retirement age is 63 years, which is reflected in the age of the informants in
this study, and the age when pension insurance obligation ends is 68 years. Employees and
the self-employed can claim an old-age pension thereafter, and start or continue their self-
employment (Finnish Centre for Pensions, 2021). According to Ilmarinen (2006),
approximately one-third of entrepreneurs calculate that they will work until the age of 63,
and one-sixth plan to work until 65. Many entrepreneurs also tend to work after retirement,
highlighting an important difference with respect to having a long career between
entrepreneurs and other salaried workers. According to Singh and DeNoble (2003), those
retirees rejoining the labor market as salaried employees are typically less wealthy, healthy,
attached to work, or want to take advantage of a supportive economic climate. Those retirees
who become self-employed, however, are likely to be wealthier, have networks, and have an
entrepreneurial tendency. According to Kauko-Valli (2008), entrepreneurship enables people
to complement their livelihoods if their pension is small. It also influences other elements of
wellbeing. Tervo and Haapanen (2017) presented that for many older individuals,
entrepreneurship is seen as a career option or as a form of partial retirement as it allows
them the freedom to adjust their working hours. Kautonen et al. (2014) found that
entrepreneurial activity increases almost linearly with age for individuals who prefer to only
employ themselves, whereas it increases up to a critical threshold age (late 40s) and decreases
thereafter for those aspiring to hire workers.

In Finland, individuals with prior entrepreneurial experience have established almost half
of the grey entrepreneurs’ start-ups (Kautonen, 2008). In their study, Singh and DeNoble
(2003) sub-divided early retiree entrepreneurs into three types: rational, constrained, and
reluctant. Rational entrepreneurs cover individuals who decide to become self-employed as a
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rational choice. Constrained entrepreneurs have relatively high entrepreneurial tendencies,
but they have been unable to act on such tendencies earlier in their careers due to established
or perceived constraints. Reluctant entrepreneurs do not choose to become entrepreneurs as
they would prefer to return to their previous positions as salaried employees although they
may be relatively successful (e.g. Singh and DeNoble, 2003; Yaniv and Brock, 2012). The
literature maintains that older people are generally more capable of starting and running
businesses (Lechner and Dowling, 2003; Kibler et al., 2012; Singh and DeNoble, 2003; Weber
and Schaper, 2003; Kautonen, 2013), and their companies are also more successful (Hart, 2007
sited in Tomlinson and Colgan, 2014; Khan, 2013).

Women and self-employment
The literature (e.g. Kovalainen, 1992, 1999; Reijonen andKomppula, 2004; Dangel, 2006; Robb
and Coleman, 2010) shows that women as new entrepreneurs has been an important feature
of European entrepreneurship’s growth in the last 30–40 years. According to OECD (2017), in
OECD economies, 10% of employed women and 17% of employed men are self-employed.
During the past 10 years, the gap between men’s and women’s self-employment rates has
narrowed in almost every country. In the majority of countries, self-employed women mostly
work alone, andmen are two and a half timesmore likely to employ others than self-employed
women (OECD, 2017). According to Suomalainen et al. (2015), in Finland, an established
business owner is about two times more likely to be a man (14.2%) than a woman (6.1%). The
share of such ownership amongwomen in Finland is, however, higher than the average of EU
countries.

Orhan and Scott (2001) present that women become entrepreneurs via different routes:
dynastic compliance, no other choice, entrepreneurship by chance, natural succession, forced
entrepreneurship, informed entrepreneur, and pure entrepreneur. According to Welsh and
Dragusin (2006), women aremotivated by the need for independence and achievement arising
from job frustration. Both Welsh and Dragusin (2006), and Tomlinson and Colgan (2014)
report that womenmention flexibility and family related reasons for becoming self-employed,
whereas men’s reasons show little association with their parental status. P€a€akk€onen and
Hanif (2011) state that flexibility is more important for women as they are generally mostly
responsible for household work.

In Schøtt et al.’s (2017) study, entrepreneurial intentions are lowest among older (aged
50–64) women compared to younger (aged 18–29), middle years (aged 30–49), and older old
(aged 65–80) women, with fewer than seven women wanting to start a business for every 10
men in this older age group. Older old individuals (aged 65–80) report thewidest gender gap in
terms of early-stage entrepreneurial activity, with only sixwomen engaged in start-up activity
for every 10 men. Older men (aged 65–80) entrepreneurs are twice as likely to be pursuing an
opportunity entrepreneurship rather than being necessity driven (Schøtt et al., 2017).

Older women (aged 50–64) are only marginally more likely to be motivated by
opportunity entrepreneurship rather than being forced into necessity entrepreneurship due
in part to a lack of other options for sustainable livelihoods (Schøtt et al., 2017). Moore (2020)
states that for women in later life, venture creation may be a rewarding alternative to
retirement. It provides them a means to generate additional income to supplement
inadequate pensions caused by career breaks or divorce, or to fulfill a long-held ambition.
According to Tomlinson and Colgan (2014), there are four themes that can explain and
justify the pursuit of older women’s self-employment. The first is continuity which means
they have had an ongoing interest in self-employment for a longer time. The second is
validationwhich explains that their experiences bothwithin and outside their work provide
evidence of their capacity to be self-employed. The third is change that expresses that this
life stage gives them an opportunity to change their lives by becoming self-employed.
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Finally, the fourth is agency which means that their stories can be interpreted as the self-
representation of an active agent.

Many researchers (e.g. P€oll€anen, 2002; Vardhan et al., 2020) point out that there are no
differences between entrepreneurial men and women in personality dimensions such as
achievement, motivation, independence, leadership, and risk-taking propensity. Men
generally see entrepreneurship as a business decision, whereas many women view it as a
life choice – a way of integrating family and career needs. Buttner (1993) referring to Noble
(1986), wrote: “For men, being an entrepreneur is a business strategy. For women, it’s a life
strategy”. Mainieiro and Sullivan (2005) found differences between men and women, where
women’s career decisions were normally part of a larger and intricate web of interconnected
issues, people, and aspects that had to come together in a delicately balanced package.
Womenmake decisions about their career options after considering the impact their decisions
will have on others. D�ıaz-Garc�ıa (2018) sited Th�ebaud (2015), when stating that the presence
of institutional arrangements to mitigate work-family conflict (paid leave, subsidized
childcare, and part-time employment opportunities) make women less likely to opt for
entrepreneurship. Also, Ahl and Nelson (2015) adduce that one would think that the welfare
state would entice women toward self-employment, but research shows the opposite.

Theoretical framework: pluralistic careers
The early, more traditional career theories assumed career stages that were linear and stable,
with steady progression through the hierarchy. For instance, Hall and Goodale (1986)
indicated the stages in career development as a line of different periods of life, that are
exploration, trial, establishment, maintenance (growth, stagnation), and decline. Super (1957,
1990), on the other hand, defined career development more as a dynamic, longitudinal, and
developmental process that essentially consists of developing and implementing the self-
concept. Sullivan and Baruch (2009) present that an emergent concept of hybrid careers, that
contain aspects of both the traditional and protean or boundaryless career concepts, is also
used but it is not specifically associated with any scholar. According to Mainieiro and
Sullivan (2005), women shift their career’s pattern by rotating different aspects of their lives
to arrange their roles and relationships in new ways. Richardson (1996) described women’s
careers as “snake-like”, whereas men’s careers are more “ladder-like.” As stated by several
researchers (e.g. Gersick and Kram, 2002; O’Neil et al., 2008; Wang and Shi, 2014), women
must divide their priorities between nurturing relationships and following more
individualistic ambitions, but there may be some other core values that influence their
career decisions (Hall, 2004).

Brousseau et al.’s (1996) fluid and dynamic pluralistic career model with its underlying
four career concepts, that is, linear career, expert career, spiral career, and transitory career, is
at the center of this study. The idea is that discrete elements of fluid career patterns, or career
concepts, can intermingle and that they “differ in terms of direction and frequency of
movement within and across different kinds of work over time” (Brousseau et al., 1996, p. 56).
Such an intermingling gives rise to hybrid concepts with respect to careers. Adding to this
pluralistic model, we looked to Takanen-K€orperich’s (2008) work on the diverse career
development model. We added two more alternative career concepts to Brousseau et al.’s
(1996) four career concepts; that is, the parallel career and the explorative career.Notably, in a
parallel career, a person can simultaneously be active in several fields such as salaried work
along with self-employment. In the explorative career, a person can unintentionally find a
different kind of working life and environment than the one initially proposed by their
educational studies. Nevertheless, they can benefit their education and expertise in those
different environments. Key features of these six concepts are summarized in Table 1.
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Methodology
This study concentrates on women of an older and older old age (Hearn and Parkin, 2021),
that is on, those years following the informants’ retirement. The focus is on studying how
women linguists’ careers developed at an older or older old age, and on the factors which
influenced the women linguists’ decision to develop their careers beyond salaried
employment. The approach adopted in this study is explorative and interpretive (Dana
and Dana, 2005), supported by the theoretical framework on pluralistic careers. Across the
various phases of this study, we relied on our own entrepreneurship experiences such as in
planning interviews, in discussionswith the entrepreneurs, in interpreting the narratives, and
in discussing the findings. Therefore, there is an element of self-reflexivity across our
methodological approach.

Data collection
The data were collected via semi-structured interviews, and by written narratives produced
by the informants about their late career and on their entrepreneurship experiences at an
older age. According to McAlpine (2016), narratives are one of many interpretive approaches
that has been used in sociology and in organizational, gender, and education studies.
Narratives involve telling stories by recounting how individuals make sense of events and
actions in their lives – with themselves as the agents of their lives.

In the spring of 2017, a total of 20 women who were self-employed as linguists were
interviewed and invited to write a short narrative by e-mail about their life. The following
questions guided these interviews and their narratives:What is their family situation? If they
are still working, what are they doing? If they are working, what are the reasons for
continuing to work? If they are entrepreneurs, what are the reasons they have chosen to
continue as an entrepreneur? What is the way they were working/what kind of business do
they have? Who are their clients/students, etc.? How long do they intend to continue as an
entrepreneur?

Three of these potential informants did not reply to our request, whereas seven of the 20
had left working life, and 10 informantswere retired orwere going to retire soon butwere self-
employed. As the target group consists of linguistic experts, it was not difficult for these 10
informants to write narratives about their experiences, and hence we had 10 focused, well-
developed narratives to study.

Analyzing and interpreting the narratives
In this study, by using both the literature and empirical data abductively, we set out to
identify the late career development of the informants both in and outside of Finland.

Key features and motives
Linear Expert Spiral Transitory Parallel Explorative

Direction of
movement

Upward Little
movement

Lateral Lateral Forward
lots of
movement

Forward

Duration of
stay in one
field

Variable Life 7–10 years 3–5 years Variable Several years

Key motives Power
achievement

Expertise
security

Personal
growth
creativity

Variety
independence

Personal
growth
variety

Expertise
independence

Table 1.
Six career concepts,

their key features and
motives
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According to Fletcher (2007), narrative analysis helps researchers tomove beyond the “what”
and the “how” of entrepreneurship while being able to answer theoretically “why” such
processes migrate and stretch across different cultures and contexts. The gathering of
narrative data, data processing, and analyzing are tightly intermingled. In narrative-based
research, the data that is to be analyzed by the researchers represent the narrators’ efforts to
describe and interpret themselves using their own experiences (White, 1989 sited in Mishler,
1990, p. 424.)

The focus is on understanding the factors that influence the informants’ decision to
continue as self-employed in their older age. When writing the narratives, the informants
gave meaning to their experiences and actions, simultaneously narrating themselves and
their identities. The narratives provide a means for approaching the life history of the
informants. Thus, the emphasis is on the informants’ own perspectives and perceptions.
Informants not only divulged information about their lives, but they also had an opinion on
what happened and on what they experienced, and also on what they may desire from their
future. Each one evaluated her life and gave it meaning, retrospectively thinking about why
entrepreneurship is still in their lives.

The narratives were analyzed by building explanations around each informant’s case.
Following this step, theoretical positions were revised and the evidence was examined once
again by using thematic analysis (McAlpine, 2016). Then the narratives were analyzed from a
new perspective, in an iterative mode, within the context of five essential life and career
elements: (1) family and life situation; (2) working history; (3) career concept; (4) ways of
entrepreneurship; and (5) reasons for self-employment. A chart of the major life and career
development stages of each informant was then outlined according to this narrative analysis
approach. We now turn to the findings of this study.

Findings
Table 2 summarizes some of the key elements surrounding our 10 informants.

All 10 informants had some experience of entrepreneurship, either through self-
employment or freelancing, during their professional path before retiring, as summarized in
column six of Table 2. Two of the informants worked as salaried employees, and already
combined employment and self-employment or freelancing before their retirement. After
retiring, these two informants continued working as self-employed or freelancer linguists.
Eight of the informants were entrepreneurs, self-employed or freelancers, before retiring and
they continued this type of career after retiring. This result is in line with the literature, where
according to solo entrepreneur inquiry, such a hybrid model of combining retirement and
entrepreneurship has increased in Finland, as 26% (n5 1874) of the respondents stated that
besides their entrepreneurship they had a pension based on their paid employment (Suomen
yritt€aj€at, 2019).

All our informants had the same educational background but they had different kinds of
career paths. All informants in an expert career (3) were committed to their initial education
field, and were freelancer translators, teachers and consultants, and they continued work as
freelancers after their retirement. Those in parallel careers (5) were simultaneously in salaried
work in an office or in their own businesses, and they also worked as freelancer translators
and teachers. Those who had explorative careers (3) had found different kinds of jobs and
businesses where they could utilize their competencies and background in different
environments. They combined freelance translating and teaching work for instance with
tourism and travel consulting or with tax counselling. None of our informants had a linear,
traditional career path. Generally, their careers were hybrid as they all combined different
ways of working and implemented their initial education differently. They all developed their
competencies continuously, and made their career decisions on their family terms.
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According to Seymour (2002), older entrepreneurs’ reasons for starting businesses are often
unique. Some say they are restless, others have the desire to pass something on to their
descendants, and still others want to pursue their dreams or ideas after long careers as
employees. In our study, with respect to the factors that influenced these informants’
decisions to continue their careers as self-employed in older age, all the informants had retired
from their paid work or from their previous entrepreneurial activities, but they still wanted to
continue as entrepreneurs. The reasons they shared with us, as summarized in the last
column of Table 2, can be divided into the following groups: economic reasons; social reasons;
self-realization and lifelong learning; and, entrepreneurship as a lifestyle.

Economic reasons
Singh and DeNoble (2003), referring to several prior research initiatives, state that the lack of
wealth due to no inheritance or pension benefits decreases the appeal of leisure. According to
Way (2015), this in turn decreases the minimum wage that the worker requires in order to
participate in the labor market (i.e. reservation wage) and encourages them to return to work.
Schøtt et al. (2017) reported that compared to other age groups, older women show the highest
relative prevalence of necessitymotivation for entrepreneurship due to a lack of other options
for a sustainable livelihood.

Maintaining entrepreneurship is not only an opportunity, but it can be a reluctant or
necessity-driven action. For instance, in Germany, the school system requires that mothers
stay at home as the children come home for lunch. According to Tuomi-Nikula (1989), Finnish
women often remain at home when living in Germany. As such, after divorce, those Finnish
women have such a small pension that there is a clear economic need to continue to work. On
the other hand, if the divorced informant lives in Finland, she usually has worked full-time;
however, due to low wages, her pension is not enough to sustain her basic needs either.
Informant 5, for example, stated quite clearly to us that “My pension does not cover even my
basic expenses [. . .] I am obliged to work as long as I have customers.” Some of our
informants, on the other hand, could be categorized as rational entrepreneurs (Singh and
DeNoble, 2003) whereby theywant to earn some pinmoney, for example, for traveling: “Extra
money from teaching is always welcome because with that money I can visit Finland”
(Informant 3).

Social relations
According to Escuder-Mollon (2012), people need to share activities with other people. At any
age, isolation can cause undesirable negative impacts including irrational thoughts,
disturbed behavior, etc. In older age, there are any number of contributors that can lead to
isolation such as the death of relatives, children becoming independent, friendsmoving away,
etc., that are not negligible. According to Buttner (1993), women and men may have different
priorities in establishing networking relationships. Notably, men’s motives are often more
instrumental (i.e. seeking personal gain) while women have more affective considerations in
social relationships.

Some of our informants expressed that they do not work for economic reasons but that
they want to meet other people and to maintain their social relationships. In our research,
these informants need the social connections which working life offers: “In seminars and
conferences, I meet colleagues with whom I am in contact also by email, etc. In recent years,
the live-seminars were replaced by webinars, which means that I do not meet my colleagues
face-to-face anymore” (Informant 10).

Self-realization and lifelong learning
Mainieiro and Sullivan (2005) suggest that women in their late career may ask the following
question of themselves: “Is that all there is?”Women appear to have a desire for authenticity,
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of being true to themselves, and to making decisions that suit them. This includes an interest
in facing challenges, but on their own terms, and making decisions in an authentic,
meaningful way. Our informants clearly stated that they work to stay up to date with their
knowledge, and to succeed in their future life. They want to utilize their spare time, and they
are curious to learn and to develop themselves. Perhaps this notion of authenticity is best
summarized by Informant 4: “Today I can choose my work, and I am very happy about this.”

Terjesen (2005) found that senior women managers leaving corporate organizations want
to benefit from their embedded career capital, such as human capital (knowing how) and
social capital (knowing whom). These women managers have accumulated this capital from
their personal experiences, knowledge, skills, relationships, and networks, when founding
and growing their own businesses. Our informants also wanted to leverage their prior
experiences, to use their competencies and to further develop themselves: “I had the pleasure
to organize a seminar [. . .] I really learnt a lot from organizing and supervising how to handle
the tasks which came up” (Informant 10); “Work is interesting, and it challenges me
continuously to check and update my skills” (Informant 3).

With respect to life-long learning, Escuder-Mollon et al. (2014) state that learning in later
life is becoming more common. Job-related needs or labor market qualification requirements
are being replaced by a need to fulfill more personal aims such as curiosity, understanding the
environment, feelingmore integrated, pleasure, or keeping active. These personal aims can be
seen from a quality-of-life perspective, where education increases wellbeing and
understanding of self and society. This search for and accomplishment of personal aims
help older learners to feel that they are participating in and forming part of society (Escuder-
Mollon et al., 2014). According to the Commission of the European Communities (2005),
entrepreneurship is one of the key competences of lifelong learning that individuals need for
personal fulfillment and development, active citizenship, social inclusion, and employment.
These experiences were mirrored extensively in our informants narratives. For example:
“Working and learning keep me alert and my brain active” (Informant 8); and, “Work gives
me always something new” (Informant 10).

Entrepreneurship as a lifestyle
Entrepreneurship and work are important parts of the informants’ identity and lifestyle.
Some simply stated that they like their work, and want to continue as long as possible as
entrepreneurship is part of their lifestyle: “I keep teaching as long as my feet can hold me up
and I am able to talk” (Informant 3); “I like my job. It gives me a lot: Thinking, activity,
challenges [. . .] I have always been either a freelancer or an entrepreneur. I cannot imagine the
day when I will not work anymore!” (Informant 10).

Some of the informants called themselves “lifestyle entrepreneurs.” At present, there is
very little research and no clear definition of the phenomenon of this lifestyle entrepreneur.
Masurel and Snellenberg (2017) do summarize that lifestyle entrepreneurs strive for a balance
between their personal life, on the one hand, and their business life, on the other, by putting an
emphasis on their own lives. Gibb (2002) also does state that when individuals move from
employment or a position of relative security into entrepreneurship, a variety of changes can
take place in their “life world”: “There is greater autonomy tomake things happen, but a wide
range of tasks have to be undertaken. Interdependence of a diverse group of people has to be
managed, and networks of trust have to be built as a basis for this” (Gibb, 2002, p. 137).
Deacon and Firebaugh (1988) and Morris (1998) describe entrepreneurship as a sustainable,
systemic process, varying in frequency and intensity during an individual’s life span. Finally,
Marcketti et al. (2006) emphasize that entrepreneurship has an impact on the entire sphere of
life. There also seems to be a relationship between lifestyle entrepreneurship, and life quality
for families and communities. Such a systems approach posits that the successful launch and
operation of a businesswill lead to an improvement in an entrepreneurs’ overall quality of life.
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Summary of findings
Our findings support the results of previous research on older entrepreneurs (e.g. Singh and
DeNoble, 2003; Kautonen et al., 2014; Kautonen et al., 2015). Notably, that there is a
combination of social, financial, and personal reasons for retirees’ decision to become self-
employed or entrepreneurs. Even if andwhen there are differentmotives and targets for older
entrepreneurship, there are also similarities that exist such as commitment to work, and the
meaningful extension of one’s career. Older entrepreneurship can arise from a former
business, personal competencies or hobbies. According to Kyr€o et al. (2012), motivation to
make such a career move can also come from the desire for self-realization in, for example, a
non-profit-making business or in investing in new businesses. Schøtt et al. (2017) state that
older people often possess an advantage over the younger population as they have more
developed networks, are in a stronger financial position, can assist in mobilizing resources,
can create legitimacy during a start-up and growth, and have acquired social capital during
their career employment.

Giving a finer grain to our understanding of older entrepreneurs and drawing inspiration
from Allardt (1976) and Raivio and Karjalainen (2013) themes surrounding wellbeing and
participation theory, we are able to organize the reasons and motivations behind why our
informants continued as self-employed or entrepreneurs. Their economic situation (having),
where their pension is poor, or they need extra income for traveling or for something that
brings comfort such as maintaining the house they live in, etc., provides a view into older
women linguists’ wellbeing. Social relations (loving) is also important and is reflected in
meeting people and feeling that one is part of the community. Self-realization (being), where
one is feeling active and capable, and is driving one’s curiosity and need for lifelong learning
is also present in our informants’ narratives. Also, entrepreneurship as a lifestyle (acting)
underscores that entrepreneurship is part of our informants’ identities, and that this lifestyle
interacts with personal and family issues in varying life stages. These themes and how they
may lead to productive aging are summarized in Figure 1.

Furthermore, with respect to older women entrepreneurs having meaningful and
important social relations with other people, which according to Raivio and Karjalainen
(2013) enables active participation to society (belonging), we turn to the literature again to
provide some insight into our findings. Notably,Schøtt et al. (2017) state that older people
want to keep active minds. They also often possess advantages over the younger population
as they have more developed networks, can assist in mobilizing resources, can create
legitimacy during a start-up and growth, and have acquired social capital during their career

Belonging: 
Networking,

active
participation 

to society

Having: 
Entrepreneurship 

enables extra money
(economic reasons)

Loving: 
Social relations,
belonging to a 

community

Being: 
Meaningfulness, 
self-realization, 

and lifelong
learning

Acting: 
Entrepreneurship 

as a lifestyle

Self-employment 
increases 

wellbeing and
supports 

productive aging  

Figure 1.
Factors that influence
women linguistics’
decision to continue
self-employment at an
older or older old age
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employment. According to Kyr€o et al. (2012), even if older entrepreneurs have different
motives, they also have important similarities like their commitment to work and to the
meaningful extension of one’s career. These elements were found in our informants’
interviews and in their narratives, thereby bringing belonging as an additional theme.

Discussion and conclusion
Aaltio and Wang (2016) set down three questions in their literature-based study analyzing
research on women’s entrepreneurship: (1) Why is women’s entrepreneurship a focus of
entrepreneurship research? (2) How does current research contribute to women’s
entrepreneurship both from conceptual and practical points of view? (3) What are the
future research needs for women’s entrepreneurship as indicated by the findings? These
questions drove our inquiry in this study, where we explored the “how” of women linguists’
careers developing at an older or older old age, and which factors influenced these women
linguists’ decision to continue as self-employed.

Drawing inspiration from Aaltio and Wang’s (2016) first and second question, as little
as is known about the reasons for why older people become self-employed
(e.g. Weber and Schaber, 2003; Heimonen, 2013; Luck et al., 2014; Fachinger, 2019), we do
believewe need towiden the understanding of older entrepreneurship and particularly for the
case of older women’s entrepreneurship. Clearly, as Weber and Schaber (2003) state,
entrepreneurship efforts of older people will have a growing impact on national economic
performance, policy frameworks, academia and the business community. However, as we
found in our study, economic reasons are not the only drivers into older entrepreneurship.
Social relations (loving), self-realization and lifelong learning (being), along with lifestyle
entrepreneurship (acting) are also themes that drive our growing understanding of older
women entrepreneurs. Furthermore, our informants expressed important similarities, like
their commitment to work and to the meaningful extension of one’s career, surfacing the
theme of belonging.

Interestingly, our informants continued to work as self-employed individuals in the same
field as they worked in for their last salaried job before retirement. This underscores the
parallel career model in five (5) out of 10 informants’ career paths, as opposed to careers that
follow a linear trajectory. None of our 10 older women entrepreneurs followed this linear
trajectory. Our informants actively combined entrepreneurship and retirement, along with
some other activities in various fields of their life. Late career for these informants is
influenced partly by the knowledge and skills resulting from their lifelong learning processes,
along with their work experiences and, in some cases, by the constraints of family needs.
Some of our informants (3) regarded themselves as experts in their professional fields,
mirroring Brousseau et al.’s (1996) expert career concept, where their motivation is one
centered on security along with being recognized as an expert. Finally, two (2) of our
informants followed an explorative career concept which gives them financial independence
and supports their mental activity and social relations.

Still working within Aaltio and Wang’s (2016) second question, from a practical point of
view, we are contributing to a greater understanding with respect to the factors that can
motivate women to continue as entrepreneurs after their retirement. Again, our results show
that economic reasons are not the main motivators, at least for these older women linguists.
Some of the main drivers into entrepreneurship include a person’s core values,
meaningfulness and self-realization, desire for lifelong learning, and the building or
continuing of social relations. In addition, entrepreneurship is an important part of these
informants’ identities and their chosen entrepreneur lifestyle. Our results mirror Nivalainen
and Tenhunen’s (2019) research, as their respondents also enjoyed continuing working as
entrepreneurs at their older or older old age.
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When reflecting on Aaltio and Wang (2016) third question, future directions point to
research into older women’s entrepreneurship in other European countries and in other fields
beyond being a linguist. As in Maritz’s (2015) study, the limitations of our study are linked to
the lack of substantial empirical studies in the older entrepreneurship domain and, in
particular, to the lack of studies on older women’s entrepreneurship. Due to the specific target
group of the study, the results cannot be generalized to the population of older women
entrepreneurs. We found that semi-structured interviews and narratives proved to be a
suitable method for collecting data as it also gives the informants an interesting way to
contribute to the research, and to think about what they want from the rest of their lives with
a wellbeing mindset, and their careers: what are their motivations, desires, and volitions?
Furthermore, our familiarity with the entrepreneurial field and with the lifestyle helped us
narrow our focus on specific themes in the interpretation work of the narratives. However,
this familiarity also brought its own difficulties, particularly when developing new questions
to pursue during the interview part of the collection of data, and then finding and applying
new perspectives for data interpretation. Future collaborative work could therefore include
colleagues that are less familiar with the entrepreneurial lifestyle, which could then lead to
new perspectives being developed.

In conclusion, age and aging as such were not the core concepts of this research. Age and
aging did however provide us a field of inquiry that is rarely considered in academic and
practitioner work, and provided an interesting career concept perspective along with a
wellbeing life course in which to interpret our collected data. The importance of our findings
and accompanying analysis, which mirror Merriam and Kee’s (2013) work, point to the
importance of being more socially active, creating awareness of self-realization and lifelong
learning along with the benefits of the entrepreneurship lifestyle beyond economic gains. All
of this can lead to older women’s independence across the life course, and can contribute to
their wellbeing. At the same time, older women entrepreneurs that are active in the
community can contribute to overall community wellbeing through their accumulated life
experience, expertise, and engagement in service.
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