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JO ANN JENKINS

CEO of AARP (American Association of Retired People)
and author of the national best seller Disrupt Aging
A Bold New Path to Living Your Best Life at Every Age.
Disrupt Aging shows us how to embrace opportunity and change
the way society looks at getting older. In her highly focused but
down-to-earth personal style, Jo Ann provides readers practical,
hands-on advice on a broad range of key issues.
We sat down with Jo Ann to
learn more about her career
and how to stay positive in a
society that focuses on age.
Your career has been
multifaceted to say the least!
How did your path unfold
leading you to AARP?
Prior to coming to AARP I spent
more than 20 years working in
public service with the U.S. Departments of Housing and Urban
Development, Transportation and
Agriculture and at the Library of
Congress. I loved my work in government, but the opportunity that
AARP presented to work on such
a broad variety of issues, of importance to so many people and
their families was a very strong
attraction. I came to AARP in 2010
to lead our charitable foundation
and I was named CEO in 2013.
It’s the best, most challenging job
I’ve ever had.
You clearly have a passion
that is reflected in your work at
AARP and your book Disrupt
Aging. Can you describe
your journey of finding and
following your passion?
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I’ve always tried to strike a
people expect one thing from
balance between having a
growing older (and it’s often not
focused goal or set of goals
very good) but older people thembut also being open to new
selves actually report something
challenges as they arise. Havmuch more positive.
ing a clear goal gets you to
take that first step (and
For example, the survey
keep taking steps)
found that nearly half (47
but keeping your
percent) of responmind open to
dents age 18-39
The first step
new goals or
believe it’s “normal
new opportunito be depressed
in disrupting aging is
ties makes for
when you are old.”
owning your age and not
a better jourHowever, just 10
letting outside forces
ney. I think the
percent of responkey is to keep
dents
age 60 and
define what it means
progressing.
up believe old age
for you.
is a “depressing
You talk about
stage of life.” Additionpeople in their
ally, respondents age
senior years feeling
60 and up reported higher
they are on their way “down”
levels of life satisfaction than
and yet for others this
younger people surveyed.
isn’t the case and life just
continues to get better…
I think these numbers are a reflecwhat, in your opinion, are the
tion of the fact that people (of
determining factors in life’s
all ages) are exposed to a lot of
trajectory?
negative images related to aging
and it can shape their thinking.
AARP recently conducted a
Fortunately, many older people
survey (of more than 2,600 U.S.
disregard all that baggage and
adults) on sentiments and beforge their own paths, on their
liefs about aging and it revealed
own terms, in their own ways.
an interesting contrast: younger
That’s “Disrupt Aging” at its best.
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JO ANN JENKINS
What steps do we (individuals,
government, media, brands,
etc.) need to take to start the
movement and support the shift
towards an ageless society?

ABOUT DISRUPT AGING
We’ve all seen the ads on TV
and in magazines-”50 is the new
30!” or “60 is the new 40!” A nice
sentiment to be sure, but CEO of
AARP Jo Ann Jenkins disagrees.
50 is 50, and she, for one, likes
the look of it.
In Disrupt Aging, Jenkins focuses
on three core areas-health,
wealth, and self-to show us
how to embrace opportunities
and change the way we look
at getting older. Here, she
chronicles her own journey and
that of others who are making
their mark as disruptors to show
readers how we can be active,
healthy, and happy as we get
older. Through this powerful
and engaging narrative, she
touches on all the important
issues facing people 50+ today,
from caregiving and mindful
living to building age-friendly
communities and making our
money last.

This is a book for all the makers
and doers who have a desire to
continue exploring possibilities, to
celebrate discovery over decline,
and to seek out opportunities to
live the best life there is.
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It varies but on a personal level I
think it starts with owning your age.
By that, I mean embrace your age
and who you are and ignore all
those “50 is the new 30” and “60 is
the new 40”-type slogans out there.
They’re well-intentioned but I think
they miss the point: 50 is 50, 60 is
60, 70 is 70. There’s no question
that growing older presents some
challenges – no one’s denying
that – but I believe the first step in
disrupting aging is owning your
age and not letting outside forces
define what it means for you.
You have talked about how the
career norm is shifting towards
having 2 or more completely
different careers in a lifetime.
There is traditionally fear
around “aging out” of the job
market and there must be even
more fear around starting a new
career after 50. What needs to
change on that front?
I think it starts with recognizing that
the things older workers want and
need in a workplace are not much
different than what younger ones
seek: meaningful work; opportunities for advancement; and competitive compensation.
But older employees are unique in
that they often tend to be especially loyal, focused, and bring unique
experience that others simply don’t
have!
And older workers can fill gaps in the
workforce… Many employers report
having trouble recruiting and retaining qualified workers. In the U.S.,
for example, The Manpower Group
2014 Talent Shortage Survey found
that 40 percent of U.S. employers
reported difficulty in filling jobs. So,
ultimately, I think older workers are
good news for employers.

What does your daily routine
look like?
I usually start my day around 4:30 –
5:00 a.m. I have a cup of coffee and
read my work and personal emails,
watch several news programs and
read the paper online. I leave the
house around 6:50 to head into the
office. My office day is usually filled
with a mix of internal and external
meetings if I’m in town. If I’m on the
road it’s a mix of speeches, interviews and perhaps meetings with
government officials, volunteers, staff
and partners. I’m usually winding
down around 8:30 p.m.
Tribe is another important
facet to success in life and in
individual health and wellness.
What are the qualities you need
in people around you in order to
show up as your very best?
I’m a big fan of people who are
down to earth but, at the same
time, are able to dream and think
big. And I value people who are
good listeners but are never afraid
to speak their mind.
What’s next on the horizon for
you and for AARP?
Lots. Our work at AARP is focused
not just on serving our 38 million
members nationwide but all people
age-50-plus and their families.
While most recently we’ve been
heavily focused on advocating
around the importance of access to
quality, affordable healthcare, our
work is incredibly diverse. So is the
cohort we serve. As just one measure, the US Census Bureau reports that more than 10,000 people
turn 65 in the U.S. every day – and
that’s going to keep happening
(every day!) until 2030. It’s a good
reminder of the necessity that we
all do our part to Disrupt Aging!
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