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What is intersectionality and 
how can we apply it to living a 
life of meaning and purpose? 

Christina Matz, PhD, MSW 
Boston College



Focuses on a defining issue of our time: the 
intersection of aging & work

Vision
To make longer life a better life.

Mission
To promote quality and choice of paid and unpaid 
work across the lifespan, with a particular focus on 
older adults. 
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The Center on Aging & Work 
at Boston College

We work to consider the “whole person”—mind, 
body, social, and emotional aspects—in the 
context of vocation and across the lifespan.
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Source: https://economics21.org/coronavirus-and-american-life-expectancy

+~30 years



“All of us are now in uncharted 
territory, a stage of life not seen 
before in human history.  And 
whether woman or man, 
whether working-class or 
professional, we are all 
wondering how we’ll live, what 
we’ll do, who we’ll be for the 
next twenty or thirty years.”

Lillian Rubin, Sixty on Up: The Truth about 
Aging in America, p. 54
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Entering New Territory



Our Frame Matters

Aggregated data often obscures the most 

important information- how the most 

marginalized are faring. 



US Black and White (A) logged deaths per 100,000 and (B) life expectancy, 1900–2017.

Elizabeth Wrigley-Field PNAS 2020;117:36:21854-21856

©2020 by National Academy of Sciences



Racial, Gender, Social Class Inequalities in Life Expectancy:

Life Expectancy at Birth by Years of Education at Age 25 (2012)

Olshansky S J et al. Health Aff 2012;31:1803-1813

©2012 by Project HOPE - The People-to-People Health Foundation, Inc.



AGE
RACE

SEXUALITY

Some identities garner privilege and power,

while others oppression and marginalization.

Identities are not mutually exclusive and 

you must look at their intersection so as to 

not miss important injustices faced. 



What are some social identities?

• Age
• Race
• Ethnicity
• Gender identity
• Sexuality
• Religion
• Language
• Nativity

• Education
• Occupation
• Wealth
• Family/Friends
• Ability/Disability
• Health/Wellness
• Appearance
• Region/Locality

• Weight
• Mental Illness/Diagnosis
• Among others…
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12
(Source: https://ctmirror.org/2020/09/06/why-black-aging-matters-too/)

Blacks died 5 times 

more often than whites

3.5 times more often 

Twice 

as 

often



Social Determinants of Health:

“the conditions in the places where people live, learn, work, and play 

that affect a wide range of health risks and outcomes.” (Healthy People 

2020)

Older adults from communities of color and indigenous people are 

more likely to experience cumulative adversity in their lifetime, the 

outcomes of which are magnified by the lack of health insurance 

and adequate access to health care over the life course. 

(Buchmueller et al., 2016; Chen et al., 2016).
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*Those most proximal to the inequity must be 

given voice to propose and implement solutions.



RACIAL INJUSTICE AT WORK, COVID-19, AND 
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 

BLACK LOW-WAGE WORKERS 

Kendra Jason, PhD
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Reimagining meaning and purpose 
in later life from an 

intersectional perspective

Rocio Calvo, PhD 
Boston College



What do we mean? 

Happiness

Meaning Purpose



A happiness paradox

Older Hispanics are more satisfied with their lives than other older 
adults in the US 

Why?

Less wealthy, poorer health, spend less time than non-Hispanics in 
activities traditionally associated with meaning and purpose, such as 
volunteering 



Lessons learned

Older Hispanics derive more meaning than non-Hispanics from 
ordinary activities, such as cooking and religious participation. 
Specially, if  friends and family members are involved. 

Looking forward

Expand our thinking on what contributes to meaning and purpose in 
later life among different populations



Increasing Diversity in 
Self-Employment and 

Entrepreneurship in Later Life

Cal Halvorsen, PHD
Boston College
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Strategies to Engage 
Marginalized Adults in 

Education

Presenters:

Abigail Helsinger, MS, Scripps Gerontology 
Center, Miami University

Samuel Van Vleet, Miami University, 
Department of Sociology and Gerontology
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Background
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• Our team conducted virtual interviews with 61 experts in adult education 
and training (AET) in 10 countries.

• Engaging and retraining racial/ethnic minority middle-aged and older adults  
in AET is often challenging due to multiple barriers.

• Opportunities to engage in AET are most often pursued by higher-income or 
higher-skilled adults. 

• Lack of training opportunities for older workers may place them at a 
disadvantage.

• COVID-19 has disproportionately impacted racial/ethnic minority groups.
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Unemployment Rates Pre- and Post-COVID 19 by Race/Ethnicity and 
Education, Ages 25–64 (percent)
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Less than a high school diploma High school graduates, no college
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2020). Table 10. Employment status of civilian non-institutional population by educational attainment, age, sex, race, Hispanic or Latino and non-Hispanic ethnicity. 
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Revised Education Plans as a Result of COVID-19, Ages 18-65 (percent)
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Strada Weekly online surveys March 25-May 28, 2020. Base: Americans 
ages 18-65, n=8,085
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Situational 
Barriers
The cost of education, lack  time, childcare,  
transportation, and support of family and 
friends
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Financial Barriers
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• Regarding formal education for those aged 40-45: “Those people don't 
have the ability to change direction because if you want to do formal 
educational training in Australia, if you want to do university education, 
it's going to cost you. And it means withdrawing from the workforce.” 
(Australia)
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Institutional 
Barriers

Lack of time and information needed to complete an 
educational program, lack of access to computer/internet, 

difficult enrollment process, and inconvenient, inflexible 
course scheduling 

44
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Technology
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• “Older adults’ access to technology and skills is actually quite limited.” 
(Australia)

• “Our education system needs to change to allow people to dip back into 
the system and learn more continuously because people are going to need 
to update their skills … Somebody who went to school over a decade ago 
isn't going to be very familiar with technology now and not only would 
they need that to return to school but they might need it in their next 
role.” (Canada)
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Percent of Americans, by Race/Ethnicity, who indicated it would be 
extremely/very challenging to secure reliable internet or computer access 

for the purpose of pursuing education and training
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Strada Center for Consumer Insights Public Viewpoint Surveys, May 20-June 25, 
2020. Base: Americans ages 18-64, n=3,241
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Dispositional 
Barriers
Lack of confidence in ability, concern about 
being too old, being tired of school, and lack of 
enjoyment in studying
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Feelings of Failure
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• “… Second chance learners, so those learners who were returning to 
study after having a checkered history of learning in school... They had 
very negative perceptions of themselves as learners, that they were 
stupid, that they couldn't learn, they'd never been a good learner, they 
didn't have the skill or capabilities to learn. Which is terrible, to think 
that these people had held these … internal dialogues about their 
capacity to learn for so long.” (Australia)
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Concerns about Being Too Old
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• “There are very few programs for people above the 
age of 45.” (Italy)
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Lack of Motivation and Confidence
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• “They have that opportunity, but you have the problem we 
mentioned before that it is not always easy to motivate other 
people to start schooling again. So, that is a problem.” (Norway)
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Relevant approach

51

• “Herein lies a fundamental problem with educational training ... It puts 
out curriculum that says here's what you have to learn; here's what you 
have to know. It takes no account of what people already know. A lot of 
people have had really rich lives, they can do almost anything. They 
can't necessarily sit in a room and be bored … by people using 
pedagogies and content and technologies which are alien to them. It's 
the worst form… It’s the worst form of abuse that you can get, is to put 
people through that.” (Australia)
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If you were to enroll in education or training in the next 6 months, 
what would be your goal?

52

17%

20%

26%

12%

15%

10%
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One or more courses for personal
interest

One or more courses to get some skills
I need for work

A certificate, certification, or license

An associate degree

A bachelor's degree

A graduate degree

Source: Strada Center for Consumer Public Viewpoint surveys, April 15-May 28, 2020. Base: Americans ages 18-64, n=4,153

63% of adults 
considering 

enrolling prefer 
non-degree 
programs.
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Attainment of Associate’s Degree or Higher  Ages 25 - 64 
by Race/Ethnicity: U.S. (percent)
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Strada Education Network. (2020). Strada Center for Consumer Insights Public Viewpoint Surveys: May 20-June 25.
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Summary
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• Participating in adult education and training is critical to have skills demanded by 
employers.

• Lack of training opportunities for older workers may place them at a disadvantage.

• COVID-19 has disproportionately impacted racial/ethnic minority groups

• Recruitment efforts tailored to support underserved minority middle-aged and older 
adult workers are needed.

• Administrators should operate from an equity and inclusion lens as individual 
experiences are not monolithic.

• To retain adult learners, multiple learning forms are necessary, including formal,   
non-formal, and informal learning.
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Question & Answer

Please submit questions in Q&A.

Moderated by Jacquelyn James, PhD 
Boston College






