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Sarasota is in a unique position to frame the issue of an aging 

population and develop programs to transform individuals and 

communities.  Over 200 people joined guests Marc Freedman of 

Civic Ventures and Susan Perlstein of Center for Creative Aging for a 

discussion on cutting edge programs and practices for baby 

boomers and older individuals.  The program built on the work of 

Marc Freedman and Dr. Gene Cohen.  Dr. Cohen was not able to be 

at the forum, however, in his place, we were pleased to welcome his colleague Susan Perlstein.  

Susan Perlstein, a close associate of Gene, was able to speak of his research and study of the 

brain and creativity.   

 
This program explored the connections and possibilities around three themes:  

1. The untapped creative power of the mature brain. 
2. The community harnessing of this creative energy. 
3. The individual action needed to make the most of life experiences past the traditional 

retirement age of 65. 
 

Our Guest Speakers: 

Marc Freedman is the founder and CEO of Civic Ventures, a think tank on boomers, work and 

social purpose.  He's also co-founder of Experience Corps, (the 

nation's largest nonprofit national service program engaging 

Americans over 55), The Purpose Prize, (the nation's first prize for, 

and biggest investment in, social innovators over 60), and the Encore 

Careers campaign, (which aims to engage boomers in paid work with 

a social purpose).  

Susan Perlstein, founder of the National Center for Creative Aging is an innovator, educator, 

social worker, administrator and artist. She has written extensively on creativity and late-life 

learning. In spring 2006, she was guest editor of Generations Journal edition on “Arts and 

 



Aging.” She received the Cavanaugh Award for excellence in “Creativity and Aging” Training 

from the American Society on Aging. 

 
 
 
Many thanks go to our Presenting Sponsor The Community Foundation of Sarasota County, 

whose generous sponsorship made the 2009 Winter Forum possible. This is the third year in a 

row that they have helped to make this event a reality. Thank you for your continued support.  

We also want to thank our Leadership Sponsors Plymouth Harbor, Herald Tribune Media 

Group and our exclusive magazine media partner, SRQ Media Group.  A special thank you to 

our civic sponsors: Boyer & Jackson, an elder law firm, and Ruden McClosky, a full service law 

firm.  Thank you to our community sponsors, Kantor Eye Institute and Synovus Bank. 

 

 

 

 

Layout of the dŀȅΩǎ ŜǾŜƴǘΥ 

It was a full day at the 2009 Winter Forum on Aging.  Retirement expert 

Nancy Schlossberg interviewed Susan Perlstein and Marc Freedman 

separately to discuss their areas of expertise and passions.  She then 

interviewed them together in order to draw connections from the research 

that has been done on the creative aging brain and social innovation in 

baby boomers and retirees.  During the lunch break, attendees were given 

the opportunity to visit information booths that featured Lifelong Learning 

Organizations from around Sarasota County including ACEC, Pierian Spring 

Academy, Senior Friendship Centers' School of Lifelong Learning Elderhostel, Senior Friendship 

Centers and Friendship After Four, Ringling College of Art and Design's Continuing Studies and 

Special Programs, Eckerd College (Program for Experienced Learners), University of South 

Florida  Academy for Lifelong Learning, and Sarasota County Library System.  Attendees were 

also able to take advantage of a book signing, made possible by Sarasota News and Books. 

8:30 - Art and Creativity Abound: 

Bill Buchman’s artwork “New Universe” was the icon for this Winter Forum on Aging. Bill is an 

accomplished visual artist and musician; a graduate of the New England Conservatory, and a 



national teacher of adults - teaching courses on both the Creative Process and also on Drawing 

the Human Figure.  Bill has made excellent DVDs on both these subjects and has a book coming 

out in 2010 on the subject of Expressive Figure Drawing to be published by Random 

House/Crown publishers.  He also gives classes at the Ringling College-Longboat Key Center for 

the Arts 

Bill kicked off the day with a stimulating array of creativity through painting, poetry and music.  

Bill focused on the interplay between creativity and aging.  According to Bill, “art breaks down 

artificial barriers and Sarasota is fortunate to be rich in learning opportunities for the 

community to take advantage of.  However, we need to develop our sense of community so 

people know these opportunities exist.”  Bill doesn’t believe in aging per say, but he does 

believe in creative thought. 

  

Discussion with Susan Perlstein:         

Susan Perlstein and Nancy Schlossberg then took the stage to 

discuss how creativity is enhanced by an aging brain.  For 

instance, Susan stated “if we challenge ourselves, we get 

smarter, our dendrites grow, thing become more connected and 

we become more wise.”    There are three theories around this 

thinking; 1) if you do not challenge yourself, cognitive thinking 

does not grow 2) as we get older, left and right sides of the brain 

start to connect with each other 3) growing old is about living with loss. New MRI’s discover, as 

we get older, feelings get muted...anger, fear, loss, etc.  If we put these three brain theories 

together, we can be the keepers of our culture.   

Susan was asked to talk about human development stages in relation to Dr. Gene Cohen’s work 

and research.  He discovered that there are four stages in human development; Evaluation, 

Redirection, Summing up, and Encore. Through her work with the creative aging research study, 

Susan was able to witness these stages in real life.  This study, which spanned over three years 



and included over 300 people, found that if one participated in arts projects, they had improved 

health, required less medications, and improved physically. 

Susan said Sarasota County is a unique community that is ahead of the rest of the nation. We 

have a major cutting edge organization, the Senior Friendship Center.  The Senior Friendship 

Center is an example of how Sarasota can be a model for the rest of the country.  Nancy asked 

“What can we do in Sarasota to further creative aging dialogue in our community?”  Susan 

pointed out that there are already many wise people here in the Sarasota community.  “The 

answer is within us.”  We need to come up with the idea in order to start the creative process.  

We need to give ourselves permission to sit and think up an idea, connect to what gives one’s 

own life purpose and but some plans on the table that we would like to see happen.  Projects 

will then come! 

Susan sees that in the future, every locality will have a department on aging.  Susan is excited 

about where Sarasota can go because of its unique demographics.  “Sarasota can be an 

awesome jumping off point for the country…Yes We Can!” 

Discussion with Marc Freedman: 

Marc Freedman then sat down with Nancy Schlossberg to 

discuss how social innovation is changing the lives of baby 

boomers and older adults.  Marc feels it is good to talk 

about creativity and civic engagement together because 

they are, in essence, the same.  There are examples of 

people doing their greatest work later in life.  For 

example, the Eagles had three greatest hits at an early age 

while it took Fleetwood Mac forever to rack up some 

greatest hits.  So, when do artist do their most valuable work, when their young or over age 60?  

There are different knobs of geniuses, conceptual (young) and experimental (old).  

Experimental geniuses take a long time…and this is also the case for social innovators. 

Marc’s experience with the civic engagement movement was that it had a tendency to have 

heroic views of people, such as those winning Civic Ventures “purpose prize”.  But it is really 

just an incremental, almost accidental – one step at a time.  Nancy asked Marc to describe the 

“Encore” movement that has taken place over the past years.  Marc sees it as practical idealism 

for individuals who want to start second careers in order to get paid, solve problems, and add 

meaning to life.  Redefining success in the second half of life means money is no longer the 

issue, nor is talent.  The issue standing in the way is addressing major social change. 

What would you say to people who what to get involved?   



First, you’re not alone!  Second, go to encore.org.  Third, it’s not easy…not nearly as easy as it 

should be and connections are not easy.  You will have to pave the way for other “Encore’s” like 

you. One could get involved in Experience Corps which gives older adults dignity, independence 

and economic experience as platforms for older adults to give back.  These are άōǊŜŀǘƘǘŀƪƛƴƎ 

ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŘƛǎƎǳƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ǳƴǎƻƭǾŀōƭŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦέ  Experience Corps started as an idea that 

turned into a program during the Clinton administration and was based on Americorps 

Legislation.  The program started in inner city schools and focused on reading.  Now, 2000 

people in 20 cities are helping kids to read.  This is one of the largest service programs and the 

results have been great. 

What can the community do when the inner push comes ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ά9ƴŎƻǊŜέ 

career? 

In the 1950’s we, as a nation, needed older people out of the workforce.  Retirement got earlier 

and longevity got longer.  This became a problem.  We will have a new group of people working 

longer with different needs.  We need a new set of institutions for people working after the 

traditional retirement age. 

So, how could a person get more involved?   

The Encore Fellows Program is a one year internship in social service agencies like children’s 

organizations or environmental groups.  You can visit www.encore.org for more information. 

/ƻƘŜƴ ǘŀƭƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ άƛƴƴŜǊ ǇǳǎƘέ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ aŀǊŎ CǊŜŜŘƳŀƴ ǘŀƭƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
community to receive these eager retirees.   
 
There needs to be a better pathway for people transitioning from full time work to retirement.  
First said, we wanted people to return early and get out of our way…go relax.  Now we are 
saying we need these workers but they have no real options.  People need to blaze these trails. 
 
Social Capital is not just for famous or brilliant people.  For example, there are foster 
grandparents in Maine for the children’s hospital.  These grandparents have lived long enough 
to have a wealth of experience, but realize the urgency of giving this knowledge away and 
sharing it.  Social capital is the realization that we all have something to give! 
 
There is a lot of dialogue right now around ageism.  What are your opinions on this?   
 
There are lots of overt forms.  A less visible form that takes place in the workplace is the idea 
that older people are all “one foot out the door.”  When in reality, older people are more 
settled and willing to stick it out than 20 something’s. 
 

http://www.encore.org/


The contribution that boomers make to this country in later life will be through work, not 
volunteerism.  Two areas still in need of talent, despite the recession, are education and 
healthcare.  Encores can help out in these areas. 
 
Is there any advice for our community?  
 
We are creating a new stage of life.  This happens once every century such as childhood in the 
1800’s and adolescence in the 1900’s.  But we are not getting it right as a country.  Sarasota 
could be a place that does something special and new.  We have stretched mid-life so long it’s 
becoming like a run-on sentence that needs punctuation. 
 
What do you see as your next challenge? 
 
Ignite a social movement of people who want to use the second half of like to make or leave 
the world a better place.  The best way to predict the future is to create it.  There is still time 
for Boomers to be the Greatest Generation in the second half of life. 
 

Conversation with Marc and Susan: 

What can we do here in Sarasota? 

Susan: people are already doing things in the 

community.  There could be a place where the 

community’s resources could be consolidated and 

where individuals can find information on what’s 

happening in Sarasota. 

 
How can Sarasota build on opportunities for creative aging?  
 
Marc:  There are entrepreneurial projects, national programs, for people over 60 where there is 
an enormous amount of jobs.  Sarasota could also do a local purpose prize.  The dollar amount 
does not matter because people will come out to be a part of this. 

 
We heard about programs and workplace environments.  
Is there one for older adults and how they are viewed? 
 
Susan: Many organizations are concerned.  One way to 
address this is through universal design…we should be 
building this way. 
Marc:  We are about to open a prize for employers who 
are really embracing this workforce.  A lot of the change 
we need is about attitude of older workers.  Organizations 



need to start understanding the business case.  Older adults are all trained and experienced and 
they want to commit to an organization. 
 
Would the Chamber of Commerce be able to take one of our economic issues, approach a 
retirement community and sponsor a competition to see who came up with the best idea? 
 
Marc: There is not enough experimentation being tried here.   
Susan: We need to identify what is out there first…where the demand lies. 
 
How do you create programs for the second half of life? 
 
Susan: A key element is that you tap life experiences of an older person.  Rather than saying 
‘giving back’, which many people despise, say ‘getting engaged’.  You will need to create or find 
pathways for people to share what they know. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Sarasota Institute for the Ages: 

The last portion of the day focused on the unveiling of The Sarasota Institute for the Ages (SIA).  

Art Mahoney captivated the group with a short story on why Sarasota is the right place for the 

SIA, why it’s the right time to build SIA, and why the SIA is the right 

thing for this community. “Everyone and their brother are interested 

in hosting an Institute that could have national and global reach. 

Florida MUST be the place where this occurs. Otherwise, we’ll be 

facing a huge missed opportunity. Time is of the essence.” 

SCOPE is working to create a national institute called The Sarasota Institute for the Ages, which 

will focus on addressing how the community responds to the aging population and the 

demographic shift.  Since early 2005, SCOPE’s initiative, Aging - The Possibilities has focused on 

the role of older adults as untapped assets in our community.  Through its study, SCOPE 

realized that Sarasota is in a unique position to frame the issues and develop programs to 

transform individuals and communities. 



As the oldest large county in the nation, Sarasota is ideally suited to be a living laboratory for 

such pursuits, given its projected growth, existing services and history of community 

involvement, entrepreneurial spirit and support of social services.  

The institute’s focus will be rethinking the way individuals make 

transitions from one life stage to the next AND how communities 

adjust and evolve to take their demographic realities into account.  

The intention is to be the big stage for thinking as well as an 

economic driver for Sarasota County. 

The goal of the SIA is to undertake bold initiatives that will promote inquiry, reflection, and 

research about ways to optimize a community’s responses to significant and ongoing 

demographic shifts in the U.S. as the population ages.  Such approaches will foster policy 

development and will generate actions that can be adopted by communities throughout the 

country.  The intent is to identify and create actions that enhance the quality of life in the 

community and among its services and residents of all ages.   

There are 4 major components: Think-Tank, a “place” where scholars, researchers, artists, 

practitioners, and citizens will maintain active dialogue, a ‘Do’ Tank to execute and implement 

ideas from the “think tank” while systematically providing feedback, an Age Force, which will 

maintain annual and ongoing dialogues among employers, HR professionals, discussing 

techniques and initiatives special to corporate, small business, nonprofits, and governments, 

and Training and Consulting to share its experiences and knowledge base in addition to 

consulting other communities and their residents. 

 

 

 

 

For more information about The Winter Forum on Aging or The Sarasota Institute for the Ages, 

please visit SCOPE’s website at www.scopexcel.org. 

http://www.scopexcel.org/

