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DREAM GRANTS Steve Coleman, a saxophonist, won a MacArthur Foundation Fellowship last year. He learned early to budget his money and keep expenses low.

We hear it all the time: People
who are over 50 take longer to find
jobs than younger people. Connie
Wanberg, a professor at the Carl-
son School of Management at the
University of Minnesota, had long
heard gloom-and-doom stories to
that effect, but she wondered how
strong the data was to support
them.

Very, as it turned out. According
to a study by Professor Wanberg
and others, job seekers over 50 were
unemployed 5.8 weeks longer than

those from the ages of 30 to 49. That
number rose to 10.6 weeks when
the comparison group was from 20
to 29. Professor Wanberg and three
other researchers — Darla J. Ha-
mann, Ruth Kanfer and Zhen Zhang
— arrived at those numbers by ana-
lyzing and synthesizing hundreds of
studies by economists, sociologists
and psychologists.

But it is important not to jump to
conclusions about the cause, Pro-
fessor Wanberg said. “It’s very com-
mon for everybody to think that the
reason is discrimination,” she said.
That can sometimes be the case,
but the reality is that the behavior
required to find work does not play

to many older people’s strengths.
Once they become aware of this,
they can act to compensate.

The researchers found that older
people on average had smaller so-
cial networks than younger people,
Professor Wanberg said. This is not
necessarily bad — as we age, many
of us find that the quality of our re-
lationships is more important than
the quantity. But in the job search
process, the number of connections
we maintain in our professional and
personal networks is often critical.

As people age, they also tend to
stay in the same job longer, consis-
tent with a pattern of wanting to put
down roots. During that time, the

skills people have learned and the
job search strategies they once used
may become outdated — especially
as technology evolves.

The cure for these drawbacks is
fairly straightforward. Once you hit
your early 40s, even if you are not
looking for a job, work to learn new
skills and stretch yourself, Profes-
sor Wanberg said. Also, keep your
networks strong by staying in touch
with former colleagues and class-
mates, current co-workers and cli-
ents whom you don’t see regularly,
she said.

Finding a job after 50 doesn’t have
to be as discouraging as it is often
portrayed to be, Professor Wanberg

said. Just recognize that some of the
obstacles you face are inherent to
the aging process, she said.

She stressed that her findings
reflected only averages and that
individual behavior varies greatly.
Certainly, many older people main-
tain wide social circles and often
learn skills. But in general, older
job seekers must take more steps
to find employment than younger
ones, she said.

Once older workers do find a new
employer, they can use their knowl-
edge, wisdom and emotional intelli-
gence — qualities that older people
often possess in abundance — to
thrive in their new positions.
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PHYLLIS KORKKI

MacArthur Geniuses
Each year, the John D. and Cath-
erine T. MacArthur Foundation
selects new members of its Fellows
Program, better known as the
“MacArthur geniuses.”

$625,000
Total amount paid out to each
MacArthur Foundation fellow.

5
Number of years over which the
stipend is paid, in quarterly install-
ments each year.

24
Number of MacArthur fellows chosen
for 2015.

942
Total number of fellows between
(June) 1981 and (September) 2015.

$15,000,000
Total amount that will be paid out to
the 2015 MacArthur fellows.

SOURCE: MACARTHUR FOUNDATION

Talking Points

The Crowd Kicks In
For a Crowd Worse Off
At the request of the White House
Office of Digital Strategy, the crowd-
funding site Kickstarter is raising
money for Syrian refugees. Visitors
to the site can contribute $15 to buy a
sleeping bag, $70 for an emergency
rescue kit, or $160 for a refugee’s
shelter in a “well-built group tent,
complete with sleeping bag and
mat.” The weeklong campaign began
Tuesday.

Hard Times for Soft Drinks
Over the last 20 years, sales of
full-calorie soda in the United States
have plummeted by more than 25
percent. Sales of bottled water have
shot up, and bottled water is now on
track to overtake soda as the largest
beverage category in two years,
according to at least one industry
projection.

Rainfall Causes a Scare,
But Halloween Is Safe
Record rainfall in June could make
pumpkin pies in November harder
to come by. Libby, a top maker of
canned pumpkin, says yields could
be off by as much as one-third this
year in Illinois, home of about 90
percent of United States pumpkins.
But pumpkins themselves are not
expected to be in short supply.

Radio Days Live On
More American adults use AM and
FM radio than any other media type,
with 93 percent tuning in each week.
Television has a similar reach except
among millennials, nearly a quarter
of whom have no use for it in a given
week.

WEALTH
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Kyle Abraham, a dancer, got a call
two years ago saying he had won
an award that came with a $625,000
check. After the initial shock, he de-
cided to pay off $180,000 in student
loans.

Sally Otto, an evolutionary biolo-
gist, got the call, too. She said she
didn’t need the money so she has
donated $500,000 to causes she felt
deserved more recognition.

Andrea Ghez, an astrophysicist,
spent three-quarters of her windfall
on her children.

“Just hiring more help with the
logistics of life and not feeling that
was a bad thing — it was part of do-
ing my job well,” Dr. Ghez said. “I
was so thrilled that I could have a
work and family life.”

All three were recipients of MacAr-
thur Foundation fellowships, a group
better known as the “MacArthur
geniuses.” This year’s group of 15
fellows was announced at the end of
September.

But can a genius manage a finan-
cial windfall better than the average
person?

There are plenty of studies that
show how ruinous lump sums of
money can be for recipients. Lot-
tery winners can end up as life’s
losers — at least those who make
the news for ending up broke a few
years after winning millions.

But if a group of geniuses get
phone calls out of the blue one au-
tumn morning, would they have
more to show for the $625,000
windfall at the end of five years? It
turns out, judging from a sampling
of MacArthur fellows, they would.

And how they spent their windfall,
which by the terms of the MacAr-
thur awards is entirely up to them,
is equally intriguing.

For one, the artists and scientists
who win a MacArthur are, by defi-
nition, completely devoted to what
they are doing — to the point that
the money was not going to change
their trajectory. For most, it was
only going to enhance what they
were already doing.

Steve Coleman, a saxophonist
who won last year at age 57, said he
had created a life over decades that
required little money to maintain
and could be supported with even
less when times were tough.

“All the decisions I make are
based on music, and then I try to
figure out how am I going to survive
with the music things I’m doing,” he
said.

He moved to Allentown, Penn-
sylvania, because it was cheaper.
“I lived in New York for 13 years,”
he said, but it got too expensive. “I
wanted to travel and do research.”

He said he learned a lesson from
a music copyist in the 1980s about
budgeting. He started making
spreadsheets for his projects.

“We have to plan the whole thing
out — a tour, a record,” he said. “I
can’t even tell you how many times
that’s saved me.”

Dr. Otto never thought of spend-
ing the money on herself, and her
research would not benefit from
extra funding. (She uses mathemat-
ical models to advance research on
genetics and evolution.)

“The nature of what I do means
that time is more precious than
money for my research,” she said.
“But what I did feel was that as a
scientist and a person I could have

more influence” by giving it away.
So far, she has made three gifts

of the entire annual amount to the
Nature Trust of British Columbia,
an environmental conservation
program in Indonesia, and a fund at
the University of British Columbia,
where she teaches, to pay student
researchers working on conserva-
tion issues.

Money, of course, can have a pro-
tective quality. If you have your
own, you don’t have to rely on
other people. Sheila Nirenberg, a
neuroscientist who has developed
a way to restore eyesight, said the
MacArthur money helped ward off
doubters. As part of her research,
she created glasses that help by-
pass damaged cells to bring images
directly to healthy cells that allow
people to see again.

“To do something like this, sci-
ence-wise, everything is hard,” she
said. “You have to work with annoy-
ing people because everyone wants
something. The MacArthur was a
buffer against that.”

It also brought her to the atten-
tion of investors interested enough
to make her idea commercially via-
ble.

The downsides of being publicly
acknowledged as a genius with new
wealth are no different for MacAr-
thur fellows than for anyone whose
good fortune becomes known. Peo-
ple they haven’t spoken to in years
reappear to ask about a loan. Then,
there is the problem of taking on so
much so fast.

Mr. Coleman said he had to think
hard about what to do with such
a large amount of money, even
though it is spread over five years
and his money management was
more akin to that of an accountant
than a saxophonist.

“The MacArthur people, they
give you the money and they don’t
do anything else,” he said. “They let
you make your own mistakes.”

So far, though, he said he had
managed it well. His secret? He has
continued to budget just as he has
long done — a good practice for any-
one who comes into a windfall.

‘Geniuses’ Manage a Windfall
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To Get a Job in Your 50s, Develop Friendships and Skills


