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As the U.S. population ages, the longevity mar-
ket, aimed at people over the age of 50, is 
booming. Approximately 106 million people 

strong, the longevity economy is driving unprecedent-
ed annual economic activity; upwards of $7.1 trillion 
annually, a figure that’s expected to surpass $13.5 tril-
lion by 2032 (AARP, 2013).

The economy is rife with new products and services 
geared for the over-50 population. That abundance can 
make it difficult for businesses to differentiate: that is, 
to find their corner of the market and make their prod-
ucts or services stand out. Yet in order for businesses to 
thrive in the longevity marketplace, they need to differ-
entiate and provide solutions to the dilemmas faced by 
older adults and their family members or caregivers, so-
lutions that will not only improve the quality of life and 
fill a need, but also provide easy, intuitive functionality. 

My company, Work at Home Vintage Experts, 
or WAHVE, serves as a case study for successful dif-
ferentiation in the longevity economy. WAHVE was 
founded in 2010. We are a totally virtual company 
with 48 internal employees who all work from their 
home offices, and we have over 600 pre-tirees work-
ing from their homes for companies anywhere in the 
United States. Below, I’ll share a series of steps that I 
followed to build WAHVE into a successful business 
and offer suggestions for how any business owner in 
the longevity economy can do the same. 

[ service development/delivery: product and service differentiation in the aging industry ]
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Step 1: Identify a Challenge
It starts with knowing the challenges of the target 
market well. To differentiate in the longevity market, 
a business must focus on a need that is not being 
met, minimally being met, or not providing the best 
solution. Once you’ve identified a challenge, you’ve 
identified an opportunity to differentiate your prod-
uct or service.

Early on, I identified a need among workers ap-
proaching retirement age, or pre-tirees. The Baby 
Boomer generation faces a unique suite of challenges. 
Some are caring for aging parents, helping their adult 
children, caring for a spouse or loved one, caring for 
their grandchildren, or a combination of these. At the 
same time, many Boomers are burned out from 30 
years of commuting and office stress. 

It was also clear to me that, as older workers con-
sider retirement, their needs and desires change. Very 
often, work is still important to them, but many older 
workers want to scale back, either to less stressful work 
or hours, or both (Heimlich, 2009). They no longer 
want or need to seek promotions; instead, they want 
lower stress with rewarding work. While they may be 
looking for a step down from their current roles, older 
workers are still looking to stay engaged. Some want 
to supplement their retirement income and actively 
contribute.

Around 2008 and 2009, I noticed that these 
needs were starting to redefine retirement. In fact, 
retirement was becoming yet another life transition, 
one that often included continuing to work in some 
capacity. And as more older workers retired, fewer 
younger workers were qualifying to fill their posi-
tions; for example, just 4% of millennial job seekers 
were interested in a career in insurance (The Hartford, 
2015). A new model for retirement was good news for 
businesses looking to fill job openings in the face of an 
increasing skills gap — or at least, it could be, if there 
were a way to connect these skilled older workers with 
the right retirement opportunities. 

The best places to find opportunity lie within the 
very challenges that are disrupting the marketplace. 
I had identified a dual challenge: pre-tirees needed 
meaningful, flexible work in retirement, while compa-
nies needed skilled workers they could trust. I started 
to envision my company, WAHVE, to meet this spe-
cific challenge head on.

When it comes to identifying a need in the longev-
ity economy, your own life and business perspectives 
will inform what you notice. I was paying attention to 
the experiences of pre-tirees because I recognized that 
in the insurance industry, the workforce was aging. 
Fewer young people were coming into the business. 

With Baby Boomers reaching retirement age, the po-
tential talent drain was massive and only expected to 
become worse. There had to be a solution not only to 
prevent the potential brain drain, but also to provide 
retiring workers with the ability to work differently 
and continue to be productive and support themselves 
in retirement.

Step 2: Prove it with Research
Some aspects of the challenge I identified were al-
ready well established in the research. For example, 
we knew that every year, millions of Baby Boomers  
— people born between 1946 and 1964 — were retir-
ing. Recently, the pandemic has only accelerated the 
exodus. In 2019, 25.4 million Boomers had retired by 
Q3, according to Pew Research (Fry, 2020). In 2020, 
28.6 million left the office for the last time, a 3.2 mil-
lion increase over the previous year (Fry, 2020).

But at the time when I was starting WAHVE, 
there was no research in the insurance industry fo-
cusing on what our imminent retirees and those who 
already retired were thinking in terms of their work 
future. I needed to confirm what I already knew anec-
dotally and from related research. I reached out to the 
National Alliance, which provides continuing educa-
tion for insurance and risk management and conducts 
insurance industry research, to co-author a survey of 
workers 46 and older (National Alliance Research 
Academy, 2010). They had more than 50,000 in their 
database. Over 3,000 responded to the survey. The re-
sults of the research confirmed that I was tapping into 
a huge need.

• Over half of all non-retired respondents (59%) 
showed interest in phasing into retirement.

• Of the non-retired respondents, 67% were in-
terested in working from home in their area of 
expertise.

• A remarkable 74% of retired respondents were 
interesting in working from home in their area of 
expertise if they could find such a job (2010).

I now had proof that not everyone wanted to retire 
from work, but that they wanted a transition, a way 
to extend their career but with less stress and travel, 
and better work-life balance. It also was apparent that 
most preferred to continue in their field of knowledge; 
they did not want to learn a new career. 

That meant working from home. The technology 
was there. I saw that what was needed was a solution 
to find and qualify retiring talent, find companies that 
needed their skills, match them, and manage the rela-
tionship to ensure success. 
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After founding WAHVE and es-
tablishing relationships with our first 
clients, I knew I needed to do more 
research in order to prove that we had 
a great model. For example, one data 
point I needed was the level of employ-
er satisfaction with their older employ-
ees’ tech skills. Even though many in 
the C-suite are over 60 and are them-
selves highly computer literate, they 
don’t tend to attribute those same skills 
to their older employees. Quite a few 
C-level executives think older work-
ers are not sufficiently tech savvy and 
don’t have the energy to do the job. As 
we approached C-suite executives and 
hiring managers, we needed to dispel 
that myth.

To convince potential clients that 
WAHVE is a great option to fill a tal-
ent gap, we started surveying our clients 
every year. The results of the surveys 
have been consistent year over year. 
We shared the results of the surveys 
with prospects to convince them of the 
amazing knowledge, tech savviness, and 
work ethic of older workers (see Fig-
ure 1). The surveys proved the value of 
older workers in every area.

We also decided to survey every 
applicant to find out the reasons they 
wanted to retire. We added a question 
to the preliminary application to let us 
know why they wanted to retire and 
work from home. It confirmed what 
we already knew: people wanted better 
life-work balance. Figure 2 shows the 
top reasons why people retire from the 
office and want to work from home. 

Step 3: What Research  
Do You Need?
Taking WAHVE as a case study, notice that I turned 
to research before founding the company and then 
never stopped researching the effectiveness of our 
model. Consider these avenues for research as you’re 
looking to differentiate your services:

• First, look to existing surveys, studies, and 
anecdotal data to understand the needs of your 
customers. The research you need may already be 
out there.

• Conduct research to know what your target 

market wants. I researched the attitudes of 
vintage (over 50) workers and found that they 
wanted to work from home, and they wanted to 
gradually transition, or “pre-tire,” from a stressful 
and/or full-time job. Employers wanted workers 
with the skills and the emotional maturity to 
get the job done, and they needed to know that 
hiring remote vintage older workers was a viable 
option. With that information, I confirmed that 
there was a real opportunity in the market to con-
nect these pre-tirees and employers. 

• Research the competition. Where are they falling 
short for the demographic you’re targeting? That 

Less than Equal to Better than

0% 78% 22%

3% 84% 13%

0% 81% 19%

3% 66% 31%

0% 81% 19%

Knowledge

Customer Satisfaction

How would you compare your wahve to your regular staff in the following areas?

Productivity

Computer Skills

Work Ethic

Poor Below Average Average
Above 

Average Excellent

0% 0% 18% 33% 48%

0% 0% 6% 42% 52%

0% 0% 6% 33% 61%

0% 0% 9% 24% 67%

Relationship with your staff

Responsiveness to timelines

How would you rate your wahves overall performance in the following areas?

Quantity of work

Quality of work

FIGURE 1: WAHVE CLIENT SURVEY RESULTS

FIGURE 2: WAHVE APPLICANT SURVEY RESULTS
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shortcoming is where your opportunity lies. For 
example, I researched all the staffing firms in the 
insurance industry. They were all outsourcing 
overseas to China and India. WAHVE would be 
the only domestic outsource.

• Make sure you look at all possible markets for 
your product or service as market opportunities 
are many times overlooked. For example, we 
looked beyond just selling our services to busi-
nesses; we reached out to the insurance associa-
tions in each state to both use our services and 
sell our services to their members. 

Step 4: Adapt with a New Approach
As I built the business model, my guiding principle 
was to keep it simple and smart and to differentiate 
the business from the regular retirement work sites 
and recruiting talent sites. Most retirement sites offer 
jobs back in the office or to create an encore career. 
Managers and executives fit the encore career model: 
they have the skillset and the retirement money to 
manage something new. Office knowledge workers, 
however, may have neither; plus, we knew from our 
research that they didn’t want to start an entirely new 
career. They needed a work-at-home option using 
their existing knowledge. 

My team and I decided on a remote contract staff-
ing model with a “keep it simple and smart” mantra. 
We would help the pre-tirees (we called them wah-
ves) with the technology setup for a home office; we 
would find them an assignment in their area of exper-
tise; they would submit the hours they worked in our 
time-keeping/billing system; we would pay them, bill 
the client, and manage the relationship to ensure its 
success. If the assignment did not work out, we would 
take care of finding a new assignment for the wahve 
and a new vintage expert for the client. Our pricing 
structure depended on the level of the position. Our 
wahve would be paid a fair hourly rate, and our hourly 
rate to the client would be less than someone who was 
working in the office. 

To accomplish this, we had to create blind quali-
fying software, like a matchmaking or dating site, to 
qualify and match the best vintage talent to a com-
pany anywhere in the United States. I was still a part-
ner in my company and did not need an income. I 
used some of my savings to launch. Within a year, we 
needed some seed money to hire two developers to 
build the software. I rewrote our business plan to raise 
money and reached out to some friends who were 
angel investors. After they read the plan, they recom-
mended that since I only needed $250,000, I should 
not give up a large percentage of my company to angel 

investors. They suggested I ask my attorney to help 
me write a Private Placement Memorandum (PPM) 
to raise money from family and friends. Five of my 
close friends who have businesses and three of my in-
dustry business friends bought shares, as they saw the 
business plan as a great opportunity to help people 
and make some money, and I only had to give up 15% 
of the company ownership. Raising money through a 
PPM enabled me to own the majority of my company 
and not have investors looking over my shoulder. 

Twelve years later, the WAHVE brand has become 
well known among companies who now appreciate 
the value of older workers. We have placed thousands 
of vintage workers on assignments. The software we 
developed, Brainwahve, has evolved as well into blind, 
unbiased auditioning and matching software and is 
becoming a phenomenon in its own right. 

Our approach works. The WAHVE brand has 
become synonymous with providing right-fit talent 
— and retirement transition opportunities — that 
benefit both older workers and companies alike. 

Step 5: Refine Your Approach
Your organization too can capitalize on a need in the 
longevity market and grow a business by helping fill 
a gap. It could be that your business needs to go in a 
new direction in order to reach your customers. Let 
it. Bridge that gap in the market. Use the tools avail-
able — or find a way to create your own — that will 
allow you to transform your idea into an actionable, 
sought-after solution.

Once you’ve identified an approach, create for 
yourself a list of the benefits and features. For WAH-
VE, I created a list that showed benefits and features 
for vintage workers and for the companies that could 
employ them in remote positions. Highlight the ben-
efits for each potential type of buyer: the aging adult, 
the family member who might even be a millennial or 
Gen-Z, and the caregiver. 

From there, you can differentiate. Point out what 
makes your solution different from and better than 
competitors. What are you doing differently? How 
is that approach going to play out with those who 
engage with you? Think about how the specific issue 
your product or service will solve can be a solution for 
a broader demographic. Don’t limit yourself to just the 
demographic you created the business for.

Look for ways to use technology to create the link 
for your customers and provide them with the re-
sources needed to control their experience. In WAH-
VE’s first year, we did most of the matching using a 
fillable PDF as we built the software. It worked, but 
it was laborious. Now, our own blind qualifying and 
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matching software, Brainwahve, is key to our busi-
ness model. 

If you are looking to disrupt the longevity market 
with a product or service that fills a need for a shift-
ing demographic, start with planning. A thorough, 
realistic business plan that adjusts as you learn is an 
essential foundation for a strong offering. Executing 
your plan well also requires:

• A willingness to sacrifice, and to devote time and 
resources to your new direction.

• Constant improvement on your business model. 
Treat your business plan as a living document that 
is subject to change.

• Disciplined spending. Do not spend money with-
out a clear ROI.

• Delivery of something extraordinary so that your 
customers will promote you and your product/
service.

As you refine your approach, be sure to pace your 
growth — how much can your company handle at its 
current staffing levels? How will you address rapid 
growth? What is a comfortable level of growth for 
your company in a year’s time?

Your plan should also fit you. Create a plan that 
fits your experience and that you are passionate about. 
Your idea gains more traction if you have experience 
in the industry that you are targeting. Your trustwor-
thiness in the industry matters because people buy 
from those who instill confidence that their money is 
well-placed.

The Goal: Become the Face of Your 
Solution
The ultimate goal of differentiating your business is 
to make your name synonymous with an indispens-
able service. As WAHVE grew, we worked diligently 
to become a thought leader in the remote workspace. 
We promoted our brand by offering actionable con-
tent that connected businesses with the advantages 
of re-engaging vintage workers. For example, we 
provided articles to our insurance state association 
partners for their newsletters to help them with 
content. We provided free seminars to companies 
on how to build a more diverse workforce. We grew 
our brand by showing businesses how vintage work-
ers could put their skills, work ethic, and tech sav-
viness to work for them in remote positions. Client 
stories were essential to our effort to make WAHVE 
an industry leader. We gave our first clients a simple 
choice: Try it, you’ll like it. If you don’t, we won’t bill 
you. When they liked our services, we asked for a 

simple thing in return — a testimonial. Those testi-
monials — coupled with a commitment to providing 
an exceptional client experience — helped us grow a 
thriving business.

Look for creative ways to bring your company and 
its story into the spotlight. At WAHVE, we became 
sponsors of various business groups, presented webi-
nars to help businesses address labor shortages, and 
wrote articles for business publications that outlined 
the benefits of remote work and remote workers. All 
of this helped WAHVE become a well-known, trust-
ed brand in the insurance industry. 

Your business, too, can build that same recogni-
tion. As your customer base ages, their needs may 
change. Serving your customers may mean your busi-
ness needs to shift its focus to include an even older 
demographic beyond your current one. Yet with the 
right approach, a strong commitment to meeting the 
challenge, and a willingness to adapt, your business 
can find that differentiator in the thriving longevity 
market. •CSA

Sharon Emek, PhD, CIC, is founder and CEO of Work 
at Home Vintage Experts LLC (WAHVE), an innovative 
talent solution that engages vintage professionals 
phasing into retirement who work remotely from 

home on a contract basis for companies across the country. Sharon 
is a serial entrepreneur, dynamic leader, prolific speaker, and a pro-
gressive thinker who has earned numerous awards for her businesses 
and thought leadership.

■ REFERENCES
AARP. (2013, October). The longevity economy: Generating economic 

growth and new opportunities for business. https://www.
aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/home-and-family/personal-
technology/2013-10/Longevity-Economy-Generating-New-
Growth-AARP.pdf 

Fry, R. (2020, November 11). The pace of Boomer retirements has 
accelerated in the past year. Pew Research Center. https://www.
pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/11/09/the-pace-of-boomer-
retirements-has-accelerated-in-the-past-year/

The Hartford. (2015). The Hartford’s 2015 Millennial Leadership 
Survey. https://s0.hfdstatic.com/sites/the_hartford/files/
millennial-leadership-2015.pdf

Heimlich, R. (2009, September 15). Older Workers Want to Work. 
Pew Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2009/09/15/older-workers-want-to-work/ 

The National Alliance Research Academy. (2010). The looming 
professional gap: The aging of the national insurance and 
risk management workforce. https://riskandinsurance.com/
wp-content/uploads/2015/10/TNA_The-Looming-Professional-
Gap.pdf 

CSA JOURNAL 87  /  VOL. 2, 2022  /  SOCIETY OF CERTIFIED SENIOR ADVISORS  /  WWW.CSA.US PAGE 33

https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/home-and-family/personal-technology/2013-10/Longevity-Economy-Generating-New-Growth-AARP.pdf
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/home-and-family/personal-technology/2013-10/Longevity-Economy-Generating-New-Growth-AARP.pdf
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/home-and-family/personal-technology/2013-10/Longevity-Economy-Generating-New-Growth-AARP.pdf
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/home-and-family/personal-technology/2013-10/Longevity-Economy-Generating-New-Growth-AARP.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/11/09/the-pace-of-boomer-retirements-has-accelerated-in-the-past-year/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/11/09/the-pace-of-boomer-retirements-has-accelerated-in-the-past-year/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/11/09/the-pace-of-boomer-retirements-has-accelerated-in-the-past-year/
https://s0.hfdstatic.com/sites/the_hartford/files/millennial-leadership-2015.pdf
https://s0.hfdstatic.com/sites/the_hartford/files/millennial-leadership-2015.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2009/09/15/older-workers-want-to-work/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2009/09/15/older-workers-want-to-work/
https://riskandinsurance.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/TNA_The-Looming-Professional-Gap.pdf
https://riskandinsurance.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/TNA_The-Looming-Professional-Gap.pdf
https://riskandinsurance.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/TNA_The-Looming-Professional-Gap.pdf

