
Diversify income and plan for �exibility, not a
hard stop.

Use employee bene�ts, including Two-Pot, 
deliberately.

Keep investing in your own skills and
relevance.

R E S E A R C H  H I G H L I G H T S

T O P  F I N A N C I A L  P R I O R I T I E S

18–30 year-olds 30+ year-olds

1 Making sure income/job is secure. Making sure income/job is secure.

2 Build �nancial bu�er/more emergency funds. Cutting expenses where I can.

3 Making sure my investments are safe and secure. Paying down debt wherever possible. 

F U T U R E  A N X I E T I E S

Job insecurity Fear of mistakes

Fear of slipping back No backup plans
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Pivoting priorities 
From wealth to stability: Has the de�nition of success changed?

W H A T  D O E S  T H I S  M E A N

The messy middle isn’t failure, it’s a generation recalibrating
what success means, asking to be guided, not judged.

For employers For employees

The tightrope years.
How South Africa’s mid-career 
generation is rede�ning �nancial 
success.

the

MIDDLE

K E Y  T A K E - A W A Y S
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Why are the people who should feel secure feeling so insecure?

Peak earning

Peak marriage
Peak divorce

Peak parenting

Peak property 
purchasing

“Established” adulthood is far from stable, while many reach their peak earning levels between the ages of 35 and 55, their growing 
responsibilities in this phase of life are sobering.

As earning potential 
reaches its limit, those 

who have not met their 
career goals confront 

disappointment. 

of mid-career workers feel 
"stuck" as they reach this 

peak earning capacity.

On the �ip side, those 
who feel successful 

grapple with a di�erent 
change: the increased 
demands on their time 

and energy that may pull 
them away from personal 

priorities.

Marriage introduces 
signi�cant life changes. 
Some couples maintain 

separate �nancial systems 
and limited transparency 

about retirement 
preparedness. 

Divorce tends to have a 
signi�cant impact on both 
personal and work life in 

addition to signi�cant 
�nancial changes. 

Mid-career divorce can 
create retirement 

setbacks that take years 
to recover from.

Children’s needs dominate 
family �nances. This group 

places their children’s 
education at the top of the 
�nancial priority list, which 

often demands 
self-sacri�ce. 

At the same time, expenses 
for their children outside of 

education also mount. of properties sold in South 
Africa are to individuals 

and couples aged 
between 36 and 49 years 

of age. 

Residential property 
purchases for personal use 

are a major �nancial 
commitment, especially 
for those upgrading to 

make room for 
dependants.

63%

High

Low
18 35 55

T H E  M E S SY  M I D D L E

Career Progression

Financial Pressure

40%

P E A K  P R E S S U R E  A T  P L A T E A U

T H E  F I V E  P E A K S  W I T H  T H E  G R E A T E S T  F I N A N C I A L  I M P L I C A T I O N :

Most respondents exhibited a pragmatic mindset, prioritising �nancial security. However, they claimed to have limited knowledge 
when it came to �nancial planning. A perceived lack of knowledge also impacted con�dence when it comes to �nances. Responsibility 
falls on both employers and employees to improve access to relevant �nancial literacy and to support informed decision making.
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Navigating the journey 
What does resilience look like now?

The complexities of peak adulting 

For those aged 35 to 55 there is a tension between the perceived stability of their life stage and their reality. Many experienced 
professionals carry anxiety about their future ability to earn.

With a weak economy, high unemployment and the looming impact of 
AI, experienced individuals are fearing job loss.

Under the weight of more responsibilities, there was a common fear of 
slipping up.

For many there is a genuine concern about losing the �nancial gains 
they have made.

Many feel unprepared for the worst-case scenarios that are giving them 
anxiety.

I M P L I C A T I O N S :

Multiple income streams are often less about entrepreneurship than hedging against job loss and income volatility. The challenge is balancing work 
demands with “side-hustle” e�orts. 

Mid-career professionals have the chance to re�ect honestly on their options within and outside of their current workplace. Businesses can create a 
reassuring climate and provide on-going learning opportunities to align the skills of their employees with the long-term goals of the business.

Mid-career professionals often channel their energy into their families, sometimes at the expense of their own potential. This highlights the 
importance of work-provided learning and growth opportunities. In o�ering these paths for self-development, businesses signal the value they still 
see in employees who may have already started writing themselves o� and deprioritising their career goals. 

Mid-career �nancial battles contribute to accelerated health vulnerabilities in later life. With increased awareness of these risks, 
mid-career individuals are shifting their focus. 

H E A L T H  B E F O R E  
W E A L T H  

C A R E E R  F O C U S  
T O  H O L I S T I C  

F A M I L Y  
T I M E

• For mid-career individuals, health 
is no longer a "given” and is 
increasingly a priority.

• Fear of being a burden was a 
common driver. 

• As mid-career progresses, many 
respondents reported that they 
had shifted from aggressive 
career growth to integrated 
wellbeing.

• Spending more time with 
family was the most 
commonly expressed 
desire.
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For mid-careerers, retirement seems less anchored in aspiration and more de�ned by concerns around �nancial security and personal 
purpose. Fear of retirement appears to outweigh desire for it. 

The New retirement story

Institutions must act as guides and advocates that reduce fragility and build resilience. The tone is guidance, not judgement, empathy, 
not instruction.

Create a reassuring climate and o�er on-going 
learning.

Open growth paths that signal employees’ 
continued value.

Help align skills with the long-term goals 
of the business.

For employers and employees.

Research: The Messy Middle — Liberty & the UCT Liberty Institute of Strategic Marketing. Method: 43 in-depth 
interviews with South African midcareerers aged 35–55, plus secondary data and academic literature.

Liberty Group Limited is a licensed Life Insurer, an Authorised Financial Services Provider (no. 2409) and is part of the Standard Bank Group. Terms and conditions, risks and limitations apply.

Fear outweighs the desire to retire

Lost purpose Money worries Pessimism Mistrust
Working on my 
own terms, 
�exibility, not a 
full stop

Many fear retirement 
because they equate it 
with losing purpose 
and social value.

Respondents were 
concerned about their 
futures from a �nancial 
perspective. 

Many expressed 
pessimisms about 
their retirement 
viability due to 
perceived 
government failure 
that is leading to 
infrastructure decline 
and economic 
uncertainty.

Some respondents 
even mistrust the 
safety of their 
retirement savings. 

As a solution, almost all 
respondents expressed a 
desire to continue working 
after formal retirement. 
This was described as 
semi-retirement or 
"working on my own 
terms”. Visions of 
retirement were therefore 
not about stopping work, 
but rather �exibility and 
scaling back. 

While anxious about the future, mid-career individuals are proactive in seeking out solutions. The research shows that they are 
looking outside of traditional retirement solutions to bu�er future plans: buying rental properties or starting side hustles. This 
highlights the growing versatility in the use of traditional retirement savings tools that employees gain from their employee bene�ts. 
The two pot system provides an additional opportunity for diversifying post-work income, where withdrawals are used as capital 
injections for such initiatives. 

T H E  I M P L I C A T I O N

Source: Lightstone Property, 2024. Also quoted on  
https://www.privateproperty.co.za/advice/property/articles/buyers-from-36-49-y
ears-still-dominate-the-residential-sales-market/9413?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Source: Workwatch Report, 2026 Work Ful�llment Report




