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      Acupuncturists are small business owners who require a physical space, so a move or a life change that forces you to stop working might force a retirement, at least from the business you once knew. Of all the books I’ve written, this was probably the hardest for me to get the words down on paper. I had a difficult time even with the title because I’m not necessarily talking about retirement per se.

      Acupuncturists in general went into this particular profession because of a passion. Passion often means they don’t want to leave. While some are forced by health or family issues to slow down, many believe they’ll keep practicing “until they drop”.

      So rather than call this a retirement book, I’m calling this a “What’s Next” book.  Because it’s really about the transition from practicing by working with patients one on one to doing something new and different.

      Life changes, and it doesn’t always come at the western culturally prescribed time of 65 years or so. Transitioning into a different type of practice or a new line of work at a much younger age can happen to small business owners. Acupuncturists might learn other modalities and move into a slightly different line of work. A senior acupuncturist might decide to move into teaching the next generation of practitioners.

      Transitioning for Acupuncturists felt like the title I wanted, but the connotations of transitioning suggested death and I’m not talking about people dying and practicing—or not—in the hereafter. So “What’s Next?” seemed like the next best title.

      The book was inspired by a thread by Lisa Hanfileti of https://www.lisahanfileti.com/ and the Acupuncture Business Academy. It seemed that everyone had a different view on what their retirement from acupuncture (or not) would look like. It also occurred to me, as my husband was planning his own retirement from an outside employer, that there were a number of things practitioners might want to look at before retiring.

      I’ve loosely grouped these into three categories. The first are the ways in which we move beyond acupuncture. I explore some of the ways practitioners foresee not giving up the profession of healing, but changing their practice to work with their own changing needs. I also discuss the types of life events that may require a practitioner to retire, at least from the original business they built, which can include, but is not limited to, a change of location.

      The next section is on financial concerns. As I am not a financial planner, though I do recommend people contact one, this isn’t meant to be a full on section of financial advice. There are plenty of books and articles written on that subject and plenty of people who specialize in personalized assistance. I firmly believe that every practitioner should have a handle on their financial health. Each person needs to have a sense of what they want and a general direction they wish to go. A specialist can help fill in the details.

      However, I have run into general financial information that’s nearly always recommended for people when planning their retirement. This book will hit those highlights.

      Finally, there’s a section on finding purpose and socialization. Many retirees are unhappy after they leave work because they lose their sense of purpose. Losing one’s identity as an acupuncturist can also be an emotional change because in the west, people so often find their identity in the work they do.

      I include socialization here because so often work includes a built-in social structure which suddenly disappears at retirement. For those who thrive on social contact, even going from full-time to part-time and spending more time with friends and family can be something of a psychological shock.

      Ultimately, retirement is about finding more freedom in life to do those things you’ve always dreamed of doing. That might include treating people at no cost or it might include more time to spend with family or traveling around the world. Everyone has different desires and a different picture of what the freedom to design one’s own life looks like.

      

      Endings: What the Schools never Mention

      Chances are, acupuncture school or even undergraduate schooling never talked about the end of the career. As students starting out, it’s far easier for potential acupuncturists to focus on building a practice and learning the ropes of business than it is to think about not practicing. While the demographics of the average acupuncture student have changed, many of the students in my class (last century?!), were people who were nearing retirement or had already retired from another profession. Even in my thirties, I was an average student and had had other jobs before going back to school.

      I was lucky. I’d worked for small businesses and had a sense of the types of things they needed to do. One job had required reaching out to various state offices that oversaw businesses in Washington. That made me a lot more comfortable calling them up and asking what I felt were foolish questions. And, as they had been when I was representing another business, they were perfectly kind.

      Retirement and leaving the profession were never mentioned. There was talk, of course, of those who had graduated and never practiced. One person let everyone know they were there for personal growth and not to practice the medicine. For them, not practicing wasn’t a failure. Schooling was part of their personal growth plan.

      The first years of beginning an acupuncture practice are filled with learning the ins and outs of business structure, networking, and becoming more competent as a practitioner of acupuncture. A good bookkeeper or accountant probably might mention the financial aspects of retirement by suggesting vehicles to set aside funds for when that happens. Someday.

      My acupuncture education never included anything about planning for that someday beyond the financial aspect.

      However, there are many reasons to look at planning for ending your business. Many people plan for what happens if they get too busy or what to do when numbers go down. But they don’t always plan for what happens if they aren’t going to practice any longer. And that’s just as important.

      Moving on isn’t just about leaving the workforce altogether, or even leaving the acupuncture profession, though it could be either of those things. It can also be an interruption in practice or the need to explore a different way of doing business or working with others.

      Think of the business as a cycle of growth. In the early days, it’s important to grow. Then in later days, sometimes pruning and refining, figuring out what works and what doesn’t, so that one can then go back to more growth if that’s important. If growth isn’t important, the new cycle can be about refining treatments or focusing on a particular clientele, or perhaps implementing a new treatment style.

      It's important to know when to change. Having a clear vision that gets updated regularly can help point the direction the business needs to go. It can also provide clarity about when the business needs to change, and perhaps, how much.
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      At a certain point, business owners have to make a choice about what to do next. As acupuncturists, this could be because the practice of acupuncture no longer brings them joy in the way it once did. It might be because of a need to move to another location due to family issues or because the practitioner wants a change of scenery. Whatever the reasons, the group I interacted with online had any number of ideas.

      Practitioners thinking about making changes can mull over which, if any, of the following ideas appeal to them and make the changes they need to make to move on with their career. Or not.

      Downsizing a practice

      Some practitioners run a successful business with many patients, but as they age, or as life changes hit them, they may decide they don’t want to work as much or as hard. They may just want more time off to enjoy family and friends.

      This can also happen if the practitioner is younger and is starting a family or maybe isn’t quite so young and has parents or a partner for which they must take on the duties of caregiver. They want to continue practicing, but need more time to take care of those closest to them.

      Finally, any practitioner can succumb to a chronic or progressive illness that requires they take more time to rest and care for themselves. Many people with physical issues need to work shorter hours than they did at the peak of their health.

      Downsizing can be a way to do this. The original term of downsizing came from older people moving into smaller homes because they no longer had children to fill all the space in the large family home. These smaller homes were typically less expensive, had smaller yards, and took less work to keep clean and keep up. Because there were people who were paid to take care of the outside and common areas, condominiums can be very popular for those downsizing a family home.

      In the same way downsizing a practice means taking it from a large (which is a relative term—a sole proprietor who sees 25 patients a week and wants to go part time to 10 or 12 is downsizing in the same way a practitioner who sees 80 patients a week wants to see only 20 patients a week is downsizing), to a smaller practice.

      It can mean taking the sole proprietor business down to one or two days a week. It could also mean spending three or four days a week but instead of seeing several patients an hour, the practitioner spends the full hour with them doing multiple modalities that they might be trained in.

      For other practitioners it might mean closing up their own practice and joining another acupuncturist as an associate, giving up all the headaches of owning their own business for the ability to simply treat patients and then go home.

      The ultimate goal of downsizing a practice is to create more space for the practitioner to do what they love to do. Whether this is time to really get to know a patient and treat them at a deeper level, or if it’s about making more time for family or travel is not important.

      The challenges, of course, are making the smaller business size work. It could mean laying off a receptionist or an office manager. This, in and of itself, can feel difficult. However, if the office person knows the reason for downsizing and they are given enough time to find new employment, things generally work out well for everyone.

      Of course, practitioners can’t always plan for their downsizing. An immediate health problem may require a sudden change. In this case, good office workers can be invaluable for helping the practitioner organize what needs to be done and doing the heavy lifting of contacting patients and any associated workers about what’s going on. It is only after those initial hours or days that terms of their own unemployment can be discussed, if necessary.

      Of course, if the practitioner is joining another practice as an associate, perhaps they’re planning to sell the practice. In that case good office people and the relationships with local businesses can be a valuable addition to the practice for the purchaser.

      Downsizing could also mean searching out a smaller place to practice. In some cases, the acupuncturist might decide to move the practice into their home and avoid the extra rent. Or they might find
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