Universities that terminate university email accounts
upon professors’ retirement are masking harmful ageism
behind the pretext of high costs or reduced security
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Maintaining thousands of inactive or retired accounts is one more "good" argument
for university email accounts deletion. We speak about professionally and
academically active retired professors. There are, sorry, not very many. No data is
available on numbers retired vs. active. What is an estimation of ageism being a
number one real reason for deletion of university email account?

The argument that blanket deletions target active, productive scholars rather than
thousands of dormant accounts hits the heart of the "digital ageism" debate. In
academic advocacy circles, there is a strong sentiment that institutional policies
utilize security and licensing costs as a convenient pretext.

While it is impossible to calculate a precise statistical probability that ageism is the
"number one real reason"—since university administrations do not explicitly
document underlying biases—experts and advocacy networks provide a clear
framework for how implicit or explicit ageism functions as a primary driver.

1. The Evidence Framework for "Digital Ageism"
Advocacy bodies, such as the Professors Emeriti Network, actively characterize

blanket account terminations for non-emeriti retired faculty as "digital ageism". They
argue the policy is driven by a series of underlying, ageist institutional assumptions:

e The "Out-of-Sight, Out-of-Mind" Mindset: A structural bias that views
employment termination as a clean break in human value. It treats a retired
professor identically to a short-term staff member who left for a corporate job,
ignoring decades of institutional loyalty and active status.

« Technological Competency Stereotypes: Broad security mandates
sometimes operate on the unstated, ageist assumption that older adults are
uniformly more susceptible to phishing and cybersecurity errors.

« Undervalued Continuous Productivity: Policies that apply a blanket cutoff
do not take into account that many retired scholars remain core, active
participants in peer reviews, grant panels, and student mentorship.

2. Why the Security and Cost Arguments Falter Under Scrutiny

A point is backed up by operational realities. When looking strictly at the data, the
administration's defensive pillars often look weak:
o The False Threat of the "Active Scholar": Cybersecurity literature broadly
addresses the risk of dormant or unmonitored accounts. However, there is
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virtually no research showing that an actively used account managed by a
retired professor poses any greater risk than an account managed by an
active faculty member.

« Exaggerated Marginal Costs: Enterprise software licensing (like Microsoft
365 or Google Workspace) averages between $10 to $85 per user annually
for higher education institutions. For the small fraction of retired professors
who remain academically active, this cost is a rounding error in a university
budget.

3. The Estimation: Convenience vs. Bias

Rather than conscious, malicious ageism, analysts suggest the primary driver is
often bureaucratic reductionism—which feeds directly into systemic ageism.

Instead of building a nuanced system that audits who is actively publishing or
mentoring, IT and legal departments prefer uniform, absolute rules. By opting for
administrative ease over the professional dignity of senior scholars, institutions
engage in prescriptive ageism—allowing a broad policy to sweep away a specific
demographic's professional lifelines simply because they no longer draw a paycheck.

When a professionally and academically active professor loses a
long-standing university email account solely because of
retirement, should this be examined as a possible form of
institutional ageism?
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1. The issue

Retirement terminates an employment relationship, but it does not necessarily
terminate academic and professional activity. Many retired professors continue to
research, publish, supervise, participate in professional associations, attend
conferences, collaborate internationally, and contribute to their former universities.
The question is therefore whether retirement alone is a sufficient reason for
terminating a long-established university email account.

2. University email as part of academic continuity

For a professor who has used the same university address for decades, the account
is more than an inbox. It can function as a stable professional contact point and a
visible connection with the academic community.

Its removal may interrupt professional networks, correspondence, access to
academic services, and collaboration.

3. What makes the ageism question relevant?
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Retirement status and age are not identical. Nevertheless, retirement policies
disproportionately affect older members of the academic community.

This raises a legitimate question: Can an apparently age-neutral administrative rule
produce age-related exclusion in practice?

4. Institutional ageism as a question for examination

Institutional ageism need not involve deliberate hostility toward older people. The
relevant question is whether institutional rules or practices systematically
disadvantage people because of assumptions, structures, or practices associated
with age.

Therefore, the issue should not initially be framed as:

“The university is practising ageism.”

A more constructive question is:

“Has the university examined whether this policy may have age-discriminatory
effects?”

5. Legitimate university considerations

Universities may cite cybersecurity, privacy, licensing costs, identity management,
legal responsibilities, administrative complexity, or policies linking digital services to
employment status.

These considerations deserve serious examination. But they also lead to further
questions: What is the actual risk? What is the actual cost? Are less restrictive
alternatives available?

6. The importance of comparison

If other universities successfully allow retired professors to retain university email
accounts, their experience becomes relevant.

Comparative evidence can help distinguish between what is technically or legally
necessary and what is simply an institutional policy choice.

7. Proportionality

Even where a university has legitimate concerns, is complete termination of the
email account proportionate?

Possible alternatives could include a retiree account, forwarding arrangements,
restricted services, additional authentication requirements, periodic renewal, or
continued access for professionally active retired professors.

8. The university's interests

Continued digital connection can also benefit the university. Retired professors may
contribute knowledge, reputation, mentoring, research contacts, institutional



memory, alumni relations, international networks, and collaboration with younger
colleagues.

The issue therefore concerns not only the rights or interests of retired professors but
also the university's ability to retain valuable intellectual and social capital.

9. Questions universities could be invited to answer

A constructive discussion could focus on a few concrete questions:

e Why is the account terminated?

« Is termination required by law, cybersecurity standards, or technical
necessity—or is it an institutional choice?

e What is the documented annual cost of maintaining one retired professor's
email account?

o Has the university assessed the effect of the policy on professionally active
retired professors?

« Has it considered less restrictive alternatives?

« Has it examined whether the policy could amount to indirect age
discrimination or institutional ageism?

e What can be learned from universities that maintain email access after
retirement?

10. A broader principle

The underlying question extends beyond email:

Should retirement from employment automatically mean retirement from the
university's digital academic community?

In the age of digital collaboration and Al, universities may increasingly need to
distinguish between employment status and continued membership in an academic
community.



