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GROWING OLDER —AND STAYING HEALTHY

By Tara PARKER-PoPE

ODAY, the average person

in the ULS. lives for nearly

T8 years. But what aboul

those people who beat the

average?! Why do some
men and woemen defy the chronobogl-
cal odds to live longer and in good
health?

Increasingly. the scientific commi-
nity is shifting its focus to this elite
group, these “suceessiul agers™ who
seem to be doing o better job of ged-
ting ¢ld than the rest of us.

And what they're finding isn'l
what you'd expect.

Some of the reasons people uge well
are obvious. For yeurs we've been told
that the best wiy 0 stay healthy is to
el the right foods, meintain o healthy
weight, exercise—and hope you have
good genis. While all of that is true, a
yoluminous bedy of aging research
shows (hat some of (he mest signifi-
cant enemies of old age are far more
insidiows than a penchani for fried
food or a couch-potate lifestybe. In-
steid, how well we age may be intrinsi-
cally tied to our mast basie personality
traits, the social relationships we hoye
formed and - perhaps most important -
our giility to cope with stross.

“We now know thit aging 13 about a
body that doesn’t deal wekl with stress
anymore,” says Robert Sapolsky. a
Stanford University neursendocrnolo-
gist amd o leading stress researcher.

Living to the Max

Scientists estimate that the maxi-
inany potentlal Life span of the human
by is abaut 120 years, give or take.
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They came to this conclusion after
abserving the oldest ages achieved
by a variety of organisms. moting
that aging. no matter what the spe-
cies, seemed (0 follew a consistent
mathematical formula. The maxi-
mum age achieved by any species
appeirs to equal about six times the
number of years from birth to biologi-
cal maturity. 50 humans, who take
about 20 years fo reach maturity,
have the potential to ve six times as
long as that—or about 120 years. No-
Lahbly, the abdest well-documented hu-
man age is 122,

Genetics likely plays some part in
the ahbility to reach an extreme abd
age. and sclentists are on 4 heated
quest to identify the so-called longey-
ity genes, But genetics can only toks
yau so fur. Studies of Swedish twins
who were raised apart showed that
only about 3% of aging can be ex-
plained by genes. [n other words, suc-
eessiul agers aren't still around sim-
ply by luck of the genetic draw. They
have far maore control over the aging
process than once thought.

“(ne of the myths of aging is
chooge your parents wisely,” says
Jahn W. Rowe, who, before becom-
ing chairman of Astna Inc., served
as director of the MacArthur Founda-
tion Research on Suecessful Aging.
ane of the largest aging studies in
the country. “People feel thers (5 a
penetle program they are playing
out. But since only about one-third of
aging is heritable. the rest 13 ac-
quired —thal medns you are respansi-
ble for your own old age.”

S0, how do you age successiully?
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The Secrets of Successful Aging

Continued From Poge R
Aging researchers are beginning to get
s0Mme ANswers. Numerous studies of
rals, monkeys., nuns, Britlah govern-
ment workers and centenarians have
unlocked many of the secrets of sSuccEss-
ful Rging.

Many of the answers were sxpeciad.
FHPI! age better Il they don't smoke,
don’t abuse alcohol, maintein a healthy
weight and get regular exercise.

But one of the blgpest culprits in un-
healthy aging also gets the least respect
from both the medical community and
Individumls: stress, [nereasingly, re-
searchers are viewing stress—how
much stress we face in a lifetime, and
how well we cope with it—as one of the
most slgnificant factors for predicting
how wall we mge.

It may be hord to belleve that siress,
whilch mosti people view as an emotionul
Stnte, cnm wrenk such havoes on our physi-
cal well belng. But aging studies consis-
tenily show that the healthlest agers nre
particularly adept at sheddlng stress,

How Stress Works

To understand why it's so Important
to learn to manage stress, you hove o
wnderatand what happens Inside your
body when you experience siress. The
body rapidly mobilizes energy, deliver-
Ing glucoss to your muscles. The heart
rate, blood pressure and breathing rote
Incraass &0 that more oxXygen can be
delivered more qulckly throughout ywour
body. Functions that aren't needed in
6 Emergency —iiuch ag Jdigestion, sex
drive and aven your IMmung Syalam —
are evenlually suppressed. Meanwhile,
stress hormones that help dull pain and
sharpen your senses are released.
Hlood vessels constrict and clotiing fac-
wors increase [0 slow bleeding In chse
You are wounded,

An animal fleeing & prodator, & #ol-
dier at war or a mother fleeing a burning
house with her child all beneflit from the
fact that the body. under stress, pe-
sponds by giving your muscles, your
heart and your lungs an added boost to
help you Mes o ght for your life. [de-
nlly, this stress response |8 turned on lor
m short thime, just long enough o get you
out of danger.

The problem is, il doesn't take much
to switch on the SireEs responie. Worry-
Ing about & job deadline or flghting with
your apouse can both trigger 1t If you're
good at coping with stress, then your
sBlress response will eventually turn off.

But unremitting stress—in & person
who can't shed it=leaves the stress re-
sponse in the “on™ positlon. All those
chamges that protect you In & moment of
crisiz suddenly turn on ¥ou. MNow you're
just n person with unregulated blood
zugar, high blood pressure, blood clots, a
depressed sex drive and an nmune sys-
temn buckling under all the strain.

It sounds o lot like getilng old,

Mensuring Stress

Though many pesple conslder stress
an amorphous psycholegical concept, its
cumulative physiological effect can netii-
ally be measured. A complex [ormula
that involves blood pressure, cholos-
tarol, the varfiability of a person’s heart
rate and stress-hormoene levels (Inelud-
Ing cortisol, nerepinephrine, epineph-
rine and DHEA-5), as well as a peraon‘s
walst-to-hip ratio, all add up (o some-
thing called the “allostatic lomd,™ In
studies, & high allestatle load was
highily FTEHI:!I.IN of mortality and sig-
naled rlak for heart dissase, mental de-
cline and ociher problems.

Unfortunately, thers's no way for the
lwrlﬁl' parson o get a rending of his or
her allostatic load, Scientisis ab Fock-
efeller University Inm Naw York, which
has led resenrch on the concept, have
¥el (¢ lind & corporale sponsor IRboE-
utm:hu: l.rlanull'\:rrmgbthls Important re-
zearch tool 50 It can be used
and thelr doctors. gt

But even without o high-tech men-
surement af our stress burden, most peos
rle are wall aware of the stress In thelr
ives. We do know that poor, less-edu.
cated people tend to have a higher allo-
statlc  load than  highly educated,
wealthy ones, People who are sleep de-
Prived or who don't exercise tend o
have higher allostatic loads than those
with good sleep and exercise hablis. Peo-
ple who have strong social and family
relatlonships tend to have a lower allo-
statle load than loners.
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Toe get an ldea of how workplace
siress can have long-term effects on
health and aging, consider the Whiltes
hall studies. A series of studies of Brit-
ish civil-service workers while MAargn-
ret Thatcher was ime minister and
her administration was pushlng aggres-
sively to privatize government [umc-
tlons, In one government department.
scientists found notable increases in
Body-fmass Index, cholesterol, stroke in-
cldent nnd naed [or sléesp Among Lhe
workers there. The employess with the
most authority and power posted the
lowest blood:-pressure rates, while low-
level warkers, who lacked power and
feared most for thelr Job security under
privatization, posted the highest bloods
Pressure rates,

“If you feel you're In control, you do &
lol betier than If you lack control,” says
FRockefeller neurcendocrinologiat Bruce
MeEwan, an expart on eilostatic load and
author of "The End of Streas as We Know
1e." He adds: “If you lack control, this
lends to belng stressed out.™

Another study shows that chronle
stress increased risk for catching a
cold, One Carnegle Mellon Unlversloy

tudy surveyed 300 volunteers about

:,_":“_ and then lnjected them with &
eold virus. The people who had reported
litile ehronic stress didn't get sick—

L i el et il

‘Connectedness in
old age,” a doctor
says. ‘is enormouwsly
important’

thelr immune systems battled the vires,
But wvolunieers who had reporied
ehronle stress that lasted for o month or
longer—such &8s unemploymant or [Em-
Iy erlale—rall 100,

And In B ferles of stress studles by
German researchers, volunleesrs wers
asked o perform the stressful double
whammy of public speaking while perform-
Ing difficult math problems. Investigntors
toeok anlivm samples each day o measure
levels of the siress hormone cortlsol.

Inttimlly, the task caused everyone Lo
show signs of stress. But most of the men
began o relax by the sscond day mnd
thelr stress hormones levelad off as well.

But about one-third of the men, Asrvous
about publle speaking and plagued by
low selfl-confidence, continued to post
high cortisel levels, High cortisol levels
have been lnked with diabetes, heart dla-
anse and even obesily.

The Price of Being Alone

One reason succezsful agers may b
better at handiing stresa |2 that they tend
to have a lol of social support. Successful
agers ire not loners. People who age well

tend to be close 0o exténdsd Iamlly and
have o strong network of [rlends and so-
clal relationships. Marriage In particular
?lﬂt!ﬂl.l men from the perils of aging.
Among women, it deesn't aeem (o mat-
tar il thay are morried o
they have other close relationships.)

The Importance of family life and so-
clal relatlonships on physical health has
been shown conaistently In both animal
mand huwman st . For instance, In &
series of ral studies, baby rats that were
handied briefly in  inl Cy (TS
fewer stress hormones In adultheod than
ruis that were neglected.

In primate studies. relationships also
make a difference in the gunllty of old
age. "One of the crapplest positions wai
ean gel lave In lifes i3 1o ba an old baboon
In o troupe where you were once a young
baboon.” says Dr. Sapolsky of Stanfopd.
The reason! Baboons, particularly highs
ranking ones, spend thelr llves terroriz-
ing those with lower rankings. But rank-
ings slide. Powerful baboons get old,
and the yeung baboons they once terror-
lzed esventumlly end up in a position to
B2l revenge.

But there Is one subset of male ba-
boons that escapes the stcess of old age.
Thess are the animals that spent thelr
middle age establishing close relation-
ships with the females in the troupe. Late
in life, theses baboons get harassed just as
much as any other bal + bt they stick
arournd anrww. because they've gol a
network of nice, female baboons that
Eeep Lhem company. groem them and gen-
arally met ms o bufler agninst what would
otherwise be o mizerable life.

“Connectedness ln old age s enor:
mously lmportant,” Dr. Sapolsky says.

The zsame (hing that helps baboons
age successfully mlso helps humans.
Study alter study has shown Dhat relation-
ships make an imporiant difference in
the abllity to achieve old age. Even cente-
narians, who have praity much cutlived
most gveryons they know, have a history
of strong =ocial relationships.

Signifllcantly, itisn't the practiical sup-
port of relationahips—having somekody
to opok for you, Instanece, oF drive you
to a dector's appolntment—that seemas (o
make the most difference.

The MocArthur Foundation study,
which evaluated 4,000 older people from
Massachusetts, Morth Carelina and Con-
necticut, fecused on the ene-thilrd of the
Eroup that had the highest mental and
physical function at the outsel, He-
searchers then followed up with them ot
three and eight years into the study. As
It turned out, whether or not the study
subjects had & high (requency of simo-
tional support—menning they spoke
and met often with famlly and friends —
wid A powerful predictor of who in the
®roup @nded up iImproving thele physi-
cal function over time. Having friends
and family In your lile Increases the
likellbood that you will get out more,
keep moving nnd actually Improve with
mge, rather than declines.
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Think Happy Thoughts

Personality tralts such as optimism.
adaptakility and a willingness to try new
things alse seem to be lnked to better
aging. This becama apparent in the Nun
study, which for three decades has col-
lected data from the School Sisters of
motre Dame Uving In Mankato, Minn,, as
well as elsewhere in the Midwest, East
and south.

The study |5 important because exten-
aive family, medical apd soclal history
[rom the nuns is avetlable, The goal of
e Mun Stwdy 15 to determine the
causes and prevention al Alzheimer's
disense and other brain diseases, as
witll @5 the mental and physical disabil-
ity associated with old age

Among many notabie Andings has
been & sludy of handwritten autobiogra-
phies lrum 150 nuns, who wrote them, on
average. il the age of 212 The wrilings
were scored for emotlonal content ard
compared wilh survival rates from the
wge of 76 to 55, What researchers notioed
I3 Lhal the muns who wrote with the most
positive attiluwde al a very young -ﬂ.ﬁ'l':
were 2% times more lksly to be alive in
late life tham the sisters wiv came
across with & moie negative point of
view at o young age.

What's notable abuoul e Nun Stucy,
is that no much In theae worsen's ves 15
the sume—the fomd they eal, Cie gualily
of medieal eare they receive, Uhe [ife they
lead —and thot's why the dillerences wre
sa striking, Consistently, the puns who
age wall are those with distinct persopal-
ity trasts guch a3 a sense of humos and
adaptamiiity, Many of these nuns si.01 de-
veloped {lineazes and health problems as-
sociated with aging — but these who aged
the most succesafully were those who
adaptad to ench new challenge, Including
illness or disability.

“Evarpone oxperiences normal day-lo-
diy stress, and we all have the same
physiological response in terms of higher
blosd pressure and higher stress hor-
mones,” gays Davil Snewdan, the Univer-
&ty af Kentucky newralagy prafessor whe
fximced the Nun Study, “But because of
their pagitlve cutlock, cur susplcion s
that [the sisters who have nged well] can
come haek down o their bancline lewal
Guicker ThP'!.: didn’t grind on  thelr
stress. They had their stress response,
and they gol over it."

Mental Decline

The Num Study and others have also
laught us that managing stress may be
particularly importast in staving off men-
tal declime.

Condider what happens to ths brain
during tirmes of strass, For about the fr=t
a0 minutes of a stressful evont, the body
boosts glucose delivery to the braln, The
short-term effect of this is that senses
&re sharpened and memery ig improved,
But if the stress |asts lomger, the bedy
caleulales that all that extra gluccee is
probably more argently needed by mus
cles engiged in fighting or feeing, And
=0, even if you are actually just sitting in
8 chair stressing out over & job deadline
and you really want that extra brain.
power, the by shifts gears anyway and
stress hormones begin to Inhibit glucese
delivery to the brain.

The Impact of this 15 readily apparent
In the hippocampus. the part of the brein
associaled with memory and learming.
Stress bormones not anly inhibit the de-
velapment of Aeurons in the hippocam.
pus, but they kill neurons 35 well.

The end result of all this carnage i= a
smaller hippocampus. Notably, sirokes,
long-teren depression and trauma can
ail shrink the hippocampos And, as
brain studies of the nuns afler their
deaths have shown, & smallar hippocam.

pus is also a tell-lake signal of Althe-
imer’s disease

This doesn’f mean thal everyone who
experiemces high stress will develop
Alcheimer's or that every person wilh
Alzheimer's developed the disease be-
cause of stress, But ényvone who has
fazed the stress of a family iliness, di-
vorce or job crisis krows how mentally
La.::l:.EF such a life event can be. And
oased on the science, it's increasingly
clear that the aging brain is not immune
to the damaging effects of stress.

What Do We Do Abhout IL?

Clearly, stress takes a significant
physical toll en our bodies. Complicating
matiers |s the fact that not only does
siress appear to accelerate aging, but
also the older we get, the longer it takes
for our bodies to turn off the stress re-
sponse. S0 while managing stress is im-
portant it any age, It"s absolutely eru-
clal as we get older.

S how do we do it?

The first step, of course, 15 b0 cover
ine basici—ear well, manage your
welght and exercise. Il you take care of
yoursell, you're essentially giving stress
Jess fo work with—a Realthy body 15 more
reslllentl against the onslaught of siress.

Bul that's aol endugn. Al some polnt in
life, ewveryone [aces chronic stress—
whelher 1% umcertainty ab work, in a mar-
riage or aboul hedlth. successiul agers
hare fnced e same SIOESSHrs a5 the rest
of us. They just have betler oping skills.
Thee good mews I8 Lhat the resl of us can
change and lear beller coplng sirateges.

W JEEK CONTROL WHEN TOU Cad. The [saue of
contiod—or the lack of IL=13 & common
theme among siess estarchers, S
ceaslul agers typically [eel In coalrd of
thelr day-te-day lves, but they don't fret
aboul laswes they can’t conirol. In his
book “Why Eebras Don't Ged Ulcers,” D
Sapolsky cites a nursing-home study in
which one group of resldents was given
far more contrel ever thelr dally [ves,
They were given responsibllity [or
menls, social activities and even carlng
for planty in thelr rooms. Soon, ihose
residenta became noticeably more ac-
tive, more engaged in social activities
and were generally happier. Death rates
among the residents given muaie Controd
were holl that of other residents during
the study period.

Aanimal studies show Lhat losing oun-
trol can alsc produce a poweriul physical
roqaction. In one experiment, rals are
taught to press a lever to avold a mild
shock. Memove the lever and the rat be-
comes highly stressed. Simply discon
nect ihe lever and the mt is less stresaed,

Even thouglk both mats are being shocked,
the rat with the nomenrking laver feels
more cenfrol ever the situation and pro-
duces fewer stress rmones than the rat
with mo lever at all.

The legson 15 that stress I8 easier to
rape with—and produces fewer physieal
#fecti— il we fesl A sense of contrel. Sa
while work stress |8 inevitahle, it's less
harmil If you can control varlous as-
pects of your day—such as when you toke
a lunch break or the type of projects you
Want to work on.

B INFORMATION CAN RELIEVE STRAESS Siress
doesn’t take a3 much of a foll if we can
predict it. Far instance, the nervous pub-
lic speakers loosenad up after a few days
of twe task. They knew what to expert,
and they were less siressed. Inrat stud-
jes, animals given fond on a predictahble

If you feel you're
in eontrol, you do

a lot better,’ says
one researcher

schedule pecome highly stressed when
ghven the same amount of food on a ran-
o schedisle.

‘Thee besson 15 to seek accurale mEorma-
tlun tn the face of & sressiul siuston, 1
you wre wortied about a job [ayolf and
umcertalnly at work, arm yoursell with
inforrealion akoul the Joo market and op-
partunitles elsewhere, IF you are faclng
caneer, mg-erm feers are certalo W
cause stnzss, bul you can minimize the
overall siress of (he llsess by learning
abowt treatmenls and side elfecis so you
ko whst fo expecl.

u KEIF FRIENDS AMD FAMILY CLOSE Baboons
that take part in social grooming have

Jower blood pressure. Deeast-caccer pa-
tients who join support groups have
lower stress-hormone levels, And the ner-
wvous public speakers bad lower blowd
pressure if they had a friend in the awdi-
ence. Study nfter study showa social sup-
port makes o measurable difference In
hom: we cope with stress and how we age.

m EXERCISE YOU HATE WOH'T HELF A3 MUCH A3
EXERCISE ¥OU LKE Exercisze s the salution
for pretty much every heallh problem,
but it especially makos sense in dealing
wilh siress. That's because the stress
response i nll about bojeting en=rgy Lo
the musclas, so using those muscles dur-
Ing exercisa |5 the obvious ouilet for
ralepsing siress.

But exercise, by definition, s a form
of stress, I you overdo i, you're not
helping yoursall, At the same time, find
tng sn exercise you like mot ooly will
Inrranse tha likelibood vou will stick with
it. hut ales may give you more bomefit
Studiss show that rats freely allowed Lo
trot an the exercise whasl hove lower
stress hommonsas Hut rats forced onts the
wheel are stressed by the expariance and
end up with & high stress response.

In terms of exercise and siress redue.
tlon, it's also important 10 kenow that
the benefits of exercise disappear al.
most overnight. “It's the exercise
you're doing now {hat's impaortant.” Dr.
EZpowden szys. “If you were a college
athlete, it's not going to do anything for
you in middle age.”

T good news is that It's never lon
late to reap the benefits of exercsing. In
fact, the oider you ars, the more immedi-
ate bensfit you get from exercise.

W GET MORE SLEER When you start Lo lose
sleep, yur body responds the way it al-
ways dees |n a crisis—it activates the
siress response. [t has been shown that
seep deprivation Increases allostatic
load. Study subjects whe get only four
hours of sleep for several nights had
higher nighttlme levels of cortisel and
blood  glucose—indicating higher allo-
static load, But let the participants slesp
10 to 12 hours & night and the allostatic
load élsappears.

m FICK AND CHODSE YOUR STRESE RELIER In
the end, everyone deals with stress apd
aging differently, Stress-management
clazses, meditation, massage, yoga, reli-
glous services=—all of them can relieve
stress in the right person and cause
stress in the wrong ome, A person with &
crnical outlook on life might fnd &
touchy-feely siress-management course
discomfiting, Few experiences are more
stressiul than teving to keep up with a
tast-paced aerobics class—but some peo-
ple love the experience,

Ewven successful agers differ accond-
Ing to how they handle their life experi-
ences,” Ur, Spowdon fays. “"IU's some-
lng Individuals have 0 manage them-
selvas, Tou know if you re in thouble.” I
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