
      
         	
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         
         
            

Praise for Enlightened Aging

            


            	
            “This uplifting account of what it takes to be prepared for an enlightened old age
               is a must-read for all of us. It translates scientific research on aging to useful
               advice on building the physical, mental, and emotional reserves to help us age as
               we most desire.”
            
 
            
            —Karen Davis, PhD, Eugene and Mildred Lipitz Professor; 
director, Rogert C. Lipitz Center For Integrated Health Care at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg
               School of Public Health
               
            

            

            
            	
            “We all share the same two goals for our personal end game—a long life and one that
               preserves our vitality until the end. Yet information on how to achieve those goals
               is cluttered, confusing, and replete with overhyped promises. Enlightened Aging: Building Resilience for a Long, Active Life cuts through the clutter and offers sound, evidence-based advice from a wise physician
               and geriatrician. Dr. Eric B. Larson offers no magic bullets, but he does present
               a wealth of common sense that will help you and your loved ones face the inevitable
               medical, social, and economic choices that come with aging. Spoiler alert: continued
               physical activity is the next best thing to that elusive magic bullet.” 
            

            	
            —Steven A. Schroeder, MD, distinguished professor of health and health care, University of California,
               San Francisco; former president 
and CEO, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
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      Foreword

      
         
         
         H. Gilbert Welch, MD

         
         
      

      
      When I first met Eric Larson, he was a lot older than me. He was a professor of medicine
         at the University of Washington. I had just finished my residency at the University
         of Utah and had been hired on as his research assistant. That’s a big gap.
      

      
      Nearly thirty years have passed since then. Now Eric is a hell of a lot older than
         me. He’s in his seventies; I’m still thirty. As you might imagine, confabulation is
         one of my cognitive issues; I can’t remember the others.
      

      
      Maybe that’s why Eric wanted me to read Enlightened Aging—particularly the chapter on acceptance.
      

      
      Aging has been a constant of human experience over the millennia. What’s changed is
         the number of people recommending things that you should do about it. Or, more precisely,
         things you should purchase for it. The messaging is everywhere: take a medicine, buy
         some supplements, apply a cream or magnetic field, make appointments to see any number
         of traditional or alternative health care providers, get tested for x, y, and z. In fact, get tested for anything you can be tested for.
      

      
      But, as you will see, the path to healthy aging is not centered on the consumption
         of health care services. The path is instead centered on developing the ability to
         adapt to changing circumstances—the ability to bounce back from an illness, injury,
         loss, or any other setback. In a word, resilience. Don’t be fooled by the ads. You don’t procure resilience; you build it.
      

      
      That’s what this book is about.

      
      It begins with what Eric calls proactivity. You might think this is a call to avoid
         inactivity, but that comes later. Instead, it’s a call to avoid passivity—particularly
         when it comes to health care decision making. Get engaged. Get informed. Recognize
         the strong forces promoting more health care. And recognize that more health care
         is not necessarily better for you. Develop a little healthy skepticism about health
         information and make decisions that are right for you. You need to take charge.
      

      
      The book ends with how to fill three reservoirs: your mental, physical, and social
         reserves. Think of this as filling a savings account—or filling the woodshed for the
         impending winter. You want to have a little excess capacity; having reserves is critical
         to adapting to the changing circumstances that accompany aging. So keep learning new
         things, keep moving, and keep connecting with others. It doesn’t have to be complicated.
         An engaging conversation during a brisk walk (preferably on uneven surfaces) with
         a close friend can do the trick.
      

      
      In between, Eric explores the importance of acceptance. This is the chapter I most
         needed to read. (Eric, born in 1946, is on the leading edge of the baby-boom generation.
         I’m near the end of it.) You don’t need to dwell on aging, but don’t deny it either.
         That’s a recipe for disappointment, discouragement, and unhappiness. Eric accepts
         he’s not going to climb Mount Rainer again, but he has discovered other ways to meet
         his love for challenging outdoor activities. I’ve never climbed Rainer (or anything
         close to the nine thousand feet of vertical gain). But I love the outdoors too and
         see the value of moderating my view of what constitutes challenging physical activity.
      

      
      Acceptance of aging calls for more broad-based moderation: how many tasks we expect
         to do in a day, how many people we need to see, how much to cram into our schedules.
         In short, moderating our expectations. Ironically, this may be central to our happiness
         (and, in turn, our health). How we feel about experiences has something to do with
         what we expected in the first place. While there is certainly a case for having high
         expectations (particularly for the young), I believe there is also a case for lowering
         expectations. The reason is simple: high expectations are hard to meet, and lowering
         expectations makes successes more possible. Of course, there’s a balance: challenge
         yourself, but make sure the challenge is adjusted for age. Avoid the attendant downsides
         of high expectations—disappointment, discouragement, and unhappiness.
      

      
      One more thing to accept: There are no guarantees in life (except death). You can
         be proactive, have your reserves overflowing, and still experience an event you can’t
         bounce back from. In other words, good people doing all the right things nevertheless
         may experience bad events. This book is not about guarantees; it’s about how to stack
         the odds in your favor.
      

      
      Eric is well placed to write about these issues. He started thinking about aging when
         he was young. In 1986, he took the idea of a cancer registry and applied it to patients
         with Alzheimer’s disease—well before the disease was the focus of public (and even
         medical) attention. The Alzheimer’s Disease Patient Registry established how variable
         the disease was in different patients and began to explain why some patients progress
         more slowly than others. He then took the idea of the Framingham Heart Study (a population-based
         cohort exploring the risk factors for heart disease) and applied it to community-dwelling
         older adults to learn about the risk factors for developing Alzheimer’s Disease. In
         the ensuing pages, you learn a lot more about the Adult Changes in Thought (ACT) study.
      

      
      And Eric’s expertise goes well beyond cognition. He is a practicing general internist—that’s
         a primary care doctor for adults. He understands the other challenges that can accompany
         aging, things like heart disease, cancer, arthritis, and depression. He’s also an
         administrator, a teacher, and a research mentor. He taught me how to do research,
         how to write, and how to be understood by others. I am indebted to him.
      

      
      That’s why I wrote this foreword.

      
      That and the fact I knew I was aging and needed to read the book. Maybe you should
         too.
      

      
      —H. Gilbert Welch, MD, professor of medicine, 
Dartmouth Institute for Health Policy and Clinical Practice
      

      
      
   
      Introduction

      
         
         
         Why “Enlightened” Aging? And Why Now?

         
         
      

      
      As a physician-scientist, I have wanted to publish a book for mainstream audiences
         about our discoveries in healthy aging for a long time. And now that this project
         has come to fruition, I realize our timing could not have been better. What a unique
         era this is! Peak numbers of baby boomers are starting their retirement years just
         in time to benefit from the emerging science of healthy aging. Never before have so
         many people lived to be ninety, ninety-five, or one hundred years old. And never before
         have so many people in late middle age had the chance to learn so much about growing
         old from their elderly parents’ experience. If ever there was a time to become enlightened
         about our prospects for a healthy old age, it is now.
      

      
      These lessons come with great urgency—especially considering the huge demographic
         wave that is already sweeping our nation. This force will only become more powerful
         with time. The U.S. Census Bureau predicts that the population aged sixty-five to
         eighty-nine will double between 2010 and 2050. Meanwhile, the number of people ninety
         and over will more than quadruple.[1]  
      

      
      The implications of this shift are unknown because nothing like this has ever occurred
         before. Most forecasters are beset with worry and expect unprecedented difficulties
         for societies and individuals. But I hold a different view. Mine is optimistic, based
         on many factors. One is my experience studying and caring for thousands of elderly
         people who embrace aging with resilience and equanimity. The other is faith in my
         own generation and its proclivity for activism, problem solving, and community building
         in the face of any number of challenges. Add to this our growing scientific understanding
         of how to prevent or postpone age-related illness and disability, and I see that boomers
         have many reasons to expect a better experience of aging than their parents’ generation
         had.
      

      
      Of course, I haven’t always had this optimistic view of aging. In fact, when I took
         my first foray into geriatrics research in 1978, this whole business seemed rather
         mysterious (albeit fascinating) to me. I had been hired as medical director of the
         new University of Washington (UW) Geriatric and Family Services Clinic, founded by
         psychiatrist Burton Reifler. It was a dynamic time for the field as we were just beginning
         to realize the significant effects that various forms of dementia—and Alzheimer’s
         disease in particular—would soon have on our aging society. There were lots of “firsts.”
         For example, the husbands of two of our original patients established the first self-help
         group for caregivers of people with dementia, a movement that eventually led to the
         formation of the national Alzheimer’s Association.
      

      
      We were also discovering just how much we had to learn. I had recently completed a
         chief residency in internal medicine at UW Medical Center and felt rather confident
         in my knowledge and abilities. But in our newly formed clinic, I was quickly humbled
         by what I didn’t know. This awareness drove me to the library, where I read everything
         I could find about the scientific underpinnings of gerontology and geriatrics. But
         in working with patients and families, I realized most of what I had learned in medical
         school, in my training, and from the journals didn’t correspond to what we were finding
         in clinical experience. So we began to collect observational data and publish scientific
         papers about our findings. This led to research grants, launching our careers in research
         on aging.
      

      
      Fortunately, I had been part of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s Clinical Scholars
         Program, which included training in the science of epidemiology at UW’s School of
         Public Health and Community Medicine. Our focus included chronic disease epidemiology—that
         is, the study of long-term conditions that predominantly affect older people. One
         key lesson was the importance of studying chronic diseases as they occur in general
         populations rather than studying them only among people who have been referred to
         specialty clinics for care of specific conditions. This helped me understand the gaps
         in my education to date. My training had been based on research in specialized, referral
         populations—mostly in younger people with rare conditions, not the kind of people
         we were seeing in our newly formed clinic. Previous findings didn’t reflect most people’s
         experience with Alzheimer’s disease and other dementias. Going forward, we could look
         for opportunities to fill this breach.
      

      
      With this background, my colleagues and I received an award from the National Institute
         on Aging (NIA) to develop an Alzheimer’s disease patient registry—the kind of resource
         cancer researchers have long used for systematically collecting data among larger,
         more generalizable populations. Our partner would be Group Health Cooperative, a large
         Seattle-based health plan that provided comprehensive health care and coverage for
         hundreds of thousands of people in Western Washington. With access to Group Health
         members’ medical records and other data, we would be able to capture nearly 100 percent
         of each study participant’s care experience. This would give us a better window into
         how large, broad-based populations were experiencing dementia and other age-related
         conditions.
      

      
      NIA awarded our first grant for the UW/Group Health Alzheimer’s Disease Patient Registry
         (ADPR) in 1986 and has continued to support our research ever since, including our
         future work through 2020. With these funds we developed the Adult Changes in Thought
         (ACT) study, one of the longest-running community-based studies of Alzheimer’s disease
         dementia, memory, and thinking. The longitudinal nature of the study, funded for more
         than twenty years, has resulted in a unique resource for studying large numbers of
         people aging to eighty-five, ninety, and beyond.
      

      
      Because our work is embedded in a real-world population, many of our discoveries have
         been quite practical—the kind of knowledge people can use in their everyday lives
         to prevent illness, care for age-related conditions, and build resilience for a long,
         active life. That’s what motivated me to write this book. I want to share our discoveries—along
         with other important scientific findings—to help people everywhere improve their health
         and prepare for the changes that aging brings. But of course, knowledge alone is not
         enough for “enlightened” aging. We must also have the foresight and wisdom to act
         on what we know. I hope this book will provide you with the inspiration to do just
         that.
      

      
      In the pages ahead, you’ll have a chance to read about many of these amazing people—as
         well as several of my own friends, relatives, and colleagues who have generously shared
         their stories with us. To protect their privacy, we have changed many of their names
         and a few identifying details. Still, I trust that their generous participation in
         this project will inspire you as much as their strength and spirit have inspired me.
      

      
      —Eric B. Larson, MD
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1.   Wan He and Mark N. Muenchrath, “90+ in the United States: 2006–2008,” U.S. Census
                  Bureau, American Community Survey Reports ACS-17, November 2011, 2.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 1

      Welcome to the Age of Enlightenment

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      The year was 2006, and phones at our research center were ringing nonstop. Journalists
         from around the world were calling to confirm the news: we had identified a key factor
         in staving off some of the most feared conditions of aging—Alzheimer’s disease and
         related dementias.
      

      
      The discovery had been a long time coming. Human beings have been looking for an answer
         to age-related brain dysfunction since before Ponce de Leon scoured the New World
         looking for the elusive Fountain of Youth.
      

      
      But our findings had nothing to do with healing waters. We weren’t even offering a
         pill. Our solution: regular exercise for at least fifteen minutes, three times a week.[1]  
      

      
      “That’s it? Fifteen minutes? Three times a week?” The TV news producer sounded skeptical.

      
      “More activity is better,” I told her. “But our study of seniors showed that even
         small amounts make a difference. And we found that the more frail a person is, the
         more he or she may benefit from exercise.”
      

      
      “So can we interview one of your study participants on Monday?” she asked.

      
      “No problem,” I said. “I’ll introduce you to Evangeline Shuler.”

      
      “Van,” as her friends and family called her, was a delightful one-hundred-year-old
         who visited our research clinic every two years for checkups. She cheerfully submitted
         to our study assessments, nailing each challenge we gave her—from memory quizzes to
         balancing acts to tests of muscle strength and reaction time. Always smiling and sociable
         with the study team, she was the perfect ambassador for our research. I asked one
         of our staff to give her a call.
      

      
      But there was a problem. “That sounds like something I’d like to do,” said Van, who
         always seemed up for an adventure. “But I’ll be in Buenos Aires on Monday. I’m going
         to the annual tango festival!”
      

      
      Intrigued, the news crew changed their schedule to meet Van at our clinic that afternoon.
         She arrived via her usual mode: traveling alone by city bus. Once there, she was happy
         to answer all the reporters’ questions. Then she donned her dancing shoes and demonstrated
         her favorite moves for the television cameras.
      

      
      Remarkably, Evangeline Shuler lived another seven years after that interview. But perhaps even more impressive than her longevity was the
         way she had lived. From her young adulthood as a social worker among poor immigrants
         in Chicago’s famous Hull House to her postretirement volunteer service with the Salvation
         Army in Seattle decades later, she dedicated her life to others.
      

      
      Late into her years, Van remained doggedly independent, living in a downtown high-rise
         near Seattle’s famous Space Needle. From there, she could walk to weekly dances the
         city sponsored for seniors at Seattle Center. But because that was not enough socializing
         for her, she also rode the bus to other senior dances in the suburbs.
      

      
      A former Peace Corps volunteer, Van loved to travel. She logged 114 tours with the
         adventure company Road Scholar, formerly known as Elderhostel. River cruises in foreign
         lands were her favorite. Her daughter Lynn Chalmers recalls watching her pack mosquito
         netting for her trip down the Amazon River. “She wanted to be out on the deck—not
         inside. She had this wonderful curiosity. She would enmesh herself in the scenery
         or whatever the guides were talking about.”[2]  
      

      
      Lynn observed her mother’s optimism and resilience through good times and bad. “She
         lost many people as she grew so old. But this was her secret: make new friends!” Van
         had a knack for initiating conversations, getting people to talk about themselves,
         Lynn explained. “People thought the world of her because they were able to tell her
         their own stories.”
      

      
      Van’s willful adaptability served her well even as her vision diminished with age.
         Once an avid reader, she switched to books on tape when she could no longer read.
         Her favorite literature? Biographies, of course. Van never tired of listening to the
         life stories of others.
      

      
      Eventually, her blindness made living alone impossible. So when she was 102, Lynn
         and her partner, Bill, invited Van to live with them. Like nearly every elderly person
         I’ve met, Van did not want “to be a burden” to her family. And to hear Lynn tell it,
         she was not.
      

      
      “We wanted her to be with us,” said Lynn. She traveled with the couple to Bill’s veterans
         group reunions. “She was a hit,” Lynn remembers. She would strike up conversations
         with those around her. “Everybody remarked on her age, and they wanted to dance with
         her.”
      

      
      Maybe that’s because they saw Van as a role model. She was active and joyful, surrounded
         by friends and family, savoring life until the very end.
      

      
      Last Lessons from the Greatest Generation

      
      Examining Evangeline Shuler’s life raises the question, how do some people achieve
         this level of contentment and vitality as they live into very old age?
      

      
      Although Van was extraordinary, she’s among many very old people I’ve known who kept
         moving, learning, and connecting with others despite their advanced age. I have met
         dozens of patients and research subjects in their tenth and eleventh decades who continued
         to travel, play music, ski, attend church, raise horses, learn new computer programs,
         host parties, or take on other life-affirming activities right up until weeks before
         they died. At first glance, you might think they lived “charmed lives”; everything
         went their way. But dig deeper and you hear about the losses and setbacks common to
         most people. Van’s husband, for example, died at age sixty. Others lost children,
         some tragically. Many survived war, accidents, job losses, and other misfortunes.
         And yet they continued to thrive years beyond expectation, drawing universal admiration—and
         for me, they’re a source of wonder.
      

      
      What makes such long, active lives possible? Is it genetics? Good luck? Healthy habits?
         A great attitude? A combination of all these things? This question is important on
         a personal level. As individuals, we want to make all our days as happy and fruitful
         as possible. And
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