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A Note to Readers


Each of the one hundred entries presented here is based on the research conclusions of scientists studying the lives and habits of people in their fifties, sixties, seventies, eighties, and above. Each entry contains a key research conclusion complemented by advice, together with an example that illustrates the conclusion. The research conclusions I present in each entry are based on a meta-analysis of research, which means that each conclusion has been derived from the work of multiple researchers studying the same topic. To enable the reader to find further information on each topic, I have included in each entry a reference to a supporting study. And at the end of the book I have provided a list of sources on happiness over the course of a lifetime.








Introduction


Thinking About Your Future




Nearing retirement after three decades of teaching elementary school students in Ohio, Cathy Martin was thinking a lot about her future. She thought about her plans and priorities for the next phase of her lifewhere she would live, whether she should work part-time, and where she might travel.


And, to the disappointment of a number of her fifth-grade students no doubt, her thoughts led her to what seemed an interesting and valuable essay assignment. What, she wondered, did her students imagine for their lives when they were in their fifties, sixties, and beyond? Cathy thought the idea of looking many decades ahead in their lives would interest her students and encourage them to think about how their education would contribute to their futures.


In reading the essays, Cathy learned a number of things. One thing is that almost everybody is convinced we will have some kind of spaceship car that doesnt need wheels and just flies wherever you want to go, Cathy reports.


The second thing is how much they focused on the action of life. They wrote less about having terrific accomplishments and more about actually doing something terrific. They wrote less about having a stack of money and more about having fun. They wrote less about wanting to have an easy life and more about wanting to have what you might call a full life.


We adults live our lives with starts and stops, Cathy says. We start working, we stop working, we start something else. Instead of seeing lots of endings and beginnings, the students saw continuation. They saw a far-off tomorrow as a continuation of today. Nobody wrote about stopping what they wanted to do. Nobody wrote about doing things they didnt think were valuable.


And the students, in writing about the far-off future, were future oriented even about that subject. They had plans for moremore action, more achievements, more life, she says. They live in a world where a seventy-seven-year-old man has been an astronaut. They dont see fifty or sixty or seventy as the end of anything at all.


Cathy noticed an absence of negatives in their essays as well: Nobody focused on disappointments or grudges. And, fortunately, nobody foresaw themselves fifty years later lamenting all the essays their fifth-grade teacher made them write.


Cathy took away a lot from the perspective of her students. They see themselves as hopeful, excitable, forward looking, and taking action, Cathy says. They were without dread, without lament, without surrender. And even if they are a bit unrealistic about life, isnt that a wonderful way to approach getting older?


Cathy resolved to take those lessons to heart, especially as she examined her attitude toward whats next in her own life: I see my future now more as a step forward instead of a whole new beginning. And I hope I can live up to the expectations of my students for their future livesexcept for the part about the space cars.


And in many ways, Cathys lessons from her students echo some of the most significant research conclusions scientists have drawn regarding happiness over the course of a lifetime. As I conducted the research for 100 Simple Secrets of the Best Half of Life, reading studies about the habits and practices that contribute to a satisfying life, I found many examples of the great importance of attitudes, perspectives, and a willingness to act. Each entry in 100 Simple Secrets of the Best Half of Life presents a core research conclusion, an example of the conclusion, and the basic advice experts recommend. I share these findings here for Cathy and for all of you, so that you can use the best scientific information we have to thrive in the best half of your life.












1


Happiness Is Not an Accident





We have strategies for most things in our livesfrom work, to games, to how to get home from town two minutes faster. But we leave some of the most important parts of our lives, like our happiness, to chance. Happiness is not like height; you dont just get a certain amount and then have to live with it. Happiness can be improvedif you know what you are doing and what you are not doing, and you care to change.





For Patrick, it started with a request from a neighbor. The neighbor had played the part of Santa Claus for several years, creating a tradition of a visit from Santa to all the children in the neighborhood. But one year, Santa had a cold and asked whether Patrick could take over for him that day.


Patrick donned the suit and passed out candy canes and good wishes to all the neighborhood children, calling them each by name and convincing them he was for real. When I put on the suit, I actually felt like Santa Claus, Patrick says. It was a truly magical feeling.


When the old Santa saw how much Patrick enjoyed the job, he told Patrick he would be happy to let him take over. Patrick saw the potential for sharing some joy with others and expanded the reach of his duties from his neighborhood to area hospitals. Sick children would light up when they saw me, Patrick recalls. I would sit with them, and they would smile from ear to ear. It was such an honor to be able to bring them a good feeling like that.


Over the years the Santa suit wore out and Patrick upgraded to a top-of-the-line modelthe kind they use at the really good malls, he explains.


Patrick has been playing Santa for so long now that hes beginning to see the children of the children he saw as Santa when he first started out. But Patrick has no plans to find a new man for the suit. Santa never retires, he says.






Researchers found that the majority of the subjects they studied were not able to identify anything they had done recently to try to increase their happiness or life satisfaction.


Frijters 2000












2


You Must Approve of Yourself




You can make the best plans in the world for your life. But no action, no accomplishment, no outcome will offer you ultimate fulfillment. You must offer yourself complete, unconditional approval, regardless of whatever takes place in your life.





Two of Freddy Johnsons good friends have gone on to become famous and well-paid head coaches in professional and college basketball. Freddy coaches boys high school basketball on a far smaller stage, for a far smaller paycheck.


Far from being jealous of his friends or disappointed in himself, Freddy celebrates their successes and his own. He saves newspaper clippings about his old friends and keeps them in his office for the players he coaches and his visitors to see.


And Freddy never doubts the value of having spent almost three decades teaching and coaching the game. Its amazing where some of the guys I know are now, he says. But Im happy where I am, too. I wouldnt trade it for the world. Freddy has coached teams that have won more than six hundred games and a half dozen state titles.


Freddys fellow high school coaches admire his willingness to keeping learning. He never stops soaking up basketball knowledge, says one colleague. Theres always a game to watch somewhere, another insight to be gained. But most of all, his peers admire his willingness to surround himself with good people. As the colleague puts it, Head coaches always want to be the dominant force on their team. No one else should know as much as they do. No one else should question decisions that are made. But Freddy seeks to be around the best assistants in the game because he has the self-confidence to surround himself with talented people and to take their success as something he, too, can be proud of.





Those who considered themselves a success were 25 percent less likely to feel anxious about their lives, 14 percent less likely to be selfish, and 45 percent more likely to say they enjoyed their lives.


Chamberlain and Haaga 2001
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Keep Going




Its hard to get much done one little step at a time. But its impossible to get anything significant accomplished without going one little step at a time. The capacity to continue, to move forward despite obstacles, becomes even more important as we age. Even though there may not be projects at work or deadlines to face, the need to fight through obstacles and move toward your desired outcome serves every part of your life.




Just out of medical school, Dr. Robert Lopatin was working hundred-hour weeks as a first-year medical resident. Unlike other residents, who often drew skeptical looks from patients wondering if the residents were really old enough to be doctors, Robert seemed to inspire a calm confidence. In fact, not a single patient questioned whether he was old enough be a doctor.


It could have had something to do with the fact that he was fifty-five years old.


As a boy, Robert had imagined himself as a doctor. But when he was in school his father asked him to join him in a new clothing business he was starting. And for almost three decades, Robert dedicated himself to the business.


But when his father sold the business to a competitor, the newly unemployed Robert knew exactly what he wanted to do with his time: go back to school. After trying several areas of study, he realized that his desire to be a doctor was still as strong as it had been when he was a boy.


At age fifty-one Robert began studying at the Albert Einstein College of Medicine in New York City. He was older than most of his professors. He was even older than the school itself. But he felt completely at ease. It took a lot of imagination to do it, but once I undertook it, it just felt so right, he says. I felt I was home again.


Dr. Lopatin now practices in New York. And he encourages others to keep going, even if they didnt quite get where they were heading when they were younger: When youre older, once you do make a commitment to something, theres more purposefulness and theres more joy.





People in their sixties and beyond who had a long-term plan to accomplish something were 31 percent more likely to report that they enjoyed their lives.


Wallace, Bisconti, and Bergeman 2001
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Try Something New




We are often leery of new thingswhether theyre as important as a new job or a new direction in life, or as trivial as a new product in the supermarketbecause we are comfortable with the old and familiar. Give yourself a chance to try new things. They wont always be what you want, but its unlikely they wont ever be what you want.




Lisa knows its not the typical path. Most people, when they graduate from high school, dont ever want to come back, she says. Instead, the sixty-something mother and grandmother decided to return to high school, as a substitute teacher, four decades after she graduated. Substitute teaching was just the thing to give her some variety in her life while still leaving her with free time.


Lisa says she likes the idea that every day is a little different and holds something new. And I feel needed, she adds. I fill a void. Its my contribution to the world.


Interacting with different generations also is energizing for her: I really like young people. They give me a fresh outlook. I like to do anything the students do. In math, which is not my strongest subject, I have great respect for their knowledge. And I learn new things in the process. Its exercise for my brain, and its a joy.


I think Im a student at heart. I have an insatiable quest for knowledge, reviewing what I studied years ago and learning new material and then teaching it. Its a great way to learn.


Sometimes when I get home from school my friends ask, When are you going to stop that foolishness? But its not foolishness. Its fun.



Those over fifty who showed a high degree of resistance to change were 26 percent less likely to feel optimistic about their futures.


Caughlin and Golish 2002
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You Still Are Who You Were




Pick up an article about advertising and demographics, and you will learn that to some industries, the only people who matter are no older than forty, or thirty, or even twenty-five. There is no shortage of cultural bellwethers suggesting that we are most interesting and useful when we are young. Its almost as if we come with an expiration date for cultural relevance. As arbitrary as these notions are, we can arm ourselves with the best defense possible against feeling out-of-date. In truth, we are every age weve ever been. We have all the experiences of a forty-year-old, a thirty-year-old, a twenty-five-year-old within us. Let yourself think about all that youve known and done, and, far from feeling out-of-date, you will feel even better about who you are today.





She had spent her career in education, teaching and eventually serving as a principal. In her spare time she had served countless community groups, from the Boy Scouts to Habitat for Humanity. But Rebecca Adams felt she could do more for her community.


Shed never done anything like it before, but at the age of fifty-seven, Rebecca decided she wanted to run for city council in her hometown of Chesapeake, Virginia.


Against the advice of local political experts, she entered the field of fifteen candidates, all seeking one seat. Nobody out and out said, Youre too old, she recalls, but people said things like Is this really what you want to do with your time and energy at this point? And I said yes.


People think you should slow down when youre staring sixty in the face. But you dont have to slow down if you dont spend your time thinking about turning sixty. We all have the same 10,080 minutes in a week, Rebecca says. We can spend them worrying about getting old, or we can do something more productive with them.


Though she very much wanted to win the election and serve her city, her expectations were modest. I honestly thought I would finish seventh or eighth, Rebecca says.


She ran her campaign with no experience and little money but with lots of hard work. And she won. Now, with a seat on the city council, she has her mind firmly focused in one direction. Weve got to decide what we want to look like in the future, Rebecca says, referring both to her hometown and to its people.



Those who strongly identified with their current age be came 2 percent less satisfied with their lives with every passing year, while those who infrequently thought in terms of their age showed no such negative trend.


Reis-Bergan et al. 2000
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Happy Looks for Happy




If you are convinced that things are bad, you will notice many unpleasant things and unpleasant people. If you are convinced that things are good, you will notice many pleasant things and pleasant people. Understand that every one of us selectively perceives the world around us. We see far too many things every time we step outside the door to focus on all of them. You can get all the supporting evidence you want, regardless of whether you start today determined to think the worst of the world or determined to think the best.





The breeze comes in softly as the sun sets. Chris looks out, and as far as the eye can see stretches the calm blue ocean. In the distance, ships passing miles out from the coast come into view. Chris works at a Florida lighthouse. He knows every inch of the place, exactly how everything works.


Chris came to the lighthouse after serving for more than two decades as a New York City firefighter.


He wasnt on duty on September 11, 2001, but he raced into lower Manhattan to try to serve. Reaching the Twin Towers after they had collapsed, he found a devastated area that looked like a war zone. The ash and smoke were overwhelming.


It was spooky, Chris says, because there were fire trucks everywhere, but no firemen. Only later did he realize the nature of the devastation suffered by the fire department, including the loss of one of his closest friends.


He mourned, feeling survivors guilt and slipping deeper into gloom. Everywhere in the city, even in his home, were reminders of that day. He left the departmentnot to forget, but to find another way.


Chris and his family decided that a move to Florida was the right thing. Now he takes solace in adjusting to the rhythms of a new work routine, meeting new neighbors, and doing some of the things you can do in Florida that you just cant farther north, like going kayaking in January.



Researchers who studied peoples level of interest in and attention to strangers found that people who were sad spent 35 percent more time focusing on strangers who looked unhappy than on strangers who looked happy.


Gotlib et al. 2004
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The Mirror Will Be Kinder




How we feel about our bodies has a lot to do with how we feel about ourselves. Whether we see ourselves as strong and capable, even whether we see ourselves as kind and competent, is related to our personal body image. The good news is that, contrary to the widespread fear that we will be less and less pleased with our bodies as we get older, we actually become more positive about them. We begin to see character where we once saw only flaws. We begin to see strength where we once saw only weakness. We begin to see ourselves where we once saw only the image of what we thought we should look like.




In 1999, a womens group in Rylstone, England, decided not to continue featuring pictures of well-kept landscaped grounds on its annual fund-raising calendar. Instead, members of the womens group, ranging in age from forty-five to sixty-six, posed in the buff for the calendar.


Sales of the calendar, which in previous years the group hoped would bring in two thousand dollars, that year amounted to more than one million dollars for leukemia charities.


Interestingly, the calendar sold well with both men and women. Women thought it was a tasteful and fun celebration of womens bodies. And men responded to the depiction of what they consider to be real women. As one man said, How wonderful to see real women instead of stick insects with pouty lips and pipe cleaners for legs.


The calendar and its participants later inspired the film Calendar Girls.


As sociologist Ann Morgan argues, Whether posing nude is a giant step forward is no doubt a whole other debate. But in claiming and proclaiming their bodies for themselvesand, by extension, for othersthese women have made a very positive gesture. The notion of a beautiful body image must be understood not for the exclusivity of beauty, but for its variety.



People become about 1 percent more likely to hold a positive image of their bodies with each year of age after forty.


Reboussin et al. 2000
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