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Praise for You: Part Two

‘Forget the cardigan and slippers and buy this instead. A clear headed, invigorating and inspiring guide to the rest of your life’
Kirsty Young, broadcaster

‘Campbell and Jane have translated midlife anxiety into a calm playbook. Embracing life’s transitions with positivity can be a game-changer’
Jeremy Snape, former England cricketer and founder of Sporting Edge

‘This book gets straight to the heart of what we all need to find fulfilment, joy and purpose in the second half of life: a pause to focus energy, embrace change and overcome fears. An essential, life-enhancing read’
Celia Dodd, author of Not Fade Away: How to Thrive in Retirement
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Via his consultancy, Change & Strategy International, Campbell helps leaders to build strong leadership teams, align their people to a clear strategy, create change-ready cultures and lead successful and sustainable change. He runs ‘Leading Change’ workshops and webinars for leaders at all levels of organisations, and ‘Embracing Change’ workshops and webinars for employees to help them to embrace change and look for the opportunities. He is also an Executive Fellow of Henley Business School.

For more than twenty-five years, Campbell has been helping leaders and leadership teams align their people to a clear strategy, build change-ready cultures and lead successful and sustainable change. His list of careers and clients is a lengthy one. Campbell started his career flying aircraft (badly) in the Royal Australian Air Force. He still holds the record for being the worst pilot ever to make it through to jets.
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Jane Macpherson is fully qualified as both a yoga teacher (IYAT 500 hours) and yoga therapist. She has been helping her clients transform their lives for more than sixteen years.

Prior to yoga, Jane had a successful career in marketing, brand strategy and sponsorship for a variety of international organisations including Ogilvy & Mather, Pepsi, Westpac Bank and Barclays. She was the Head of Sponsorship and Donations for Westpac during the Sydney 2000 Olympics.

Jane runs yoga retreats in the UK, India and Europe and conducts face-to-face and online classes, one-on-one yoga therapy and private yoga sessions from her studio in Cheltenham or wherever she happens to be at the time thanks to Zoom.

As well as being co-author of You: Part Two, Jane also co-wrote the chapter ‘The Power of Yoga’ in The Power to Change (Kogan Page 2020).

www.janemacphersonyoga.com

Jane and Campbell met in Sydney in 1991 and were married in 1992. They have two remarkable adult children and live in Cheltenham, England.

They give keynote speeches and conduct workshops, webinars and online programmes based on the topics in You: Part Two – for anyone who wishes to shape their own Part Two and for organisations wishing to help their employees to do the same, as well as those businesses that are seeking to improve their relationships with lucrative ‘second half’ customers.
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Jane was on a ten-day trek to Machu Picchu in Peru.

Towards the end of this life-affirming adventure, the expedition paused to rest in a tiny village on the side of a remote mountain. In front of one of the simple, ancient houses sat an old woman, quietly and proudly preparing her family’s evening meal. She exuded calmness, contentment, health and purpose. Jane was drawn to her and introduced herself.

During the short conversation that followed,
Jane said to her, via an interpreter:
‘I hope you don’t mind me asking, but how old are you?’

The woman looked directly into Jane’s eyes,
smiled and gave a simple yet profound response,
‘I don’t know, but I am well.’




Introduction

Welcome to Part Two.

It promises to be quite a ride. We Part Two-ers can expect to live longer than previous generations and have vitality to spare. We are setting off on an exciting new chapter; full of change, possibly even meaning, and yet so many of us simply do not know who to trust when it comes to advice on thriving in the second half of our lives.

If the thought of consulting a ‘life coach’ right now leaves you a little cold, even if you can’t quite articulate why, and yet you could do with more than the purely financial guidance you receive from your financial adviser – this book is for you.

It is designed to be the start of a discussion about your Part Two and by the time you have finished reading, we hope you feel it has not only been helpful and informative but also entertaining, because very little worthwhile in life is worth doing without a chuckle or three.

The book is a genuine husband and wife collaboration. Jane was the content director of You: Part Two, while I, Campbell, was the chief scribe. As well as collaborating on content throughout, Jane’s other critical role was to make sure the book didn’t become a ‘man in his fifties writes about (not) retiring’ tome.

The idea for the book came to me a little later than it should have, to be honest: I had already well and truly embarked on my second half adventures. The book’s genesis was the event of my fifty-fifth birthday. On that day, an invisible switch in cyberspace was flicked and an entire army of cyber-marketing sleeper bots sprang into action to mark the occasion. My computer and phone were suddenly abuzz with pension companies wanting me to transfer my pension or pensions into one of theirs or to alert me that I could now start to draw down funds from my pension savings or enticing me to calculate how much money I needed to ‘retire’, whatever that word actually means – a subject we will delve into several times throughout the book. Some investment firms invited me to ponder whether a quarter of a million, half a million or a million would be enough for me to live on. I didn’t click any of them; I sensed I wasn’t going to like the answer. Ads for Viagra and Tena Men adult nappies seemed to pop up out of nowhere. One email asked me if I wanted to subscribe to a magazine I had previously never heard of called The Oldie. I have since discovered it is excellent: ‘a light-hearted alternative to a press obsessed with youth and celebrity’. But I digress.

The images I was being presented with, especially from financial services firms, were visions of white-haired, wistful couples sitting on benches overlooking the ocean. I presumed they were waiting for Nurse to come and collect them. Or it was of ruddy-cheeked ‘grey hairs and no hairs’ happily tending to their gardens, beaming up at the camera from their InSassy Garden Kneeling Pads. Or impossibly perfect, air-brushed, three-generation Californian families all slim, fit and tanned with perfect teeth, perfect hair and everyone from grandma to grandkids dressed head to toe in white. Even one company’s image of a sixty-something on a Harley made me cross. I can’t explain why. At least that particular firm had identified the issue and was trying its best.

In the game of life, marketing directors across the globe seemed to have moved me to a part of the board marked ‘old and irrelevant’. They were politely informing me that my time was up, that it was time to bring my pedalo in from the middle of the lake and let the young’uns get on with things from here. You’ve tried your best. Better luck next time.

I was incensed!

In terms of my career, I was only just getting going. After thirty-four years in business, I had finally worked out which way was up, what I was good at and what I could now stop pretending I would ever be any good at. I was still the same person I had been a few decades earlier, but now I had skills, knowledge and experience that had taken time to acquire. I had recently begun an exciting new chapter: restarting my consultancy and publishing my very first book with a global publisher, which even won an award. I had recently returned from giving a keynote speech at a client’s conference in Vegas and was about to hop on a plane to do the same thing in Singapore. This was my time.

In fact, it was our time. The kids had left home. Jane’s yoga business was blossoming, and she was planning her next round of yoga retreats in Mallorca, Kerala and Marrakech. We were both well and very happy together. Don’t talk to us about taking a back seat.

A few months later, I saw the image that would spur me into action on an enormous billboard within the spotlessly clean, futuristic labyrinth that is Zurich airport. It was an advertisement for UBS Private Banking: a photograph of a fit, tanned, good-looking and confident silver-haired man in his sixties at the helm of his yacht. He was squinting slightly into the wind; in control, vital and full of life with a long, healthy future ahead of him. The ad asked me in gigantic letters: ‘Is 60 the new 40?’ and then in smaller font: ‘What does that change? Do I have the right plan?’

‘That’s how they should be marketing to us,’ I said out loud, much to the surprise of the lady in front of me on the escalator.

While the idea for the book had occurred to me a few months earlier, this image strengthened my resolve to do it. That evening, I started to map it out. The next month I was lucky enough to secure the services of literary agent extraordinaire, Jonathan Hayden, and pitched the idea to him. He loved it. Once it was in a shape for Jonathan to pitch to publishers, Little, Brown fell in love with it, too.

But when I showed Jane the UBS ad that had inspired me, she shuddered. ‘I really don’t like “60 is the new 40”,’ she declared. ‘It’s so trite. And it is so male. And I can see why you like that image, but it does nothing for me. But then, it isn’t aimed at me. UBS obviously decided that wealthy men are its target audience. Women wouldn’t even notice that ad.’

She was only just warming up.

‘You know, to women, all “60 is the new 40” says is that younger is better. Looking younger is better. Being younger is better. It is used by advertisers to tell us that if we dress a certain way, if we exercise in a certain way, if we eat certain foods or if we use certain “anti-ageing” beauty products, and don’t get me started on “anti-ageing” beauty products, then we can turn back the clock. The phrase is an insult to sixty-year-old women. It’s not about being young again; that’s impossible. Ageing is fine. We just want to age well. That incredible lady I met in Peru had the right attitude. Age is just a number and the number is not important.’

The ad obviously triggered something in Jane too!

It was an invaluable ‘men are from Mars; women are from Venus’ moment that proved why husband–wife collaboration on this book was so crucial. To me, ‘60 is the new 40’ spoke of vitality and a longer life ahead. To Jane, it spoke of an obsession with youth and age. I had never even thought about it that way.

We wanted this book to appeal to everyone – men, women, career people, people without careers, parents, entrepreneurs, leaders, managers, workers, painters, artists, musicians, doctors, nurses, carers . . . anyone who is looking to make the transition to their particular Part Two.

It had to be thought-provoking yet practical. Obviously, we need to address the financial aspects of the next phase, but there is so much more to life than money. Besides, money is no guarantee of happiness, vitality or ‘success’. Many people with buckets of cash have difficulty finding their feet after their self-defining full-time career has come to its natural conclusion.

We also had to confront the other pandemic that runs rampant through our Western societies: ageism – and the best way to vaccinate ourselves against it is attitude. The wrong attitude can not only make life miserable; as we will explore, it can shorten it considerably.

We also need to discuss ways to extend our prime, because living longer is not good enough. We need to live well for longer.

Part One of the book, ‘This is our time’, explores all of these elements of living well in our second half, from attitudes to ageism to making this prime time last as long as possible.

Part Two of the book is all about change, as this is the time of our lives when almost everything seems to be changing or is about to change. We are entering a phase when multiple life-altering changes will all be happening at the same time – at work, at home and within – and sometimes we need help to see these changes as the opportunities that they are.

We compare the menopause with the much paler male midlife crisis that a friend of ours once labelled ‘MenoPorsche’. We discuss how so many of our relationships are changing: our relationships with our partners, our parents and our children are all entering new phases. We are the sandwich generation. Our kids are returning to roost, finding it tough to get on the first rungs of either the career or housing ladders, and our parents are, generally, living longer.

But Part Two of the book doesn’t merely talk about coping with change, it provides you with proven, tried and trusted techniques for embracing it, drawing from my decades of helping business leaders to lead sustainable change, and our joint experience in helping individuals to cope with and embrace personal change. I run workshops, webinars and online courses with employees on the subject based on my second book, The Power to Change (Kogan Page 2020). Jane helps her one-on-one yoga therapy and private yoga clients to cope with and accept change in an even more powerful way; and the topic is the ever-present, subtle subtext that runs through every one of her classes, workshops and retreats.

We obviously had to talk about the word I try my best to avoid saying out loud: ‘retirement’. So, we kick off Part Three, ‘Rethinking the “R word”’, with a discussion about how an increasing number of us are redefining the concept completely. ‘Retirement’ no longer means either stopping or fading relevance. In fact, as we shall see, the traditional concept of retirement can be bad for your health, even life-shortening! For many, not retiring is a financial necessity, for others it is a choice. For more than a few of us, it is a little bit of both.

More of us are continuing to work deeper into our second half than ever before. More of us are changing jobs, even careers, later in life – sometimes several times. More of us are becoming self-employed – through redundancy, personal choice or both. An increasing number of us would like to start our own business, but we are hesitant to take the plunge. Part Three explores all of these topics, including why older workers are invaluable, the fact that older entrepreneurs are more successful and how to start your own business. We have also included some stories and tips from a trio of successful second half entrepreneurs.

Part Four is about an issue that the whole world needs to come to terms with, and the majority of us will need to address in some shape or form: the challenge of finding and funding aged care – for our parents and perhaps one day for each other or ourselves (gulp).

Of course, we all need to fund our second half, so Part Five of the book is a collection of tools, tips and observations on the subject of money from someone who has been working in and with the financial services industry for much of the last thirty years. Its purpose is to de-mystify the world of financial services and money as much as possible. We discuss financial planning for the second half in the chapter called ‘And then a miracle happens’. We talk about pensions and the lack of them for many of the post-Boomer generations. I suggest keeping things simple, mixing it up, not panicking, paying attention to fees and finding an adviser you trust. We end the Money section exploring why so many financial services firms have got it so wrong in the past and an introduction to a few of the firms that I have admired after three decades of hovering around the industry.

In Part Six, we come back to you: your purpose, your goals, your strengths, your weaknesses, your opportunities and, if you wish, your plan for a simply sublime second half.

This book is designed to help you to pause and reflect; to help you determine what you want from your next act and to start to make it happen.

We hope it is valuable. We hope it contains more than a few useful nuggets of insight for you as you think about your Part Two.

But most of all, we hope you enjoy it.

Campbell and Jane.




PART ONE:

This is our time

‘Tell me, what is it you plan to do
with your one wild and precious life?’
Mary Oliver, ‘The Summer Day’1

We are setting off on a new adventure, equipped with decades of experience and unshackled by outdated misconceptions relating to age and vitality. We have spent Part One experiencing, perhaps even learning.

Part Two is our time to shine.

In these chapters we will explore how now is the perfect time to pause for reflection, the fact that age is only a number and that with the right attitude we can combat or simply ignore the subtle and not-so-subtle ageism that is rife within Western societies and live long, healthy and fulfilling lives.



 

1 American poet and Pulitzer Prize winner (1935–2019).






CHAPTER 1:

Interval

‘For a month, Michelle and I slept late, ate leisurely dinners, went for long walks, swam in the ocean, took stock, replenished our friendship, rediscovered our love, and planned for a less eventful but hopefully no less satisfying second act.’
Barack Obama, A Promised Land 1

Is it half time already? How on earth did that happen?

We don’t feel any different, do we? Well, not on the inside anyway. That young dreamer is still there, a little buried perhaps under layers of time and experience. But he’s still there. She’s still there. They’re still there. Recently, I caught sight of myself in the mirror as I was leaving the house on my way to a client meeting and time froze for a few seconds. I was taken aback by the person who returned my gaze: the laugh-lines, the converging wrinkles either side of the eyes, the corrugated brow, the greying temples, the receding hairline and yet the undimmed brightness of eyes I recognised from long ago. It was the face of someone with experience; someone who looked as though they knew what they were doing. ‘So that’s how others see me!’ I proclaimed aloud. And chuckled at the revelation.

We all need moments like these. Moments to pause, to reflect, to take stock. Now is the perfect moment.

It’s like an interval at the theatre; that point of the evening when we visit the bathroom, stop by the bar for some refreshments and take a few minutes to reflect upon the first act of the show before wondering what may unfold during the second. We can guess what may happen in Act Two. We can extrapolate personality traits and behaviours we have seen the characters display in the first half, but we are bound to be wrong. The second act inevitably serves up a few twists and turns that we didn’t see coming. It rarely turns out as we had expected. And it is almost always more exciting.

This book is your interval.

In this particular show, you are the main character. To some degree, you are also the director – but with far less control over the actors than the kind you’d find on Broadway. You can influence the action on stage, but you can’t control it. Once the curtain rises and the lights blink into action, the actors are on their own.

The first act was setting the scene, developing the characters and commencing the narrative. The second act is where it all happens – full of new experiences, highs, lows, love, laughter, joy, fear, passion and tragedy.

There is absolutely nothing we can do about the first half. It’s gone. It’s over. The good, the bad and the ugly are all in the past. Some of their ghosts will inevitably linger in the background of our lives and their impact may even be felt influencing our thoughts and decisions, but they only really exist in our memories, in our minds. The degree of influence that these memories have over what we do in our second half is entirely up to us. We can keep them in the past where they belong, or we can drag them around like an anchor weighing us down – it is our choice. The great decisions we have made, the damn awful decisions we have made, the triumphs, the howlers, the agonies and the ecstasies . . . there is nothing we can do about any of them. All we can do is learn whatever we can from our multitude of experiences and move on. And move on we should – because this is our time.

Obviously, this is not always easy to do. For some, past experiences are so horrible, so unfair and so life-altering that their influence will be ever-present. But even these, with a great deal of help, can be put into perspective. Whatever is in our past, none of it need define us.

I met a taxi driver in Vegas in 2018 and the encounter will stay fresh in my memory for a long time. Dawn was breaking as I strode out of the Aria hotel, where I had given a conference speech the night before. I was dragging my suitcase, heading for the airport. At the taxi rank stood a battered yellow cab and out of it clambered the most dishevelled cabbie I have ever seen. He was dressed in a filthy track suit and looked as though he had spent the entire night in his taxi’s boot. His unwashed hair radiated from his scalp as if it was trying to escape and he sported a thick, brush-like grey moustache. My first thought was, Boy, The Lorax2 has fallen on hard times!

During the fifteen-minute ride to the airport, he told me his life story. ‘I suppose you are wondering why I am drinking water,’ was his opening remark as he took a swig out of a two-litre bottle. I wasn’t. Drinking water wasn’t the most outlandish thing I had seen in this town, to be honest.

‘I used to be twice the weight I am now. I had a terrible childhood, abusive father, God-awful family life. I was on all sorts of drugs and drinking two bottles of vodka a day. I would go through at least two of these big bottles of Coke every day, too. I was a mess.’ This wasn’t the casual conversation I had expected at 6:05 in the morning as the sun slowly rose above The Strip. I was suddenly very much awake.

‘So, what happened?’ I asked. ‘What made you change?’

‘You know,’ he mused. ‘I was fifty-three and I just woke up one day and thought: It’s about time I stopped blaming my parents for everything! So, I threw all my drugs away, threw my booze away and I have drunk nothing but water ever since.’ He then went on to talk about how he only had four teeth left and was saving up for some new ones.

Thankfully, most of us have been luckier in life than my new taxi-driver friend. We have blundered through the innocence of childhood, the confusing insecurity of adolescence, the fake adulthood and experimentation of our late teens and the mad indestructibility of our twenties. We may also have been lucky enough to experience the zombie-like fog of young parenthood and the bittersweet joy of sharing a house with teenagers who are simultaneously trying to discover who they are while utterly convinced that their parents know absolutely nothing.

When we get to the age we are now, we have discovered what we are good at and what we are spectacularly bad at. We have taken on multiple new identities, new labels: girlfriend, boyfriend, sports person, swot, student, clown, artist, musician, actor, dancer, wallflower, professional, partner, wife, husband, father, mother, teacher, friend, enemy, winner, loser. We have made friends and we have lost friends. We have forged careers, often in completely the wrong direction. We have made money. We have lost money. We have done things we regret, and we have done things we are proud of. We have loved and lost and loved again. Perhaps many times. And we have come through it all, not completely unscathed – where would be the fun in that – but we have come through it, nonetheless.

With this treasure trove of experience, knowledge and hopefully at least one or two nuggets of wisdom firmly in the bank, we can now turn to face a future that is ours. Ours for the making. Ours for the taking.

The interval is the time to pause and reflect before cracking on with the second half.

It may be the time to take stock of our relationships, our physical health, our mental well-being. It could be time to assess our current choice of career, our work–life balance, what makes us happy, what’s important to us, what isn’t, what we think about ourselves and why, our habits, where we live, how we live, why we live.

It is certainly the time to review what we would ideally like to see in Act Two. It is also the time to take stock of our financial situation – as boring and as daunting as that phrase may sound.

And while we do all of this, we must suspend judgement of ourselves. We need an honest appraisal of where we are now before we can sketch out any sort of flexible plan for our future – but one without recriminations or blame. ‘Flexible’ being the operative word. Because the only thing that is certain in the future is uncertainty. Let’s not forget that alongside every successful plan with its diligent preparation and hard work sits a massive dollop of fortune. Yes, we do make our own luck to a certain degree. As Tiger Woods once said, ‘The harder I practise, the luckier I get.’ But it is equally true that stuff just happens –good things happen to bad people and bad things happen to good people. Things happen that no amount of planning can possibly predict or prevent. Any plan we may compile for the next few decades cannot possibly be a roadmap, as the road is yet to be laid. Any plot we sketch out for Act Two is guaranteed not to go as planned. But a general direction of preferred travel; a general synopsis of the second act – yes, that may be helpful.

However, planning is not for everybody. In seeking input for this book, a good friend of ours replied, ‘I see life as “minority: action; majority: reaction” with massive side-orders of luck, opportunism and serendipity.’ To Jim, the most important thing about life is how you react to the challenges and opportunities it throws your way. He makes a profound point.

If you concur with Jim and the very thought of a ‘plan’, however flexible it may be, seems utterly pointless to you, then perhaps what you want is a philosophy, an attitude, an approach to life that underpins your thoughts, your feelings and your reactions to the inevitable opportunities, challenges and changes that will come your way throughout the second, magical half of your life.

If that last paragraph is more you, then rather than asking yourself ‘What would I like to achieve in the second half?’, it may be far better to ponder ‘How do I want to feel about myself? When I am sitting on the proverbial rocking chair in another forty or fifty years, what memory will make me smile; what will I be most proud of; what will I regret not having done?’

But no matter if we are detailed planners or radical acceptors, we could all take this time to pause and ask ourselves:


• What do I want to change in the second half?

• What do I want to keep in the second half?

• What do I want less of? What do I want more of?

• What do I want to do less of? What do I want to do more of?



Because this is our opportunity to change. And change is inevitable.

After reading this book, you may decide that no adjustments are required. Alternatively, you may come to the conclusion that this is indeed the moment for dramatic transformation. The decision is entirely up to you. There is no right answer.

Are you looking forward to the second half with excitement? If not, why not? You are well and vital with years of experience that you can leverage to write several new and exciting chapters.

Are you looking forward to the second half with a little apprehension? If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be human. After all, even good change is tough. New challenges, new purposes, new roles, new directions all sound very exciting but how do I prepare? Where do I start? How do I fund this? How do I make it happen? Do I have the energy?

Every silver lining has a cloud. What concerns you most when it comes to the second half of your life? Money? Relationships? Unfulfilled success (however you define that ethereal concept)? Your social standing? A change of identity? Finding a new sense of purpose? Changing careers? Your family’s happiness? Taking care of your parents? Staying well yourself? Staying mentally agile? Or simply staying sober like my Vegas taxi driver?

And what dreams do you have for this exciting new chapter?

Are they grandiose dreams of incredible career success, global travel, fame and fortune?

Are they grand dreams of a loving, life-long relationship and contentment? Are they dreams of helping your children through education, secure a foothold on the job ladder and get on their way? Perhaps of enjoying future grandchildren?

Are they exciting dreams of starting your own business; of quitting your job and doing something completely different?

Are they calmer dreams of doing less, appreciating life and enjoying the moments?

Or are they simply dreams of financial survival, caring for ageing parents and searching for ways to fund it all?

Perhaps they are none of the above. Perhaps they are a combination of several of them.

Whatever your dreams may be for the second half of your life, this is a book about facing the future with confidence. It is about overcoming obstacles. It is about coping with, embracing and even instigating personal change. It’s about thriving in the second half.

This isn’t the beginning of the end. It’s merely the end of the beginning.

Bring it on!



 

1 USA’s 44th President (1961– ). From the opening paragraph in his book, A Promised Land (Viking 2020).

2 One of my favourite Dr Seuss creations, The Lorax is a little character with the most preposterous moustache and a mischievous but knowing glint in his eye. He ‘speaks for the trees’ and confronts The Once-ler, who is bent on environmental destruction. The Lorax, Dr Seuss (Random House, 1971).




CHAPTER 2:

It’s only a number

‘Age is a just an abbreviation for experience.’
Spoken by a BBC news reporter whose name we didn’t capture

There is nothing stopping us from reinventing ourselves at forty, fifty, sixty, seventy or any age – apart from ourselves.

Sure, we are physically slower than we once were – a truth we have no choice but to accept. This fact was hammered home to me in fine style in April of 2020 as I left the house for a mid-pandemic 5km run. Well, slow jog as it turned out. A couple of kilometres into it, I was thinking how pleased I was with how I was doing: no aches and pains, the plantar fasciitis was behaving itself, no twinges in the knees, the ankles were faring well without the ankle braces, the rhythm was good, the speed was good. Or so I thought. With no warning whatsoever, I was overtaken by a tall hipster in his early twenties lolloping gracefully past me, sweat-free, dancing on the balls of his feet, earphones firmly embedded and completely oblivious to the rapidly deflating ego of the fifty-something he had left so effortlessly in his wake.

And it is not just our physical speed that declines with age. Our problem-solving skills, our conceptual reasoning ability, our memory and our brain’s processing speed have all been on a steady decline since our early twenties. BBC Two’s Horizon episode ‘The Great British Intelligence Test’, which aired on 4 May 2020, examined the responses of more than 250,000 people to an interactive online quiz and, with the help of researchers from the Department of Brain Sciences at Imperial College London, showed how our problem-solving and conceptual reasoning skills peak in our twenties and then decline steadily and continually as we get older. It found that the average forty-year-old has the same pure problem-solving abilities as a twelve-year-old! The worse news is that our ability to solve problems declines even further beyond forty.

Yet if we think about it, we already know this. Who do we call when we can’t get the Smart TV to do what we want? A teenager. Who do we call when we can’t work out how to get our recurring Zoom webinar to record automatically, in HD, in Speaker view and starting with everyone muted except for our panel of experts? A twenty-something.

So, with the danger of plagiarising that scene from Monty Python’s Life of Brian: apart from a decline in physical strength, physical speed, the ability to recover from injuries, problem-solving skills, conceptual reasoning capabilities, memory and our brain’s processing speed . . . What has ageing ever done for us?!

Well luckily, problem-solving and decision-making in the real world also requires experience and insight. Twenty-somethings may possess superior cognitive capability, but they lack the knowledge, context and experience to know whether their proposed solution is even vaguely feasible. Our synapses may be firing at a slightly lower rate than they once did, but we know a rubbish idea when we hear one.

At least we think we do, for experience can also be a barrier to change. I have seen this many times in the world of business: older, experienced managers dismissing new ideas with the phrase, ‘We tried that ten years ago.’ Not helpful. Perhaps the newbie has a different spin on what was attempted a decade previously. Perhaps the time wasn’t right ten years ago, and circumstances have changed. Sometimes with experience comes complacency, sometimes even a touch of arrogance, or fear. We look back on our twenty-year-old self and realise how little they knew. So, we automatically think the twenty-something standing in front of us today knows naff-all as well. That is completely the wrong way to think about it. The fact they don’t yet know what they don’t know could be an advantage.

Richard Branson has a term for it: ‘intelligent naivety’. The inherent complacency that comes with experience infects all successful organisations and industries. Virgin was able to exploit this phenomenon by entering established industries with new, customer-centric businesses with the simple thought that there must a better way. All innovators do this – Uber, Tesla, Microsoft, Airbnb, Netflix, Huffington Post, Lenovo, Amazon, Google, Soho House, the list goes on.

While writing this, I had what Jane calls a ‘BGO’, a Blinding Glimpse of the Obvious. Why don’t all companies set up ‘problem-solving units’ or ‘innovation hubs’ comprising a swarm of excited twenty-somethings with synapses firing rapidly in all directions, loosely shepherded by a couple of seasoned execs? But few do. Executives in successful, market-dominating organisations involuntarily kick back against anything that could alter the status quo, because they know that innovation inevitably means disruption and that disruption could spell short-term disaster for their careers – and their share options. It may be the right thing for the long-term future and value of the company but in my experience, not enough leaders genuinely think about the long term – especially the closer they get to the end of their career.

It also screams to me that if we want to start our own businesses, we should form a mutually respectful partnership with a twenty-something. We would be unstoppable.

FIT FOR LIFE

Meanwhile, other research suggests that if we look after ourselves, there is not that much difference between a forty-year-old brain and the brain of an eighty-year-old. Argye Hillis MD, the director of Johns Hopkins Cerebrovascular Center (she studies blood flow in the brain – I looked it up), tracked six thousand people aged between forty-four and eighty-four over seven years. She found that those who made positive life changes – those who, for example, had stopped smoking, followed a Mediterranean diet, did regular exercise and maintained a healthy weight – decreased their chances of dying in the time period by 80 per cent. Eighty per cent! If we add to that list quality sleep, continually challenging our brains, adopting a positive mental attitude and enhancing our resilience to change, we can help to slow down the ageing process even further – on the inside and the outside. It is the inside that really matters.

The link between lifestyle and longevity makes complete sense, seeing that some of the biggest killers for those of us between the ages of fifty and sixty-four are lifestyle related. The top six killers include heart disease, respiratory diseases, cirrhosis and other diseases of the liver, cancer of the colon, lung cancer and breast cancer. The good news is that we are statistically too old to die of testicular cancer or suffer from dysmenorrhea or lupus. Every cloud . . .

Gym membership among us ‘second halfers’ has increased significantly. In fact, Nuffield Health reports that the over sixty-fives are their most frequent gym users.1 Just step into any health club outside of a city centre and you will find that the spin classes and weights rooms, the swimming pools and cardio areas are teeming with people in their forties, fifties, sixties and beyond. A fact that hit me front-on a few months back when I burst into the men’s changing room of our local gym to be greeted full-frontal, close-up and personal by a gentleman who was well into his seventies standing tall and proud, stark-bollock naked, dressed in nothing but his socks and sandals. To this day, I have no idea whether he was in the process of getting dressed and decided to start with his footwear, whether he was getting undressed and somehow managed to remove his trousers and Y-fronts over his Birkenstocks in some personal homage to Mr Bean, or another even stranger third process that I am yet to mentally untangle.

The very next day, we bought a running machine for home.

Yoga has never been more popular, and not only because of its incredible physical benefits. The number of Americans practising yoga has doubled to almost 40 million since 2012. Another 40 million say they intend to.2 Yoga in Japan is up four-fold in just five years, and more than half a million Brits now practise yoga regularly. It’s not just women; more than one in four yogis are men. Robert Downey Jr., Woody Harrelson, David Beckham, Colin Farrell, Matthew McConaughey, Jon Bon Jovi, Ryan Giggs, Barack Obama . . . when these guys start to talk about ‘getting on their mats’ and the career-prolonging and life-affirming benefits of yoga – even we mere mortals start to take notice.

As a gang, we are fitter, more energetic, younger at heart and better prepared to meet life’s challenges, according to research commissioned by SunLife UK of fifty thousand people aged fifty and over.3 On average, the respondents felt ten years younger mentally and four years younger physically than their current age. Mind you, how they came to that conclusion is beyond me, but let’s go with it anyway. Almost two-thirds declared they had more time and enjoyed life more than they used to. The majority were more relaxed and had more money to spend on themselves. I have a feeling those last two might be related. But best of all



INTO OUR EIGHTIES – AND BEYOND!
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