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Healthy aging is about much more than staying physically

healthy—it’s about maintaining your sense of purpose and your

zest for life. While the specific ingredients of healthy aging are

different for everyone, the common factors are good mental E @ @ TEXT SIZE
health and the ability to manage stress. Knowing the basic

formula for healthy aging will help you live with meaning and joy

throughout your senior years.

Finding and following your formula for healthy aging

Coping with change is difficult, no matter how old you are. The particular challenge for older adults is
the sheer number of changes and transitions—including the loss of friends, family, your career, your
health, and even your independence. It's natural to feel those losses. But if that sense of loss is
balanced with positive ingredients, you have a formula for aging well.

Healthy aging means continually reinventing yourself, finding new things you enjoy, learning to
adapt to change, staying physically and socially active, and feeling connected to your community and
loved ones. Unfortunately, for many, aging brings anxiety and fear instead. How will | take care of
myself? What if | lose my spouse? What is going to happen to my mind? However, many of these
fears stem from myths about aging that are exaggerated or simply untrue. The truth is that you are
stronger and more resilient than you may think.

Myths About Healthy Aging

MYTH: Old age means poor health and disability.

Fact: There are some diseases that are more common in older adults. However, getting old does
not automatically mean poor health or that you will be confined to a walker or wheelchair. Plenty
of older adults enjoy vigorous health. Preventive measures like healthy eating, exercising and
managing stress can help reduce the risk of chronic disease and fall risk later in life.

MYTH: Memory loss is an inevitable part of aging.

Fact: You may eventually notice you don’t remember experiences as easily as in the past, and
memories may take longer to retrieve. However, significant memory loss is not an inevitable
result of aging. Brain training and new learning can occur at any age. And there are many things
you can do to keep your memory sharp.

MYTH: You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.

Fact: One of the more damaging myths of aging is that after a certain age, you just won’t be able
to try anything new or contribute things anymore. Quite the contrary. Older adults are just as
capable of learning new things, thriving in new environments, and sharing their wisdom and
experience with many generations. If you believe in yourself and have confidence in yourself,
you are setting up a positive environment for change no matter what your age.

http://www.helpguide.org/life/healthy aging seniors aging well.htm 12/14/2011



Healthy Aging Tips: How to Feel Young and Live Life to the Fullest Page 2 of 5

Healthy aging: Tips for coping with change

As you age, there will be periods of both joy and stress. It’s important to build your resilience and
find healthy ways to cope with challenges. This ability will help you make the most of the good times
and keep your perspective when times are tough.

m Focus on the things you’re grateful for. The longer you live, the more you lose. But as
you lose people and things, life becomes even more precious. When you stop taking things
for granted, you appreciate and enjoy what you have even more.

m Acknowledge and express your feelings. You may have a hard time showing strong
emotions, perhaps feeling that such a display is inappropriate and weak. But burying your
feelings can lead to anger, resentment, and depression. Don’t deny what you’re going
through. Find healthy ways to process your feelings, perhaps by talking with a close friend or
writing in a journal.

m Accept the things you can’t change. Many things in life are beyond our control. Rather
than stressing out over them, focus on the things you can control such as the way you
choose to react to problems. Face your limitations with dignity and a healthy dose of humor.

m Look for the silver lining. As the saying goes, “What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.”
When facing major challenges, try to look at them as opportunities for personal growth. If
your own poor choices contributed to a stressful situation, reflect on them and learn from
your mistakes.

m Take daily action to deal with life’s challenges. When challenges seem too big to
handle, sweeping them under the carpet often appears easier. But ignoring the problem
doesn’t make it go away; it allows both the problem and your anxiety to build. Instead, take
things one small step at a time. Even a small step can go a long way to boosting your
confidence and reminding you that you are not powerless.

Depression is not a normal part of aging

The difficult changes that older individuals often face—such as
the death of a spouse, retirement, or medical problems—can
lead to depression, especially if you don’t have a strong support
system. But depression is not a normal or necessary part of
aging, and with treatment and support, you can get back to
enjoying your golden years.

Read: Depression in Older Adults and the Elderly: Recognizing the Signs and Getting Help

Healthy aging: Tips for finding meaning and joy

A key ingredient in the recipe for healthy aging is the continuing ability to find meaning and joy in
life. As you age, your life will change and you will lose things that previously occupied your time and
gave your life purpose. For example, you may retire from your career or your children may move far
away. But this is not a time to stop moving forward. Later life can be a time of exciting new
adventures if you let it.

Healthy aging means finding activities that you enjoy

Everyone has different ways of experiencing meaning and joy, and the activities you enjoy may
change over time. If you're not sure where to get started, try some of the following suggestions:

m Pick up a long-neglected hobby
m Play with your grandchildren or a favorite pet

m Learn something new (an instrument, a
foreign language, a new game)

m Get involved in your community (volunteer or
attend a local event)

m Take a class or join a club

m Go on a weekend trip to a place you've never
visited

® Spend time in nature (take a walk, go
fishing, enjoy a scenic view)

m Enjoy the arts (visit a museum, go to a
concert or a play)
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The possibilities are endless. The important thing is to find activities that are both meaningful and
enjoyable. Whatever your preference, taking time to nourish your spirit is never wasted.

Healthy aging through humor, laughter, and play

Laughter is strong medicine for both the body and the mind. It helps you stay balanced,
energetic, joyful, and healthy. A sense of humor helps you get through tough times, look outside
yourself, laugh at the absurdities of life, and transcend difficulties.

To learn more about how to harness its powerful effects, read Laughter is the Best Medicine: The
Health Benefits of Humor and Laughter.

Healthy aging: Tips for staying connected

One of the greatest challenges of aging is how your support
network changes. Staying connected isn’t always easy as you
grow older—even for those who have always had an active
social life. Retirement, illness, death, and moves can take
away close friends and family members. And the older you
get, the more people you lose. What’'s more, getting around
may be difficult.

But it’'s important to find ways to reach out and connect to T 1 /
others. Loneliness and isolation are major threats to aging well. Having people you can turn to for
company and support is a buffer against depression, disability, hardship, and loss.

The good news is that there are lots of ways to be with other people. It doesn’t matter what you do,
so long as you get out of the house (if possible) and socialize:

m Connect regularly with friends and family. Spend time with people you enjoy and who
make you feel upbeat. It may be a neighbor who you like to walk with, a lunch date with an
old friend, or shopping with your children. Even if you are not close by, call or email
frequently to keep relationships fresh.

m Make an effort to make new friends. As you lose people in your circle, it is vital to make
new connections so your circle doesn’t dwindle. Make it a point to befriend people who are
younger than you. Younger friends can reenergize you and help you see life from a fresh
perspective.

m Spend time with at least one person every day. You shouldn’'t be alone day after day.
Phone or email contact is not a replacement for spending time with other people. Regular
face-to-face contact helps you ward off depression and stay positive.

m Volunteer. Giving back to the community is a wonderful way to strengthen social bonds and
meet others, and the meaning and purpose you find in helping others will enrich and expand
your life. Volunteering is a natural way to meet others interested in similar activities or who
share similar values. Even if you're housebound, you can get involved by volunteering on the
phone.

® Find support groups in times of change. If you or a loved one is coping with a chronic
iliness or recent loss, it can be very helpful to participate in a support group with others
undergoing the same challenges.

Healthy aging: Tips for boosting vitality

Don’t fall for the myth that aging automatically means you're
not going to feel good anymore. It is true that aging involves
physical changes, but it doesn’t have to mean discomfort and
disability. While not all illness or pain is avoidable, many of
the physical challenges associated with aging can be
overcome or drastically mitigated by eating right, exercising,
and taking care of yourself.

It’s never too late to start! No matter how old you are or how
unhealthy you’'ve been in the past, caring for your body has enormous benefits that will help you
stay active, sharpen your memory, boost your immune system, manage health problems, and
increase your energy. In fact, many older adults report feeling better than ever because they are
making more of an effort to be healthy than they did when they were younger.

Healthy aging: Tips for eating well as you age

As you age, your relationship to food changes along with your body. A decreased metabolism,
changes in taste and smell, and slower digestion may affect your appetite, the foods you can eat,
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and how your body processes food. The key is to figure out how to adapt to your changing needs.
Now, more than ever, healthy eating is important to maintain your energy and health.

m Load up on high-fiber fruits, vegetables, and whole grains. Your whole digestive
system is slower, so fiber is very important. Consume fiber-rich foods such as whole grains,
fruit, and vegetables. They will help you feel more energetic and give you fuel to keep going.

m Put effort into making your food look and taste good. Your tastebuds aren’t as strong
and your appetite may not be the same, but your nutritional needs are just as important as
ever. If you don’t enjoy eating like you used to, put a little more effort into your meals,
including the way you flavor, prepare, and present your food.

m Watch out for dehydration. Because of physical changes, older adults are more prone to
dehydration. So make sure you are drinking plenty of fluid, even if you don’t feel thirsty. If
you’re not getting enough water, you’re not going to be as sharp and your energy will suffer.

m Make meals a social event. It's more enjoyable to eat with others than alone. Invite
people over. You can share cooking and cleanup duties.

For more tips, visit Nutrition for Seniors: Healthy Eating Tips for Older Adults.

Healthy aging: Tips for exercising as you age

Many older adults don’t exercise. However, exercise is vital for healthy aging. It helps you maintain
your strength and agility, gives your mental health a boost, and can even help diminish chronic pain.
Whether you are generally healthy or are coping with an ongoing disability or health problem, regular
exercise will help you stay physically and mentally healthy and improve your confidence.

m Check with your doctor before starting any exercise program. Find out if any health
conditions or medications you take affect what exercise you should choose.

® Find an activity you like and that motivates you to continue. You may want to
exercise in a group, like in a sport or class, or prefer a more individual exercise like
swimming.

m Start slow. If you are new to exercise, a few minutes a day puts you well on the way
towards building a healthy habit. Slowly increase the time and intensity to avoid injury.

m Walking is a wonderful way to start exercising. Exercise doesn’t have to mean
strenuous activity or time at the gym. In fact, walking is one of the best ways to stay fit.
Best of all, it doesn’t require any equipment or experience and you can do it anywhere.

For more tips, visit Senior Fitness and Exercise: How to Gain Energy and Feel Stronger

Getting quality sleep: Tips for seniors

Many older adults complain of sleep problems, including
insomnia, daytime sleepiness, and frequent waking during the
night. But aging doesn’t automatically bring sleep problems.
Learning and practicing healthy sleep habits may be all you need
to, once again, get a good night’s rest.

Read: Sleeping Well As You Age: Healthy Habits To Help You
Sleep

Healthy aging: Tips for keeping your mind sharp

There are many good reasons for keeping your brain as active as your body. Keeping your brain
active and maintaining creativity actually may help to prevent cognitive decline and memory
problems. The more you use and sharpen your brain, the more benefits you will get.

m Try variations on what you know. For some people, it might be games. Other people may
enjoy puzzles. Still others may enjoy trying out new cooking recipes. Find something that
you enjoy and continue to try new variations and challenges. If you like crosswords, move to
a more challenging crossword series or try your hand at a new word game. If you like to
cook, try a completely different type of food, or try baking if you've mostly been cooking
over the stove.

® Work something new in each day. You don’t have to work elaborate crosswords or
puzzles to keep your memory sharp. Try to work in something new each day, whether it is
taking a different route to the grocery store or brushing your teeth with a different hand.

m Take on a completely new subject. Taking on a new subject is a great way to continue to
learn. Have you always wanted to learn a different language? Learn new computer skills?
Learn to golf? There are many inexpensive classes at community centers or community
colleges that allow you to tackle new subjects. Volunteering is also a great way to learn
about a new area. Taking classes and volunteering is a great way to boost social
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connections, which is another brain strengthener.

Related Articles
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More Helpguide Articles:

Nutrition for Seniors: Healthy Eating Tips for Older Adults
Senior Exercise and Fitness Tips : How to Gain Energy and Feel Stronger
Sleeping Well As You Age: Healthy Habits To Help You Sleep

Improving Emotional Health: Strategies and Tips for Good Mental Health

Related links for healthy aging

Ading in the Know — A comprehensive list of articles on aging, including the aging process, health
care issues, nutrition, and health problems. (American Geriatric Society)

Staying Healthy as a Senior — Several articles that provide practical advice on staying healthy,
including exercise, nutrition, and making sure your home environment is comfortable and safe.
(USA.gov)

Healthy Adging — Series delves into many aspects of aging well, including sleep, eating well, exercise,
falls, and alcohol abuse. (National Institutes of Health - Senior Health)

Tips for Healthy Living — Articles cover many tips for healthy living, including mental health, disease
prevention and independence and fulfillment. (Healthy Aging Partnership)
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