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Reverse the effects of aging with the 20 Years Younger program


It’s never been simpler to look, feel, and be 20 years younger.

Did you know that exercise helps keep cognitive skills sharp and lack of sleep makes you more prone to obesity? These are just two examples of how improving one body system can jump-start changes in another.

Bob Greene’s cutting-edge program is built around four essential pillars:

Exercise: Fight muscle and bone loss, strengthen the core, and stay agile with a combination of strength training and aerobics.

Nutrition: A complete nutrition plan designed to promote longevity, including delicious recipes, menus, and advice on supplements.

Skin care: The three-step skin-care program will battle wrinkles and other age-related damage and restore the glow to your skin.

Sleep: Get a better night’s sleep with this eleven-point plan; enjoy more energy, reduce your risk of disease, and more.

The science of aging has shown that incorporating these four pillars into your life can change your physiology, allowing you to significantly slow down age-related decline and function. Experience amazing changes to your body, mind, and spirit, and learn what it feels like to be 20 years younger!



Introduction


A NUMBER OF YEARS AGO, I spent part of the spring cycling my way across the country, riding from Long Beach, California, to New York City. It was something I had always wanted to do, and the opportunity presented itself when I was booked on a multicity tour to promote a book I’d written. I knew that the 3,600-mile trip would be grueling, but I thought it would actually be less stressful than racing from one airport to another, which is how a typical book tour unfolds. To prepare, I trained hard so that I’d be able to hit my target of riding about one hundred miles a day. I planned to sleep in a different town every night and visit bookstores, malls, and fitness centers in more than thirty cities along the way.

I wasn’t far into the trip when I began to feel dramatic changes taking place. By the time I hit Arizona, I had a mental and emotional clarity that I’d never before experienced. At times, I’d be riding for eight hours or more with nothing but the sound of my own breathing and the beat of my heart in my ears. As I looked around me, colors seemed brighter, the world smelled fresher, sounds seemed sharper, the things I touched seemed more textured. All my senses were amplified. And nothing rattled me—not a dog giving chase, rain on my back, a treacherous ascent. As my legs cycled rhythmically, the pedestrian concerns of the everyday slipped away and I’d find my thinking stripped down to the essentials. I contemplated the scenery and I contemplated my life. What was important to me? What did I want out of life? While I was on that trip it all became so much clearer.

As I edged toward Chicago I became aware that I was also going through extraordinary physical changes. I’d been hailed on at the Grand Canyon and twice climbed more than 11,000 feet in the still snowy Rockies, and I felt invincible, virtually bulletproof. Every night I slept like a rock. In my early forties at the time, I thought I was pretty fit going into the ride, but that extreme physical challenge left me much stronger than I’d ever been in my life, even in my twenties.

While I knew riding cross-country would be a challenge and that I’d come off the bike fitter than when I started, I hadn’t realized how much the trip would transform me both physically and emotionally. I was particularly amazed at how clearheaded I felt. I was able to look at my life and see exactly where I wanted to go. By the time I reached the East Coast, I was operating on all cylinders and had regained (and even significantly surpassed) the strength, power, energy, lucidity, and drive of my earlier years.

Graduate students in exercise physiology learn about the anti-aging benefits of physical activity, and I was no exception. In fact, I’d had a longtime interest in the science of aging and the prevention of age-related decline. But once my cross-country trip allowed me to see the possibilities for myself, I became passionate about the subject. It wasn’t long after I completed that cross-country tour that I started exploring ideas for this book.

It’s not practical for most people to get on a bike and ride for a month (it’s not something I could easily fit into my life anymore either), but I wondered if there were adjustments you could make to your everyday life that would have a similar de-aging, life-enhancing effect. I knew that a good fitness plan could go a long way toward turning back the clock, but what else was possible? To find out, I spent the next few years talking to experts in other fields, learning about the latest advances in anti-aging science and determining what aspects of that research could be translated into a workable plan for daily life.

After a time, it became evident that there are four main fronts on which you can vigorously fight back against the effects of aging: exercise, nutrition, skin care, and restorative sleep. Addressing any one of these areas with an eye toward shaving off the years can have a tremendous payoff, but it pales in comparison to the combined impact of all four—especially when you also control the stress in your life and practice positive thinking, two other aspects that can significantly slow the aging process. A well-rounded comprehensive approach can not only help you look and feel younger, but can actually make your body reverse course, even at the cellular level. At this point there’s little doubt: Good anti-aging strategies can both extend your life and substantially raise the quality of it.

By calling this book 20 Years Younger I’m making what some might think is an exaggerated claim. But most people these days are living lives that predispose them to early aging. If you grab ahold of your health and actively pursue greater well-being, I don’t think it’s extravagant to say that you can dramatically turn things around. It’s commonly accepted that the body undergoes certain changes with age, and to some extent those changes are inevitable. Even works of art maintained under pristine light and temperature conditions eventually begin to wither. What is less known, though, is that the life you lead and the decisions you make every day are largely responsible for how quickly, profoundly, and noticeably you age. In fact, much of what we think of as aging—wrinkles, weight gain, memory loss, lack of energy, certain types of illnesses—is not primarily attributable to the passage of time. Rather, it’s a direct result of sedentary living, poor diet, lack of sleep, insufficient (or nonexistent) skin care, too much stress, and even a defeatist attitude. It stands to reason, then, that if you reverse those habits—if you get moving, eat longevity-promoting foods, sleep soundly and adequately, protect and nourish your skin, and improve your outlook on the world—the signs of aging will reverse themselves, too.

Some people have gotten the message that the life you lead can indeed turn back the clock. But I feel others have misinterpreted the message to mean that they should zealously pursue any program that promises everlasting youth. Extreme exercise regimens, severely restrictive diets, unproven hormonal therapies, cosmetic surgery makeovers—they may all seem like quick and effective ways to return the body to its youthful self, but more often than not they’re counterproductive. What we’re offering you in this book instead are natural, research-based strategies for getting your body (and mind) in top form and even lowering your physiological age. The goal isn’t to help you turn yourself back into a teenager but rather to help you lead your longest, fullest, and healthiest life. Stay strong, energetic, mentally sharp, and confident, and your age will not define—or debilitate—you. Instead it will be incidental; something noted on your driver’s license but not indicative of your health or capabilities.
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I’m in my fifties now and I’ve always prided myself in trying to live a healthy life. Some of those habits, as it turns out, have helped me when it comes to aging. I’ve been extremely conscientious about exercise, of course, and I’d give myself a pretty good grade in healthy eating, getting enough sleep, and controlling stress, too. The one area where I wish I’d been more diligent is in caring for my skin. It’s long been my Achilles’ heel.

Like so many people, I grew up before the widespread use of sunscreen. Nobody had heard of SPF back then, and while we knew that getting sunburn hurt, we hadn’t been clued in to the dangers of sun exposure. I’ve always had rather fair skin, and when a friend of mine in my elementary school suggested I get a tan, I began to feel self-conscious about how pale I was—an insecurity that lingered well into early adulthood. I never was that successful at getting a tan (I always burned instead), but that doesn’t mean I didn’t try.

A number of years ago Oprah and I were training for a race when, probably annoyed at me for urging her to “push harder,” she turned to me and said, “I’ve never met anyone so together. Is there anything you struggle with?” “Well, I don’t tan very well,” I replied, giving an honest answer. Oprah burst out laughing. I know she thought I was kidding, but I was genuinely insecure about my fair skin!

As I gathered information for this book and went looking for an expert to contribute a chapter on skin care, I thought I might be able to use myself as a guinea pig. By now I was regretting every unprotected minute I’d spent in the sun, and I needed some help in rejuvenating my skin. My plan was to interview several top-echelon dermatologists, try their products and advice, and see how well they—and I—fared.

By the time I met Harold A. Lancer, MD, I’d already talked to a few different doctors and tried their plans, but with less than stellar results. When I went in to see Dr. Lancer, both his knowledge and his demeanor immediately impressed me. During my appointment, he had me take off my shirt so he could assess the skin below my chin, and then he proceeded to call in his staff of assistants and nurses. There I was, with a group of women looking at me as if I were in a petri dish, when Dr. Lancer said, “Look at him. He has the body of someone decades younger.” Just when I was starting to feel a little puffed up, he added, “His skin, though—that’s just about right for his age.” He started to point out all my sun damage and age spots. I was hoping for a better report, but given that I have the kind of skin that wrinkles if you glare at it too long, I wasn’t surprised. And Dr. Lancer, as you’ll see when you read his chapter, tells it like it is.

What I like most about Dr. Lancer’s approach (and I think you will, too) is that he has shown you can get your skin to behave younger—not just look younger—with three skin care steps. To his mind, all the popular cosmetic procedures, from lasers and fillers to neurotoxins, are really beautifiers of the last resort. He sees the trend starting to move from these more invasive interventions and toward a more cost-effective, natural, do-it-yourself approach to skin maintenance. I can say from personal experience that it really works.

I thought I’d done a fairly good job protecting my sleep, but it wasn’t until I invested in a great mattress—a Tempur-Pedic—that I started to realize I could do other things to maximize the quality of my sleep. Shortly after that, I met Ronald L. Kotler, MD, when we appeared on Good Morning America on the same day. I watched his segment on sleep and admired his approach to getting a good night’s slumber. In his chapter, Dr. Kotler, who is also the coauthor, with Maryann Karinch, of 365 Ways to Get a Good Night’s Sleep, explains how sleep changes as you get older and how you can offset those changes. It turns out that adequate sleep not only affects the way you look and feel but is also connected to lowering the risk of many life-shortening diseases.

I like to keep my website updated with the latest information about health, exercise, skin care, and nutrition, including dietary supplements. But I’d been feeling frustrated by the quality of the supplements on the market as well as the information supporting them. They always seemed to have too much of one thing and too little of something else. I was so disappointed by what I found out there that I developed my own line, called Bestlife vitamins (available at www.20yearsyounger.com). That’s how I met Diane L. McKay, PhD, to whom I turned for advice on both the efficacy and safety of supplements. Dr. McKay has done extensive research on vitamin and mineral supplementation, is up on the latest studies, and brings a bit of sanity to a topic that can be confusing and somewhat controversial. Her contributions to the book have been invaluable. In chapter 3, Dr. McKay helps separate the supplements that have true anti-aging and overall health benefits from the ones that are a waste of money, and she provides a guide to safely adding supplements to your diet.
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Someone once asked Woody Allen how he felt about the aging process, and Allen answered, “Well, I’m against it.” I laughed when I read that and thought to myself, Me too! But the truth is, I’m not really against aging. I’m simply for aging well. Accepting that you’re growing older is not the same thing as accepting a life that’s limited by age-related maladies or where you don’t look or feel your best. Age, as they say, really is just a number. It’s how well you’re able to live your life that counts. Another showbiz guy, the comedian George Burns, once said, “You can’t help getting older, but you don’t have to get old.” And Burns knew what he was talking about. He lived a vigorous life until the age of one hundred.

I’d like to live to one hundred, too, as long as I could still live a high-quality life at that advanced age. I’m sure most people would, but as the father of two young children, I have a particular reason for wanting to live long and have the strength and vitality to enjoy my family for many years to come. I came late to fatherhood—I was almost fifty when we had our first child—and it’s given me incredible incentive to stay as energetic, healthy, and youthful as I can. If I’ve learned anything during the time I’ve spent exploring the aging process, it’s that motivation is key, just as it is for achieving anything worthwhile. You can’t be complacent if you want to age gracefully. It takes some discipline and hard work to slow down aging—if it were easy everyone would look and feel twenty years younger. When you commit yourself to all the elements of this plan—staying fit, eating right, caring for your skin, sticking to good sleep habits—you’re distinguishing yourself from the crowd. And you’ll be richly rewarded for your efforts. Examine your current lifestyle, readjust your schedule, direct your passion and drive toward adopting a new, healthier anti-aging lifestyle, and—trust me—you’ll get amazing results.
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I’d like to thank all of the 20 Years Younger sponsors for being innovative with their products. Their support and creativity have enabled millions of Americans to live healthier—and better—lives.


BestLife Foods

BestLife Vitamins & Supplements

Flatout Flatbread

Michael’s Foods

Octane Fitness

Omron

Smart Balance Foods

Sunlighten

Tempur-Pedic mattresses and pillows





PART I



THE ART AND 
SCIENCE OF AGING




CHAPTER 1



The Science of Aging


The longer I live, the more beautiful life becomes.

—Frank Lloyd Wright



EVERYONE HAS A NOTION of what it means to age. Whether it’s a snapshot in your head of how your parents have slowed down or lines you see on your own face, for many people it has something to do with decline. Things not being the way they used to be. Everything less than before.

A lot of people feel that aging is about loss. And in some ways it is. “Aging is a wide range of physiological changes that make us more susceptible to death, limit our normal functions, and render us more susceptible to disease,” says João Pedro de Magalhães, PhD, a researcher on the biology and genetics of aging and a lecturer at the University of Liverpool in England. I would add that the physiological changes that take place as we age can also render us more susceptible to psychological downturns. It’s not uncommon for people to lose enthusiasm as they get older, disheartened by their physical deterioration and inability to live the way they used to.

Do we have to age? It’s the $6 million question and it’s one that researchers the world over are donating a lot of time and money to answering. Some scientists are even hoping to find the answer to the inevitable next question: Do we have to die? I don’t think we’re all that much closer to immortality than Ponce de León was when he went searching for the fountain of youth way back in 1513. However, we do have a much greater understanding of the aging process now. And we are living longer: Over the last one hundred and fifty years, the average life span has climbed from about age forty-five to closer to age eighty.

Living longer is important, but the ultimate goal is to live longer and live well into your later years. And through the science of aging we now know that it’s very possible. In fact, it’s become clearer that not all the effects of aging we’ve come to expect are inevitable, and that by making certain lifestyle choices you can dramatically slow those effects down—and maybe, in some cases, even eradicate them. We all age—that is an undeniable fact—but your likelihood of aging poorly increases if you decide to simply sit back and leave well enough alone. To the contrary, take action and you’ll retain your vitality, age gracefully, and, yes, have a longer, better life.

Each of the subsequent chapters in this book asks you to make certain lifestyle changes toward that goal. The reasons behind those changes will be clearer if you know a little bit about the theories of why we age and the physiological consequences of growing older.


THEORIES ON WHY WE AGE

Scientists have long debated a central question about aging: Why? Why do we age? Many of them, both past and present, fall into the evolutionary camp. In the late 1800s, a German by the name of August Weismann was one of the first to promote an evolutionary theory. He believed that we’re programmed to age and die in order to make room for the younger generation, continuing the evolution and betterment of the species. You might call it planned obsolescence.

Over time, the evolutionary theory of aging has, well, evolved and other theories have risen to the fore. One, called the mutation accumulation theory, is based on the idea that undesirable genes that cause the death of children get weeded out; they’re not passed on to the next generation. But undesirable genes that don’t cause death until late in life get passed on from generation to generation because the people who have those genes have children before their death. Over successive generations, those genes have accumulated, predisposing people to contract diseases as they grow old, then die.

Another well-known evolutionary theory is called the antagonistic pleiotropy theory. Its central idea is that some genes may be beneficial to us in our early lives but detrimental to us as we grow older. For instance, genes that increase a woman’s ability to reproduce may also ultimately lead to menopause and all the health hazards (among them, bone loss and an increased risk of heart disease) that go with it. According to the antagonistic pleiotropy theory, evolution may select for genes that favor youth because the chances that humans and other organisms will survive accidents, predators, and disease to live long lives are slim (or at least were before modern medicine).

The other major theories on why we age have less to do with evolution and more to do with the cumulative effects of damage to the body. Over the years, injury from simple wear and tear, sun damage, a poor diet, smoking, pollution, even the body’s own metabolic processes, add up to promote aging and eventual death. One of the most prominent of these theories focuses on oxidative stress. Oxidative stress refers to the injury done to DNA, cells, and tissues in the body by free radicals, molecules with unpaired electrons that are produced when the body metabolizes oxygen. Free radicals also become present in the body through all the injurious means I just mentioned (poor diet, etc.). In their incomplete state, free radicals become thieves, stealing electrons from other molecules and wreaking havoc along the way. The damage they leave in their wake is often compared to the rusting of metal. The body has the ability to absorb free radicals and repair the damage they do, but its defense system tends to weaken over time, leaving it vulnerable to disease.

Like all theories about the cause of aging, the oxidative stress theory is just that, theory. We don’t know for sure if unbound free radicals are the main cause of aging; however, we do know that free radicals cause harm and that oxidative damage can certainly age your body, decrease your quality of life, and even shorten your life span. More specifically, by damaging a cell’s DNA, oxidative stress can be the first step to transforming a healthy cell into a cancer cell (cancer also has other causes, such as inherited genetic mutations). Free radicals influence LDL (bad) cholesterol as well, making it even more prone to sticking to the walls of arteries and increasing the risk of heart disease, stroke, erectile dysfunction, and other conditions.

Many of the strategies you’ll read about in this book are aimed at preventing and repairing free radical damage. I’ll be recommending many foods that contain antioxidants such as vitamin E, vitamin C, and certain phytonutrients that disarm and disable free radicals. These dietary watchdogs also boost the body’s own free radical defense system. Likewise, the exercise program will help turn up your body’s own free radical–fighting capabilities. A lot of Dr. Lancer’s skin care recommendations also focus on quenching free radicals that degrade collagen and elastin, the proteins that give skin its structure and bounce.

In addition to free radicals, inflammation has been implicated in aging because of the role it plays in so many age-related diseases. (They’re actually related—free radicals can cause inflammation.) Short-lived inflammation is a good thing; it’s the body’s defense against a flu virus, bacteria, a wound, a chemical irritant, and other kinds of trauma. Inflammation occurs when, triggered by damage, immune cells rush into the injured area, releasing compounds that destroy bacteria or promote wound healing. When the condition resolves, the immune response goes away. At least, most of the time. Sometimes, for a number of reasons, inflammation persists. That’s called chronic inflammation, and it’s been linked to everything from cancer and heart disease to diabetes, dementia, and even wrinkles. While it’s far from certain that inflammation is the major culprit in aging, anything you can do to reduce inflammation—such as exercise regularly—will reduce the cumulative effects of aging.



The Aging Brain

Using MRI and other imaging technologies, researchers have learned that your brain starts to get smaller as you get older. “The volume of the frontal cortex, which is responsible for reasoning, problem-solving, and strategic tasks, gets smaller, and white matter gets more porous; it’s not as tightly woven as it was,” explains Denise Park, PhD, director of the Center for Vital Longevity in Dallas. These changes may explain why most people experience subtle declines in the rate at which they process new information, the amount of information they can process at a time, and the ability to remember new information long-term.

Memory of the past can also be affected. “As you age, it gets harder to put tags on individual memories, which allows them to be distinctive and easier to retrieve later on,” says Tom Hess, PhD, professor in the department of Lifespan Developmental Psychology at North Carolina State University in Raleigh. This change in memory functioning appears to be due to age-related loss of neurons in the hippocampus, the area of the brain partially responsible for establishing new specific memories.

With age, protein deposits may start to form in the brain. The brain naturally produces a type of plaque called amyloid, which normally degrades and is eliminated by the body. Researchers have noticed a buildup of this protein during autopsies on people who had Alzheimer’s disease. Up until very recently, it wasn’t possible to look at plaque in healthy people, but Park and her team have been able to inject a radio tracer substance into the brain, then use imaging techniques to see whether healthy volunteers have a buildup of amyloid. They’ve found that between 25 and 35 percent of healthy adults start to have amyloid buildup in their forties and fifties. Park notes that the plaque is associated with some cognitive decline but that it’s uncertain whether it’s an early sign or stage of Alzheimer’s disease. “Lots of people functioning at a high level have this plaque that’s associated with Alzheimer’s,” she says.

Growing older isn’t all bad news for the brain. Every time you learn something new, new wiring gets laid down. The result: more processing power. You can also fight the aging of the brain. Read how exercise helps here, and turn to here for brain-boosting tips.



In the evolutionary theory of aging, genes determine aging and, ultimately, death. In the damage theory of aging, factors such as unhealthy food, stress, and even the body’s own metabolic processes are the primary agents. However, many people, including me, believe that aging is a combination of both. All the recommendations in this book, in fact, are predicated on the idea that you are working both with your own genetic predispositions and with the things in life that you can control, such as what you eat and how much you exercise. Aging without question has its foundations in genetically determined mechanisms. “But,” points out João Pedro de Magalhães, “genetics can be modulated by environmental factors.”

I’ll give you a good example. One of the markers of aging that you’ll be hearing a lot more about in this book are telomeres. Telomeres are the tail ends of chromosomes, the structures that carry genes. Every time a cell divides, the telomeres stabilize the cell’s chromosomes, but in the process they become shorter. When telomeres become too short, the cell can no longer divide and it dies. This is believed to lead to various aspects of aging, including diminished muscle strength, wrinkles, and lowered immunity. How much telomere length really affects longevity—if at all—is still unknown, but many prominent researchers believe it’s an important cog in the wheel of life.

In 2008, researchers at King’s College in London looked at the length of the telomeres in the white blood cells of twins. Some of the participants were very active, while their twin siblings were quite a bit less active. The results of the study showed that, across the board, telomere length was related to activity: the more active the person, the longer the telomeres. When very active exercisers were compared directly to their less active twins, they had telomere lengths that looked to be about four years younger. Here was a case where genetics were the same, but the cells were influenced by differing external factors, in this instance, exercise.



MAJOR AGING ACCELERATORS


Obesity

Being overweight predisposes the body to heart disease, but that’s only one way that obesity can affect longevity and accelerate aging. New research suggests that it also makes cells older on a molecular level. For instance, some of the same researchers that looked at telomere length in active and sedentary twins also looked at telomere length in obese women. What they found was that obese women had shorter telomeres than lean women. If you translated the telomere length into years, the obese women’s cells were nine years older than the lean women’s. Excess body fat is also thought to cause oxidative stress and is known to promote inflammation of the kind that’s been linked to age-related diseases.

Inflammation caused by excessive body fat may also be related to the shrinking of the brain. Gary Wenk, PhD, a professor of psychology, neuroscience, and molecular virology, immunology, and medical genetics at the Ohio State University and Medical Center, has shown that proteins that are a by-product of inflammation can cause regions of the brain responsible for memory and learning new things to become smaller. Other studies have shown that older people who are obese have lesser cognitive and memory capabilities and are at an increased risk for Alzheimer’s disease.

Another way that obesity affects aging is by contributing to insulin resistance. Insulin is the hormone charged with ushering the sugar from your blood into cells throughout your body. When you aren’t producing enough insulin, or your cells become resistant to insulin’s actions, blood sugar rises. People with type 1 diabetes produce no insulin. People with type 2—the kind that is often caused by too much body fat and constitutes about 90 to 95 percent of diabetes cases—are insulin resistant. That is, their bodies don’t respond properly to normal amounts of insulin so that sugar doesn’t get adequately transported from the blood to the cells. People with type 2 diabetes may even eventually stop producing normal amounts of insulin, which can make the situation worse.

Insulin resistance can shorten your life span and hasten aging in a number of ways: it encourages inflammation, quashes sirtuin activity (sirtuins are enzymes that delay cell death), shortens telomeres, and raises levels of compounds called AGEs—advanced glycation end products—that wreak havoc in the body (see here). Besides obesity (and particularly an overabundance of intra-abdominal fat—stored fat that surrounds the organs), a diet high in sweets, sodas and other sugary drinks, white bread, white rice, and other processed grains seems to promote insulin resistance. There’s a hereditary factor to insulin resistance as well—your genes may make you more susceptible. But you might be able to stave it off for longer, and if you get it, regulate your blood sugar better, with the type of diet you’ll find in chapter 3.




Smoking

While the link between excessive body weight and aging is disheartening given the rates of obesity in this country, it’s somewhat more surprising than what has long been known as the number one cause of preventable death: smoking. Besides its deleterious effect on life span, smoking promotes aging in just about every way imaginable. It’s known, for instance, that smoking creates free radicals and that it’s associated with the development of many age-related diseases, including some that you might not even think would be related: osteoporosis, diabetes, and the eye disease macular degeneration. In the obesity study I mentioned earlier, they also looked at the effect of smoking on telomeres and found that it shortened telomere length by a full 18 percent.

It’s been known for some time that smoking is linked to dementia, and recently researchers at Kaiser Permanente in Oakland found that it’s also associated with an increased risk of Alzheimer’s disease. Compared to nonsmokers, people who smoked two packs a day in midlife increased their risk of Alzheimer’s by 157 percent.

Dr. Lancer will talk more about the effects of smoking on the skin in chapter 4. However, suffice it to say that there’s such a thing as “smoker’s face,” characterized by deep lines around the mouth and eyes and a grayish tint to the skin. Nicotine contracts the blood vessels, decreasing blood flow to the skin and all the other major organs in the body.

There are a few other reasons why it’s to your advantage to quit smoking. One is that it makes it difficult to exercise at the pace you need to get sizable anti-aging benefits. The other is that smoking can interfere with sleep. To see just how much, researchers at the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine hooked up forty smokers and forty nonsmokers to monitoring machines and looked at their brain waves as they slept. The smokers spent a lot less time in deep sleep, the most rejuvenating kind of slumber, and a lot more time in the lighter stages of sleep, when it’s easy to be awakened—possibly in part because they were going through nicotine withdrawal while they slept. The smokers also reported feeling less refreshed in the morning. (You’ll learn more about the importance of a good night’s sleep in chapter 5.) Smoking is certainly one of the worst things you can do to yourself—it’s like lying on a train track when you know that the train is coming. Quitting, on the other hand, is perhaps the single best thing you can do for yourself.



Stress

Work, finances, kids’ schedules, relationship problems, sick parents, your own health issues—there are so many sources of stress in our modern daily lives. When you experience stress, your body releases powerful chemicals and hormones, including one called cortisol, that prepare your body to fight or flee a perceived threat or danger—the “fight or flight” response. “That response creates a biochemical soup that changes the chemistry of our blood,” explains Elissa Epel, PhD, associate professor in the department of psychiatry at the University of California, San Francisco.

The fight or flight response is beneficial in the short run; it helps us deal with a variety of dangerous situations. After the threat has been resolved, hormones level off and your body goes back to baseline. But if these high levels of stress chemicals persist—as they often do when someone is living a high-pressure life—they can be harmful. Instead of protecting the body, they can cause damage to molecules and tissues and lead to a weakened immune system, acne, and other problems, including increased intra-abdominal fat, the kind that puts the body at risk for stroke, heart disease, and high blood pressure. The stress response also triggers higher levels of damaging free radicals, inflammation, and, in some cases, even spikes in insulin and glucose levels that make the body seem prediabetic. And all of these, not surprisingly, can speed up the aging process.

Prolonged stress can also be extremely harmful to the brain. Studies have shown that persistent stress can cause depression and anxiety. It can kill brain cells and damage the hippocampus, the area in charge of memory and learning (research suggests stress actually shrinks this portion of the brain). When damaged, the hippocampus cannot create new memories or access stored ones as efficiently. And because the hippocampus is part of the system that signals the body to stop producing cortisol, levels of the stress hormone can remain out of control and continue to harm the body.


Getting a Handle on Stress

In this day and age, it’s the rare person who doesn’t feel stressed in some way. Rarer still is the person who is managing it well. I say “managing” it because it’s really not possible to entirely eliminate stress from your life. But if you organize your life more efficiently and have a few go-to ways to relax, you can significantly lower the wear and tear stress has on your body. Here are a few suggestions for living a lower-stress life.


[image: image] List the major sources of stress in your life to identify the big categories.

[image: image] Keep a journal for two weeks to identify the more specific triggers. Write down all the situations that make you feel anxious or tense, as well as how you handled (or didn’t handle) them. At the end of two weeks, read through your journal. What stressful events can you avoid? Which relationships are making you feel stressed out? Can you improve them, or possibly consider ending them? If you’re constantly pressed for time with a day that’s way too full, what in your schedule could you possibly eliminate?

[image: image] Make sure you are following all the healthy recommendations in this book. Eating healthfully, exercising regularly, and getting enough sleep can go a long way toward helping you cope with stress.

[image: image] Have a collection of “emergency stress stoppers” in your arsenal. The American Heart Association recommends these seven ways to calm down.


1. Count to ten before you speak.

2. Take three to five deep breaths.

3. Walk away from the stressful situation and say you’ll handle it later.

4. Go for a walk.

5. Don’t be afraid to say “I’m sorry” if you make a mistake.

6. Break down big problems into smaller parts. For example, answer one email or phone call per day instead of dealing with everything at once.

7. Drive in the slow lane or avoid busy roads to help you stay calm while driving.



[image: image] Make time for daily relaxation. It’s important to determine what helps slow your mind and body down. Maybe it’s meditation, yoga, or working out in the gym. It could be reading, sitting down with a cup of tea, listening to music. Find what helps you de-stress and practice it at least once a day.

[image: image] Get help if you need it. And I’m not just talking about seeing a therapist, although seeing a therapist can be helpful if you feel that your life is out of control. Consider enrolling in a stress management program at a local hospital, medical center, or community clinic. Someone like a professional organizer or life coach might be able to help you manage your life more efficiently. If you’re feeling overwhelmed, talk to your family, friends, colleagues, boss, or even your company’s administration. They may be able to help you scale back if you’ve taken on too many responsibilities.



The effects of prolonged stress can even be seen on a cellular level. Epel’s research has shown that people with high stress levels have shorter telomeres, which we know is indicative of whole-body aging. (See here for a description of one study involving stress, telomeres, and exercise).

Managing current sources of stress is a must, but it’s also important to realize that the stress experienced in the past can play a role in your present-day well-being, too. Research shows that stressful or traumatic life events that you experienced as a child—for instance, losing a parent—can have a powerful and lasting effect. “Really stressful events from childhood can add a couple years to a person’s subjective age; they can make people feel older,” says Markus Schafer, a sociology researcher at Purdue University. “On the other hand, when people feel in control of their lives and things are going smoothly, they’re better able to maintain a sense of youthfulness.”

Whether it’s stress from the past or stress in the present that you’re battling, it may make it more difficult to fight the physical decline that comes with aging. With my own clients, I’ve seen those overly affected by stress become overwhelmed and have a hard time living up to their eating and exercise goals. When you’re stressed out, a comfy couch and a carton of ice cream become a lot more appealing than getting on a treadmill or having a healthy meal—although both of the latter (especially exercise) are good antidotes for stress. Stress also has a tremendous effect on attitude. It can make you feel negative about yourself and your life; it’s hard to appreciate all the good things you have when you’re overburdened, tense, and pressured. Stress can simply sap all the joy and happiness right out of you.

AGING’S EFFECTS ON THE BODY

There are essentially two ways that we age. The first is called primary aging. “That happens at the cellular level and includes attacks on our cells by free radicals, DNA damage, and the wear and tear on cells, tissues and organs from constant ongoing chemical and other reactions that constitute metabolism,” explains Donald Williamson, PhD, an anti-aging researcher and the John Stauffer McIlhenny Professor in Nutrition at Pennington Biomedical Research Center in Louisiana. “Secondary aging is developing a disease such as cancer, atherosclerosis, or diabetes, which can shorten the life span.”

Some aspects of aging are obvious. It’s apparent, for instance, that the skin changes. Layers within and beneath the skin become thinner, helping to cause sagging and wrinkles—the skin, in a sense, folds in on itself. The skin also becomes less elastic and drier. It grows to be less sensitive to touch, too, and becomes less adept at regulating the body’s temperature. Hair loses pigment (the reason we become gray) and hair volume is lost in both men and women.

Body shape can change, too. Most people gain fat, and in many women, fat storage shifts from the hips and thighs to the abdomen. This deep intra-abdominal fat is one of the reasons that the risk of heart disease and diabetes in women dramatically increases after menopause.

One of the more noticeable signs that someone is growing older is the sudden appearance of reading glasses on his or her face. As the lens of the eye becomes less flexible, it makes it harder to focus on objects in the near distance. Vision in dim light also diminishes, and cataracts—clouded lenses—can start forming as early as age forty.

There are also many changes that you can’t see, and these changes have an impact on secondary aging. For instance, the thymus, a gland central to the immune system, shrinks, and many of the immune cells decrease in their ability to battle bacteria, viruses, and even cancer cells. The heart muscle degenerates slightly and the valves inside the heart become thicker and stiffer. Arteries are more likely to get clogged with plaque, and blood pressure may increase. The function of most organs declines as well, and cells become less able to divide and reproduce. Some hormone levels rise while others drop, changing the characteristics of many physiological processes such as metabolism and insulin sensitivity. Our sleep architecture—the different stages of sleep—shifts so that we spend less time in deep, refreshing sleep and more time in the lighter phases from which we’re more easily awakened.

Significant changes in the muscles, bones, and joints start to occur as well. Muscle fibers shrink and the repair of muscle tissue slows, lowering strength, decreasing the rate at which calories are burned, and making the body more susceptible to obesity. The joints become stiffer and bone mass is lost, increasing the risk of osteoporosis. The vertebrae can also become more compressed, the reason why many people lose height as they grow older.



THE LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL

Just reading all of the above, I know, can cause you some despair. No one likes to think of their body (and especially their mind) deteriorating. But there’s room for optimism, because you can really make a difference in the rate at which you age and how susceptible you become to age-related diseases. Everything I describe above can happen, but it doesn’t have to: How you live can have a significant impact on how your body ages. In the following chapters, you’ll learn about how exercise, good nutrition, skin care, and healthy sleep habits actually change your physiology. Your body will grow chronologically older; there is nothing you can do about that. But you can get physiologically younger. Successful aging isn’t an oxymoron. By adhering to the advice in this book, you can substantially lower your likelihood of disease, look and feel younger, and stay strong, vital, sharp, active, and happy. Work at it and you can even turn back the clock twenty years or more—no exaggeration.



Keep Your Health in Check

One of the most important things you can do to fight age-related maladies is to watch for any symptoms of disease. Catching conditions early is key to making a good recovery. Visit your doctor regularly, talk to him or her about any tests that have no set recommendations, and make sure that you are scheduled for the tests that you should have at regular intervals. Here are some guidelines adapted from recommendations from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and the American Heart Association. Vaccinations are also very important. Check the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention website (cdc.gov) to see the current recommended vaccinations for your age group.




	Screening Tests
	Ages 26–39
	Ages 40–49
	Ages 50–64
	Ages 65 and older





	Full check-up, including weight and height
	Discuss with your physician.



	Thyroid (TSH) test
	Discuss with your physician.



	Blood pressure test
	At least every 2 years.



	Cholesterol test
	Every 5 years; more frequently if your cholesterol is over 200 or you are a man over 45 or a woman over 50.



	Bone density screen
	 
	Discuss with your physician.
	Get a bone mineral density test at least once. Talk to your physician about repeat testing.



	Diabetes: Blood glucose or A1c test
	Discuss with your physician.
	Start at age 45, then every 3 years.
	Every 3 years.



	Chlamydia test
	Get this test if you have new or multiple partners.



	Sexually transmitted infection (STI) tests
	Both partners should get tested for STIs, including HIV, before initiating sexual intercourse.



	Colorectal health (use 1 of these 3 methods): Fecal occult blood test
	 
	Yearly.
	Yearly. Older than age 75, discuss with your physician.



	Flexible sigmoidoscopy (with fecal occult blood test)
	 
	Every 5 years.
	Every 5 years. Older than age 75, discuss with your physician.



	Colonoscopy
	 
	Every 10 years.
	Every 10 years. Older than age 75, discuss with your doctor or nurse.



	Comprehensive eye exam
	Discuss with your physician.
	Get a baseline exam at age 40, then every 2–4 years or as your doctor advises.
	Every 2–4 years until age 55, then every 1–3 years until age 65, or as your doctor advises.
	Every 1–2 years.



	Hearing test
	Starting at age 18, then every 10 years.
	Every 10 years.
	Every 3 years.



	Mole exam
	Monthly mole self-exam; by a physician as part of a routine full checkup.



	For Women Only:
	 



	Mammogram
	 
	Every 1–2 years. Discuss with your physician.



	Clinical breast exam
	At least every 3 years.
	Yearly.



	Pap test
	Every 2 years. Women 30 and older, every 3 years.
	Every 3 years.



	Pelvic exam
	Yearly.



	For Men Only:
	 



	Digital rectal exam
	 
	Discuss with your physician.



	Prostate-specific antigen test (PSA)
	 
	Discuss with your physician.



	Testicular exam
	Discuss with your physician.












CHAPTER 2



The Ultimate Anti-Aging Weapon: Exercise

A FEW YEARS AGO I was waiting to board a plane when I noticed the man standing next to me, a guy who appeared to be in his late sixties, wearing a really cool pair of glasses. I complimented him on the glasses, and just as he was telling me they were a gift from his daughter, I glanced down at his boarding pass and saw the name “LaLanne.” I immediately thought back to how, growing up, I had watched my mom exercise along to Jack LaLanne’s TV show. I’m surprised I didn’t recognize him right away, but once I realized who he was I knew that he couldn’t be in his sixties. When I got home I looked it up and confirmed it: Jack LaLanne was in his early nineties.

As a champion of combining cardiovascular exercise and strength training for good health and fitness, LaLanne was way ahead of his time. And it obviously paid off. The man I met that day in the airport not only looked way younger than his years, but he was strong and healthy and had a youthful way about him. If there ever was an advertisement for the anti-aging benefits of exercise, I was looking at it right there. When it comes to reversing the aging process, nothing touches exercise.

If you think about it, it makes complete sense. Aging, as I described in the previous chapter, is in part defined by the loss and breakdown of tissues within the body. Physical activity, to the contrary, builds up tissues within the body. That’s obvious when you look at the musculature of devoted exercisers, but exercise also builds up tissue and enhances cellular activity in ways that you can’t even see. For instance, think about what exercise does for the body in terms of disease prevention. Studies show that the risk of obesity, heart disease, hypertension, stroke, diabetes, cancer, and just about every other condition that leads to disability and/or early death goes up with age. But people who exercise regularly defy those statistics. They stay leaner and have more robust cardiovascular systems, better insulin sensitivity, and stronger immune systems. Daily physical activity sends a message to your brain and your body to stay young and vibrant, and as a result exercisers typically live not only longer but higher-quality lives.

By “higher quality” I mean that exercisers don’t suffer the same physical and psychological decline that sedentary people usually do—a decline that often begins as early as age twenty-five. When people don’t exercise, they experience both muscle and bone loss, setting themselves up for weakness and the risk of injury in their older years. Exercisers, on the other hand, maintain strong muscles and bones, allowing them to continue leading active, on-the-go lives. Research also suggests that older exercisers have sharper memories and cognitive skills, and that they’re more optimistic and satisfied with life. Because exercise helps ease depression and anxiety, people who exercise regularly tend to be calmer, too. That alone is useful in the fight against aging, since we know that stress contributes to the deterioration of the body. Recently, a study at the University of California, San Francisco, found that women with a lot of stress in their lives who were physically active had longer telomeres than stressed women who were sedentary. (Longer telomeres, as you might remember from chapter 1, are a mark of younger, healthier cells.) Exercise, we now know, has benefits right down to the cellular level.

It even affects how other people perceive you. When English researchers quizzed people on their perceptions of sixty-five-year-old exercisers versus non-exercisers of the same age, they judged the exercisers to be friendlier, more hardworking, kinder, happier, more sociable, and better-looking than the non-exercisers. And here’s the kicker: The people making the judgments were basing their perceptions on a written statement that mentioned who exercised and who did not but included very little physical description; they had never even seen the sixty-five-year-olds.



A FOUNDATION FOR LIVING LIFE TO THE FULLEST

A friend of mine loves to tell the story of her grandfather, a man who was active all his life and regularly played softball until he was ninety-three. One night, her grandfather was visiting the family when a knock sounded on the door. It was the next-door neighbor, who’d seen a prowler on the side of my friend’s family’s house. My friend’s grandfather, in his early eighties at the time, ran to the side of the house, shouted out at the prowler—a young man—then took off running after him down the alley. A few blocks later her grandfather caught the man (he let him go with a warning), and his feat went down in family history.

Hopefully, you’ll never have to demonstrate your physical proficiency in such a dramatic way, but I tell the story to remind you that the benefits of being physically fit go well beyond obtaining a lean, toned, and younger-looking body. The most important thing exercise does for you is keep you living an active and independent life. Being able to walk quickly when you’re late and climb the stairs of a stadium at a ball game without your heart racing. Having the strength to pull your luggage off the baggage carousel at the airport and the agility to set up a tent. Possessing the stamina to hike the Grand Canyon and the power to cycle through vineyards. Having the flexibility to swing a tennis racquet and the energy to swim in the ocean and walk on the sand. Even if these types of things are no problem for you now, they very well could be if you don’t take preventive measures.

As I frequently say, we were meant to move. And yet, as a society, we barely do. We text, we email, we push remote control and elevator buttons, we step onto escalators, we put dishes in the dishwasher, we drive, and we sit, sit, sit. According to an American Cancer Society study, women who are otherwise inactive and sit six hours a day increase their likelihood of early death by 98 percent compared to women who are very active and sit less than three hours per day. That’s astounding! We’ve become very apathetic about moving our bodies and we’re paying the price in runaway rates of obesity and diabetes.



The Aging Brain on Exercise

Arthur F. Kramer is what you might call the sage of the aging brain and exercise. The director of the Beckman Institute of Advanced Science and professor in the Department of Psychology and Neuroscience at the University of Illinois at Urbana, he has led numerous studies looking at what happens to the brains of older people when they exercise. His work makes a strong case for working out to stay mentally sharp as well as for picking up exercise no matter what your age. “We know from our studies that you can take older people who are almost professional couch potatoes and have them start exercising late in life and get pretty dramatic benefits,” says Kramer. “Studies also show that exercise improves cognitive function in people with Parkinson’s disease, multiple sclerosis, and Alzheimer’s.”

In Kramer and his colleagues’ most recent study, they invited sixty-five of those professional couch potatoes, ages fifty-nine to eighty, to join a walking group for a year. At the end of the year, the researchers looked at the walkers’ brains with high-resolution imaging and found that they had increased brain connectivity and improved scores on cognitive tests. Connectivity, which means that different parts of the brain are acting in sync, typically declines with age, and so does cognition. By contrast, a control group in Kramer’s study that did only stretching exercises had no improvement in either cognition or connectivity.

Other work coauthored by Kramer has found that older people who started with fifteen minutes of walking and built up to forty-five minutes showed increases in brain volume in areas that usually show significant age-related deterioration. The volunteers in that study ranged in age from sixty through seventy-nine. “There may be a point of no return when you’re too old for exercise to improve your brain function,” says Kramer. “But so far we haven’t found it.”
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