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Introduction



People ask all the time: What’s Betty’s secret?


Betty is my ninety-six-year-old mother. She lives on her own, is as sharp as ever, belly-laughs with friends, and never forgets a birthday or condolence card. Family, neighbors—even strangers—can’t get enough of her.


But here’s the thing—Betty has never been particularly athletic, enjoys dessert, sips the occasional cocktail, and is the first to admit she didn’t always have the best attitude when she was younger. So how is she thriving in her later years?


Spoiler alert: It’s not her genes and it’s not just luck.


Her secret isn’t perfect health or a life free from hardship. In fact, it’s not a secret at all—it’s science.


As a gerontologist, I’ve spent decades researching the factors that enable people to thrive in the second half of life. In this book, I share the proven strategies that have helped Betty maximize well-being in longevity—and that will help you do the same.


When we talk about longevity, we often focus on lifespan—how long we live—or healthspan—how many of those years are in good health. But what’s the point of a long, healthy life if you’re not enjoying it?


That’s where joyspan comes in—the key to a fulfilling long life. It’s about more than just physical health; it’s about cultivating internal strength—the ability to grow, connect, adapt, and give, all life long.


We are all aging. Whether you’re twenty-three or a hundred and three, the best time to invest in your joyspan is right now.


Let’s get started.


A NEW WAY TO LOOK AT AGE


Anyone who says, “Age is just a number,” has not reached the high numbers. Aging is not easy, and “forever young” is not a plan. Regardless of how many burpees you can do or protein smoothies you chug, the passing of time brings challenges. Roles that you relished change, words on the menus seem to shrink, necks sag, diagnoses arise.


On the other hand, aging is not the downhill slide that people believe it is. A multibillion-dollar antiaging industry profits when you feel awful about yourself and fear aging like the plague. The tragedy of aging is not that we will all grow old and die, but that aging has been made unnecessarily, and at times excruciatingly, painful and humiliating. Aging does not have to be this way. When it comes to longevity, the primary focus has been upon lifespan, the length of life.


More recently, the scope has expanded beyond years of life to years of life in good health, or healthspan. This is a welcomed shift, because we all want to live as healthy as possible for as long as possible.


But there’s a catch. A long life, even a long life in good health, doesn’t mean much if you don’t like your life. As geriatrician Dr. Louise Aronson observes, “We’ve added a couple of decades, essentially an entire generation, onto our lives, and we haven’t figured out how to handle that.”1


What we’ve been missing is a practical vocabulary and approach to maximizing the quality of our long lives. We need a science-based, how-to guide for creating long lives characterized by inner well-being. It’s not enough to have a long lifespan and healthspan; we want what I call a long joyspan.


WHAT IS JOYSPAN?


Joyspan is the experience of well-being and satisfaction in longevity. Because the focus is upon well-being, I tried out the term “wellspan” with my patients. After more than a few people thought I was saying, “wealthspan,” I started calling it “joyspan”—it’s been a perfect fit. The American Psychological Association defines joy as the feeling that arises from a sense of well-being or satisfaction. Experiencing joy is different from feeling happy. Happiness comes and goes and is often dependent on external circumstances. Joy can be experienced even in adverse situations. More akin to contentment than to ecstasy, joy may show up in the form of a smile, but many times it does not. You cannot always ascertain someone’s joy by observing them. One older woman looking at the trees through her window may be lonely and miserable, while a different older woman looking at the same trees may be experiencing great joy.


My mother, Betty, is enjoying a long joyspan. She practices what I preach: a research-based, proven approach to maximize well-being in longevity. Joyspan requires knowledge, intention, and effort and is achievable regardless of where you are starting out today. Your current approach to longevity is no doubt incomplete. In everyday media we are inundated with advice on maximizing physical fitness, but very little on how to maximize internal fitness and emotional well-being. Joyspan brings to light the robust research findings on psychological well-being, which are too often tucked away in academic journals. This book is what you need but have been missing.


To thrive in old age means to live a fulfilling, purposeful, and satisfying life despite the challenges that accompany aging. It involves maximizing physical health, cognitive function, emotional well-being, social connections, and a sense of meaning. Thriving doesn’t mean being free of all health problems or challenges; rather, it emphasizes resilience, adaptability, and the ability to find joy and value in life. People don’t thrive in longevity by mistake or luck. People who thrive in longevity actively maximize the quality of their lives. But how? What does the research say about HOW to thrive in life’s second half? As a gerontologist, I scoured the findings of thirty-five years of empirical testing on psychological well-being in longevity. The research was conducted by experts from around the globe and points to hundreds of predictors. But the deeper I dug into the findings, the more I recognized a profound underlying pattern. The hundreds of predictors found in thousands of studies on what is necessary to thrive in longevity consistently group into four essential elements. The research showed that people with long joyspans actively commit to four critical actions:


■ Grow: They continue to explore and expand.


■ Connect: They put time into new and existing relationships.


■ Adapt: They adjust to changing and challenging situations.


■ Give: They share themselves.


Each of these elements is nonnegotiable for well-being in longevity, and you can improve in each area. Joyspan matters because without it, a long life is a drag.


MY PATH TO JOYSPAN


When I completed my PhD thirty years ago, I was in the oxymoronic position of being the youngest doctor of gerontology in the country. To me it made perfect sense—in fact, it felt like I was born a gerontologist. To start out, I came as a surprise to my middle-aged parents and my siblings, who were high school age. I was the only four-year-old in preschool whose sister was married. When kids made fun of old people, it felt personal to me. Sometimes I’d ride out the jabs in silence; other times I’d stand up for my people: the gray, the wrinkled, and the fabulous.


I taught geriatric medicine and gerontology for nineteen years at the University of California, Irvine School of Medicine. At UCI’s Senior Health Center, I had a front-row seat to observe people, and their families, navigate old age. What struck me most was the radical differences in how people experienced their own aging process. For some, it is a frustrating, degrading, painful trajectory of ever-increasing decline. For others, there is visible delight, spirituality, and joy in occupying their eighth, ninth, and tenth decades.


The vast majority of my career has focused upon the former group, those suffering in old age. What I’ve seen has burned my eyes and left scars on my heart. Blue-eyed Mrs. C., who endured searing physical pain and profound loneliness. Proud Mr. R., who had to choose between needed medication and a meal. Miss T., who cared lovingly for her brother with Down syndrome until she developed Alzheimer’s disease, and the two were found in conditions that haunt me to this day.


Dr. Laura Mosqueda is my mentor, friend, and a gifted geriatrician. She and I had the privilege of creating and codirecting the nation’s first Elder Abuse Forensic Center, which investigates cases of elder abuse. What we learned from thousands of cases of elder abuse and neglect is that no one is immune to finding themselves in dire situations in old age.


We learned that loneliness kills, and that isolation is a key risk factor. We came to understand that neglect and mistreatment don’t occur just in dilapidated shacks, but also behind the closed doors of beautiful homes. Suffering in old age is not a “they” problem; it’s an “us” problem. We found that after the abuse, neglect, or financial exploitation occurs, it is the older adult who feels shame instead of the perpetrator—which is heartbreaking and infuriating. Other times, there is no one at fault, only an awful no-win situation with suffering all around.


Many days I drove home from work in tears, my blouse doubling as a tissue. Laura and I received the National Crime Victims’ Service Award from the US attorney general, and though I should have been proud, I remember feeling awful on the flight home. I had an image of myself sitting at the base of a skateboard ramp. I was doing my best to bandage up people when they hit the elder abuse pavement at the end of the ramp, but scars and suffering remained. I realized that the real goal was to get to the top of that skateboard ramp and provide people with the equipment they needed for the experiences of later life.


The purpose of this book is to fortify you and those you love for these unprecedented long lives. I want you to thrive during your entire life.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


I’ve divided Joyspan into three sections.


Part 1 explains why your joyspan matters. Chapter 1 defines joyspan and highlights joyspanners who have preceded you. Chapters 2 and 3 delve into how joyspan affects your lifespan and healthspan.


Part 2 explains what you need to do to strengthen your joyspan. Chapter 4 is a deep dive into the first essential element of joyspan, lifelong growth. Chapter 5 provides practical information on how to create and strengthen your community and connection in the second half of life. In chapter 6 you will learn how adaptability contributes to joyspan and how to maximize your adaptability. Chapter 7 shows how giving back unlocks your life purpose and provides meaning.


Part 3 reveals how to create your joyspan for a life you will enjoy living all the way to the end. Chapter 8 shows you how to fill your joytank, while chapter 9 gives you the tools you’ll need when your joyspan dips. I examine common struggles such as feeling like a burden, mobility and health obstacles, and loss.


Within each of the three parts, you’ll see recurring elements. Joyspanners are mini-profiles of adults embodying the elements of joyspan. Joy Practices offer activities and exercises to go deeper into your exploration of what creates a long joyspan. Finally, Joyspan Matrices are examples of how real people are applying the four elements of joyspan.
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I’ve been thinking about old age for a long time. Thirty-three years ago, I wrote this poem in response to my English professor’s prompt: “What do you care about?” What I cared about, what I still care about, was older people. The poem, called “We Are They,” ends this way:


Yet somehow, we row closer still, toward the mighty river’s end.


The moans they are among us now, at last we understand.


We are they, and we can make choices now, here in gentler tides, while we are miles up the river.


What I want you to gain from reading this book is hope. A good and joyful second half of life is an inside job. Just as the physical self is made up of cells, the inner self is made up of thoughts. According to the National Research Foundation, humans have around sixty thousand thoughts per day. Like cells, thoughts are often small and seemingly innocuous. Taken together, however, thoughts become the inner self. As we grow older, we can’t hide behind a fresh face or body. The inner self takes center stage, and it can be glorious. I know because I’ve seen the radiance of joyspan in thousands of older adults. I want that for you.
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PART I
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Why Your Joyspan Matters










CHAPTER 1



What Is Joyspan?


I had two grandmothers, Eda and Charlotte.


“Don’t ever get old, Kerry,” Gram Eda told me. She was only sixty-four. “Back in the day, I was actually useful.” Eda believed that growing older was all downhill, and she made her decisions based upon that belief.


Eda stopped cultivating relationships with family and friends. Visits consisted of us sitting around staring at her while she talked about her unfair life, saying, “I got a bad break, losing Theodore, and then becoming crippled with this damn arthritis.” I could hardly wait until it was time to leave our visits.


Eda could not accept the older version of herself. She had a lot to give but couldn’t see it. For example, I longed to have her take an interest in me and to tell me about her younger self. Her stories were left untold, and memories were never created. Eda believed older would be awful, and she was right. Although she lived eighty-one years, her joyspan was less than sixty years.


My maternal grandmother, Charlotte, held a very different view of aging. Like Eda, Charlotte lived alone on a small, fixed income after her husband’s passing. She saw aging as the opportunity to do more living. “Kerry,” she said one day, “you may join me on my walk tomorrow, but I leave right at seven a.m. Be ready to go or I’ll go without you.” I was ready. The walk took us to a hidden greenbelt covered with tiny grazing bunnies. She exposed me to the fresh quiet of morning, a world I usually slept through.


Charlotte made it a point to get outside every day. She was equally committed to continued intellectual growth. She took notes when she watched the news. “I like to know which leaders are from which countries, and what they are doing,” she’d explain. My mom saved these TV notes—the names Pierre Trudeau (Canada) and Isabel Perón (the first woman president of a world country, Argentina) scrawled in her curly penmanship. As Charlotte’s longtime friends began to predecease her, she created a women’s reading group to discuss books, share meals, and listen to music. Charlotte only had one child, my mother, Betty, yet she was rich with family. She often telephoned Betty, her three grandchildren, their spouses, and her eleven great-grandchildren. When she could no longer walk unassisted, Charlotte adapted her daily workouts to her walker. In her late eighties, Charlotte grew frail, but she always saw her value, always knew she had something to give. The focused attention and encouragement she gave me impacted the trajectory of my life. Charlotte believed being older would be just fine, and she was right. Her joyspan was as long as her lifespan—eighty-nine years.


We remember Charlotte with fondness, and Eda with sorrow. How do you wish to be remembered? What specifically enables some people to thrive in longevity while others languish? The attention they give to cultivating their joyspan.


INTRODUCING JOYSPAN


Joyspan is the experience of psychological well-being and satisfaction in longevity. It is the response to the question: Why do you want to live longer? For what? For whom?


In a world obsessed with living longer, Joyspan is about living better. We’ve been missing a practical vocabulary and approach to maximizing the quality of our long lives. Joyspan is a science-based “how-to” for creating a long life characterized by inner well-being. The goal is to live as long as possible with as much quality of life as possible.




Longevity is not just a number of years (lifespan).


It’s not even the number of years lived in good health (healthspan).


It’s how many years you enjoy living (joyspan).





How do years of life intersect with quality of life? Let’s think about it with a simple diagram. The “Years of Life” axis is divided into two categories: long life and short life; and the “Quality of Life” axis is divided into two categories: high well-being and low well-being. The resulting four quadrants are summarized in figure 1.


FIGURE 1. The Length and Quality of Your Life


[image: A two-by-two grid measuring quality of life against years of life. The bottom left corner is ‘short life, low well-being’, the top left corner is ‘long life, low well-being’, the bottom right corner is ‘short life, high well-being’ and the top right corner is ‘long life, high well-being’.]


Because we are interested in longevity, let’s focus on the upper squares of the quadrant, representing people with long lives. There are two options: (1) the upper left quadrant: a long life with low well-being; and (2) the upper right quadrant: a long life with high well-being. In other words, suffering or joyspan. That’s an easy one; you opt for the upper right quadant, all day, every day. You opt for joyspan.


But how? What are the predictors of joyspan according to the research? Thousands of studies in the fields of gerontology, psychology, sociology, neuroscience, biology, epigenetics, and philosophy have posed this question.


In her seminal 1989 paper, “Happiness Is Everything, or Is It?,” Dr. Carol Ryff laid the foundation for the Psychological Well-Being model (PWB model), offering a multidimensional perspective on what it means to live well beyond mere pleasure-seeking.1 The PWB model was influenced by existential, humanistic, and developmental psychology—particularly the work of Carl Jung, Erik Erikson, Abraham Maslow, and Viktor Frankl. The PWB model identifies six core components that predict positive functioning throughout life:


1. Autonomy: The ability to make independent choices and resist social pressures.


2. Environmental mastery: Competence in managing everyday life tasks and challenges.


3. Personal growth: A continued openness to new experiences and development.


4. Positive relationships with others: Developing deep, meaningful social connections.


5. Purpose in life: A sense of direction, meaning, and future-oriented goals.


6. Self-acceptance: A realistic view of oneself, acknowledging both strengths and weaknesses.


The Psychological Well-Being model has been tested extensively in projects such as the MIDUS (Midlife in the United States) survey and the Survey of Midlife Development in Japan. These studies focus on how well-being evolves across the course of a life, exploring the roles of life transitions, social roles, and health changes. Findings confirm that even as physical health declines with age, many older adults report high levels of personal growth, purpose, and self-acceptance, suggesting resilience in psychological well-being. This finding holds true in studies in other countries as well. For example, the international Survey of Midlife Development found that cultural differences shaped certain aspects of well-being (for example, autonomy), but purpose, relationships, and self-acceptance remained important across all contexts.2


Taken together, thousands of studies from around the world confirm that psychological well-being is dynamic, meaning that it can be changed, and it can be maintained or even enhanced with age, especially when individuals stay engaged, maintain social connections, and find new sources of meaning.


The joyspan model builds on the foundation of the Psychological Well-Being model, with an additional element shown to predict well-being in later life: adaptability. Developed by Israeli researcher Dr. Hod Orkibi, the creative adaptability framework is the capacity to generate cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses to changing and stressful situations.3 His research reveals the power of adaptability in older adults to foster psychological flexibility and well-being in later life. As we grow older, adaptability helps us manage transitions like retirement or health challenges through proactive engagement and emotional regulation. Findings reveal that older adults with higher adaptability skills experience greater resilience and personal growth.


––––––––– JOY PRACTICE: –––––––––


The Joyspan Inventory


How is your joyspan? Take the Joyspan Inventory by circling your answers to the eight questions below. Be as honest as possible—this is just your baseline. You can improve it!


Grow


1. For me, life has been a continuous process of learning, changing, and growth.


























	

Strongly agree
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Somewhat agree
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Slightly agree
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Neither agree nor disagree
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Slightly disagree
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Somewhat disagree
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Strongly disagree
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2. I think it is important to have new experiences that challenge how I think about myself and the world.
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Strongly disagree
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Connect


3. I have experienced many warm and trusting relationships with others.
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4. I enjoy mutual conversations with family members and friends.
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Adapt


5. I try to think about stress from a new perspective.
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6. I adopt new behaviors to help me through changed circumstances.
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Give


7. People would describe me as a giving person, willing to share my time with others.
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8. I have a sense of direction and purpose in my life.
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To score, add up the numbers of the answers you circled.


GROW =    _____________________________


CONNECT =  _____________________________


ADAPT =    _____________________________


GIVE =     _____________________________


The higher the score, the better. Take note of your lowest and highest scores. See if they change over time.


THE JOYSPAN MATRIX


The Joyspan Matrix is how you take action. The definition of a matrix is an environment in which the elements of something develop. The Joyspan Matrix is the environment in which the four elements of joyspan develop. The Joyspan Matrix consists of the four essential actions: Grow, Connect, Adapt, and Give. As depicted below, each of the four elements is based on research into the topics shown in figure 2.


FIGURE 2. Four Actions Associated with Thriving in Longevity


[image: Two squares divided into four triangular sections each show which elements of thriving can be categorized into the four action groups. Social interaction, friendship, quality connection, interdependence and belonging are categorized into ‘Connect’. Compassion, legacy, purpose, meaning, generosity and others focused are categorized into ‘Give.’ Humility, forgiveness, autonomy, adaptability, self-acceptance, resilience, courage and coping are categorized into ‘Adapt.’ And gratitude, personal growth, intellectual curiosity, awe, humor and spiritual growth are categorized into ‘Grow.’]


The Four Actions Groups of Thriving


For example, the element Connect is drawn from the research showing the importance of social interaction, friendship, quality relationships, belonging, and interdependence. Each of the elements is captured in an action word to highlight your active role in maximizing your joyspan (see figure 3).


Each of the elements is essential to Joyspan and each can be improved—even radically improved.


GROW is your determination to continue developing as a person.


CONNECT is your dedication to building relationships with other people.


ADAPT is your desire and ability to adjust to life’s inevitable challenges.


GIVE is your willingness to share yourself to enrich the lives of others.


FIGURE 3. The Joyspan Matrix


[image: A square divided into four triangular sections that are labelled: connect, give, adapt and grow.]


Like physical fitness, your emotional and psychological fitness—your joyspan—takes daily attention and effort. Figure 4 is a joyspan matrix in action from the life of my friend Joe. Like everyone, Joe’s joyspan matrix is dynamic and always changing. This was Joe’s matrix two years after the death of his wife, Laura.


You will find additional real-life examples of the Joyspan Matrix in action below. As you read through these real-life examples and then go on about your life, you’ll start to become aware of these four critical action elements in your own life. Often, you will find yourself strong and active in some elements and lagging in other elements. That’s normal, and with this framework, you’ll be able to identify where you need to put in additional effort. For example, you may find yourself actively growing, connecting, and adapting, but realize you aren’t actively giving of yourself. When you become aware of this, you will be able to take more action in giving and watch your joy rise.


FIGURE 4. Joyspan Matrix in Action: Joe, Age 78


[image: A square divided into four triangular sections depicting the Joyspan matrix for Joe, Age 78. The triangles read: Connect – try out online dating, give – teach grandson to ski, adapt – swap running with swimming following knee replacement and grow – host first dinner party.]


WHAT IS JOY?


Joy is the experience of contentment, gratitude, and meaning, regardless of our external circumstance. Joy is not simply feeling happy. Joy encompasses quality of life and the ability to contribute to the world with a sense of meaning and purpose. Archbishop Desmond Tutu explained, “While happiness is often seen as being dependent on external circumstances, joy is not.” Joy, by definition, cannot be the goal. “If you… say ‘I want joy,’ clenching your teeth with determination,” advises the Dalai Lama, “this is the quickest way of missing the joy bus.”4


“Joy does not simply happen to us. We have to choose joy and keep choosing it every day.”


—Henri Nouwen, Dutch Catholic priest, professor, and writer


The concept of joy has ancient roots, with some of the earliest references to it found in religious texts, philosophical writings, and poetry. In the Sumerian text The Epic of Gilgamesh (2100 BC), passages describe moments of joy through friendship and celebration and mark one of humanity’s earliest reflections on interpersonal joy. The Rigveda (1500–1200 BC), part of the Indian Vedas, includes hymns that celebrate joy, bliss, and gratitude toward the divine. Concepts like ānanda (bliss and joy) are central to both spiritual fulfillment and cosmic harmony. In the Hebrew Bible (1000 BC), joy is seen as a gift from God, connected to faith, worship, and righteousness. Psalm 16:11 states: “You make known to me the path of life; in your presence there is fullness of joy.”5 The Tao Te Ching by Laozi (sixth century BC) suggests that simplicity and contentment lead to joy. The work advocates for a peaceful life, removed from excess and ambition. The teachings of the Buddha (fifth–fourth century BC) emphasize joy (pīti in the Pali language) as a mental quality associated with spiritual practice. The joy from meditation and insight is considered integral to achieving enlightenment.


All these ancient texts, along with millions of writings on joy created since then, highlight different forms of joy—whether through divine connection, human relationships, or inner peace—and reflect how joy has been regarded as an essential part of life for millennia.


“Live in joy, in love, even among those who hate. Live in joy, in health, even among the afflicted. Live in joy, in peace, even among the troubled.”


—Dhammapāla


If we look through the prisms of neuroscience, philosophy, psychology, sociology, and evolution, we find additional ways to think about joy. Neuroscientists, for example, have demonstrated how joy activates key areas in the brain, which impacts behavior and emotional well-being. A part of the brain called the nucleus accumbens plays a vital role in experiencing joy, which in turn impacts neurotransmitters associated with pleasure and reward. Joy is linked to the release of both dopamine and serotonin. Specifically, dopamine surges in this region during positive experiences, reinforcing behaviors that lead to joy and motivate individuals to seek similar rewarding activities in the future. Functional MRI studies reveal that joy activates regions such as the prefrontal cortex and the amygdala, two parts of the brain that govern emotions and positive experiences.6


From a philosophical perspective, thinkers like Aristotle considered joy to be part of eudaimonia (a meaningful, flourishing life), connected with virtues rather than fleeting pleasure. In existential philosophy, joy is associated with moments of authenticity and transcendence in which individuals feel fully aligned with themselves or life’s purpose (e.g., Kierkegaard’s work on joy rooted in faith).


In a branch of psychology called positive psychology, joy contributes to mental thriving, and studies show that joy enhances resilience and social bonds. Theorist Barbara Fredrickson suggests that joy can broaden thought processes and encourage creative exploration. 7


From a sociological vantage point, joy can be communal, as seen in celebrations or rituals where individuals feel uplifted by shared experiences (e.g., festivals and sports events). Different cultures value and express joy uniquely. For example, “joie de vivre” in French culture emphasizes savoring life’s pleasures, while some Eastern cultures associate joy with contentment and harmony. In evolutionary science, joy is shown to encourage social bonding and cooperative behavior, which are essential for survival and community building. Children exhibit spontaneous joy, often tied to play and exploration, which fosters cognitive and emotional growth.


JOY IN SPIRITUALITY


Joy in spirituality is described as a deep, transcendent experience that arises from connection—with God, nature, art, and meaningful human interactions—beyond the fulfillment of personal desires. Joy reflects a sense of unity, presence, and peace, often cultivated through mindful engagement with the seen and the unseen parts of life. For example, nature instills a sense of joy and wonder by reconnecting us with the rhythms of the earth. As John Muir beautifully remarked: “In every walk with nature, one receives far more than he seeks.” Joy is not just about individual gain but about aligning with something larger than oneself.


Loving interactions, when meaningful and authentic, elicit joy that transcends personal desires. I first typed the sentence as “loving human interactions” but then our dogs walked up to me, and after a big hug, I corrected the sentence. Sociologist Brené Brown, in her research, emphasizes that joy arises from vulnerability and authenticity in relationships.8 Joy is found in moments of shared love—whether in community, friendship, or small acts of kindness.


Art has long been seen as a source of transcendent joy, capable of stirring emotions and connecting individuals to deeper meanings. Philosopher Friedrich von Schiller suggested that engaging with beauty through art fosters an elevated state of joy, liberating the mind and soul from mundane concerns. Consider his work “Ode to Joy,” which inspired Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony—a testament to how artistic beauty can elicit collective joy and shared human experience.


“Joy collected over time fuels resilience—ensuring we’ll have reservoirs of emotional strength when hard things do happen.”


—Brené Brown, researcher and writer


Both religious and secular spirituality emphasize mindfulness—the practice of being fully present in the moment—as a path to joy. Philosopher Alan Watts suggested that joy is inherent in the experience of living fully in the present, unburdened by regrets or worries about the future. He explains that the real secret of life is to be completely engaged with what you are doing in the here and now. He advises that instead of calling it work, we can realize it is play.9 Mindfulness in daily activities opens the door to simple, everyday joys, reinforcing the idea that joy is accessible when we are fully present.


Secular spirituality points to the profound fulfillment of cultivating joy that goes beyond material or self-centered pursuits.


Joy matters. Joy is a profound emotional experience that transcends circumstances, enhancing well-being, personal growth, and social connection. Joy bridges internal fulfillment with external engagement, whether through personal achievements, spirituality, or shared moments of celebration. Joy matters all life long and is especially important in later years when we experience more challenges.


Now that you have a broad understanding of joy, how do you apply it to your joyspan? Let’s start with your mindset.


HOW THE TWO AGING MINDSETS IMPACT JOYSPAN


Regardless of your current age, you hold one of two mindsets: aging as decline or aging as continued growth.


The decline mindset believes everything gets worse as you grow older and then you die. Sadly, this mindset is the most prevalent. From the time we were toddlers we’ve been fed a steady diet of “Old is bad” messaging. Remember Hansel and Gretel? The story teaches us that old women are ugly witches who will boil and eat you. The impact of negative attitudes on aging is staggering. The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that 6.3 million cases of depression worldwide can be attributed to the effects of ageism. Internalized ageism is a risk factor for depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation.10


Research shows that people can alter their largely unrecognized assumptions about growing older and assume more control over them. Those who expect lifelong growth fare better than those who expect aging to be all decline. More than four hundred scientific studies have demonstrated the impact of individuals’ beliefs about aging. Dr. Becca Levy and her team at Yale University have proved that those with positive beliefs about aging lived seven and a half years longer than those who held negative beliefs about aging! And it’s not just the length of our lives but the quality that is impacted by our beliefs. Dr. Levy found that people with positive age beliefs maintained better physical and functional health over an eighteen-year period.11


The growth mindset sees aging as a time of continued progress in becoming who you are. This mindset recognizes not only the challenges and losses of growing older but also the opportunities and strengths.


Take my neighbor Dee, who is eighty-one. A few days ago, I saw her on her front porch while I was walking the dogs, and she waved me over so she could tell me all about her sore hands, the “absolute drivel” on TV, and how bad the hot weather makes her feel. Because Dee sees her life as a downward free fall, she’s stopped showing up for it. She does not pursue her former interests, reach out to friends, or challenge herself. Why bother? If you believe there is nothing you can do to impact your life as you grow older, it makes sense to stop putting in the effort. The long hours spent in her recliner have seriously weakened her legs, which she blames on the curse of being old. Our conversations never have room for topics beyond her discomfort. Despite our many conversations, Dee doesn’t know anything about me other than the fact that I have two golden retrievers. There isn’t any space for me to share my life, because her life, as miserable as she finds it, is the topic that dominates her mind. Dee definitely holds a decline mindset.


I often run into another neighbor, Joan, who walks the same loop I do. I absolutely love it when I run into Joan. She is eighty-two and just radiant. Soon after our middle daughter was diagnosed with a brain tumor, I saw Joan and she noticed right away that something was off. She asked me what was going on in a way that felt safe for me to share. She listened intensely, then suggested ways to adjust to this “new normal.” Joan has had so many new normals. Always very interested in something—a new plant she’s potted, a new recipe, an interesting book, an upcoming art exhibit—Joan has a growth mindset. Growing older is about, well, growing, about becoming. Joan knows that interior strengths can continue to develop throughout life. I once told Joan how much I admire her attitude, and she laughed, saying, “I find life fascinating. I’m still growing now, just as I have in every other phase of my life.”


The chart below summarizes how the two aging mindsets impact, either negatively or positively, your joyspan.





















	



	

Decline Mindset




	

Growth Mindset









	

Aging Expectations




	

Growing older results in decline in every area of life.




	

Growing older results in decline in some areas and improvement in other areas.









	

Perspective on Control




	

The quality of my life is out of my control.




	

The quality of my life is up to me.









	

Level of Effort




	

Minimal—why bother when effort is fruitless?




	

Effort can improve quality of life.









	

Reaction to Obstacles




	

Gives up in the face of challenge.




	

Persists in the face of challenge.









	

Relationships




	

How can you help me?




	

How can I help you?












Could Dee move from a decline mindset to a growth mindset? Yes. I have seen the benefits of the mindset shift in action. Moving to a growth mindset improves, and very literally saves, lives. But given the power of antiaging messaging, a decline mindset path is far more commonly traveled. Most people don’t know there is a choice, so they head in this direction by default. With a decline mindset, you see yourself as less valuable and less capable and so others believe that is true of you. Health challenges reinforce your belief that it is all downhill. The passing of loved ones further confirms that age is stacked against you.


In contrast, on the growth mindset path, people capitalize on what they do better as they age. Those traveling this way are not clinging to youth but decisively striding toward learning and development. They proactively challenge the belief that growing older inevitably leads to decline in all facets of life. Instead, the continued growth path focuses on the opportunities and improvements that come with experience and maturity.


––––––––– JOY PRACTICE: –––––––––


What’s Your Aging Mindset?


Answer these four questions to see if you lean toward a growth mindset or a decline mindset around aging. For each question, choose the option that best reflects your belief.


How do you view getting older?


a. An opportunity for continued growth and expansion.


b. A time of physical, mental, and social decline.


How do you approach challenges that come with aging (setbacks or health issues)?


a. They are a normal part of growth and are just new obstacles to work around or adapt to.


b. Setbacks and challenges are signs that I am slowing down and losing capability.


What role do social connections play for you as you age?


a. It’s essential to stay connected and meet new people.


b. It’s natural for social life to shrink with age.


What is your attitude toward physical activity?


a. Staying active is key to maintaining health and joy.


b. Exercise becomes too hard or less important as you get older.


Results


Mostly “a.” answers:


You have a growth mindset around aging! You view getting older as an opportunity to continue learning, adapting, and connecting with others. You believe that aging is just another stage for personal growth and fulfillment.


Mostly “b.” answers:


You lean toward a decline mindset around aging. You may see aging as a time of loss and reduced capacity. Recognizing this mindset can be a first step toward shifting to a more positive view of aging, focusing on the opportunities still available.


Shifting from a decline mindset to a growth mindset involves intentional changes in both attitudes and actions. Awareness is the first step—catch yourself in the act of saying, thinking, or hearing negative comments about aging, such as I’m too old to learn that; I can’t wear that; I’m having a senior moment. You’ll be surprised how many antiaging comments you’ll hear in your own head. Next, proactively replace the negative and self-limiting beliefs with empowering assertions of what is possible. Instead of dwelling on what you can no longer do, shift your attention to what you can do. This mindset strengthens resilience.


Practice gratitude, which reshapes your internal dialogue and helps you adopt a more accurate, more optimistic view of aging. Get out there and engage in mentoring, creative projects, or paid or volunteer work. Remind yourself of what you can do to improve lives, and do it. Hang out with positive influences—people who inspire a proactive approach to making the most of their long lives.


YOU CAN HAVE A GREAT JOYSPAN NO MATTER WHERE YOU ARE NOW


Longevity is determined by your genetics. Right? Wrong.


It’s easy to feel limited by family history, but research shows that what we do every day—exercise, meaningful connections, healthy eating, and stress management—outweighs genetic predispositions. For instance, people with genetic risks for diseases like heart issues or dementia can delay or even avoid them with proper habits.


That’s because genetics influences only about 25 percent of how long we live, while lifestyle choices determine a whopping 75 percent.12 This means your daily actions and decisions hold incredible power in shaping not just your lifespan but also the quality of those years. Choosing to remain active, engaged, and optimistic plays a critical role in fostering longevity and mental well-being.


“Your habits have more power to shape your health than your genes ever will.”


—Kerry Burnight, gerontologist and self-quoter


We are not passive participants in the aging process. Each choice can build resilience, adaptability, and purpose—qualities that extend life and add vitality. Instead of focusing on what genetics might limit, embrace the power of your actions. Aging with a growth mindset isn’t just about avoiding decline—it’s about continuing to thrive by exploring, learning, connecting, and giving back. The path to longevity lies not in hoping for good genes but in nurturing your body and mind through each phase of life. With small but meaningful shifts, you can shape the future you want, no matter your starting point.


At fifty-nine, Cindy was in a rut. She had thrived in her career as a physiotherapist raised five successful sons, and enjoyed an active lifestyle. But now that her children were grown and her career had slowed, she felt purposeless, like her energy was fading, that her looks were no longer a source of confidence. Cindy wondered, “Who am I now, and what’s the use, anyway?”


Her turning point came during a conversation with her great-aunt Eloise, who was then eighty-nine. Eloise told her, “You’ve spent years investing in others. What would happen if you invested in yourself? Could you start with one simple change?”


Unconvinced but wanting to satisfy her aunt, Cindy began exploring activities she thought might be fulfilling or even fun. She signed up for a photography class, using her camera to capture beauty in ways she hadn’t noticed before. She joined a yoga group, not to excel but to nurture her body, and discovered joy in flexibility and mindfulness.


Cindy also reconnected with her community by mentoring young physiotherapists. Helping others reignited her sense of purpose, and every new connection built her confidence. Over time, she embraced her evolving self—not as a diminished version of who she was, but as someone constantly growing into the best version of herself. Now in her eighties, Cindy reflects on her journey with pride. “Life is a series of chapters,” she says. “The story doesn’t stop—it just gets richer.” Her story shows that fulfillment isn’t about clinging to the past but embracing the opportunities in every stage of life. Cindy’s choice to shift her mindset transformed her future, and she is enjoying a long joyspan.


Now that you understand why your joyspan matters, in the next few chapters we’ll see how it matters to your lifespan and your healthspan.


JOYSPANNER: Dick Van Dyke


Dick Van Dyke is an American actor, comedian, singer, and dancer whose career has spanned more than seven decades. Born on December 13, 1925, in West Plains, Missouri, Van Dyke became a household name through his versatility and charm, leaving an indelible mark on television, film, and stage.


Here are some examples of why and how he had a very long joyspan.


GROW: Showcasing his continued growth, Van Dyke at age ninety-one performed in Mary Poppins Returns (2018). “It lit me up,” he says. “I still danced on a table, just much more carefully this time.”


CONNECT: Van Dyke maintains close relationships with his four children as well as his “friends from work,” such as Julie Andrews. He married his second wife, Arlene Silver, at age eighty-seven.


ADAPT: Throughout his life, Van Dyke has been open about challenges, including struggles with alcohol addiction and mental health. His 2011 autobiography, My Lucky Life In and Out of Show Business, reflects both resilience and gratitude. He emphasizes how laughter, dance, and a sense of play help keep him going.


GIVE: Van Dyke’s a cappella group, the Vantastix, performs frequently at benefits to raise funds for children’s programs and community initiatives to address homelessness.
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