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INTRODUCTION



Who am I, and why am I here?


For the best part of a decade I’ve been on a mission to age well, learning how to reduce my risk of the chronic conditions of ageing. I wasn’t always interested in my health – drinking, smoking (eek!) and rarely exercising in my hedonistic twenties. In my thirties and early forties, I found myself sandwiched between very young children and a mother with dementia, so my own wellbeing slipped way down the list. But I’ve turned my health around since then and now I want to share what I’ve learnt with you.


For the next six weeks I’m here to guide you towards your own age-well future. I’m excited that we’re going to create your age-well plan together, so that you can take control of your health now and in the years to come.


Together we’ll transform your health and mindset. In six weeks’ time you’ll have created your own age-well plan, which will carry you into the future with abundant good health. Every simple, powerful action that I suggest in this book I do myself, and each one is backed by science. Ageing well isn’t some weirdo wellness fad with green juice and extreme diets. It’s tiny tweaks to your daily routine that add up to radically reclaiming your health.


By creating your own age-well plan, you’re going to achieve:


• A reduced risk of the chronic diseases of ageing.


• Bespoke health goals that work for you.


• Powerful age-well strategies that fit into every day – without them taking all day.


• An understanding of the science of longevity and cellular ageing.


• Improved immunity to illness.


• Increased energy levels and better fitness.


• More regular, restful sleep.


• A mindset to help you face the future with positivity.


• An environment in which you can age well.


As a health coach, and one half of the Age-Well Project, I teach clients and workshop groups how to make the most of the years ahead. Time and time again I’ve seen people have the a-ha! moment when they think: I can do that or I can fit that into my life. I’d like you to have those moments, too, when you realise that you can achieve the changes needed to age well.


One workshop attendee told me that learning to age well had changed her life. I want that for you as well.


My story


My age-well plan began with a family tragedy.


I was 36 years old with a toddler, a newborn, a husband and a house to take care of, as well as a full-time job. I felt pretty stretched, and life was a constant juggle. Then my mother was diagnosed with severe dementia. My world was turned upside down: not only was I a mum, a wife and a colleague, but now I was a carer too. I’m an only child, and my dad died a long time ago, so there was no one else to turn to. What made this even harder to bear was that, as a teenager, I’d watched my mum going through the same thing with her own mother.


I cared for my mum for 12 years. That toddler and newborn were teenagers by the time she died and I realised I’d do anything to reduce the chances of my daughters having to look after me in the future. I began studying scientific research on healthy ageing, and overhauling my diet, exercise regime, sleep, engagement with the world and the environment around me.


This research led to the blog I write with my friend, Annabel Streets, at agewellproject.com. Annabel has a similar story to mine and the same fascination with the science of ageing well. The blog grew into a best-selling book on longevity, The Age-Well Project.


Discovering how to age well has transformed my life so completely that I realised I had to help others gain the same benefits. I qualified as a health coach and now help people all over the world enjoy the years to come feeling fit and fabulous. The six-week plan contained in this book grew out of the realisation that my coaching experience could help you to make ageing well a daily reality, transforming your life.


How to use this book


You might be reading this book because you want to make the most of everything the future has to offer, but you’re confused by all the conflicting advice out there. Or perhaps you have read The Age-Well Project and learnt a lot from it, but you’re wondering how to make it work in your own life. You know your life could be healthier, but you lack motivation. I know how you feel – I’ve been there. With that in mind, I’ve designed this plan to take you step by step through ageing well. Every action that I suggest to you, I do myself. And I’ve done the research to know why it works.


This book will help you to prioritise the strategies you need and find the motivation to build them into your daily life. You’ll create a specific, individualised plan at your pace, and on your budget, to help you build healthy habits for the rest of your life. There’s lots of space for you to journal your own thoughts and ideas, and to monitor your progress. (But if you prefer not to write in the book, buy a small notebook to use instead.) In six weeks’ time you will have laid out a plan for the years to come – and you’ll feel amazing right now!


Each week you’ll get to grips with a different element of ageing well to build on the previous weeks of the plan. By Week 6 you will have created a new age-well lifestyle that’s easy to continue forever:


Week 1 How to plan: understand the science of getting older, create your purpose in ageing well and get to know your ageing body.


Week 2 How to eat: junk processed foods, get back into the kitchen and feel the power of plants (plus, chocolate!).


Week 3 How to move: work movement into every hour of every day, exercise the most important muscle of all and have fun while you’re doing it.


Week 4 How to sleep: create a positive sleep environment, get into a bedtime routine and make blue light work for you.


Week 5 How to ‘be’: feel positive about getting older, appreciate the joy of novelty and understand why friends come with agewell benefits.


Week 6 How to live: make an age-well home, deal with environmental toxins and think about your future.


Week 1 has a slightly different format from the rest of the book in order to lay firm foundations for the coming weeks. It’s all about creating your personal plan and the mindset to achieve your goals. After that, each week follows the same format:


The big picture You will find five essential lessons to help you prioritise changes in your own life, plus the scientific research that explains each one. It is much easier to stick to a health goal when you understand the scientific basis for it. And I’ve laid out what I do: the tricks and tips that work best for me.


The Top 10 are the non-negotiable daily actions to work into your life. Ten might sound like a lot, but some take absolutely no time (stand on one leg while you clean your teeth, for example), and some fulfil multiple roles – a morning walk ticks off to-dos from three sections of the book!


Your age-well week Not every action needs to be implemented every day. Work these straightforward tips into your week for extra age-well benefits. The week is super-flexible – and always remember it’s your age-well plan.


How to make it work This includes the resources you need – from larder lists to sleep trackers.


Your personal age-well plan This is where you build your own plan. There are questionnaires and checklists to fill out, plus space to journal and set your intentions for ageing well (or you can use a notebook instead). Writing down our intentions makes us far more likely to stick to them. Each week I’ll ask you to spell out how you’re going to age well from now on. This is your commitment to yourself to make your future as fabulous as possible.


You can take the plan step by step or dip into the areas where you feel you need the most support. But, crucially, just start: you’re building a plan that will last you for the rest of your life.


The importance of habits and mindset


Simple daily habits, ingrained in our lives, can make all the difference to how well we age. They have a cumulative effect, each reinforcing the other. Creating a routine around positive activities is itself beneficial.


Ageing well takes focus and small changes each day. There’s no quick fix. I can’t promise that in six weeks’ time you’ll have lost 3.2kg (7lb) or 5cm (2in) off your waist (although you might – but that’s not why we’re here). I can’t promise you that six weeks from now you’ll have dodged the bullet on cancer, Alzheimer’s or diabetes. But you’ll have reduced your risk of all those conditions, and you’ll have started to build a lifetime of healthy habits. Many of the illnesses and impediments that we associate with old age take root in midlife, only revealing themselves decades later. It’s never too late to begin, and you’re not a lost cause, but the time to start making changes is now.


Your mindset – the behaviours that affect the way we take action – will make all the difference as you begin your plan. Do an audit of how you feel about ageing: what do you believe is possible? Does your mindset support your goal of ageing well? Tune into the idea of creating your age-well plan and how it’s going to help you achieve healthy longevity.


Throughout this book there are opportunities for you to decide which actions are best for you, and to incorporate them into your own daily life. As I’ve learnt more about the science of longevity, I’ve overhauled my mindset and my own routines to make my life an age-well one. These are straightforward changes that take little time: I still go to work every day and take care of my family. You can do the same. In six weeks’ time you’ll have a blueprint for an age-well life that works for you.




How I start and end my age-well day, every day


Morning:


• A six-minute workout


• A hot–cold–hot shower (find out why I hum in the shower on page 188)


• Black coffee or tea


• A few moments of gratitude, meditation or mindfulness


• Breaking my fast mid-morning – not first thing


• Thirty minutes of daylight (see page 119 for why that’s important)



Evening:



• A digital detox


• Dim the lights after 9pm


• Brush my teeth standing on alternate legs


• Read a book


• Pink noise (discover what this is on page 151)





Why you can make a difference – and why you should


The evidence that a healthy lifestyle improves our chances of ageing well is overwhelming. Thousands of scientific reports have decoded how living well leads to an increased healthspan (the years of good health we have, as opposed to living with illness or a chronic condition). Here’s just one example: research published in January 2020 in the British Medical Journal1 credited ‘low-risk lifestyle factors’ (not smoking, not being overweight, getting 30 minutes of moderate to vigorous exercise a day, a moderate alcohol intake, a good-quality, Mediterranean-style diet) with an extra ten years of healthspan. Sounds good, doesn’t it?


It was the possibility of increasing our healthspan that fascinated Annabel and me when we started the Age-Well Project. We’ve been overwhelmed by the response to the first book, by the community that’s grown up around our blog and by the number of people who want to age well. This Age-Well Plan grew out of the realisation that I could offer more guidance on how to make the Age-Well Project work, day by day, week by week.


Putting healthy behaviours into practice can be tough, which is why we’re going to work on it together for the next six weeks. There are no guarantees, of course. In the years to come, some of us will be felled by diseases and conditions over which we have little control; others will become spritely centenarians. If the coronavirus pandemic has taught us anything, it’s that being in good health gives us resilience to disease, adversity and unexpected change. We should all give ourselves the best opportunity to age well, whatever our starting point.


Most importantly, by starting to age well now, you’ll start to feel great now, too. All the practices, ideas and tips in this book will have an immediate effect on your health. When we started the Age-Well Project I was so focused on my future health that the here-and-now benefits rather took me by surprise. I’m very glad they did!


As you create your own age-well plan, remember that you’re not alone. The age-well community is here to cheer you on. If you want to let us know how your plan is going, turn to page 236 for our social network pages and join us.


Let’s get started.




A health warning


I’m not a doctor, scientist or dietician. I’m here to guide you to make your own healthy choices, based on my research, and coach you to discover what’s best for you.


My suggestions are not a substitute for medical advice from a doctor. If you have an illness or chronic condition, a health professional should be your first port of call.



A note on research



Many thousands of studies have delved into the ageing process and what might extend our healthspan. I’ve tried to focus on the latest research, particularly that published since we wrote The Age-Well Project: large longitudinal studies, tracking the health of extensive cohorts over a long time, and independently funded research.


These reports often reach a conclusion about a ‘risk factor’ – the possibility that a particular action might increase or decrease our risk of a specific illness or condition. Sometimes the results are dramatic, with risk factors increasing or decreasing by a large percentage. But bear in mind that your initial risk might be very low. If your risk for a particular cancer is just 5 per cent, increasing it by 20 per cent only takes your overall risk to 6 per cent.








WEEK 1



How to Plan


Week 1 is all about creating the mindset to age well – starting today and continuing for the rest of your life. This is where you start to take responsibility for how you age. It doesn’t matter what the starting point is, it’s beginning the journey that’s important. You might be struggling with a range of health conditions, or you may be super-fit and want to feel even better. There’s an age-well plan for everyone.


The ‘why, what, who?’ of ageing


You’ll spend this week learning how we age and evaluating your current health and future risk factors. You’ll get clear on your intentions: why you want to age well and where you need to focus, creating your own personalised age-well plan as you go.


I call it the ‘why, what, who?’ of ageing:


Why? Why are you here? What’s brought you to this book? You want to age well, but who and/or what are you doing it for? Having a sense of purpose as we age has been found to reduce mortality risk. The long-lived Japanese call it ikigai, literally ‘reason for being’. You’re going to find yours.


What? What’s ageing you from the outside? And what’s happening inside your body as you get older? I’m going to give you a basic understanding of the science of ageing: what’s happening at a cellular level as the years go by. You’ll find it much easier to stick to lifestyle changes once you understand how they benefit your ageing body, I promise!


Who? Who are you as you age? What have you inherited in your genetic make-up, and what are your personal risk factors? We’re going to interrogate those issues so that you can decide exactly where you need to focus as you personalise your plan.


Understanding my own sense of purpose, the science of ageing and my key risk factors keeps me motivated with my age-well plan. Now it’s time to work on yours.


Assess yourself as you start the week


Don’t worry if you don’t know the answers to the questions below; this week is all about finding them. I want you to be able to track your progress and to pat yourself on the back in a week’s time!



Questionnaire: knowing your body as you age
















	 


	Yes


	No







	1 Do you have a clear sense of why you want to age well?


	□


	□







	2 Do you understand the external processes ageing you?


	□


	□







	3 Do you understand how you are ageing at a cellular level?


	□


	□







	4 Do you know what your forebears died of, and any illnesses that they might have had before they died?


	□


	□







	5 Do you know your:


	 


	 







	BMI?


	□


	□







	Waist-to-hip measurement?


	□


	□







	Blood pressure?


	□


	□







	Resting heart rate?


	□


	□







	Cholesterol level?


	□


	□







	Blood glucose levels?


	□


	□








Your score:


If you have lots of ‘no’s, and don’t know all the information about your health, it’s not a problem. I’ll be explaining how to find it and why it is important, throughout this chapter.


By the end of this week you will:




• Be motivated to age well with a clear sense of purpose.


• Have set your intention for ageing well.


• Understand the exterior factors that contribute to ageing.


• Know what’s happening in your body at a cellular level as you age.


• Reveal possible patterns and issues in your genetic history.


• Evaluate your own key markers of ageing.


• Focus on priorities for your age-well plan.





The big picture: why are you here? Your purpose as you age


Your mind is the most important age-well tool that you have: it gives you the power to plan for the future you want and the strength to go after it. Scientific research backs this: a 2019 study of almost 7,000 people found that those with the strongest sense of purpose had decreased mortality rates.1 Heart, circulatory and blood conditions were noticeably reduced among those who lived purposefully. The researchers defined ‘purpose’ as ‘a self-organising life aim that stimulates goals, promotes healthy behaviours and gives meaning to life’.


I need you to consider why you want to age well. Over the next six weeks you’re going to make major shifts in how you eat, move, sleep, think and live. To stay motivated, you need to set an intention that inspires you to make these changes. This is purpose: it drives us to create a satisfying future, and it helps us to get the most from the things we achieve – large and small – right now. It will help us set our priorities in the coming weeks.


On page 16 there’s space for you to write down your purpose: the reason you are striving to age well. Think about what will nurture your unique skills and talents and make you truly you. Perhaps you want to climb a mountain, move to Australia, nurture a garden, be the best grandparent ever. Perhaps you want to help others, improve your community or inspire change. Perhaps you want to be the world’s oldest pole dancer. It really doesn’t matter what that intention is, and it’s not necessarily something you’ll go and find, or an activity you ‘should’ be doing, it’s what will make you feel whole. Most importantly, your sense of purpose is whatever will inspire you to stick to your own age-well plan.


Like most of us, I know I need to take care of my health if I want to age well. But what really keeps me eating the green veg and turning up at the gym is knowing that, cumulatively, these actions increase the chances that I will be able to live out my purpose.


This is the purpose that keeps me on track with my age-well plan:


‘To help the world age well; to remain healthy myself
so that I can travel, enjoying arts and culture around
the world, for as long as I can.’


Here are a couple of examples from the experts in this book to help you on your way:


‘My purpose is to promote the benefits of healthy, strong feet throughout life so people can participate in a full life. I’ll lead by example, keeping my feet and body healthy for as long as possible to get out in nature.’


Jane Baker, Harley Street foot and ankle
specialist physio, see page 123


‘My purpose is to do my modest share in preventing catastrophic climate change so that my child, and all other young people, can still enjoy our beautiful planet in the future in a relatively unchanged state.’


Marta Zaraska, science writer and author, see page 195


Now it’s your turn. What’s your purpose? What’s going to keep you motivated and able to stick to your age-well plan. Write it out here:


 


 


 


Where else can you write your purpose so that you will remember it? Write it out again and stick it onto the fridge or tuck it into your wallet. Put it anywhere you’ll see it regularly. Read it out to your family or share it on social media – and tag the Age-Well Project if you do! Sharing our purpose motivates us to stay on track.


What’s ageing you?


How you age is dictated by a combination of internal and external factors. This is not about blame: you can’t control all these factors, but you can control some of them, or at least mitigate them. Understanding what they are, and their impact on your health as you age, is key to staying on track with your age-well plan.



10 toxic risk factors for ageing from the outside in


1 Smoking Hold it right there – if you smoke, please put down this book and seek the help you need to quit. Then come back and let’s carry on. Smoking increases your risk of developing more than 50 serious health conditions,2 and increases the risk of dying from all causes by up to two-thirds.3


2 Bad diet They say that you can’t outrun a bad diet. However healthy the rest of your lifestyle, what you eat trumps everything. A poor diet impacts all the chronic conditions of ageing, and it directly contributes to an increased risk of diabetes and obesity.


3 Excess weight More than one-third of adults in England are overweight and a further 29 per cent are obese. Obesity accelerates the rate at which we get old by impacting all the key hallmarks of the ageing process (see page 56).4


4 Sedentary behaviour We spend between nine and 12 hours a day sitting down, and it’s killing us. The World Health Organization (WHO) ranks sedentary behaviour among the 10 leading causes of death. Lack of movement day to day is linked to an increased risk of some cancers and cognitive decline as well as weight gain and overall morbidity.


5 Stress When I was caring for my mum, raising small children and working full time, I was stressed all the time. A study by the Mental Health Foundation found that three-quarters of those questioned had felt so stressed in the previous year that they were overwhelmed or unable to cope.5 Stress is a risk factor for many of the conditions of ageing, such as heart disease, dementia, diabetes and cancer.


6 Lack of sleep Just when we need sleep most, in midlife and beyond, it eludes us. Over the age of 50, our circadian rhythms (the internal 24-hour clock that governs waking and sleeping) change, making it harder to fall asleep and easier to wake up at night. And that’s on top of the wakefulness engendered by modern life: bright lights from our screens, Netflix binge watching, a flood of emails to answer. Chronic sleep loss increases the risk of heart disease, diabetes and cognitive decline.


7 Over-consumption of alcohol This isn’t one of those health books which tells you to stop drinking altogether. Numerous studies have shown that a moderate amount of alcohol can be beneficial as we age. But more than 14 units a week is classed as heavy drinking, and is linked to higher dementia risk, decreased immune response, bone loss and increased mortality.


8 Air pollution Ninety per cent of the world’s population breathes unacceptably high levels of pollution, according to the WHO. Dirty air has been linked in recent years to accelerated rates of Alzheimer’s, cardiovascular disease and depression.6 It’s estimated that polluted air reduces the life expectancy of Europeans by two years.7


9 Toxins and plastics The food and drink we ingest are doused in toxic chemicals from pesticides, plastics, solvents and cleaning agents. Many of these can damage our DNA, ageing us at the most basic cellular level. The average person might ingest 100,000 pieces of microplastics, weighing around 250g, each year.8 Research into the impact of microplastics on ageing is in its infancy but, unsurprisingly, results indicate that ingesting plastics isn’t doing us any good.


10 Loneliness The number of over-fifties experiencing loneliness in the UK is set to reach two million by 2025, a 49 per cent increase in 10 years. Being alone doesn’t just feel miserable; it impacts health, too. Loneliness increases the risk of death by 29 per cent, with lonely people more likely to suffer from dementia, heart disease and depression.


Take some time this week to identify which of these factors most impact your life. There’s space at the end of this chapter to write them down. Please don’t over-stress if you are impacted by many of the factors listed above: we’ll tackle them in the coming weeks.




A word about menopause


Everyone woman who lives long enough will experience the menopause. The symptoms can be debilitating, and can last for many years. If you’re experiencing menopause symptoms that are hard to manage, get help from your GP in the first instance. No woman should ever suffer in silence. This isn’t a book about menopause – there are plenty of terrific tomes out there which cover the subject. The most important thing, from an age-well perspective, is to have a well-managed menopause (however you choose to do that) so that you can focus on healthy longevity going forward.





Understanding cellular ageing


This is the science bit, so buckle up. Understanding what’s happening in your body as you age is a critical part of your Week 1 planning and preparation. Only then can you appreciate the relevance of the choices you make around what you eat, how you move, sleep and live. Co-creating the Age-Well Project, and training as a health coach, meant that I had to take a deep dive into the science of ageing. But I’ve found the knowledge empowering; it keeps me motivated to stay on track with a healthy lifestyle.


Ageing happens at a cellular level. We’re familiar with the exterior signs of ageing: the grey hair, wrinkles and sagginess gifted to us by the years. Inside each cell of our bodies, a similar process is underway: DNA damage, mitochondrial decline, telomere shortening, inflammation and oxidative stress all take their toll. (I’ll explain all these terms and why we want to reduce their impact on our bodies.)


There’s no one scientific theory that explains the entire process of ageing, and research is still incomplete in many areas. But scientists now believe that how we age comes down to a combination of factors, known as the nine hallmarks of ageing, which occur as a result of biologically programmed decline and cumulative damage within our cells.9 There is a genetic component, but these interconnected hallmarks are all impacted by environmental factors and lifestyle: we can change the way we age at a cellular level.


I’ve tried to simplify the key issues but it’s a lot to take on board, so do read this section more than once if you need to.


9 toxic risk factors for ageing from the inside out


1 DNA instability DNA is found in the nucleus of every cell and it’s what makes us us. DNA molecules are the hereditary material in our genes; we get half from each parent. Throughout our lives, DNA continuously replicates and divides to create new cells when our bodies need them. As we get older, interior and exterior factors challenge our DNA, resulting in errors in the original genetic code. Imagine copying the same book by hand, over and over again. In time, you’d be bound to make mistakes – that’s what happens as our DNA replicates.


2 Telomere shortening Our DNA molecules are packaged into thread-like structures called chromosomes. Think of chromosomes like shoelaces. The tip on the end stops the shoelace from fraying: telomeres do the same job for our chromosomes. As DNA replicates, telomeres wear down, making it difficult for the shoelace-like chromosomes to function properly. Eventually they ‘fray’ like old shoelaces and die. Forget the number of candles on your birthday cake, the clearest indication of your true age is the length of your telomeres. The shorter they are, the older you are.


3 Epigenetic alterations Our genome (the sum total of our DNA) comes with an instruction manual, the epigenome, which controls how genes are expressed. This expression of genes switches them on and off, allowing DNA to create a huge variety of cells in our bodies. The epigenome attaches chemical compounds and proteins to DNA, marking it so that it knows how to make heart cells or fingernail cells, for example, from the same raw material. The epigenome also has a huge range of repair mechanisms primed and ready to deal with DNA damage. But, over time, these can fail, exhausted by errors in the replication of our genetic code, as well as exterior factors such as lifestyle and pollution. This can lead to the epigenome making mistakes, switching the wrong genes on and off.


4 Protein misfolding Every one of our cells contains thousands of protein molecules, which perform a wide variety of functions within the cell. These proteins are neatly folded into shape so that they can do their work, but stresses inside and outside the body cause them to unfold. The body either refolds the proteins back into shape or, if they’re too damaged, gobbles them up in a process called autophagy (literally, self-eating).10
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