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mzrizes an 80-year study based on

DURING WOR,

an American women named Shelley
Smith Mydans reported on the con-
flict for Life magazine, Along with
her husband, the photographer Carl
Mydans, Shelley documented battles
in both Burope and the Pacific.

Midway through the war, the
Mydans were captured in the Philip-
pines. The Japanese held them in pow
camps in Manila and Shanghai, But
despite spending two years as prison-
ers of war, bath Mydans survived and
werit on to live long and productive
lives. Shelley lived to 86, while Carl
made it all the way to 97,

Many whe survived the war were
not so fortunate. A U.S. serviceman
named Philip was also in the Pacific
theater during World Wer I, Even be-
fore the war, Philip was prone to anx-

predicting the worst, After he returned
home, these traits intensified, Philip
drank heavily and separated from his
wife. Frustrated and resentful about
his time overseas, blaming it for his
failed marriage, Philip escalated hig
drinking. He tended not to exercise,
and he was occasionally depressed,
He died at age 64 of a heart attack.
The Mydans’ and Philip’s very dif-
ferent stories were recounted In The
Langevity Project, 2 book that sum.-
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from approximately 1,500 people—
each followed from youth until death,
Its authors came to an unlikely con-
clusion. “We found that many people
who lived through hard times went on
to live long lives,” says coauthor Legiie
Martin, PhDD, a professor of psychology
at California's La Sierra University.
Unlike Philip, for whom the war
seemed to push life onto a self-
destructive path, Martin says that
the Mydans appeared to turn theiy
World War Il experience into a source
of motivation. “They didn’t see their

“WE ACTUALLY FOUND
THE MOST CHEERFUL
AND OPTIMISTIC PEOPLE
LIVED SHORTER LIVES.”

e

stress as meaningless—it seemed to

ity to think ahout the hard things we
go through as ultimately beneficial
seems to be important”

Eatright, exercise, avold stress... Thage
vague directives are often framed as
the necessary ingredients for a long
and healthy life. There ia definitely
some truth to each of them. But thase
wha have studied longevity say these

interviews and health data collected
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prieritize action over attitude, While
day-to-day habits and behaviors
matter, a person's approach to life~—
including, and maybe especially, the
way he or she reacts to hardship—is
arguably the more important side of
the longevity coin.

Confronted by difficult times, a lot
of people start drinking, smoking,
abandoning exercise, cutting ties with
friends, or making other unhealthy
choices. These new habits can be hard
to kick once the problematic period
has passed. However, certain qualities
seem to safeguard some people from
such pitfalls. Experts say one quality
counsistently tops the list, “In terma

~ of personality cheracteristics, the
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are oversimplifications that tend to

strongest predictor of a long life was
being high on conscientiousness,”

one who is organized, prudent, and
persistent in their pursuits. “Con-
scientious people are planful and
responsible, not imputsive,’ she says.
“When they take on a task, they don’t
give up easily” ———
This may come as a surprise to
those who assume carefree, take-it-
easy types are best insulated againet
life's many injuries and injustices,
“We actually found the most cheerful
and optimistic people lived shorter
lives,” Martin says. “Being worried

or anxious all the time is a problam,
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Y/’b;t a little waor, ing—when you're healthy relationships and jobs. All of
i tmmﬁ working through | thege tendencies promote 2 long and
scenarios—can help you to be bet- healthy life,
ter prepared” Conscientious worri- Peter Martin, PhD, a professor of
ers 1nd 1o put their fre to good gerontology at lowa State University,
use: They make chojces or changes | makes it clear thae “anyone who has
. inresponse to their concerns, Their | Jived to 19p has faced many difficult
l— Worrying is Productive, not pointless. | situatjong” He echoes many of the
/ consclentious people gre 1ot | above sentimens and mentions a few

— about the 1isks they’re wi ; deseemmshare."'mey':enotup-

>¥, totally risk-averss, they're judicious | other characteristics that the long-
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These are folks who tend to wear tight or neurotic” he says. While not
their seat belts, eschew heavy drinj- blasé about life’s challenges, people
ing or drugs, and avoig other sources | whe live a long time usually don’t
of undue rigk, Conscientipus people catastrophize.—thap is, they don’t -
7| also tend to adopt and stick wigh assume the worst, which ig a habit
healthy habits, and their awarenesg that can lead a person to make chojcag
' and diligence tend o lead them injg ! that get him or her into irouble, such

as prematurely ahandtmxhg a healthy
routine gy g Promising enterprige. i
Additionally, he says, those who live thing Peter Martin
2 long time also teng Rot to engage in toas gerotranscendenca, which,
“upward comparisong” They don’t | roughiy, .4 preference for a cosmie o™
Spiritual worldviey rather than a mg.
A LITTLE wongyms terialistic ;:: strictly rational one, ge
Says many long-livaq individuals
%g"n E Enlip.r.'?gl%’ to lean toward the spiritual a¢ th
age, “You see 5 Pronounced reliance
PREPAREB_" on religious beliefs—op putting faith
_— o in a higher power’s hands” he says,
Adopting 3 more spiritual attitude
spend a lot of time Comparing them.- ay allow people to better work
selves or theiy circumstances ro those | through the aspects of life that they

who are moys fortunate, Instead,
they think ahout People who have jt
worse or about pagy situations they

find inscrutable o disconcerting,
"When you're able to hand things
over to a higher being, that's a way of
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Hard times can

news: "It is cer- teach the :
f:tb :f: :;l;:erts tainly possible selves to ::. g?::-f;rﬂ:i:eui
_ s to change your “Associati 3%
drinking, smok- personality, and ol
ing, cutting ties it happens pretty ‘:“h .
;_v:tel;:n:ed_n;as. guickly” says Loak for a Mentor t&:lset?aﬁo
e the:‘c::s ns | Gary Small, MD, | "Spend time with | can make 5
el f:sn:a- lf:'nfr'mm:r directer | friends and col- | habii-forming
gl ok Univ'ersity leagues who easier, as their
i g alifornia, Los | are diligent tendencles
ol ngeles, Longev- | and organized influence us”
ed them— ity Center. Hers and who have '
adrinking habit | are four things other admirable ?
;as.calates orlost | that conscien- qualities,” says e
r::;:::r; ntover tious people do | Leslie Martin, Find a Purpose
s ge o: ::itomati:ally PhD, a professor | “Increasing
: others can of psychology at | one's maturity”
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pver the years

is essential fo

maintaining

good health,

says Howard

Eriedman, PhD,
coauthor of

The Longevity
Project. By this
he means engag-
ing in “meaning-
ful work—work
with a purposé—
and doing good
things for family,
friends, and
society.”
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Don't worry If

you don't have

a boatload of
friends: When it
cornes to bond-
fng with others,
it's guality over
quantity. “If you
are an introvert
with a few close
relationships
with supportive,
healthy ties,

then that can he
as good as being
an extrovert with
many more ties,’
says Friedman.

[g.

sticktolt
Trying all the
above is easy,
staying with it,
not so much.
This is why Dr.
small says the
core element of
conscientious-

ness is sticking
with a healthy
change or ambi-
tion once you've
started it. The
more people
h themselves
to follow through
on thelr goals—
be they easy
to achieve or
difficult—the
more they can
build up their
“tenacity”
muscles or stick-

to-itiveness.
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letting go can reduce anger, frustra-
tion, and other emotions that push
beople toward unhealthy thoughts or
actions,

Valter Longo, PhD, js director of the
Longevity Institute at the University
of Southern California, In 2019, Longo
traveled around Italy to speak with
centenarians in an effort to uncover
Patterns that might explain their en-
viable longevity,

He says that two themes emerged,
One was genetic good fortune.
“Ihey’d say, ‘My sister made it o 94,
my brother to 98’ So genes played a
big part in it” he says. “The other story
was the person who did not have any
long-lived siblings or parents but was
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letting go,” he says. At a ceréain point, |

in a concentration camp during World
War IX” In other words, something
about living through incredible hard-
ship seemed to bestow longevity on
certain survivors. Longo has a couple
of theories about what that something
could be,

His first is based in nutrition sci-
ence. Much of his work—in mice and
in people—has found that periods of
fasting or caloric restriction can help
clear away dead or dysfunctional
cells in ways that may discourage
the development of disease and also
promote longevity. “If we give mice
low levels of protein or calories for a
while, then we feed them normaily,
they live longer than the mice we fed
normally the whole time?” he says.

While malnourishment is an

exireme and inhumane example of
forced deprivation, Longo points out
that many places in the world where
people tend to live into very old age
are also places where people eat a
vegetable-centric and meat-restricted
diet. Along with clearing away dead or
diseased cells, “eating this way could
Cause epigenetic changes that affect
life span,” he says, referring to diet-
induced alierations in the way some
genes are expressed.

His second theory is more of an ob-
servation. “One thing all these cente-
narians had in common is that they all
wanted to live—they wanted to goon,’
he says. “They didn’t say, ‘T'm ready
to die’ or ‘I don’t care anymore. They
were still interested in life and paying
attention to everything” While most
people are passionate and engaged
when they're young, a great many lose
these attributes as life wears on. And
this loss seems to matter,

Returning to the story of Philip, the |
heavy-drinking World War II vet who
died young of a heart attack, Leslie
Martin's book says that he found his

jeb merely “tolerable” and that he
was looking forward to retivement-— :
though he didn’t know how he would |
fill his time or whether he would l
enjoy himself. Even in his early 60s, he |
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didn't seem to be involved in activities
thatgavehis]ifepassionorpurpuse. i

Though some, like Philip, regard
tough times as a sign that life is un- -
fair or unpleasant, others emerge *
from a struggle with a greater sense
of gratitude and a newfound resolve
to commit their time and efforts to
things that matter—to cloge friend-
ships, to family bonds, or to hobbies
or work for which they feel passion-
ate. Despite their two years in captiv-
ity, Carl and Shelley Smith Mydans
gladly returned to Japan when Carl |
was tasked with leading Time-Life’s
Tokyo bureau, and the two continued
1o be engaged, writing and photo-
graphing until the end.

While everyone is entitled to a pe-
riod of adjustment during difficult
times, those who endure will not let
those difficulties knock their lives or
attitudes off course for good.

“Ifyou dwell on the negative, you're
not going to do well,” warns Gary
Small, MD, former director of the
University of California, Los Angeles,
Longevity Center. “But if you can see
# challenge as something to rise to,

it can be very gratifying to get to the
other side” ¥
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