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INTRODUCTION

WHEN I WAS A CHILD, besides teaching me how to ride a bike and how to mow the lawn without cutting through the electrical cord, my father taught me the importance of diet and exercise for health and longevity. He instilled in me the importance of eating five veggies a day (and steamed broccoli in particular), the vital role of healthy, unsaturated fats, and the power of phytonutrients found in dark chocolate and red wine. He insisted I play tennis, took me cross-country skiing, and inspired me with his exercise routine—an hour each day, rain or shine. Like any parent, he wants to see me, his child, live to a hundred.

Now that I’m a parent too, I find myself with a similar wish. I want my daughter to one day become a centenarian. What’s more, I want to live long enough myself to see her blow out eighty candles on her birthday cake. And so, since the day she was born, I’ve been fretting over our diets. I mashed organic peas, puréed heritage tomatoes, and froze nutritious soups. In the meantime, I forced myself to eat goji berries and drink kale juice. I encouraged my husband to try fasting and nagged him to go to the gym. I ran a half-marathon. I suffered through thousands of sit-ups.

In the meantime I was writing stories on health and psychology for the Washington Post, Scientific American, and many other news outlets. I was digging through hundreds of research papers a year and talking with dozens of scientists. And out of this research a new story began emerging, whether I liked it or not: that my sit-ups and kale juice were not as important to health as I used to think. Intrigued, I delved deeper into the topic. I really wanted to make sure I was doing the best I could to help us all live to a hundred. What I found, repeated over and over in academic papers, shattered my long-held beliefs. Diet and exercise were not the most important things I should be working on to encourage my family’s longevity. Instead of shopping for organic goji berries, I should have concentrated on our social lives and psychological makeup. I should have looked for a purpose in life, not the best fitness tracker.

Yet I’m certainly not alone. In our culture we tend to think about longevity in terms of healthy food and exercise. Asked in a poll what they were doing to stay healthy, 56 percent of Americans mentioned “physical activity” and 26 percent “watching food/drink.” The only category that might have involved boosting relationships or changing mindsets was “other”—and it got just 8 percent of the vote. We don’t realize that volunteering or investing in friendships can help increase our lifespans. Instead, we worry about gluten and obsess about pesticides and mercury in fish. We sign up for Zumba and spinning classes. We search for easy rejuvenating therapies.

The global anti-aging market is already worth upward of $250 billion, and Americans spend more on longevity cures than they do on any other kind of drug, even though most are untested by science. We love pills: about a half of Americans and Canadians take at least one dietary supplement. There are now over 55,000 such products on the US market alone, from moringa leaves to ashwagandha powder. And then, we diet. In one survey, 56 percent of women said they wanted to lose weight to live longer, yet the research on whether this will work is ambiguous. A recent review of almost a hundred studies showed that people who have a BMI (body mass index) of 30 to 35 (that’s grade one obesity) are 5 percent less likely to succumb to the grim reaper than those who are lean.

Of course, eating healthy food and doing sports are important for health and longevity, but not as important as we tend to think (and certainly moringa leaves are not required). It’s a bit like with smoking and nutrition. Smoking a pack of cigarettes a day is so bad for you that it overshadows the best of diets, but that doesn’t mean that non-smokers can rest on their laurels and stuff themselves with junk food. Apart from shunning tobacco, investing in a thriving social life might be the best thing you could do for your longevity. Consider the numbers. Studies show that building a strong support network of family and friends lowers mortality risk by about 45 percent. Exercise, on the other hand, can lower mortality risk by 23 to 33 percent. Eating six or more servings of vegetables and fruits per day, which is admittedly quite a lot, can cut mortality risk by roughly 26 percent, while following the Mediterranean diet—eating lots of fruits, vegetables, and whole grains, replacing butter with olive oil, etc.—21 percent. Of course, such numbers should be taken with caution, coming as they do from studies with varying methodologies, which means they are not straightforward to compare; but they do reveal some important general trends.

The Mediterranean diet has long been touted as the holy grail for those who want to live to a hundred. Just look at my current fellow countrymen, the French: their average lifespan is over four years longer than that of Americans. The longest-lived human ever was French, too. Among Italians, those from Sardinia (a so-called longevity “blue zone”) are twenty times as likely as Americans to become centenarians. And so we put the Mediterranean diet under the microscope, analyzing how much cheese the French eat, why skipping breakfast doesn’t kill them, and how many grams of fruits they eat each day (and how many of these come in the form of Cabernet). Yet the French don’t obsess about the latest dietary fads as much as North Americans or British people do. Along the Seine, gluten doesn’t seem to equal evil and neither do carbohydrates.

The French do obsess about their eating—just about a very different aspect of it. Consider my friend’s family. For them, not sitting together for dinner, even if it’s just an ordinary Monday dinner, is sacrilege. My friend will rush home from our yoga classes and will dash around a supermarket without paying attention to labels (organic? who cares!) just to be on time for the daily dinner ritual. Among the French, 61 percent of those in their thirties and forties eat dinner with their family, at the table, each and every day. Now compare that to the mere 24 percent of Americans that age who do so—and the American data doesn’t even specify whether the surveyed people ate together at the table or while watching TV.

What’s more, the French, just like the Italians, love their apéro (or aperitivo, for the Italians). You meet with friends, you drink, you snack. Sometimes you snack so much it’s considered dinner—and called apéro dinatoire. The French love of apéro is matched only by their love of outings to restaurants—often with the whole family in tow, from kids to grandparents and the family dog. I’ve even once seen a family bring their horse to a restaurant. It was summer, so they dined outdoors—thankfully. Maybe the life-prolonging aspect of the Mediterranean diet is not the amount of vegetables and olive oil it contains, but the way these foods are eaten—together with others. Maybe it’s not what they eat, but how they eat.

In recent years science has begun to unveil how much our minds and bodies are intertwined. Technological advances in molecular biology and brain imaging techniques allow researchers to look deeper into the many links between our thoughts and emotions and our physiology. The vagus nerve, the social hormones oxytocin and serotonin, the stress axes such as the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis—all of these emerge as the reasons behind why friendships or kindness matter for longevity. Oxytocin, for example, has been linked with our social skills on one hand, and with health on the other. It has anti-inflammatory properties, reduces pain, and helps bone growth, potentially preventing osteoporosis. Studies also show that spraying oxytocin into the nostrils of squabbling married couples makes them more likely to reconcile. It makes us better at reading facial expressions of emotions, and it makes us more trusting. It can even make husbands stand further away from pretty women. Gut microbiota, another link between the body and the mind, play a role in many diseases including diabetes, multiple sclerosis, and allergies, while also affecting emotions and personality. The vagus nerve, the longest of the nerves that emerge directly from the brain, which is responsible for breathing, swallowing, and digestion, has been implicated in sudden psychogenic death reported among the tribes of Africa and the islands of the Pacific.

Some of the discoveries in the field of mind-body connections make it to the media and into the popular culture, yet when it comes to longevity and aging we still seem to prefer a reductionist, strictly biological approach. Take this pill. Eat this superfood. If you do all that, your cells will rejuvenate. It all sounds very authoritative and unambiguous. It’s easy to calculate, to the gram, how many leafy vegetables you ate today, how much anti-cancer glucosinolate you ingested with your broccoli, and, thanks to your pedometer, how many steps you took this week. Ray Kurzweil, a futurist, an inventor, and an engineering director at Google, reportedly downs as many as ninety pills a day in an effort to keep himself young.

I fell for the reductionist approach, too. When my six-year-old daughter announced she was going vegetarian, I scoured the internet for the best sources of vitamin B12 and iron, calculating to the tenth of a milligram how much she might ingest with every meal. And so I discovered, for instance, that if I had her snack on ten hazelnuts a day that would provide her with 0.48 milligrams of iron. I even started wondering how to add turmeric to every possible recipe—after all, it has an astounding 55 milligrams of iron per 100 grams. Many of us like the safety of numbers, the reassurance of all things quantifiable. From this perspective, the softer psychological and social approaches to longevity may sound a bit confusing. You can’t get a friendship-meter to check how well you are doing in terms of your social connections. Are you kind enough? Grateful enough? Is your kid’s empathy level sufficient to give them a long and healthy life? After all, empathy does not come in “milligrams per 100 grams” no matter how I wish it did.

In our modern, busy times, it’s no wonder that we prefer easily quantifiable longevity quick fixes. Many of us don’t have enough hours in a day to focus on all possible things that might influence health. I certainly don’t. Between full-time work and taking care of my daughter, there is little time left to think about cardiovascular exercises, organic foods, trying a ketogenic diet, worrying about whether to stop eating gluten, and so on. That is why in this book I prioritize longevity habits and focus on the things that matter the most if you want to live long. Number one? A committed romantic relationship, which according to some studies can lower your mortality risk by a staggering 49 percent. Second, having a large social network of friends, family, and helpful neighbours can reduce the probability of early death by about 45 percent. Third is having a conscientious personality (44 percent).

The benefits brought by the rest of the longevity interventions I describe in this book hover around 20 to 30 percent of mortality risk reduction and play a far greater role in your health than the paleo diet, your turmeric intake, or omega-3 fatty acids (volunteering—about 22 to 44 percent; omega-3s—no effects found). What’s more, all these things matter to your centenarian potential at least as much as does a veggie-loaded diet or a busy exercise schedule. Of course, it’s a tricky thing trying to compare mortality risks between studies. Studies differ in methodology, the time period when they were conducted, the populations tested (Americans, Japanese, Danish, and so on). I have based my calculations, whenever possible, on the best of studies: meta-analyses and reviews published in respected peer-reviewed journals. Still, the numbers here should be treated as rough guides, not dogma.

To save you time, throughout this book I suggest solutions that marry classic health boosters such as nutrition and physical activity with mental and social efforts. I explain why mowing your elderly neighbour’s lawn may be better for your arteries than hitting the gym and why jogging with a friend, in synchrony, could have a higher longevity payoff than running alone (the synchrony is key here). As food goes, rather than gobbling your broccoli without much thought it’s more beneficial to eat it mindfully. And for a healthy oxytocin boost, try savouring your greens while looking deeply into your beloved’s eyes (research suggests a beloved dog might help, too).

From the perspective of mind-based longevity, becoming a centenarian or raising one often means less work, not more. It means taking a back seat, worrying less, and buying less—fewer toys, fewer fitness gadgets, less organic food. It means letting kids play unsupervised, and letting them get dirty. It means easing up on yourself, spending more time with friends and family, and laughing more often—and the sooner you start, the better.

As I’ll argue in this book, besides prioritizing longevity habits we should start working on our mind-based health long before retirement. In one particularly striking study, researchers evaluated aging biomarkers in almost a thousand New Zealanders and found that by the age of thirty-eight some had bodies as young as thirty, while others had a body age as old as fifty—their DNA had deteriorated more rapidly. At thirty or forty, most of us might brood over wrinkles and complain about slow metabolism, but contemplating mortality rates and healthy lifespans doesn’t truly take hold until we are deep into our sixties. A recent survey found that the top aging worry for people in their thirties, forties, and fifties was financial security. Yet bad early lifestyle choices can switch genes off and on and erode the telomeres—the caps at the ends of chromosomes that protect our genes from degradation. This, in turn, can mean more life-shortening diseases in later adulthood.

What’s worrisome, however, is that in terms of mind-based longevity, young and middle-aged people of today may be worse off than baby boomers. While research continues to underline the power of thought patterns and relationships over our health, polls and surveys bring forward a dark picture: smartphones and social media are destroying our friendships, loneliness is rampant, and empathy levels are plunging. Former president Barack Obama noted that “we live in a culture that discourages empathy.” Some policymakers are beginning to take note of these disturbing trends. In 2018 then British prime minister Theresa May appointed a “minister for loneliness” to deal with what she dubbed “the sad reality of modern life,” and Manitoba now has a minister responsible for helping seniors stay socially engaged. In the US, Vivek H. Murthy, surgeon general in the Obama administration, went as far as to recognize that loneliness is a health epidemic. He admitted, though, that “many clinicians aren’t clear about the strong connection between loneliness and the very health problems we are trying to address, often with medications and procedures.” I’m hoping that this book will help raise awareness of these issues, leading to better patient care and health policy decisions.

I wrote Growing Young out of a belief that in the deluge of reductionist wellness news we’ve somehow lost the big picture, ignoring the things that may matter the most for our longevity: relationships, emotions, and the psyche. I’m not a scientist, so I didn’t do any of the research personally (other than some “experiments” on myself I conducted for this book). But as a science journalist, I had the freedom to investigate diverse areas of research ranging from molecular biochemistry, epidemiology, neuroscience, zoology, anthropology, psychology, and cyberpsychology to Asian studies, marketing, and so on. I’ve read over six hundred peer-reviewed academic papers and talked to or corresponded with more than fifty scientists working on the many links between our minds and our health. Admittedly, I also had tons of fun with my research, which took me to unexpected places—catching wild mice in the woods of central England (to check how relationships affect gut microbiota), chatting about Zulu dancing with professor Robin Dunbar in his Hogwarts-like office at Oxford, sipping super-smoothies at a longevity boot camp in Portugal, and arranging flowers with octogenarians in Japan.

After all this research, some of it slightly unpleasant (cortisol swabs), most of it eye-opening, I decided to title this book “Growing Young” to reflect the phenomenon that the very same efforts that rejuvenate our bodies and help us live long also help us grow as people: nurturing relationships, developing better mental habits, becoming kinder, more empathic, more involved in the community. It appears that growing humane grows our centenarian potential.

I’ve divided this book into two parts. In the first part I explore how we age and how our minds and bodies are interconnected to affect health. In the second part I investigate different psychological and social interventions that affect our longevity—from marriage and friendships to volunteerism and personality changes (yes, it can be done). In each chapter I explain the biological mechanisms and offer practical tips on how to use our mindsets to improve health.

What this book is not, however, is a guide on how to cure diseases with thoughts. The internet is chock-full of claims that you can shrink tumours or heal Lyme disease with positive self-affirmations. These have little base in science. You can’t rid yourself of cancer simply by repeating happy phrases in front of a mirror. Even though our mindsets do matter for health and can slow down progress of some illnesses, like Alzheimer’s disease for example, there are no secret miracle cures here. Mostly, it’s about prevention, just as is the case with healthy diets and exercise.

My goal in writing this book was to help you fundamentally rethink how you approach your health—whether you might be putting too much effort into strategies that don’t work well (supplements, fitness trackers, etc.) and not enough into those that truly matter (your love life, your friendships, your life’s meaning). But I’m also hoping to entertain you as we discover the roots of Tanganyika’s 1962 laughter epidemic, the secrets of booze-loving rodents who mate for life, and why eating undercooked meat might change your personality—with health consequences. We will tour scientific labs from North America and Japan to Siberia, and visit pay-per-hour “huggers” in my birth country, Poland.

Every time I travel to Poland these days to see my dad, he asks me if I take good care of myself. He asks if I eat well, if I exercise, and if I always remember to wear my hat if it’s cold outside. I reply, “yes,” “yes,” and “uhmm …” (we don’t see eye to eye on the importance of woolly hats for biological well-being). My dad, meanwhile, continues to eat broccoli and swim almost every day despite his advanced age. But besides teaching me the value of phytonutrients and cardio workouts for healthy living, my father has also taught me another valuable lesson. He taught me the importance of constant self-improvement and perseverance. Now, after years of research on the psychological and social roots of longevity, I take his advice a step further: self-improvement, a commitment to growing as a person, can also help us grow younger. That’s the core of this book.
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THE MIND-BODY CONNECTION AND ITS LONGEVITY CONSEQUENCES
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