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D I S C LA IMER
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qualified health professional. Talk to your doctor before you change any treatment, medication or care plan, and get help

promptly for any symptom that worries you.
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This guide has one practical goal: staying strong, steady and independent for as

long as possible. That means carrying your own shopping, climbing stairs without

thinking about it, getting up from the floor, catching yourself when you trip,

sleeping reasonably well, hearing the conversation at dinner and doing the things

that make your life yours.

Much of what people call “getting old” is really the result of doing less. Muscles that are not

asked to work shrink, balance that is not practiced fades, and a smaller life follows. The

reverse is also true: muscle, balance and fitness respond to training at 55, 70 and 90.

Genetics and luck play a real part, but you have far more influence over how you age than

most people assume.

The first chapter explains what changes after 50 and gives you four simple tests to measure

your starting point. The middle chapters each cover one area: strength, bones, balance and

falls, stamina, eating, sleep, the senses and the brain, and connection. Then comes a chapter

on working with your doctor, and finally a 12-week plan that pulls it all together.

Each chapter explains why the area matters in plain language, gives you numbered steps to

start this week, shows an example, and ends with an exercise and Key Takeaways. The

people in the examples are fictional composites written to show the method; they are not real

customers or testimonials.

How the guide is organized

What you need

A sturdy chair without wheels, and a wall or kitchen counter to hold

A light and a medium resistance band, or a pair of light dumbbells (water bottles or bags

of rice work to begin with)

Comfortable shoes with a firm, flat sole

How to Use This Guide
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1. Write your plans down. A plan of the form “When it is Monday after breakfast, I will do

my strength routine in the kitchen” is far easier to follow than a good intention. The

psychologist Peter Gollwitzer called these “implementation intentions,” and research

consistently shows they improve follow-through.

2. Start gently and think in months. Every exercise has an easier and a harder version.

Strength and balance improve within weeks, but the payoff comes from keeping the

habits for years. Treat a missed week as a pause: restart a little easier and build back

up.

C A U T I O N

Before you begin

This guide is educational and is not a substitute for medical care. Talk to your doctor before

starting a new exercise program if you have a heart or lung condition, chest pain, high blood

pressure that is not under control, diabetes with complications, recent surgery or a joint

replacement, osteoporosis with previous fractures, or if you get dizzy or breathless easily.

Do not stop or change any prescribed medication without your doctor’s advice.

Call emergency services immediately for chest pain or pressure, pain spreading to the arm,

jaw, neck or back, sudden breathlessness, a cold sweat or sudden lightheadedness

(possible heart attack), or for sudden drooping of one side of the face, weakness in one

arm, slurred or confused speech, sudden loss of vision or balance, or a sudden severe

headache (possible stroke). Do not wait to see if it passes, and do not drive yourself.

A timer or watch with a second hand, and a pen

Optional: a friend or family member to help with the starting tests and to train with

How to get the most from it
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Aging is not one process but many, moving at different speeds in different people.

Two 70-year-olds can be decades apart in what their bodies can do. Some of that

gap is genetic; a large part comes from how much each person has used their

muscles, heart, balance and brain. This chapter explains the main changes, then

measures your starting point.

Muscle and power. Muscle mass and strength peak in early adulthood and then decline

slowly, and for many people the loss speeds up after about 60 or 65. When it becomes

severe enough to affect daily life, doctors call it sarcopenia. Strength falls faster than muscle

size, and power (strength produced quickly) falls fastest of all. Power is the burst that gets

you out of a low chair or back on balance after a trip, which is why this guide eventually asks

you to stand up briskly, not just slowly.

Inactivity accelerates the loss: in a study published in 2007, healthy older adults lost about a

kilogram of leg muscle after just 10 days of bed rest.

Bone. Bone is living tissue, constantly broken down and rebuilt. Bone mass peaks around age

30, then slowly declines, and for women the loss speeds up around menopause. Thin, fragile

bones (osteoporosis) cause no symptoms until one breaks.

Balance. Balance depends on your eyes, the balance organs of your inner ear and the

sensors in your feet and joints. All three become less sharp with age, reaction time slows,

and some medicines add dizziness. More than one in four US adults aged 65 and over falls

each year, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and falls are

the leading cause of injury death in that age group.

01

The five changes that shape independence

C H A P T E R  1

What Changes After 50,

and What You Can
Influence
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Heart and lung fitness. The amount of oxygen your body can use during hard effort declines

with age, faster in people who are inactive. Low fitness is what turns a flight of stairs into a

mountain. Regular activity slows the decline considerably.

Senses, sleep and the brain. Hearing and vision change gradually, sleep becomes lighter, and

thinking speed slows a little while knowledge often keeps growing.

Every one of these systems adapts to the demands placed on it, and studies show strength,

balance and fitness improving with training well into the 80s and 90s. Training raises your

starting point, so the same gradual decline leaves you far above the level where daily life gets

hard.

These checks are adapted from tools doctors and physical therapists use, including the

CDC’s STEADI program (Stopping Elderly Accidents, Deaths and Injuries). Here they are your

personal baseline, to repeat in Week 12.

Do them on a day you feel well, in comfortable shoes, with a sturdy chair against a wall and a

counter within reach. Have someone with you if you feel unsteady. Stop if anything hurts or

you feel dizzy.

1. Three questions. Have you fallen in the past year? Do you feel unsteady when standing

or walking? Do you worry about falling? A “yes” to any of these is worth raising with your

doctor, whatever your scores.

2. 30-second chair stand. Sit in the middle of the chair, feet flat, arms crossed over your

chest. On “go,” stand up fully and sit down fully as many times as you can in 30 seconds.

If you need your hands to push up, use them and note “with hands.”

3. Four-stage balance test. Next to the counter, without holding it, try to hold each position

for 10 seconds: (a) feet side by side, (b) the instep of one foot touching the big toe of the

other, (c) one foot directly in front of the other, heel touching toe, (d) one foot. Stop at the

first stage you cannot hold. Not holding the heel-to-toe stance for 10 seconds is linked

to a higher risk of falling.

4. Timed Up and Go. Mark a line 10 feet (3 meters) from the chair. Start seated with your

back against it. On “go,” stand, walk at your normal pace to the line, turn, walk back and

sit. Your helper times it. In the STEADI program, 12 seconds or longer suggests a higher

risk of falling.

Measure your starting point
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Your scores are not a grade. They show where training will help most.

E X A M P L E

Ruth takes her baseline

Ruth, 67, a retired school administrator, thinks of herself as active because she gardens and

walks the dog. Her chair stand score is 9, with her hands for the last few. She holds the first

three balance positions but wobbles off one foot after 4 seconds. Her Timed Up and Go is

10 seconds, and she admits she grips the banister going downstairs since a stumble last

winter. Her conclusion: walking is fine, but leg strength and single-leg balance need work.

She also decides to mention the stumble at her next checkup.

E X E R C I S E

Your starting point

Today’s date:

Check My result Notes (hands used, wobbles,

pain)

Fallen in the past year?

Feel unsteady? Worry about

falling?

30-second chair stand

(number)

Balance: last stage held 10

seconds

Single-leg stand: seconds,

left / right

Timed Up and Go (seconds)


