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Dear Reader. 

We are sharing excerpts from our book, Your Aging Parents: How to 
Prepare, How to Cope. (Osis, Worrell & McDermid)  

This excerpt is taken from Chapter Two and describes some factors that 
affect normal aging, and what you can do, at any age, to promote health 
and life satisfaction in your later years.  

To make this content helpful today, we have updated some of the End 
Notes and the links and added additional resources. 
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What can we do to enjoy both a long and a healthy life? Some of the information in this chapter may surprise 
you. 

Until recently, most people believed that there was a pattern of aging that could be described as 
“normal.” Most assumed that aging meant a decline in function and health. Now, we know that such decline 
is more related to lifestyle and lack of physical activity than to aging itself. For example, osteoporosis is 
not a normal outcome of aging; it is loss of bone caused by a variety of factors, some of which are under 
the individual’s control. 

This chapter is written for both the younger generation and the senior. It is never too late to adopt a 
healthy lifestyle.  

WHAT FACTORS AFFECT HEALTHY AGING? 

“A healthy senior is someone who maintains a positive attitude, shares themselves with 
others, creates a healthy social support network, is still productive in society, and feels 
needed by others!” 

Members of a seniors’ group 
 

As you might assume, genetics play a role in aging and health, but that is only part of the picture. Most of 
the changes that occur with age are associated with diet and exercise habits, alcohol and tobacco 
consumption, psychological traits, and the presence or absence of support from family and friends. 

Everyone wants to live long and be healthy. No one wants to grow old, but what are we willing to do 
to offset the effects of aging?  

The main threat to healthy aging is sedentary living. Heart disease, one of the most common threats to 
health for mid-life and older adults, might be prevented by physical activity and exercise.  

Although almost everyone agrees that regular physical activity is essential to good health. What beliefs 
might prevent seniors from joining recreational activities such as sports or fitness programs? Seniors might 
not place much value on leisure because a strong work ethic helped them to survive the depression, raise 
their children in post-war years, and save for a rainy day. Fear of injury is another common constraint. Even 
young seniors are encouraged to: “Take it easy.” Would you think of giving snowboarding lessons to a 65-
year old?  

In 2011, Canada had more than 5800 centenarians. (Ratio of 5:1 women:men) With increasing 
longevity, we can find examples of individuals who are living a healthy old age.  

Queen Elizabeth is still carrying out her duties in her 90s. 

Judi Dench acting in movies at age 85.  

86-year old Canadian Bill Mayo doing marathon hikes and guiding much younger walkers.  
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SENIORS’ MENTAL HEALTH  

As we age, we face many challenges and changes that can affect our mental health. The majority of seniors 
use their lifelong coping skills to adapt to the onset of physical health problems, retirement, moving to a 
new home, loss of friends, and changes in the roles they play in society.  

Psychological distress (feeling sad, nervous, hopeless, and other negative emotions) is reported to 
decline in young seniors – those between 65 and 75 years of age. After age 75, possibly related to physical 
problems and higher risks for social isolation, psychological distress increases slightly. Similarly, young 
seniors report a higher sense of overall well-being than younger adults or those over 75 years.  

Review the description of being healthy identified by a seniors’ group (quoted earlier in this chapter). 
They identified five characteristics.  As you read this list, do you see these characteristics in yourself?  In 
your parents? 

• Maintain a positive attitude. 

• Share self with others. 

• Create a healthy social support network. 

• Be productive in society. 

• Feel needed by others.  

 
 

WHAT PROMOTES LIFE SATISFACTION? 

Do you know that seniors are likely to report the same levels of life satisfaction as younger adults? In 
general, life satisfaction is influenced by emotional health, spirituality and social well-being. 

Emotional Health in Later Life 

Geri Burdman,1 the author of Healthful Aging, described the five A’s for emotional health: 

• Appreciation: recognition from others and being needed; 

• Acceptance: the need to belong and to associate with others with similar values; 

• Affection: paying attention to the happiness of others; 

• Achievement: having a sense of accomplishment; and 

• Amusement: laughter, fun, and joy. 

As you read the components of emotional health described above, what comes to mind regarding your own 
parents? Do they feel needed by others and by your family?  Are they able to associate with others of their 
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age and of similar interests?  Do they get a chance to accomplish new things or to talk about the joys of 
their past accomplishments? And do they experience laughter – after all - “laughter is the best medicine.” 

Spirituality in Later Life 

The experience of spirituality is an individual journey that is related to, but differs from, religiosity. For 
some, spirituality provides an understanding of death, a source of moral values, or a way of coping with 
suffering. For others, aspects of spirituality include hope, inner meaning, or a connection with transcendent 
love. 

Spiritual activities may include praying, meditating, reading inspirational literature, listening to 
inspirational music, or participating in organized religion.   

Older individuals look for meaning in aging. They want to understand why they are struggling with 
their loss of roles, identity, or capacity. For some, reminiscence and life review provide an opportunity to 
reflect on their life and their legacy. 

Social Well-Being 

Social relations are fundamental to the experience of healthy aging. Roles give meaning and purpose to our 
lives. Researcher Carolyn Rosenthal2 found that in most families the older generation continues to have 
important roles. One important role was that of the “Kinkeeper.” Often a female, the kinkeeper is someone 
who works at keeping family members in touch with each other, thus maintaining stronger family 
relationships. The “Comforter” gives advice while the “Ambassador” represents the family at special 
occasions. Other roles were “Financial Advisor,” “Placement Officer” (helps family members find jobs) 
and the “Head of the Family.”  

TWELVE TIPS TO DEFY AGING 

Here is a summary of choices you can make, at any age, to improve your physical, social, mental, emotional 
and financial well-being.  

 
Drink plenty of fluids, especially water. 

Eat a balanced diet; include a wide variety of foods including fruits, vegetables, 
whole grains and fibre.  

Eat foods low in saturated and trans-fats, as well as low in cholesterol.  

Eat some nutritionally dense foods, that is, foods that contain a lot of nutrients or micro-nutrients per bite. 
These include blueberries, spinach, almonds, broccoli, dark chocolate, yams, and tofu. 

  

Defy Aging 
Fuel your body. 
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Exercise your brain by reading books, taking courses, doing crosswords or 
Sudoku. 

Try out new things such as new travel destinations, new food or music, or take 
a course on a new subject you’ve never explored before. 

Physical exercise can improve memory.  

Memory may change with aging, but one type actually improves, called “intelligent memory.”  

“Intelligent memory doesn’t help you remember where you put your keys, but it will teach 
you to put your keys in the same place every time.”  

Dr. Barry Gorden7 

 
Try to find the humour in life. Laugh often and heartily. 

Take time to reflect on past experiences, the current situation, and 
future possibilities. 

Adopt an attitude of hope. Hope fosters resilience and coping skills. 

Be willing to grow, adapt, and change. 

Explore and stay in touch with your spiritual self. 

 

Get medical, dental, and eye checkups regularly. 

Consider having a “mental health check-up.” (Check out the Mental 
Health Meter 1from Canadian Mental Health Association.) You can 
reflect on your unique strengths and identify areas where your level 

of mental fitness could be improved to help you cope with all of life’s up and downs.  

 
 

Get regular exercise. Choose activities you enjoy and include 
exercises that increase your heart-rate, improve your flexibility and 
balance, and maintain bone density. 

Maintain a healthy weight. 1 2 

 

 

                                                             
1 Mental Health Meter. https://cmha.ca/mental-health-meter 

Defy Aging 
Have regular check-ups. 

Defy Aging 
Pursue an active lifestyle. 

Defy Aging 
Fuel your mind. 

Defy Aging 
Adopt a positive attitude. 
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Wash your hands; it is the number one way to reduce the spread of 
infection. 

Practice safe habits to prevent falls and accidents.  

Protect your hearing.  

Always wear safety helmets when cycling or skiing and seatbelts when driving. 

Know the risks and benefits of medications and herbal or health food products.  

Prevent and report elder abuse. 

 

Avoid excessive caffeine and use alcohol in moderation. 

Don’t smoke. 

 

 
 
Don’t sweat the small stuff.  

Give help and ask for help. 

Ensure you get a good night’s rest. Don’t nap after 3 pm. Avoid 
stimulants like tea, coffee, smoking and intense physical or mental 
exercise for the 4 to 6 hours prior to bedtime. 

Nurture your passions, and do things that make you happy. 

Build in daily stress relievers such as physical exercise, meditation, taking time for yourself, or breathing 
and relaxation exercises. 

 

 
Have a purpose. Continue to make your life meaningful.  

Make a friend in every generation. 

Let go of old grudges and forgive liberally. 

Stay close to family and friends, either by visiting, phoning or e-mailing regularly. 

Stay involved through work, recreation and volunteering. 

Keep a social calendar and ensure you schedule fun activities each week. 

 

 

Defy Aging 
Minimize stress. 

Maximize energy. 

Defy Aging 
Be safe. 

Defy Aging 
Use moderation. 

Defy Aging 
Stay connected. 
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Avoid overexposure to the sun. 

Recycle – it’s good for the planet. 

Get to know your neighbours. 

Choose wisely where to live and when to move. 

 
 
Familiarize yourself with your income sources and loans, their current 
worth, potential gains or losses over time, costs and penalties. 

Keep your personal and financial records in order. 

Simplify your budgeting and investing. 

Simplify your lifestyle. 

Live within your means. Set aside some money for emergencies and special occasions. 

Talk to a financial advisor about the best time to start tapping into savings and the best strategies to utilize 
your financial resources. 

Plan for your long term housing and financial needs. 

You don’t know how long you will live. Keep this in mind as you budget your savings or if you finance 
your lifestyle with a reverse mortgage. You don’t want to outlive your funds. 

Use credit cards wisely. Avoid running up interest charges.  

Take a course on fraud prevention for seniors. Be aware of potential scams. 

Check out provincial and federal benefit programs available for seniors. 

  

 
Write your will. 

Assign a power of attorney to manage your affairs in the event that you 
cannot do so for yourself. 

 

Write your advance directive (healthcare directive). (See link in Additional Resources.) 

 

 

  

Defy Aging 
Create a healthy 

environment. 

Defy Aging 
Attend to your 

financial well-being. 

Defy Aging 
Plan ahead. 
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TA K E  AC T I O N  
Ø Remember that it is never too late!  Adopting a healthy lifestyle can improve health at any age: of 

course, the sooner the better. 

Ø Next time you get together with your family include a physical activity. Take a walk. Play ball in 
the nearby park. Lift weights. Use a Wii game. Discourage your parents from engaging in “lazy 
living.” 

Ø Promote social well-being. Encourage your parents to maintain family roles and to take on new 
roles within their community, including volunteering. 

Ø Review the “Twelve tips to defy aging” with your parents. Which actions are they willing to 
take? Which actions are you willing to take? 

Ø Learn more about home safety to prevent falls.  

Ø Write your advance directive, your will, and power of attorney documents.  Discuss with your 
parents. Encourage them to do the same. 

Ø Don’t forget the brain! Engaging in new activities that are intellectually challenging actually 
stimulates new nerve connections in the brain. So start, or, keep on: 

• reading, 

• playing chess or bridge, 

• joining a discussion group or book club or a class, 

• doing crossword puzzles,  

• taking courses, and 

• learning something new. 
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End Notes 
1. What Do We Know About Healthy Aging?  

 https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/what-do-we-know-about-healthy-aging 

2. Physical activity tips for older adults. (65 years and older). Government of Canada. Publications. 
Healthy Living . https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/healthy-living/physical-
activity-tips-older-adults-65-years-older.html 

3. Burdman, Geri.  Healthful Aging. Prentice Hall, 1985. 

4. Rosenthal, Carolyn. “The comforter: Providing personal advice and emotional support to generations 
in the family.”  Canadian Journal on Aging. 6(3): 228-239, 1987. 

5. Gordon, Barry. Age, exercise may boost memory. Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine. 
www.cnn.com/2003/HEALTH/10/17/improve.memory/index.html 

 
 

Additional Resources 
Canadian Coalition for Seniors' Mental Health. https://ccsmh.ca 
 
The Fountain of Health  https://fountainofhealth.ca 
 
Health Canada – just for you – seniors links. 
www.hc-sc.gc.ca/hl-vs/jfy-spv/seniors-aines-eng.php 
 
 
Plan Ahead. Write your Advanced Directives 

A health care directive (also called an advance directive or living will) is a written document or set of 
documents that is used to express your health care wishes when you are no longer able to personally 
communicate those wishes. 

Health Care Directive FAQ - Canada 

https://www.lawdepot.ca/law-library/faq/health-care-directive-faq-canada/#.XiTZdy2ZMxe 

 

 
 
You have permission to copy this activity for personal use and to share with others.  
Source: Maureen Osis, Judy Worrell, & Dianne McDermid. Your Aging Parents: How to Prepare. How to 
Cope. 2nd ed. 2010. ElderWise Publishing. https://youragingparents.ca  
Questions?  Contact us: info@youragingparents.ca 
 


