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Living longer, happier and healthier has been top of mind 
for both individuals and now governmental policy. Simul-
taneously, medical research focused on avoiding cognitive 

decline is maturing. One very effective and non-controversial 
pathway to a better society and healthier culture would be to 
encourage positive behaviors for everyone. Healthy, vigorous 
and mentally sharp people of all ages are more productive and 
consume fewer resources.

GOVERNMENTAL POLICY
The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS)  
Administrator Dr. Mehmet Oz turned 65 recently and signed up 
for Medicare. He also started a podcast encouraging people 
to stay healthy and feel their best. The first episode began by 
encouraging folks to walk 30 minutes per day or “move natu-
rally,” which is the top of the circle of nine healthy Blue Zones 
principles where more people live to 100. [1]

Subsequently, in a short video interview with National Desk, Dr. 
Oz encouraged purposeful activities for Medicaid beneficiaries 
who have the ability to contribute to society:

“... We have to do that by allowing folks who can work to 
get off the couch and do just that. The average able-bod-
ied person on Medicaid who is not working spends over 
six hours watching television or just hanging out. So, 
we’re asking them to prove that they actually have agen-
cy over their future, that they want to make a difference 
for the world. Go out there for 20 hours a week, volun-
teer, get educated, get a job, do something that shows 
you are going to make the world a better place.” [2]
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Having purpose is directly under the apex of moving nat-
urally in the schematic representation of the nine healthy 
principles of Blue Zones. I’m hopeful Dr. Oz will continue 
with healthy eating, avoiding loneliness, engaging in family 
activities and participating in faith-based activities, all of 
which are proven to add years of healthy life.

https://www.bing.com/videos/riverview/relatedvideo?q=oz+encouraging+medicare+patients+to+walk+30+minutes+per+day&mid=C508CA00A86F7014B212C508CA00A86F7014B212&FORM=VIRE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HvET-Vzb2C4&t=75s
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According to the website, the Alzheimer’s Association U.S. Study 
to Protect Brain Health through Lifestyle Intervention to Reduce 
Risk (U.S. POINTER) is a two-year trial to evaluate whether lifestyle 
interventions to target many risk factors protects cognitive decline. 
The good news is that a combination of diet, exercise, heart health, 
cognitive challenges and social engagement works in diverse popu-
lations for everyone across the nation. [8]

In 2014, a Finnish study showed similar effects of “physical exercise, 
a healthy diet, cognitive stimulation and self-monitoring of heart 
health risk factors [also] had a protective effect on cognitive func-
tion,” according to a report from the Alzheimer’s Association. The at-
tributes differ slightly only in social engagement. Going forward the 
Finnish and American researchers will be focusing on the prevention 
of cognitive decline and other dementias across the globe.

“Structured vs. Self-Guided Multidomain Lifestyle Interventions for 
Global Cognitive Function,” published in the Journal of the Ameri-
can Medical Association in July showed that “a structured, high-in-
tensity intervention had a statistically significant greater benefit 
on global cognition compared with an unstructured, self-guided 
intervention.” The participants were at higher than normal risk for 
cognitive decline because of a sedentary lifestyle, suboptimal diet, 
family history, cardiometabolic risk and age. [9]

AVOIDING COGNITIVE DECLINE

Coinciding with Dr. Oz’s encouraging thoughts is the New 
England Journal of Medicine’s March 30 article, “Global 
Effects of Cardiovascular Risk Factors on Lifetime Estimates,” 
which demonstrated that five classic risk factors at 50 years of 
age were associated with more than a decade of greater life 
expectancy. Government urgings combined with objective 
medical research is a powerful combination to add years of 
healthy life expectancy. [3]

An international study including over 2 million people in 39 
countries examined people who lived to 90. At age 50, those 
individuals who did not have hypertension, hyperlipidemia 
(high cholesterol or triglycerides), diabetes, did not smoke 
and had a normal weight had 13 years of additional healthy 
lifespan. Men who had all these deleterious characteristics 
died 10.6 years earlier and women 13.3 years sooner. Heart 
disease was the leading cause of death, followed with cancer 
as second and avoidable medical errors ranking third. [4]

Blood pressure control by age 55 had the biggest impact 
followed by smoking avoidance. Heart disease imposes sub-
stantial social, economic and public health burdens. Half of 
all cardiovascular disease could be controlled by effective risk 
management. The best way to add years of life expectancy is 
to stop people from starting to smoke. The next best way is 

to control blood pressure, which is generally easy to treat with 
medications and lifestyle modification.

Tobacco avoidance is very effective when started in young 
teenagers. Spending about $180 dollars on tobacco avoidance 
will save teenagers, their families and the country more than $53 
billion by reducing smoking related costs. The benefit of misery 
avoidance for the up to 293,500 young people who would likely 
become established smokers and didn’t is incalculable. The 
misery of having cancer and/or being treated for lung disease, 
besides the other sequelae of tobacco, is much greater than the 
newly addicted smoker could possibly realize. [5]

The link between tobacco, lung cancer and other cancers was 
first published by Morton L. Levin, M.D., in 1955, but denied for 
decades by the tobacco industry. Dr. Levin’s findings were based 
on demographic surveys of patients admitted to Roswell Park Me-
morial Institute in Buffalo, New York, from 1938 to 1950. These 
findings were underappreciated by society and attacked by those 
whose incomes depended on tobacco profits. I worked under Dr. 
Levin as part of the National Science Foundation program during 
the summer of 1966 as a college student. I didn’t realize until 
later that Dr. Levin would have been considered for a Nobel Prize 
had times been different. [6] [7]

INTERNATIONAL MEDICAL SCIENTIFIC STUDIES

Source: Blue Zones LLC

https://www.alz.org/us-pointer/home.asp
https://www.alz.org/us-pointer/home.asp
https://www.alz.org/us-pointer/home.asp
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/article-abstract/2837046
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/article-abstract/2837046
https://www.4sighthealth.com/insights/
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMoa2415879
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMoa2415879
https://www.4sighthealth.com/medical-errors-kill-being-transparent-will-save-lives/
https://www.fda.gov/tobacco-products/real-cost-campaign/real-cost-cost-effective-approach
https://www.fda.gov/tobacco-products/real-cost-campaign/real-cost-cost-effective-approach
https://www.fda.gov/tobacco-products/real-cost-campaign/real-cost-cost-effective-approach
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.3322/canjclin.10.2.62
https://www.scilit.com/publications/5f362139b7fda4241141aeeeacf67663
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and longevity is well-documented, with studies showing that 
regular attendance at religious services can add 4 to 14 years 
of life expectancy. Faith-based communities encourage social 
interaction, volunteering and can be an antidote for loneliness. 
[12] [13] [14]

Loneliness worsens health as was well known before the 
COVID epidemic, but was sadly exacerbated thereafter. 
“Friends Now More Than Ever: The Joy, Health and Power of 
Connection” makes the point that no matter our age, friend-
ships are essential. Surgeon General Vivek Murthy issued an 
urgent advisory in 2023 describing loneliness as a “subjective 
distressing experience that results from perceived isolation or 
inadequate meaningful connections, where inadequate refers 
to the discrepancy or unmet need between an individual’s 
preferred and actual experience.” Interestingly, the overlap of 
loneliness and lack of purpose are almost identical when pop-
ulations are studied. Namely, two of the Blue Zones principles, 
purpose and friends, come together as important attitudes for 
living longer, happier and healthier. [15] [16] [17] [18]

Although healthy eating always appropriately tops the list of 
important behaviors for living longer and better, never under-
estimate the importance of family, friends and belonging to a 
faith-based organization.

Multigenerational families do better with the seniors living 
longer, according to Columbia University’s Mailman School of 
Public Health. A systematic review of intergenerational coparent-
ing confirmed improved child development outcomes. Enjoying 
emotional support, mental well-being and a sense of belonging 
are just a few other obvious benefits. The tangible economic 
benefits can also help in stressful times for families needing 
childcare and/or senior care. [10] [11]

Faith-based participation is associated with longer life expectan-
cies, as documented in a Journal of the American Medical Asso-
ciation article. This article studied U.S. women from the famous 
Nurses’ Health Study, which currently includes 280,000 people 
who complete yearly surveys that include questions about partic-
ipating in religious activities. The relationship between faith 

PROVEN BEHAVIORS TO ADD YEARS OF HEALTHY LIFE

Common sense principles, which have been carefully studied and 
documented, should be propagated for everyone’s good.  
Although it is not mandatory to accept or practice, people will 
learn from each other about the advantages, which will result in 
living a longer, happier and healthier life. And of course, the best 
way to stay healthy is to not get sick in the first place.

We should not focus on resistors to change, apropos of the 
quote attributed to Darwin, “It is not the strongest of the 
species that survives, nor the most intelligent, but the one most 
adaptable to change.” Much of the population will adapt, thus 
freeing up precious resources that previously were consumed by 
the 80% of self-induced illnesses.

CONCLUSION

Dr. Allen Weiss is chief medical officer for the national Blue Zones Project. Having practiced rheumatology, internal 
medicine and geriatrics for 23 years and been president and CEO for 18 years of a 716-bed, two-hospital integrated 
system, Dr. Weiss now has a national scope focused on prevention.

After graduating from Columbia University’s College of Physicians and Surgeons and subsequently completing his 
training at both the New York Presbyterian Hospital and Hospital for Special Surgery of Cornell University, he had a 
solo practice in rheumatology, internal medicine and geriatrics for 23 years. He is recognized both as a Fellow of the 
American College of Physicians and a Fellow of the American College of Rheumatology.

Dr. Weiss’s national commitments and honors include: named as one of the Top 100 outstanding physician leaders of 
healthcare systems by Becker’s Hospital Review multiple times; chosen as a keynote speaker at numerous meetings; 
served five years on the Regional Advisory Council of the American Hospital Association; elected to the American 
Hospital Association Board in 2017; selected as Chairman of the Upper Midwest Vizient Board; and continues as a 
Director of American Momentum Bank. In 2005, he was invited to testify on information technology before the U.S. 
House Ways and Means Health Subsection.
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