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Diet and ex er cise are vi tal for health and a long life, but science shows there is an other
longevity in gre di ent we of ten over look: �nd ing pur pose. Re search re veals that peo ple who
be lieve their ex is tence has mean ing have lower lev els of the stress hor mone cor ti sol and
more favourable gene ex pres sion re lated to in �am ma tion.

If a 90-year-old with a clear pur pose in life de vel ops Alzheimer’s dis ease, that per son will
prob a bly keep func tion ing rel a tively well de spite patho log i cal changes in the brain, one
study found.
An other meta-analysis of 10 stud ies in volv ing more than 136,000 peo ple found that hav -
ing pur pose in life can lower your mor tal ity risk by about 17 per cent – about as much as
fol low ing the famed Mediter ranean diet.
Two years ago when re search ing my book, Grow ing Young: How Friend ship, Op ti mism and
Kind ness Can Help You Live to 100, I talked to sci en tists and cen te nar i ans in Ja pan about
the rea son be hind their na tion’s ex cep tional longevity.

Maria Zaraska has found that if you have a higher sense of mean ing in life,
you’ll not only be hap pier but will be health ier and live longer.
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While sim i lar in ter views I’ve con ducted in the West tended to cen tre on diet and ex er cise,
in Ja pan con ver sa tions quickly moved to iki gai, of ten trans lated as ‘‘pur pose in life’’ or
‘‘life worth liv ing’’. Iki gai is seen as hav ing such mea sur able e� ects on longevity that Ja -
pan’s Min istry of Health, Labour and Wel fare has in cluded it in the o�  cial health pro mo -
tion strat egy.
In one epi demi o log i cal study con ducted on more than 43,000 Ja panese, not hav ing iki gai
was linked to a 60 per cent higher risk of dy ing of car dio vas cu lar dis ease. That’s a lot.
Eat ing plenty of fruits and veg eta bles each day can cut the dan ger of suc cumb ing to car -
dio vas cu lar dis ease by ‘‘just’’ 27 per cent.
Elderly Ja panese I in ter viewed talked about iki gai as ‘‘tak ing care of grand chil dren’’, ‘‘vol -
un teer ing’’, and ‘‘keep ing their street clean and pretty’’.
To Naoki Kondo, health so ci ol o gist at the Univer sity of Tokyo, one of the key fac tors for
hav ing iki gai is a pay ing job. ‘‘I want to work un til a sec ond be fore I die,’’ he told me.
Although the con cept of iki gai doesn’t trans late eas ily to all cul tures, Western re searchers
have shown the re lated con cepts of pur pose and mean ing in life can have sig ni�  cant im -
pacts on our phys i cal well be ing.
‘‘In the last 10 to 15 years, there has been an ex plo sion of re search link ing well be ing in its
many forms to nu mer ous in di ca tors of health.
‘‘When that work [be gan], we didn’t know that pur pose in life would emerge as such an
im por tant pre dic tor of nu mer ous health out comes,’’ says Carol Ry�, psy chol o gist at the
Univer sity of Wis con sin-Madi son, and di rec tor of the Midus (Midlife in the United States)
na tional study of Amer i cans.
Re search has shown that peo ple who have high lev els of pur pose in life spend fewer nights
in hospi tal, have lower odds of de vel op ing di a betes, and more than two times’ lower risk of
dy ing from heart con di tions than do oth ers.
The late Vik tor Frankl, Aus trian psy chi a trist and Holo caust sur vivor, hy poth e sised that
higher pur pose gives peo ple a will to stay alive. Re search is now catch ing up with that idea.
Peo ple who have pur pose in life are more likely to keep ac tive, get their choles terol lev els
checked, and even un dergo colonoscopy.
Yet, when sci en tists con trol for health-re lated be hav iours, the strong e� ects of mean ing
on longevity still per sist.
The ex pla na tion may lie in part in how hav ing pur pose in life a� ects our stress re sponse.
In lab ex per i ments, when vol un teers are made anx ious (be cause they are told to give a
pub lic speech, for in stance), stress mark ers – such as the hor mone cor ti sol – tend to
spike. But those who re port high lev els of pur pose ‘‘calm down more quickly’’, says Eric
Kim, psy chol o gist at the Univer sity of Bri tish Columbia.
Sim i lar stress-bu�er ing e� ects of mean ing have been found in re search us ing func tional
MRI scans, which found that when peo ple who re port hav ing a high level of pur pose are
shown dis turbingly neg a tive images, such as those of plane crashes and burned cars, the
brain’s fear cen tre, the amyg dala, doesn’t ac ti vate as much as it does in peo ple who re port
a lower sense of pur pose.
Un for tu nately, search ing for – or hav ing – pur pose in life isn’t straight for ward.
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One chal lenge is de�n ing the thing to be gin with. While Aris to tle talked about a life long
pursuit of ‘‘vir tu ous ac tiv ity of [the] soul,’’ 21st-cen tury psy chol o gists talk about hav ing a
sense of di rec tion, of set ting goals and ob jec tives.
In a more pre cise scale de vel oped by Ry� and her col leagues, hav ing pur pose means an -
swer ing ‘‘yes’’ to ques tions such as ‘‘some peo ple wan der aim lessly through life, but I am
not one of them’’, and ‘‘no’’ to ‘‘I some times feel as if I’ve done all there is to do in life’’.
The good news is that it’s pos si ble to boost our sense of mean ing and pur pose through
sim ple in ter ven tions, such as vol un teer ing.
‘‘Peo ple do in crease their sense of com pas sion and re ally do get new world views as they
vol un teer, [which] might ac tu ally help make the soul warmer,’’ Kim says. He thinks mind -
ful ness or join ing a group of peo ple who share your val ues could also help you �nd mean -
ing. Such in ter ven tions haven’t yet been tested in re search, how ever.
Although vol un teer ing or join ing a club might be di�  cult dur ing the pan demic, his tory
teaches us that tough times may o� er unique op por tu nity for �nd ing pur pose.
Ac cord ing to an analysis of words used in his tor i cal col lec tions of writ ten text, French
peo ple haven’t been as happy since the end of World War II as they were dur ing the war.
The same analysis sug gested Bri tons seemed to be less happy in the 1980s than in the
1940s.
There are some in di ca tions that Amer i cans and Euro peans alike may be en gag ing in more
pur pose cre at ing be hav iours dur ing this pan demic than they did be fore Covid-19.
News ac counts say charity do na tions are up in the United States and Bri tain. Ac cord ing to a
study done by mar ket re search com pany IP SOS, al most half of Amer i cans checked in on
elderly or sick neigh bours when the pan demic be gan, while 20 per cent po ten tially ex posed
them selves to the virus to help other peo ple.
In one Ir ish sur vey, 57 per cent of those re spond ing said they were now re-eval u at ing their
lives. Dur ing the (north ern) spring lock down in France, where I live, as in many cities and
towns around the world, we clapped and banged on pots to cheer for doc tors and nurses for
52 days straight, rain or shine. It made us feel con nected and pur pose ful.
Maybe we couldn’t help save pa tients, but at least we could pro vide sup port for those who
did.
If we keep such things go ing, if we �nd pur pose and mean ing in the cur rent gloom, we may
end up not just hap pier but health ier and longer-lived – and per haps more re silient in the
face of Covid-19 stress, too.
When vol un teers are made anx ious (be cause they are told to give a pub lic speech, for in -
stance), stress mark ers – such as the hor mone cor ti sol – tend to spike. But those who re -
port high lev els of pur pose ‘calm down more quickly’.


