
Live a Long Life: The Value o f  Adaptability	  
Dr Deepak Chopra, in his book Ageless Body, Timeless Mind puts the case that one key to a 
long life is adaptability. Following is an extract from his book, along with a self-assessment of 
your adaptability, and advice about increasing your awareness.	  

It is very frightening to watch an old person give up his desire for life, and it is extremely 
difficult to show him what he is doing. When life becomes meaningless, the body's sustaining 
energy seems to drain silently away like a leaky battery. But if we look closer, we can prove 
that this draining away of vitality, curiosity, and the will to live is controllable and in fact has 
nothing to do with normal aging. The body is self-replenishing; it renews its energies 
automatically after times of depletion. No matter how severe the stress, once the body has 
responded, it returns to a state of balance. This tendency to remain in balance is completely 
necessary to life and proves to be a key survival mechanism.	  

In 1957, Flanders Dunbar, a professor of medicine at Columbia University, reported on a 
study of centenarians and "nimble nonagenarians." She found that psychological adaptability 
in the face of stress was dominant among these people. This trait more than any other set 
them aside from the general population. Although everyone has occasions for grief, shock, 
sadness, and disappointment, some of us spring back much better than others. Dunbar went 
on to compile six traits that in her opinion were shared by "precentenarians," people who 
have the best chance of living to be 100:	  

1. Responding creatively to change. More than any other, this trait made 
precentenarians stand out from ordinary people.	  

2. Freedom from anxiety. Anxiety is a great enemy of our ability to improvise and create.	  

3. The continued ability to create and invent.	  

4. High levels of adaptive energy.	  

5. A capacity to integrate new things into one's existence.	  

6. Wanting to stay alive. (Positive psychologists would say having meaning in your life)	  

As with all predictive models, this one is flawed. It must be conceded that some people 
vegetate and still live to be 100, as do some who are rigid and uncreative, who couldn't care 
less whether they stay alive. But positive qualities are far more common in centenarians, and 
as a description of the kind of old age that is most desirable, Dunbar's list is extremely 
helpful. Her precentenarians are special because they reveal that just as people have strong 
or weak immune systems, we all vary in how well we adapt mentally. For some, the journey 
of life, however harsh on the outside, is met with resilience instead of brittleness; they are the 
reeds who bend in the storm, not the oaks who stand stiff and break.	  

Adaptability can be most simply defined as freedom from conditioned response. To 
remain open to change, to accept the new and welcome the unknown, is a choice that 
involves definite personal skills; for left to inertia, the mind tends to reinforce its old habits 
and increasingly to fall prey to its conditioning.	  

 

 

 

 

 



A D A P T A B I L I T Y  Q U E S T I O N N A I R E 	  
If you want to see whether you have learned the skills that make someone adaptable, 
answer the following questions as they apply to you, assigning the following points:	  

Almost never applies 0 points 

Sometimes applies 1 points 

Usually applies 2 points 

Almost always applies 3 points 

 

1. When I am first confronted with a problem and have no idea how it can be solved, I take 
the attitude that the right answer will emerge.	  

	  

2. Events in my life happen with their own right timing.	  
	  

3. I feel optimistic about my future.	  
	  

4. When someone rejects me, I feel hurt, but I accept that the decision was theirs to make.	  
	  

5. I feel the loss of family and friends, who have died, but the grief resolves itself and I 
move on—I don't try to bring back what cannot be brought back.	  

	  

6. I feel committed to ideals larger than myself.	  
	  

7. When I'm arguing with someone, I defend my position, but I also find it easy to 
acknowledge the rightness in the other side.	  

	  

8. I vote the man, not the party.	  
	  

9. I donate time to worthwhile causes, even if they are unpopular.	  
	  

10. I am considered a good listener. I don't interrupt others when they talk.	  
	  

11. If someone has a lot of emotion at stake in something, I will hear them out without 
expressing my views.	  

	  

12.  Given a choice between a high-salaried job that is fairly boring and a job I like doing at 
less pay, I'll take the job I love to do.	  

	  

13. My style of managing other people is to allow them to do what they want rather than try 
to control them. I interfere as little as possible.	  

	  

14. I find it easy to trust others.	  
	  

15. I am not prone to worry; the ups and downs of difficult situations affect me less than 
most other people.	  

	  

16. In a competitive situation, I am a good loser. I will say, "Good game," not, "I wasn't at my 
best."	  

	  

17. Being right in every situation isn't all that important to me.	  
	  

18. I feel comfortable playing with young children; I enter their world easily.	  
	  

19. I don't think about my moods very much.	  
	  

20. I can easily feel what someone else is feeling.	  
	  

21. Quiet people make me feel comfortable. Nervous people don't make me nervous.	  
	  

 

Total score: _____ 	  



Evaluating your score: 	  

50 points or over:	  

You are an exceptionally adaptable person who has spent a long time on personal growth. 
Others seek you for guidance and advice. You place a high priority on your ability to remain 
comfortable under pressure and readily accept new challenges. You pride yourself on being 
able to resolve conflicts well.	  

30-40 points:	  

You are reasonably adaptable to everyday challenges, but the amount of work you have put 
into this area has probably been limited. You are the kind of person that others consider 
easygoing, but you are likely to have more worries and regrets that you haven't faced up to. 
Conflicts upset you, and you tend to fall under the influence of people with stronger emotions 
than yours.	  

20-30 points:	  

You have definite ideas of right and wrong behavior and put a high priority on defending your 
point of view. Working on personal growth has not been a high priority in your life so far. You 
are likely to be well organized and decidedly goal oriented. If you find yourself in a situation 
of conflict or competition, you really want to be on the winning side.	  

Under 20 points:	  

Your sense of self needs considerable work. Dominated by one or both parents as a child, 
you fear rejection and become upset or critical when others disagree with you. You have 
your way of doing things and do not like surprises. You are likely to be obsessively orderly, 
with lots of hidden worry, or else very disorganized, reacting strongly to one external event 
after another.	  

The purpose of this test is not to make anyone feel superior or inferior but to spur 
conscious growth. The common denominator of all adaptable people is that they actually 
work, on a daily basis, at keeping their awareness open. Most of Chopra’s book is devoted to 
that work, and that there is no higher life purpose than trying to open your awareness until 
the full impact of reality—in all its beauty, truth, wonder, and sacredness—is consciously 
experienced. Reduced awareness occurs when life is not consciously lived and appreciated. 
This tendency is often so subtle that it may take months or years before the damaging results 
are evident, but the trail of clues is very obvious for anyone who cares to look. The age 
changes that develop in mind and body are the end products of thoughtlessly giving in to 
rigid assumptions, beliefs, and opinions. Some people, for instance, have absorbed the 
notion that they are going to lose their memory in old age, an expectation frequently 
reinforced by those who believe in the "old" old age.	  

The development of any character trait starts early in life and begins to display itself by 
middle age. The best way to ensure that you will be adaptable in old age is to work on being 
that way when you are still young. This was demonstrated in a classic study started fifty 
years ago by Harvard psychologist George Vaillant. He took 185 young men, students at 
Harvard during World War II, and monitored their health for almost forty years. Vaillant found 
that even if someone appeared perfectly healthy in youth, he was very likely to die 
prematurely if he reacted poorly to stress, fell prey to depression, or was psychologically 
unstable. Of the men who had the best mental health, only 2 became chronically ill or died by 
age 53. Of the 48 men with the poorest mental health, however, 18 (almost ten times as 
many) were chronically ill or dead by that age.	  



Vaillant concluded that early aging — defined as irreversible physical decline — was 
retarded by good mental health and accelerated by poor mental health. The most formative 
years for establishing these conditions, he found, were between ages 21 and 46, because 
those are the years when a person generally succeeds or fails in establishing a secure sense 
of self, regardless of even the most terrible childhood traumas and abuse. Once the seed is 
planted, the results of mental health show up physically in one's fifties. Late middle age is the 
perilous decade often called "the danger zone," because it is then that premature heart 
attacks, runaway hypertension, and many types of cancer first show up in great number.	  

To put it more generally, Vaillant found that the aging process is learned. People with 
good mental health teach their bodies to age well; depressed, insecure, and unhappy people 
teach their bodies to age badly. Although Vaillant observed that increased stress was often 
found in the lives of those who became chronically ill and died	  

The Opening of Awareness	  
In 1973, at a major gerontology conference at Duke University, three papers were 

delivered describing the type of person who can expect to live to a healthy old age — 
between 85 and 100 years old (such people amount to less than 5 percent of the current 
population). In her psychology research at the University of Chicago, Bernice Neugarten 
concentrated on "life satisfaction," which entails five factors. 	  

The person:	  

1. Takes pleasure from daily activities;	  

2. Regards his life as meaningful;	  

3. Feels he has achieved his major goals;	  

4. Holds a positive self-image and regards himself as worthwhile; and	  

5. Is optimistic.	  

From his research at Harvard, psychologist George Vaillant took a second but similar 
perspective (as we have seen), that of mental health. The longest-lived individuals, he 
believed, are also the best adapted in their psychological life, a state characterized by:	  

1. Having a stable family life;	  

2. Regarding their marriages as satisfying;	  

3. Rarely living alone;	  

4. Continuing to grow in their careers;	  

5. Having no disabling mental illness;	  

6. Not being alcoholic; and	  

7. Having fewer chronic illnesses.	  

The overall benefit of a balanced lifestyle emerged in 1965, when a Southern California 
research team headed by Nadia Belloc and Lester Breslow decided to follow the aging 
patterns of people in Alameda County. A twenty-three-page lifestyle questionnaire was 
handed out to almost seven thousand subjects asking them in great detail about their health 
status and lifestyle.	  

After five and a half years, 371 subjects had died. By looking back at the original 
response to these questionnaires, researchers discovered that the most important 
distinguishing feature of those who survived was not their income, physical condition, or 
genetic inheritance, but a handful of extremely simple lifestyle habits:	  



1. Sleeping seven or eight hours a night;	  

2. Eating breakfast almost every day;	  

3. Not eating between meals;	  

4. Normal weight. i.e., not more than 5 percent underweight, and no more than 10 to 
20 percent overweight (the lower number was for women, the higher for men);	  

5. Regular physical activity. i.e., engaging often in active sports, long walks, 
gardening, or other exercise;	  

6. Moderate drinking. i.e., taking no more than two alcoholic drinks a day; and	  

7. Never smoking cigarettes.	  

	  


