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Blue Zone factors
• Moderate, regular physical 

activity as part of daily life
• Plant-based diet
• Moderate calorie intake
• Life purpose
• Engagement in family life
• Engagement in social life 
• Stress reduction
• Moderate alcohol consumption, 

especially wine
• Engagement in spirituality or 

religion



Italy- the World’s Healthiest Country



Aging and the Mediterranean 
Diet



Mediterranean Diet
• Fresh fruits and vegetables- at least 

5 colors daily
• Whole grains, legumes
• Fish and occasional chicken breast
• Healthy fats such as olive oil, 

avocados, nuts (almonds and 
walnuts best), seeds (sunflower, flax, 
etc)
• Almost no red meat, dairy fat (low 

fat Greek yogurt OK), sugar
• One glass of wine daily MAX



Strengthening research

• Proven health benefits to reduce cardiovascular, cerebrovascular, 
cancer deaths; reduce development of dementia
• New data presented at this conference: 
• Reduce the risk of needing diabetes medication in people newly 

diagnosed with diabetes
• Reduce the risk of new-onset frailty by 70%
• Reduce pain and increase quality of life for those with 

osteoarthritis
• Increase psychological resilience



A word on Microbiome

• Our gut bacteria (“microbiome”) play a huge role in health

• There is a “gut-brain” pathway that means our gut microbiome 

influences brain activity- anxiety, depression, maybe dementia

• Our microbiome has a “mid-life crisis” that may make us more 

vulnerable to inflammation and other negative aging factors

• PREBIOTICS such as garlic may help lessen this midlife crisis

• The Mediterranean diet alters our gut microbiome favorably within 

just 2-3 weeks! 

• https://www.nature.com/articles/s41380-019-0425-1

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41380-019-0425-1


Nuoro Province 
Blue Zone

•Purpose
• Engagement
•Movement



Elizabeth’s Exercise Prescription

§ Aerobic Exercise for 30 minutes daily 
(swimming, brisk walking)

§ Balance exercise like tai chi for one hour 3 
days per week

§ Strength training twice per week (also 
improves cognition in women 65-74!)



Japanese Blue Zone

• Low calorie, plant based diet 
high in soy, turmeric, ginger

• Everyone gardens!
• Moai: Lifelong circle of friends 

that supports people into old 
age

• Ikigai: Strong sense of purpose 
gets them up every morning

• Tatami mats ensure old people 
can get up and down from the 
ground



Hara Hachi bu: 
Eat until you are 80% full

Okinawans say: “Don’t worry. 
Take care of yourself. Eat your 
vegetables, have a positive 
outlook, be kind to people, and 
smile”
“Centenarians tend to be 
decisive. They know what they 
want and then stay on course. 
But when life circumstances 
force them to adapt, they 
become flexible thinkers, able to 
embrace the change. And they 
are likeable.”



Sweden- best place in the world to grow old 
(not a blue zone but I had to mention it!)

• Life expectancy 79.9 for men and 83.7 for 
women (second only to Japan).

• Health has improved in the older 
population over the last few decades, so 
care needs have decreased overall. 
• 94% of people over 65 live at home, 

receive in home assistance when needed. 
4% of all care (health care or home care) is 
paid for by the elders themselves. 

• Special municipal “fixers” who come in and 
hang curtains or change lightbulbs (and 
other similar chores) to help reduce falls in 
older adults.



What have I learned from all of this (Blue Zone Plus)? 

• Lifestyle
• All encompassing way of life, not just 

20 minutes of exercise or a short diet
• Community

• Engagement
• Purpose

• Policy
• Positive framing
• Directed taxation

• Technology
• In the health care system
• Data driven care
• Older adult access to web-based 

resources



What you can do now

• Move! Encourage your friends to move 
with you
• Follow the Mediterranean diet
• Stop eating when you are 80% full
• Form your Moai
• Make social activities brain-stimulating
• Volunteer with young people to promote 

intergenerational mentoring





Questions?
Elizabeth Eckstrom, MD, MPH
eckstrom@ohsu.edu


