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Harvard study finds the secret to a happy life
IAHAHAD O'CONNOR

26 March

What does it take to live a good
life? Surveys show that most
young adults believe that
obtaining wealth and fame are
keys to a happy life. But a long-
running study out of Harvard
University suggests one of the
most important predictors of
whether you age well and live a
long and happy life is not the
amount of money you amass or
notoriety you receive. A much
more important barometer of
long-term health and well-
being is the strength of your
relationships with family,
friends and spouses.

These are some of the find-
ings from the Harvard Study of
Adult Development, a research
project that since 1938has close-
ly tracked and examined the
lives of more than 700 men and
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in some cases their spouses.
The study has revealed some
surprising and some not so sur-
prising factors that determine
whether people are likely to age
happily and healthily, or
descend into loneliness, sick-
ness and mental decline. The
study's current director, Robert
Waldinger, outlined some of the
more striking findings from the
long-running project in a recent
TED Talk that has garnered
more than seven million views.

"We publish our findings in
academic journals that most
people don't read," said
Waldinger, a clinical professor
of psychiatry at Harvard
Medical School. "And so we
really wanted people to know
that this study exists and that it
has for 7S years. We've been
funded by the government for
so many years, and it's impor-
tant that more people know
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An important barometer oflong-term health and well-being is the strength of your relationships
with family, friends and spouses PHOTO: THINKSTOCK

about this besides academics."
The study began in Boston

in the 1930s with two very dif-
ferent groups of young men.

In one case, a team of
researchers decided to track
Harvard college students
through adulthood to see what

factors played important roles
in their growth and success.
"They thought there was too
much emphasis placed on

pathology at the time and that it
would be really useful to study
people who were doing well in
their young adult develop-
ment," Waldinger said. The
study recruited 268 Harvard
sophomores and followed them
closely, with frequent inter-
views and health examinations.
In recent years the study has
also incorporated brain scans,
blood draws and interviews
with the subjects' spouses and
adult children.

At the same time the study
began, a Harvard Law School
professor named Sheldon
Glueck started to study young
men from some of Boston's
poorest neighbourhoods,
including 456 who managed to
avoid delinquency despite com-
ing from troubled homes.
Eventually, the two groups were
merged into one study.

Over the decades, the men
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it have gone into all walks of life.
.y They've become lawyers, doc-
n tors, businessmen and - in the
~- case of one Harvard student na-
e med John F Kennedy - presi-

dent ofthe us.Otherswentdownr different paths. Some became
f- alcoholics, had disappointing
~. careers or descended into mental
Is illness. Those who remain alive

today are in their 90s.
Through the years, the study

has produced many notable
findings. It showed, for exam-
ple, that to age well physically,
the single most important thing
you could do was to avoid smok-
ing. It discovered that aging lib-
erals had longer and more

>, active sex lives than conserva-
tives. It found that alcohol was

- the primary cause of divorce
among men in the study, and
that alcohol abuse often pre-
ceded depression (rather than
the other way around).

The study has gone through
several directors. Waldinger,
who took over in 2003, is its
fourth. He expanded the study
so it focused not just on the men
but also on their wives and chil-
dren. The researchers began
videotaping the couples in their
homes, studying their interac-
tions, and interviewing them
separately about nearly every
facet of their lives, even day-to-
day spats.

As the researchers looked lit
the factors throughout the years
that strongly influenced health
and well-being, they found rela-
tionships with friends, and
especially spouses, were a major
one. The people in the strongest
relationships were protected
against chronic disease, men-
ta! illness and memory decline
- even if those relationships
had many ups and downs.
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