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By Dr. Kenneth H. Cooper

With an average life expectancy of American men of 77 years and American women 82

years, is it possible to be alive, healthy, not retired, and enjoying life to the fullest with no

signs of dementia at 95 years of age?

The answer is yes. That is the way I am living, having just celebrated my 95th birthday on

March 4, 2026. Of course, this is a case history of one but I have multiple examples of this

happening in many of my patients since I began practicing preventive medicine in 1956.

You may attribute people who live long lives due to having good genes. In reality, our genes

only account for up to 20%, with the rest being a healthy lifestyle. My father, a practicing

dentist in Oklahoma City, passed away suddenly at age 77 and my mother at age 82.
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Each of my three siblings are alive and active. My older sister will be 98 this year, my

younger sister 92, and my younger brother 89. My sisters try to remain active and my brother

continues to jog two miles several times a week.

Lifestyle Matters More than Genetics

When I was born in Oklahoma City on March 4, 1931, my father was adamant about proper

nutrition, particularly limiting sugar in the diet but felt that physical exercise could have

adverse effects, particularly if you exercised too much.

I decided not to play high school football but I did concentrate on basketball and ran track. In

my senior year in 1949, I not only won the state title in the one-mile run (missing the state

record by only one second) but also made all-state in basketball that year. My father never

saw me run in a track meet or play basketball; my mother was my biggest supporter driving

miles to watch me compete.

My father thought if you exercised too much you would get an athletic heart, as was the

common belief at the time. I also learned about the athletic heart syndrome in medical

school. The assumption was that this was muscular enlargement completely. But to the

contrary, it was the dilatation of the left ventricle, not increase in muscle size.

The resting heart rate of a male is approximately 72 but a highly conditioned athlete would

be in the range of 55-60, sometimes even lower. A female will have a resting heart rate of 78

but if aerobically conditioned, the heart rate will drop to at least 60-65 beats per minute.

This conservation of energy is available to each of us as we age.

Longevity is a popular topic. Many books have been written on subjects with a variety of

recommendations. Through our Cooper Clinic database of more than 150,000 patients and

300,000 stress tests, we have the best scientific evidence that have proven “exercise is

medicine.”

In one 10-year study, 10,000 patients (20% women) were followed. The data showed if

participants improved from the very poor to the poor fitness category, they could increase

their life expectancy by up to 6 years and decrease all causes of mortality by 58%!

If they improved from the very poor to the good or excellent category, their life expectancy

was 9 years with a decrease in all-cause mortality of 65%. So, the best exercise investment

is to go up one category on the fitness scale which can be achieved by nearly everyone who

gets at least 30 minutes of aerobic activity, collective or sustained, most days of the week.

That translates to 150 minutes a week which is also recommended by the American College

of Sports Medicine and the American Heart Association and other national organizations. “No

drug can replicate the benefits of an active lifestyle.”
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Strength, Balance and Staying Independent

While cardiovascular endurance is vital to building one’s overall physical fitness, strength

training builds the muscles needed to do most daily activities and movements such as

getting up off the ground, rising out of a chair or walking up a flight of stairs.

Strength training is especially important for people 50 and older.

Here is a suggested guide:

40 years old or younger: 80 percent aerobic exercise; 20 percent strength training

41 to 50 years old: 70 percent aerobic exercise; 30 percent strength training

51 to 60 years old: 60 percent aerobic exercise; 40 percent strength training

60+ years old: 55 percent aerobic exercise; 45 percent strength training

Habits That Support a Longer Life

I never smoked or consumed alcohol and that has likely affected my longevity. It is now

recommended that if you drink, you should consume no more than 1 alcoholic beverage

daily, a total of 7 per week, spread out over the week. Alcohol consumption has been shown

to be related to multiple cancers, including those of the mouth, the esophagus, the intestinal

lining, the colon, and even the breasts in women.

Controlling stress as I have done for years is by exercising at the end of the day before going

home to a light dinner helps me sleep very well. I aim to sleep at least 7 hours per night.

During sleep our brains are busy recharging our bodies, releasing hormones, sorting and

processing information, consolidating memories, ridding toxic waste and fighting

inflammation and infection.

I recommend having a regular comprehensive physical exam after the age of 35 and every 2

years to age 40, every 18 months until age 50 and annually after age 50.

Living with Purpose At Any Age

Divine intervention has been a major factor in my life, enabling me to not only enjoy good

health but overcome critics early on in my career, face medical censorship by the medical

society head on as well as on the brink of bankruptcy, but my faith has persevered. One of

my favorite scriptures is Isaiah 40:31 which says, “Those who wait upon the Lord will renew

their strength, spread their wings and soar like eagles, run and not be weary, walk and not

faint.”

My hope is that these insights encourage you to take an active role in your own health. It is

never too late to begin. With the right habits and mindset, it is possible to live not only longer,

but better—remaining active, independent, and engaged throughout the years.

3/4



A Day in My Life at 95

I begin my day with prayer and Bible study. For breakfast I often have one-half of a grapefruit

and maraschino cherry in the center. I might also have a bowl of oatmeal with blueberries, or

half of a muffin and one soft-boiled egg with a glass of low-fat milk.

For lunch, which I eat sitting at my desk, I always have a cup of soup, usually with some

vegetables, and water or a small soft drink. At dinner I like a light, simple meal such as fish

or chicken with potatoes, spinach, green beans, or other vegetables, occasionally grilled with

olive oil and sea salt.

I am not much of a dessert person, but when I want to splurge, I like chocolate chip cookies

or, on a rare occasion, banana pudding.

After work I spend 30 minutes on a recumbent bike before my weight training circuit.

After my workout I go home and walk my two dogs, Scarlett and Sophie, for 15-20 minutes

around my neighborhood.

Dr. Kenneth H. Cooper, MD, MPH, is a pioneer in preventive medicine and the founder of the Cooper

Clinic. Widely known as the “father of aerobics,” he has authored 20 books, including his latest Grow

Healthier as you Grow Older and over 700 scientific articles on fitness and longevity. At age 95, he

continues to work, exercise daily, and advocate for lifelong physical fitness.  Visit:

growhealthierwithcooper.com to learn more.
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