Balancing tests and cognitive challenges reveal more than physical ageing alone
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A few years ago, social media users were challenged to demonstrate their agility by standing up from the floor without using their hands, a feat that sparked fascination and curiosity about the capabilities of ageing bodies. Today, a new trend has emerged: balancing on one leg while brushing your teeth. These light-hearted "tests" claim to reveal valuable insights into our aging process, but how effective are they in providing a comprehensive picture of our wellbeing?
When discussing "ageing well," we often focus on both physical and psychological aspects of health, which encompass hedonic wellbeing—feeling good—and eudaimonic wellbeing—finding purpose in life. Engaging in various activities and self-monitoring can significantly influence both dimensions.
Ageing is a multifaceted journey, incorporating physical, cognitive, emotional, and social changes. It isn't merely about grip strength or walking speed; rather, it encapsulates an array of factors that together inform our health status. One popular measure of ageing is walking speed, noted for its stark predictive power concerning longevity. A notable study suggests that those who maintain a walking speed surpassing 1.32 metres per second are less likely to face mortality in the subsequent three years. This concept is somewhat light-heartedly dubbed “too fast for the Grim Reaper to catch.”
Conversely, a slower walking pace—under 0.8 metres per second—may indicate sarcopenia, characterised by muscle mass and strength decline, which are substantial markers of age-related deterioration. While these indicators can be telling, they often require specialised equipment that isn’t readily available for home use. Most general practitioners lack tools like grip-strength dynamometers, although they can efficiently monitor basic functional tests such as timing the number of times one can stand up from a seated position.
So, how can individuals effectively track their ageing process at home? To do so, it is crucial to adopt a holistic view that extends beyond physical health. Mental agility, emotional resilience, and social connectivity are equally paramount. A beneficial approach is to gauge your cognitive fitness through a series of self-administered tests.
For instance, the Trail Making Test, which requires participants to connect numbers and letters in sequence while timing their completion, examines cognitive agility and task-switching capabilities. Similarly, the Stroop task, which demands saying the colour of a word rather than the word itself—such as saying “red” for the word “blue” printed in red ink—challenges cognitive processing under competing stimuli. Additionally, a dual-task challenge, where one walks at a normal speed while counting backwards from 100 in threes, can reveal cognitive strain when alterations in walking speed occur.
The appeal of these tests lies in their simplicity, though determining personal improvement can be elusive. For instance, tests measuring single-leg stance can fluctuate significantly across time, and improvements may reflect practice rather than genuine ageing progress. In contrast, measures like grip strength tend to exhibit more gradual changes. Experts recommend conducting initial trials of these tests, followed by regular monthly assessments, to accurately track any meaningful developments.
Ultimately, there is no singular assessment or scoring system that captures the complexities of ageing. Rather, consider the process akin to piecing together a jigsaw puzzle, wherein physical health, mental acuity, emotional stability, and social ties intertwine. Performance in tests today may not predict future abilities, as some physiological changes may lie beyond individual control.
Perhaps the most telling indicator of successful aging is subjective: how engaged and content individuals feel in their lives. Tools like the Scale of Positive and Negative Experience can be invaluable in evaluating emotional wellbeing. This concise, 12-question survey addresses everyday feelings, providing insights into the pleasurable and meaningful dimensions of one’s life.
In conclusion, ageing well transcends mere speed tests or memory challenges. It hinges on a deeper understanding of oneself—physically, mentally, and emotionally. Any attempts at measuring ageing should be accompanied by an exploration of personal values and a commitment to making subtle, impactful lifestyle adjustments. Engaging in playful activities, such as balancing on one leg, may enhance wellbeing, but it is equally important to assess and nurture one’s cognitive abilities and emotional connections every step of the way.
Marco Arkesteijn, a Lecturer in Sport and Exercise Biomechanics, and Alexander Nigel William Taylor, a Lecturer in the Department of Psychology at Aberystwyth University, emphasise the importance of a comprehensive approach towards understanding the aging experience. 
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