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IT'S THE LIFE IN YOUR YEARS, 
NOT THE YEARS IN YOUR LIFE

Commentary 



“And in the end, it's not the years in 
your life that count. It's the life in your 
years.”

─unknown

We read with great interest the research report by M.H. 
Schafer and T.P. Shippee in the January 2010 issue of The 
Journals of Gerontology: Social Sciences (Schafer & Shippee, 
2010). The authors contribute several key findings to the 
literature on age identity in middle-aged to younger-old 
subjects (55-74 years), perhaps the most important being 
that younger age identities lead to more optimistic per-
sonal dispositions about cognitive aging. Over the past 
three years, we have anecdotally noted a similar phe-
nomenon, in which subjects in our research program on 
healthy aging (O’Connor, et al., 2009; O’Connor, et al., 
2015) report feeling much younger than their chronologi-
cal age. We would like to use this commentary to report 
preliminary findings that compliment and extend the 
authors’ conclusions on age identity in healthy older 
individuals, those in their 80s, 90s, and 100s. In particu-
lar, we present new data about actual cognitive perfor-
mance and age identity in our group of very old subjects 
(Leonard, et al., 2010).

Schafer and Shippee’s analysis of data from wave 1 of 
phone- and self-administered questionnaire data from 
the National Survey of Midlife Development in the Unit-
ed States (MIDUS) did not include measures of individu-
als’ cognitive abilities, only their attitudes about changes 
in their ability to perform cognitive tasks as they age (i.e. 
cognitive disposition). They point out that this limitation 
prevented them from examining how age identity affects 
actual cognitive performance in later life. One implica-
tion of their findings is that individuals who achieve suc-
cessful aging—those healthy and active into their ninth, 
tenth, and eleventh decades of life—will likely have 
younger age identities and will perform cognitively at a 
high level. 

Recent data collected in our research center corroborate 
this hypothesis.

Since 2007, we have been collecting cognitive, medical, 
psychosocial, sociodemographic, and physical activity 
data on older individuals residing primarily in the Sun 
Cities in metropolitan Phoenix, Arizona (O’Connor, et al., 
2009). One test we administer is the Mini-Mental Status 
Exam (MMSE), a widely used instrument that assesses an 
individual’s orientation, attention, calculation, recall, 
language and motor skills, and is often used to screen for 
cognitive decline (Folstein, Folstein, & McHugh, 1975). 
This commentary discusses results from 52 of our sub-
jects who had received the MMSE within four months of 
being asked the same age-identity question posed in the 
MIDUS (i.e., “Many people feel older or younger than 
they actually are. What age do you feel most of the 
time?”). The age identity question was asked by tele-
phone, whereas the MMSE was administered face-to-
face, an average of 52 days earlier. 

By design, our subjects (62% female) were much older 
than those analyzed in the Schafer and Shippee study, 
allowing us to examine for the first time age identity in a 
small group of very old healthy subjects who were also 
assessed objectively for cognitive function (i.e., MMSE). 
Chronological ages in these 52 subjects ranged from 80 to 
103 years, with a mean of 88.1 years (male, 87.2 years; 
female, 88.7 years). The average number of years of for-
mal education was 13.9. Fifty-two percent were wid-
owed, and 38.5% were married; most were either not 
working (67.3%) or performing volunteer work (28.8%) 
for no remuneration; and most had white collar occupa-
tions before retiring (88.5%). The average self-rated 
health (1=excellent to 5=poor) was 2.3 (Leonard, et al., 
2010; 2011). All of these sociodemographic and health 
variables differed substantially from those subjects in the 
Schafer and Shippee study (Schafer & Shippee, 2010). 

Several observations on age identity in our oldest sub-
jects are relevant to the Schafer and Shippee study (2010). 
Remarkably, none of our 52 octogenarian, nonagenarian, 
or centenarian subjects reported feeling older than their 
chronological age. Age identities ranged from 0 to -67 
years, 
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with an average of -20.5 years1, an age identity that was 
almost nine years younger than that reported for Schafer 
and Shippee’s typical 62-year old. In our preliminary 
study, the difference between male and female age identi-
ties did not reach statistical significance (mean = -21.6 vs. 
-19.7 years, respectively). Actual cognitive performance 
of our subjects was also at a high level (modal MMSE 
score=29; mean 27.5; 30 points possible), (Leonard, et al., 
2010; 2011) with most (56%) subjects performing in the 
90th percentile or better of age norms for the MMSE (Du-
fouil, et al., 2000). This finding supports Schafer’s and 
Shippee’s prediction that subjects feeling much younger 
than their chronological age will actually perform at a 
high level on tests of cognitive abilities, not just have 
optimistic dispositions toward their cognitive abilities 
(Schafer & Shippee, 2010). 

We also report some new findings. In our older popula-
tion, married subjects (N=20) reported an average age 
identity of -18.4 years, while widowed subjects (N=32) 
averaged -21.7 years, a difference that was statistically 
reliable (p=0.007). Work history also emerged as a poten-
tial variable that appears to influence age identity in the 
oldest old individuals. White collar workers (N=46) re-
ported significantly (p=0.006) younger identities than 
blue collar workers (N=6), averaging -22.2 years vs. -6.8 
years for blue collar workers (Leonard, et al., 2011). 

In summary, similar to the Schafer and Shippee study 
(Schafer & Shippee, 2010), our preliminary data on age 
identity in the oldest of old individuals show that feeling 
much younger than one’s chronological age translates 
into a better disposition about one’s cognitive abilities. 
Here, and elsewhere, we also suggest that a younger age 
identity is more powerful: it translates into better objec-
tively measured cognitive function (Leonard, et al., 2010; 
2011), showing, perhaps, that what counts toward suc-
cessful aging is the “life” in your years (Ryff, 1989).

1Negative age identity indicates an inner perception of feeling younger than one’s 

actual chronological age (midus.wisc.edu).
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