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“Find a way.” That’s what Diana Nyad told herself, with every stroke, as she attempted to become 
the first person to swim 110 miles from Cuba to Florida without a shark cage. It took her 53 hours 
of continuous swimming. When she walked ashore she was delirious, her face and body swollen 
from hypothermia and countless jellyfish stings. Most amazingly Diana Nyad was 64 years old 
when she accomplished this record feat. She found a way. 

Unfortunately, for many others at 64 years old, life’s challenges are very different. Why is that? 
How does one person accomplish a great feat at 64, while others are infirm, unmotivated or 
overwhelmed? 

The search for an answer to those questions has become a major focus for scientists and 
healthcare professionals in the longevity field. You may have heard the adage that “Age is just a 
number.” Well, it turns out that chronological age may even be a wrong number in terms of 
helping us stay healthy as we age. Two Stanford University scientists recently wrote, “Because 
the rate of aging varies immensely among individuals, humans become increasingly different 
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from each other with age. Thus, chronological age fails to provide an accurate indicator of the 
aging process.” 

Whoa! This flies in the face of one of our dominant cultural stereotypes that we become more 
alike as we age (think: “Old people are….” fill in the blank). But emerging science is telling us, 
convincingly, that we become more different as we grow older. 

This forces us to look at longevity with very different eyes. As individuals, we know we’re different 
from one another. But the science of longevity is now telling us that we need to have a much 
better understanding of human variability if we are to design our lives to be healthy and long. To 
treat us, our doctor will need to know much more about our genetic makeup, our physiology, our 
environment, our behavior, and—crucially—our mindset. 

To explore this challenge, we invited 25 of America’s leading thinkers and doers to a meeting in 
early February co-hosted by the National Academy of Medicine and the Personal Connected 
Health Alliance. We met at the historic and beautiful National Academy of Sciences building in 
Washington, D.C., with the bust of Albert Einstein in the lobby to remind us what great science 
can do to expand the frontiers of human knowledge. 

Our theme for the brainstorming session was “Designing Healthy Longevity.” We noted that 
healthy longevity begins with good science, based on a precise understanding of each of us, not 
just chronological age. We need to know each person from end to end—from biology to behavior 
to beliefs. And it needs to be personal. Aging may be a universal human process, but it is a unique 
personal experience. We need to factor that fundamental reality into everything we do. Lastly, 
we need to be connected. That starts with being socially connected and engaged. But technology 
can and will play a crucial role. Emerging technologies that combine artificial intelligence (AI), 
machine learning and natural language processing will soon make our ability to connect in a 
“frictionless” manner an everyday, everywhere experience. 

We asked our participants to do some homework. One of the assigned journal articles begins, 
“Aging societies represent the triumph of science and technology over premature death.” The 
20th century provided human society a “longevity dividend” of over 30 years in the form of 
extended life expectancy. That was a gift of quantity. The challenge for us in the 21st century is 
to add quality through healthy longevity. For innovators and entrepreneurs, this challenge offers 
astounding potential to make a difference in the world by harnessing human creativity and 
collaboration to “design” products and services to help people live a longer, healthier life. 

Diana Nyad propelled herself toward her dream with the words, “find a way.” These words are 
just as powerful for us in the longevity field. The science and technology exists to change the 
longevity game. We must find a way. I invite you to join us in the effort to design healthy 
longevity. After all, what could be better than living a longer, healthier life? 
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