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Abstract

The extension of the average human lifespan and the increasingly better quality of life in the newer generations 
of older people have increased scientific interest in the positive aspects of ageing and old age and the factors 
that contribute to longevity and successful ageing. Successful ageing is one of the most represented but also the 
most controversial topics in contemporary gerontology. Researchers in this field have reached a consensus that 
successful ageing is a complex multidimensional construct that incorporates various domains of functioning (not 
just physical) and requires a holistic approach. However, there is no consensus regarding the components of this 
complex construct and the most appropriate way to measure it. In the first part of the article, the concept of 
successful ageing and the differences compared to similar concepts such as healthy, active, productive, or quality 
ageing were explained. Furthermore, different theoretical approaches, such as biomedical, psychosocial, and lay, 
and recent holistically oriented multidimensional models of successful ageing, along with methods of research 
on successful ageing were described. In the second part of the article, the key determinants of successful ageing 
and longevity were presented. These were confirmed by numerous studies, including those conducted in samples 
of Croatian older people. An attempt was made to explain in more detail the role of different socio-demographic 
characteristics, lifestyle factors, personality traits, psychological resources, social relationships, and social partic-
ipation, as well as cognitively stimulating activities in the context of successful/active/ageing well and improving 
the quality of life in old age.

Keywords: determinants of successful ageing, longevity, research methods on successful ageing, theoretical ap-
proaches to successful ageing, successful ageing

mailto:itucakju@unizd.hr


42

Introduction

Demographic trends towards an increase in the average human lifespan and an increasingly better 
quality of life in newer generations of older people have led to an increase in scientific interest in factors 
that contribute to longevity and good or successful ageing. Croatia joins these demographic trends because 
we are at the very top of Europe in terms of the proportion of older people. According to the latest Census 
from 2021, people aged 65 and over made up even 22.45% of the total population of the Republic of Croatia 
(Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2022), and a comparison with the results of previous Censuses shows that the 
proportion of older people is continuously increasing.

In the context of these demographic trends and contemporary shift in scientific interest towards 
positive aspects of ageing, the first aim of this study is to present the concept of successful ageing, and to 
explain different theoretical approaches and methods of research on successful ageing. The second aim is 
to present the key determinants of successful ageing and longevity, including socio-demographic character-
istics, lifestyle factors, personality traits, psychological resources, social relationships, and social participa-
tion, as well as cognitively stimulating activities.

Successful Ageing and Related Concepts

Ageing is a term that usually has a negative connotation and is traditionally defined as a universal 
progressive process of decline in all functions that ends in death. However, according to the lifespan devel-
opmental perspective, ageing and development are intertwined processes, where successful adaptation to 
increasing losses in ageing process is key to successful ageing (Baltes, 1987). Both development and ageing 
are multidimensional and multidirectional processes that include physical, cognitive, and psychosocial di-
mensions that are not affected to the same extent by degenerative processes associated with increasing age. 
Therefore, there is a space for developmental gains and for the preservation of psychological vitality and 
social engagement in old age (Achenbaum, 2001). Newer generations of older people, despite their great 
heterogeneity, are generally living longer, are healthier, better informed, more educated, and more active in 
social and public life, and this trend is likely to continue in the future.

Some abilities and traits are very well preserved or progress until a very late age (e.g., satisfaction with 
life, positive emotionality, generativity, wisdom, crystallised knowledge and intelligence, semantic memory, etc.). 
Therefore, negative stereotypes about older people are less and less justified, and facts support a much more fa-
vourable image of old age and ageing than that held by many people. Therefore, over the past two decades, there 
has been a visible shift in scientific and professional interest towards positive aspects of ageing and old age and 
factors of longevity. In this context, concepts such as successful, active, healthy, vital, productive, quality ageing, 
etc. have emerged (Bowling, 2007; Depp & Jeste, 2006; Fernandez-Ballesteros et al., 2013). They are all very sim-
ilar and relate to the fundamental idea of ​​ageing well (Fernandez-Ballesteros et al., 2013). However, each of them 
emphasises different components of ageing well. Thus, the term healthy ageing primarily refers to good health 
and preserved functional ability (Depp & Jeste, 2006). The term active ageing, which has often been used lately, 
was introduced by the World Health Organisation in 2002. It encompasses the health, active social participation, 
and safety of older people and is frequently used in a socio-political context for the purpose of influencing public 
policies (Fernandez-Ballesteros et al., 2013). Successful ageing is a concept that has a broader meaning since it 
encompasses both the biomedical and psychosocial dimensions. Some authors believe that it is an umbrella con-
struct that encompasses healthy, productive, and active ageing as narrower constructs (Fernandez-Ballesteros et 
al., 2013; Fernandez-Ballesteros, 2019; Urtamo et al., 2019). Compared to other similar terms, the term success-
ful ageing is the most frequently used in gerontological research. 
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Criticism of the Concept of Successful Ageing

Despite its contribution in the context of emphasising individual differences in the ageing process 
and the possibilities of more quality ageing, the concept of successful ageing has also been criticised (e.g., 
Liang and Luo, 2012; Masoro, 2001). The leading objection to the very idea of ​​“success” in the ageing pro-
cess is that it indirectly implies that there are also individuals who age unsuccessfully or “losers” in the 
ageing process. Furthermore, some believe that the paradigm of successful ageing imposes excessive indi-
vidual responsibility for one’s own ageing process, ignoring the influence of genetic, environmental, and 
other factors that the individual cannot influence. Also, emphasising the importance of successful ageing 
can create pressure on individuals to be healthy, productive, and active, with the ultimate goal of reducing 
their idependence on social institutions (Rubinstein & de Medeiros, 2014). 

These criticisms are not entirely unfounded, and it is important to emphasise that the inevitable 
losses in the ageing process should not be underestimated, nor should exceptionally successful ageing be 
made an imperative. On the other hand, it is a great merit of research on successful, active, quality ageing, 
etc., that it has emphasised the underestimated positive aspects of ageing. It has also helped identify those 
factors (biological, psychosocial, lifestyle factors, etc.) that contribute most to a quality life in old age and 
longevity.

Theoretical Approaches and Methods of Research on Successful Ageing

Scientific interest in successful ageing emerged together with the beginnings of gerontology as a 
scientific discipline (Tucak Junaković, 2022). The major gerontological theories in the field of social sciences 
first deal with successful ageing in a more systematic and scientifically based manner. Thus, the disengage-
ment theory (Cumming & Henry, 1961) presents the idea that the best way to age successfully for an elderly 
person is to gradually withdraw from society through a reduction in social contacts, activities, social roles, 
and responsibilities. On the other hand, according to another influential gerontological theory that emerged 
at the same time, the activity theory (Havighurst, 1961), an active life and productive involvement in vari-
ous types of activities are associated with greater life satisfaction in old age. Similarly, the continuity theory 
(Atchley, 1989) proposes that the continuity of previous activities, lifestyle, social relationships, personal 
characteristics, etc. in later life is crucial for successful ageing.

In the context of the first major theories dealing with successful ageing, it is necessary to mention 
Erik Erikson and his theory of psychosocial development. According to this theory, in the last eighth stage of 
the lifecycle, a person tries to find meaning in their past life and accept it with all its good and bad sides. If 
they succeed, they will develop ego integrity in old age or the sense that their life has been meaningful. Such 
a person can rightly be said to have aged successfully. Therefore, the concept of ego integrity can be consid-
ered an earlier form of the concept of successful ageing (Martin et al., 2015). 

Although the first major gerontological theories mentioned tried to answer the question of 
how to age successfully, it was not until the late 1980s that physician John Rowe and psychologist Rob-
ert Kahn popularised the concept of successful ageing in the scientific community. In their influential 
article, Rowe and Kahn (1987) described the difference between pathological, normal, and successful 
ageing. Rowe and Kahn’s well-known model of successful ageing will be discussed in the subsequent 
section that addresses biomedical approach to successful ageing. Namely, in the contemporary scien-
tific literature, three basic theoretical approaches to successful ageing can be identified: biomedical, 
psychosocial, and lay. 
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Biomedical Model of Successful Ageing

The biomedical approach to successful ageing is still dominant, within which Rowe and Kahn 
(1997) proposed the most influential model of successful ageing to date. According to this model, successful 
ageing includes three components: (1) the absence or low probability of disease and disease-related disabil-
ity, (2) the maintenance of physical and cognitive functioning at a high level, and (3) continued engagement 
with life. The model was tested in the well-known longitudinal MacArthur study of successful ageing (Rowe 
& Kahn, 1998). Its results emphasised the key role of physical activity and involvement in productive and 
social activities in preserving good physical and cognitive functioning over the years.

Within the biomedical model, successful ageing is usually conceptualised as a dichotomous varia-
ble, i.e., individuals are identified as “successful” or “unsuccessful”. It is examined with objective measures 
such as the presence/absence of chronic conditions typical of the elderly population (hypertension, diabe-
tes, arthritis, cardiovascular diseases, etc.), and measures of functional ability, i.e., degree of independence 
in performing daily activities (e.g., Activities of Daily Living Scale-ADLS, Katz et al., 1970; The Instrumental 
Activities of Daily Living Scale-IADLS, Lawton & Brody 1969). In research based on the biomedical model, 
an individual’s cognitive status is often assessed through short cognitive assessment measures, such as the 
Mini-Mental State Examination-MMSE (Folstein et al., 2011) or the Clifton Assessment Procedures for the 
Elderly-CAPE (Pattie & Gilleard, 1996).

However, it is not easy for older people to meet the strict criteria of successful ageing according to 
the biomedical model, especially the one that refers to the absence or low incidence of disease and function-
al limitations (Bowling & Dieppe, 2005; Strawbridge et al., 2002). It is (almost) impossible to live to a very 
old age without chronic conditions and with preserved independence in daily functioning (Anderson-Ran-
berg et al., 2001; Cho et al., 2012). The biomedical approach has also been objected for neglecting other 
dimensions of successful ageing, such as psychosocial and spiritual dimensions (Young et al., 2009).

Psychosocial Model of Successful Ageing

In response to the limitations of the biomedical model, psychosocial and lay approaches have emerged. 
According to the psychosocial approach, the basic components of successful ageing are quality social relation-
ships and social participation, as well as positive psychological states and resources (satisfaction with life, 
self-esteem, resilience, optimism, autonomy, good adaptation to losses in the ageing process, effective coping 
strategies, etc.). According to one of the most influential psychological models of successful ageing, the model 
of selective optimisation with compensation (Baltes & Baltes, 1990), successful ageing is a process of good ad-
aptation to changes throughout life, that is, the process of maximising developmental gains and regulating and 
minimising losses through the processes of selection, optimisation, and compensation. 

Studies within the psychosocial approach capture successful ageing with measures of life satisfac-
tion or subjective well-being, social participation, and personal resources such as resilience, self-efficacy, or 
optimism (Tucak Junaković� et al., 2024). For example, the Satisfaction with Life Scale-SWLS (Diener et al., 
1985), The Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale-CD-RISC (Connor & Davidson, 2003), Life Orientation Test-
Revised-LOT-R (Scheier et al., 1994), Self-Efficacy Scale–SES (Sherer et al., 1982), and other measures have 
been used in these studies. 

According to the psychosocial approach, even people with impaired health can age successfully 
if they are satisfied with life, relationships with loved ones, and if they perceive their life as fulfilling and 
meaningful (Stewart et al., 2019; Strawbridge et al., 2002). This implies that it is very important to consider 
how older people themselves see their own ageing process. This subjective perception often deviates signif-
icantly from the so-called objective or biomedical criteria of successful ageing.
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Lay Model of Successful Ageing

Scientists have eventually realised that when developing research definitions of successful ageing, 
it is useful to consider the perspective of older people themselves. Insight into how older people in a par-
ticular socio-cultural setting perceive successful ageing can also be useful when developing public health 
and other intervention programmes aimed at promoting successful ageing in that specific setting (Bowling, 
2006; Tucak Junaković, 2022).

Lay concepts of successful ageing have been examined in research using qualitative methods such as 
focus groups or interviews with smaller groups of older people who are asked how they perceive successful 
ageing and the contributing factors. Previous research has shown that older people view successful ageing in 
a much more complex way than researchers do (Ambrosi-Randić & Plavšić, 2008; Bowling, 2006; Reichstadt 
et al., 2007; Tucak Junaković & Ambrosi-Randić, 2022). In addition to the components of successful ageing 
that biomedical and psychosocial models include, lay concepts also include many other components to which 
researchers have paid less attention in their theoretical concepts and operationalisations. These include, for 
example, material status, a sense of achievement, contribution to others and society as a whole, a sense of 
meaning in life, concern for one’s physical appearance, etc. A recent meta-analysis that compared lay defini-
tions of successful ageing identified in studies conducted in 13 countries across Western Europe, North Amer-
ica, the Middle East, Asia, and Oceania, from 2010 to 2020, showed that older people most often cite social 
participation and a positive attitude as components of successful ageing. They have also frequently mentioned 
independence and physical health (Reich et al., 2020). In one of more recent qualitative studies that examined 
how older people in Croatia perceive successful ageing and its determinants, it was found that Croatian old-
er people see physical/physiological factors (e.g., general health, physical mobility, healthy habits such as a 
healthy diet and non-smoking), then psychological factors (e.g., a good life, life satisfaction, subjective well-be-
ing, psychological resources such as adaptability and a positive attitude), and community involvement and 
activity (e.g., being generally active, socialising, continuing previous activities in old age, engaging in enjoyable 
hobbies) as key components of successful ageing (Tucak Junaković & Ambrosi-Randić, 2022).

While the influence of cultural norms and social expectations on shaping perception of (successful) 
ageing should not be ignored, there appear to be some universal attributes of successful ageing that people 
across different cultures value as important, such as good health, quality social relationships, or financial 
security.

The Newer Generation Models of Successful Ageing

The recent generation models of successful ageing are multidimensional and holistically oriented. 
They capture the physical, functional, and psychosocial dimensions of successful ageing, as well as the so-
called objective indicators (e.g., chronic diseases and functional ability), and subjective assessment of “suc-
cess” (Cosco et al., 2015; Fernandez-Ballesteros et al., 2013; Kleineidam et al., 2019; Parslow et al., 2011; 
Pruchno et al., 2010; Vahia et al., 2012; Young et al., 2009). For example, Young et al. (2009) have presented 
a multidimensional model with physiological, psychological, and social component. The physiological com-
ponent captures chronic diseases and functional limitations. The psychological component refers to the as-
sessment of cognitive status, emotional vitality, and depression. The social one includes social engagement 
and spirituality. The model assumes large individual differences and various possible paths to successful 
ageing, as well as the possibility to compensate for physical decline through preserved psychological and 
social resources.

Furthermore, Pruchno et al. (2010) have presented a two-factor model of successful ageing that 
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includes subjective and objective components. The subjective component captures a) self-assessment of 
successful ageing as an outcome assessed at a certain point in time, b) self-assessment of good ageing as an 
ongoing process, and c) life satisfaction. The objective component includes a) the number of chronic condi-
tions, b) the assessment of functional ability, and c) the pain assessment. Vahia et al. (2012) supplemented 
the model of Pruchno et al. (2010) by adding the following components: cognitive ability, mood, and certain 
psychosocial characteristics (i.e., resilience, self-efficacy, optimism, and attitude towards own ageing). They 
have called this extended model the model of successful cognitive and emotional ageing. 

Furthermore, one of the more recent models of successful ageing proposed by Fernandez-Ballesteros 
(2019) also includes biomedical components (i.e., health and independence in performing daily activities, 
physical and cognitive functioning) and psychosocial components (i.e., good psychological adaptation and in-
volvement in social and productive activities), as well as subjective and objective dimensions of successful age-
ing. According to this model, as mentioned earlier, successful ageing is an overarching construct that encom-
passes healthy, active, and productive ageing, and the underlying thread of all of them is the idea of ageing-well.

Finally, it is worth mentioning another recent model of successful ageing developed within the re-
search project Successful Ageing: Development and Validation of an Integrative Multidimensional Model 
(IP.01.2021.21) at the University of Zadar, Croatia. This multidimensional model of successful ageing, present-
ed in Figure 1, includes five latent factors (with their indicators specified in brackets). These are: 1) Physiolog-
ical/physical (Chronic health conditions (CC)—reverse coded, Functional ability (FA), Self-rated health (SRH)), 
2) Cognitive (Cognitive failures 1 (CF1)—Clumsiness factor, Cognitive failures 2 (CF2)—Memory factor; both 
reverse coded), 3) Psychological/emotional (Mental health (MH), Life satisfaction (LF), Adjustment to ageing 
(AA)), 4) Social (Social and productive engagement 1 (SPE1)—activities  in which older people had more op-
portunities to participate (e. g., helping friends or family members, attending religious activities), Social and 
productive engagement 2 (SPE2)—activities in which older people had probably less opportunity to partici-
pate (e.g., attending cultural activities, attending various educations, courses, or public lectures), and 5) Sub-
jective (Self-rated SA as an outcome (SAO)—self-assessment on a scale from 0 to 10, Self-rated SA as a process 

(SAP)—self-assessment on a scale from 0 to 10) successful ageing factors (Figure 1). 
The construct validity of the five-component model was tested using a confirmatory factor analysis, 

and by comparing the model with several other theoretical models with two, three, or four components of 
successful ageing. The results confirmed that the five-component model, presented in Figure 1, fits the data 
best (Tucak Junaković et al., 2024). There is also initial evidence (Tucak Junaković, 2024) of the predictive 
validity of the proposed five-component model in predicting some objective and subjective outcome criteria 

Figure 1 
An integrative multidimensional model of successful ageing (adapted according to Tucak Junaković et al., 2024)
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of successful ageing, such as health care and informal care utilisation, and ego-integrity or sense of meaning 
in life as the outcome of the last stage in the lifecycle (Erikson & Erikson, 1998). Therefore, this five-factor 
model could be seen as a step forward in the development of a sound and comprehensive definition of suc-
cessful ageing (Tucak Junaković et al., 2024), which could be relevant in predicting specific outcomes.

In conclusion on theoretical conceptions and operationalisations of successful ageing, we can state 
that researchers in this field have proposed numerous definitions and measures of successful ageing. They 
reached an agreement that successful ageing is a complex multidimensional construct. However, they have 
not reached a consensus regarding components that it includes and the best method of measurement.

Depending on the theoretical conceptions and methods of assessing successful ageing, estimates of 
the proportion of older people who are ageing successfully (when successful ageing is viewed as a process) or 
have aged successfully (when successful ageing is viewed as an outcome) vary greatly across different studies. 
For example, in a systematic review of research on successful ageing by Cosco et al. (2014), the percentage of 
individuals identified as those ageing successfully ranged widely across different studies, from less than 1% 
to more than 90%. In general, a small percentage of older people, especially the oldest old, age successfully if 
the so-called objective criteria of absence of disease and disease-related limitations are taken as criteria for 
successful ageing. On the other hand, most older people assess themselves as successful agers (Montross et al., 
2006). This is because they meet their own subjective and psychosocial criteria for successful ageing, such as 
good psychological adjustment, life satisfaction, good relationships with others, and the sense of purpose. For 
example, in a recent qualitative study conducted on a sample of Croatian older adults, even 92% of interviewed 
older people rated their ageing as successful (Tucak Junaković & Ambrosi-Randić, 2022).

The following chapters will provide a systematic overview of the various factors that influence suc-
cessful ageing, regardless of its theoretical conceptualisation and operationalisation. Systematising knowl-
edge about these factors is also important for practical reasons, as various preventive and intervention 
measures aimed at promoting healthy and successful ageing and quality of life in old age are based on these 
factors (i.e., those that we can influence, such as physical activity or social participation). 

Determinants of Successful Ageing and Longevity: What Facilitates Good Ageing?

Longevity is determined by numerous factors such as hereditary and environmental factors, dis-
eases, and lifestyle (Depp et al., 2007). The role of genetic factors in the process of (successful) ageing and 
determining the length of life is important and cannot be ignored. This is well demonstrated by the fact that 
parents and siblings of individuals who lived a long time were often long-living persons. It is estimated that 
hereditary factors can explain between 20 and 35% of individual differences in successful ageing, or in lon-
gevity as an indicator of successful ageing (Finch & Tanzi, 1997; Glatt et al., 2007). From the above, it can be 
indirectly concluded that contextual and lifestyle factors, which are subject to change, play a very important 
role in the process of successful ageing and longevity. Here, research in the field of epigenetics is very prom-
ising because it shows that our lifestyle can influence gene expression in such a way that, under favourable 
circumstances, genes that would otherwise prompt the onset of a disease can remain latent. The role of 
lifestyle, as well as other factors such as sociodemographic characteristics, personality traits, psychological 
strengths, social participation and support, in the process of (successful) ageing will be discussed next. 

Sociodemographic Characteristics

Sociodemographic characteristics such as gender, age, education, marital status, or finances cer-
tainly influence the success with which a person adapts to changes in the ageing process. The results of 
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various studies are not entirely consistent, but they quite convincingly support the fact that in the older 
population, the proportion of successful agers decreases with age (Depp & Jeste, 2006; Hank, 2011; Meng & 
D’Arcy, 2014; Nosraty et al., 2012; Parslow et al., 2011; Pruchno et al., 2010). This may be attributed to better 
health and functional independence of younger people within older population.

There is still no clear answer to the question of whether men or women age more successfully. Women 
live on average four to seven years longer than men, so if we take life expectancy as an indicator of successful 
ageing, then we can say that women are ageing more successfully. Studies conducted in groups of older people 
of a wide age range have confirmed that women age more successfully (Ng et al., 2009). On the other hand, 
studies show that in the over-90s and centenarians’ groups, men are more likely to be classified as successful 
(Araujo et al., 2016; Nosraty et al., 2012). Although contrary to the findings mentioned earlier, these gender 
differences are consistent with the well-known paradox that women have higher overall morbidity rates de-
spite living longer than men. In the oldest age group of people over 85, there are more (sick) women because 
most men have already died by then, and those who have reached this late age are probably the most resilient. 
Furthermore, older women are at greater risk of poverty and widowhood than older men and generally have 
lower socioeconomic status, and research clearly shows that lower socioeconomic status and widowhood are 
associated with poorer health and lower health-related quality of life (Cherepanov et al., 2010).

Some studies, however, did not confirm gender differences in successful ageing, mainly those that 
used psychosocial criteria for successful ageing (Montross et al., 2006). 

Finances and education also play an important role in the process of successful ageing and achiev-
ing a long life. Good financial status, objective or perceived, is associated with more successful ageing in 
groups of centenarians as well as in more age-heterogeneous samples of older adults (Araujo et al., 2016; 
Feng et al., 2014). Similarly, better education contributes to successful ageing (Depp & Jeste, 2006; Hank, 
2011; Ng et al., 2009; Nosraty et al., 2012; Pruchno et al., 2010; Tucak Junaković, Ambrosi-Randić et al., 
2023). Higher education is associated with better psychological resources such as more adaptive ways of 
coping with life stressors or greater awareness of the importance of a healthy lifestyle. It is also related to 
a greater cognitive reserve that will enable better cognitive functioning in old age, that is, more successful 
cognitive ageing. Furthermore, better finances enable better health care and easier satisfaction of basic ex-
istential and other needs that are important for successful ageing. Lay descriptions of successful ageing also 
place great importance on financial security as an essential component or determinant of successful ageing 
(Cosco et al., 2013; Tucak Junaković & Ambrosi-Randić, 2022).

Regarding the role of partner/marital status, research most often shows that older people who live 
with a partner are healthier, more satisfied with life, and live longer, that is, age more successfully, compared 
to single, divorced, or widowed people (Bowling & Iliffe, 2006; Meng & D’Arcy, 2014; Nosraty et al., 2012; 
Pruchno et al., 2010). The quality of the relationship, that is, social support and closeness with the partner, 
is probably more important here than marital status per se.

Lifestyle Factors

One of the most important determinants of successful ageing is a healthy lifestyle that includes 
physical activity, a healthy diet (e.g., Mediterranean), non-smoking, avoiding excessive alcohol consumption, 
etc. Regular physical activity and a healthy, balanced, and moderate diet are foundations of healthy and 
successful ageing. There is a lot of evidence about beneficial effects of physical activity on both physical and 
mental health. Physical activity in older people reduces the risk of a number of health problems, such as 
hypertension, cardiovascular diseases, osteoporosis, type 2 diabetes, high cholesterol, some types of cancer, 
etc. (Vuori, 2005). It is also associated with a lower incidence of mental health problems, such as depressive 
and anxiety disorders (Kadariya et al., 2019; Maier et al., 2021; Tucak Junaković, Nekić et al., 2023). Physical 
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activity also reduces the risk of developing dementia and slows cognitive decline (Larson et al., 2006; Sofi 
et al., 2011). It also slows down the decline of functional ability and reduces the frequency of falls in old 
age, thereby enabling a longer independent living (Spirduso & Cronin, 2001; Vuori, 2005). Epidemiological 
follow-up studies show that regular physical activity reduces mortality risk (Kokkinos et al., 2010). It can 
also contribute to successful ageing and longevity in other indirect ways. For example, through organised 
group exercise, older adults socialise and feel less lonely and isolated; exercise strengthens their sense of 
self-efficacy, independence, and personal control (Lepan & Leutar, 2012; Š� tambuk & Tomičić, 2020), which 
facilitate successful ageing.

Many studies have confirmed the association between physical activity and successful ageing (e.g., 
Almeida et al., 2014; Depp & Jeste, 2006; Meng & D’Arcy, 2014; Parslow et al., 2011; Pruchno et al., 2010), 
with physical activity being one of its most important protective factors. It should be emphasised that in 
these studies successful ageing is operationalised as a broader construct that includes not only physical and 
health dimensions, but also psychosocial dimension.

In the context of health behaviour, we cannot ignore the impact of smoking and alcohol consumption 
on healthy and successful ageing. The proven harmful effects of smoking on health are beyond discussion, 
and studies clearly confirm that smoking also negatively contributes to successful ageing in general (Depp & 
Jeste, 2006; Gureje et al., 2014). Regarding alcohol consumption, the findings are not entirely unambiguous, 
but they are closer to the conclusion that people who consume alcohol moderately (but not excessively) are 
healthier and age more successfully compared to those who do not drink alcoholic beverages at all (Feng 
et al., 2014; Maraldi et al., 2009; Pruchno et al., 2010; Tucak Junaković, Nekić et al., 2023). This is usually 
explained by moderate drinking as a social ritual that maintains social contacts, because in this case people 
drink while socialising with others, and social interaction significantly contributes to successful ageing, as 
we will see later in this paper.

Personality Traits and Psychological Resources

How successfully an individual adapts to changes in the ageing process and faces different life chal-
lenges is largely determined by their personality. Traits from the five-factor model (McCrae & Costa, 2004) 
were most often examined in relation to different developmental outcomes. These studies have shown that 
the traits of extraversion, emotional stability, conscientiousness, and openness to experience are associated 
with more successful ageing (Ambrosi-Randić, 2022; Chapman et al., 2010; Martin et al., 2006; Pocnet et al., 
2020; Tucak Junaković et al., 2018). They achieve this connection mainly because of their influence on the ten-
dency to experience stress and on health and other behaviours that are associated with successful ageing and 
longevity. For example, conscientious people practice a healthier lifestyle, have more stable relationships and 
better coping strategies, while extraverted people are less likely to experience stress, are more sociable and are 
at lower risk of loneliness, which makes it easier for both to age successfully and reduces the risk of mortality 
(Chapman et al., 2010; Pocnet et al., 2020). On the other hand, neurotic people have a harder time dealing with 
life problems, are more prone to experiencing stress and practising unhealthy behaviours, which threatens 
their quality of life and increases the risk of mortality (Chapman et al., 2010; Pocnet et al., 2020).

Furthermore, there is a series of evidence that the personal resources or psychological strengths 
such as optimism, resilience, sense of control, adaptability, effective coping with stress, self-esteem, self-effi-
cacy, spirituality, sense of meaning in life, etc. facilitate successful ageing (Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Cosco et al., 
2015; Heckhausen & Schultz, 1993; Martin-Joy & Vaillant, 2010; Ng et al., 2009; Tucak Junaković et al., 2017; 
Tucak Junaković, Ambrosi-Randić et al., 2023; Vahia et al., 2012). Optimism (as long as it is not excessive and 
unrealistic) plays a particularly important role in making life’s challenges easier to deal with. It is often men-
tioned, along with physical activity and nutrition, as one of the pillars of successful ageing (Ambrosi-Randić 
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& Plavšić, 2008). Optimism has a positive effect on successful ageing and longevity primarily due to better 
emotional regulation in optimists and less focus on the negative aspects of different situations, which helps 
them cope better with unpleasant events (Ambrosi-Randić, 2022; Carver & Scheier, 2014). Similarly, self-ef-
ficacy, or an individual’s belief in their own ability to achieve set goals (Bandura, 1994), is associated with 
healthier behaviours and the avoidance of unhealthy ones, and with better functioning of the immune sys-
tem (Ambrosi-Randić, 2022). All of this links self-efficacy with successful ageing and longevity.

Social Participation, Social Relationships, and Social Support

A lot has already been written about the importance of forming and maintaining quality social rela-
tionships and the importance of the social support we receive from such relationships for our health, quality 
and long life. It seems important to mention here that older people compensate for the narrowing of their 
social network that occurs in old age by investing more in and nurturing those very close and emotionally 
fulfilling relationships (English & Carstensen, 2014). Social relationships, social participation, and social 
support are associated with better health and functional status, greater life satisfaction, higher self-esteem, 
and a sense of personal control in older people; they facilitate adjustment to retirement and, in general, 
promote good ageing and improve the quality of life in old age (Barbosa et al., 2016; Cosco et al., 2015; 
Douglas et al., 2017; Montross et al., 2006; Pruchno et al., 2010). Social interactions and other productive 
activities in the community that strengthen a positive self-image and a sense of self-efficacy also have a pos-
itive impact on the cognitive functioning of older adults. They thus reduce the risk of developing dementia, 
while experience of loneliness increases this risk (Wang et al., 2002; Wilson et al., 2007). Social support and 
socialising with friends and family members can even reduce the risk of death, while social exclusion and a 
lack of social support are associated with higher mortality rates, as evidenced by longitudinal studies (e.g., 
Dalgard & Lund Håheim, 1998). 

Cognitively Stimulating Activities and Lifelong Learning

A good path to successful (cognitive) ageing is cognitive investment in various activities throughout 
life and training cognitive abilities in old age (Vranić, 2022). Numerous studies show that an active lifestyle 
and stimulating everyday activities (not only intellectual, but also physical and social) significantly contrib-
ute to the preservation of cognitive functions in old age and successful ageing in general. Greater invest-
ment in formal and informal education (e.g., studying, learning foreign languages, using new information 
and communication technologies) and cognitively stimulating activities in leisure time (e.g., playing board 
games or reading) build up a cognitive reserve and reduce the risk of dementia (Cujzek & Vranić, 2017; Lust-
ig et al., 2009; Vranić, 2022). Cognitive reserve is a term that refers to accumulation of various experiences, 
knowledge, and skills that enable good cognitive functioning in the presence of negative neural changes 
(Vranić, 2022). A high cognitive reserve reduces the risk of developing dementia. Different types of cognitive 
training or structured exercises aimed at strengthening specific cognitive abilities are also associated with 
successful (cognitive) ageing (see more on this topic in Vranić, 2022).

Conclusion

Newer generations of older people are living longer and better-quality lives. They are more active in 
social and public life. Therefore, scientists and experts in the field of gerontology are increasingly interested 
in the positive aspects of ageing and old age and the factors contributing to longevity. There are more and 
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more facts that support the conclusion that adverse changes in the ageing process are often not as great or 
limiting for the daily functioning of older people as is usually believed. Also, despite health and functional 
limitations, it is shown that most older people are satisfied with life and perceive it as meaningful, which is, 
ultimately, probably the best indicator of the ​​“success” of ageing process. 

There are numerous determinants of successful or good ageing and longevity that can be influenced 
and thus improve the quality of life in old age. These are, first and foremost, healthy habits and behaviours, 
but also adaptive psychological traits and strengths, such as optimism and self-efficacy. A supportive so-
cial environment that provides an individual with a sense of belonging and support is also important. In 
this context, all public health programmes and individual psychological and other interventions aimed at 
strengthening the protective factors of successful ageing and a long quality life are extremely important. 
However, it should be emphasised that these interventions must be adapted to the condition and needs of 
each individual because there are different individual paths to successful ageing.

As a summary of all the previously said about the factors of good ageing and longevity, the experi-
ences of long-living people in the so-called Blue Zones can be used. These are places on Earth where people 
live the longest, such as Sardinia in Italy, Okinawa in Japan, or Ikaria in Greece. What they all have in com-
mon and what contributes to their long and quality lives are some common features of their lifestyle. First, 
they are moderate in eating habits, practising a semi-vegetarian diet rich in plants, legumes, whole grains, 
and fish, with occasional fasting. Then, moderate physical activity is included in their natural, everyday 
movements such as gardening or walking. Furthermore, residents of these areas attach great importance 
to good family relationships. They are also actively involved in the community and experience their lives as 
purposeful and meaningful (Buettner, 2012).

In the end, it can be concluded that there is a significant body of findings on factors that contribute 
to successful ageing and longevity. Still, there are many open questions to which scientists have yet to find 
answers with the ultimate goal of achieving the best possible quality of life in old age (and in earlier stages of 
the life cycle). In this context, research in the field of epigenetics, which integrates insights from behavioural 
sciences and genetics, seems particularly promising.
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