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Blue  Zones

SARDINIA, 
ITALY
Home to the longest-lived 
men in the world - mostly 
shepherds, who walk 5 miles 
across mountains every 
day. They are engaging in 
constant low level physical 
activity throughout their 
day. Sardinians eat a 
Mediterranean, plant-based 
diet and reserve meat 
for Sundays and special 
occasions. 

Home to the longest-lived 
women in the world, here 
people form ‘moais’ - groups 
of 5 friends that can truly 
depend on each other for life. 
They place importance on 
‘ikigai’, a sense of purpose 
formed by balancing doing 
what you love, what you’re 
good at, what others need 
from you, and what you’re 
paid to do.IKARIA, 

GREECE
Ikarians take an afternoon nap, 
which conveys a 35% lower 
chance of fatal heart disease - this 
is perhaps through lowering stress 
hormones. They have a relaxed 
pace of life that ignores clocks. 
They have a Mediterranean diet 
full of herbs, olive oil, vegetables, 
greens and grains. They do short 
fasts regularly throughout the 
year.

LOMA LINDA, 
CALIFORNIA
This Adventist community 
outlive the average 
American by a whole 
decade. They eat a vegan 
diet rich in leafy greens, 
nuts and beans. They 
observe the Sabbath 
meaning a whole 24 hours 
of downtime every week. 
They are full of purpose, 
often working until way 
past 65 and doing lots of 
volunteering. 

NICOYA, 
COSTA RICA
Nicoyans have a 
strong sense of 
faith and family. 
They frequently visit 
neighbours and 
usually live with several 
generations. They have 
an early light dinner, eat 
little or no processed 
food and plenty of 
tropical fruit. They 
have hard water with 
high levels of calcium, 
helping bone health. 

Move Naturally
In the Blue Zones people don’t go for a jog or lift weights. 
They move without thinking about it - they dig the garden, 
walk to their friend’s house, do manual labour. Consider doing 
more natural, social movement such as a game of sports 
outside, yoga, a dance class, or playing with the kids.

Purpose
Having true reason to live adds 7 years to your life expectancy. 
The Japanese call it ‘ikigai’ - a sense of purpose. Consider what 
gets you up in the morning and how you can make the daily 
grind feel more meaningful - perhaps volunteering or taking 
on a project that inspires you. All the Blue Zones practice some 
form of daily pause, such as prayer, or thanking their ancestors. 
Consider a bedtime practice of writing down 3 things you’ve 
been grateful for that day.

Down Shift
Accumulation of stress causes inflammation, which is 
associated so strongly with disease. Routines to shed this stress 
are essential to stop it building up. For example most of the 
Blue Zones sleep twice (sleeping in two shifts overnight, or a 
siesta). Too much sleep in the day can disrupt your circadian 
rhythm, so make it a short nap of 20 mins after lunch. All of the 
Blue Zones dedicate time to slow down and take stock - from a 
short 15 minutes a day, to a whole day of the week.

80% Rule
‘Hari hachi bu’ is Okinawan for ‘stop eating when you are 80% 
full’. This can be the difference between gaining weight or 
not. The 80% rule can be applied to many other aspects of 
life - that 20% leeway is crucial, to not overload yourself with 
stressful duties or not end up with that hangover. In the Blue 
Zones people also eat their largest meal in the early or middle 
part of the day. They eat only a little in the early evening, then 
fast until the next day.

         9 keys to 
    longevity in life
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5 Plant Slant
The Blue Zones diets vary but all of them are minimally 
processed with lots of plants. Long lived people have beans as 
the cornerstone of their diet, and only eat meat on average 5 
times a month. The five key Blue Zones foods are:
 - whole grains / complex carbohydrates
 - nuts
 - tubers (root veg such as carrots, sweet potato)
 - leafy greens (80-90 varieties!)
 - beans (every day, as a key source of protein and fibre; 
   also great for regulating blood sugar)
Visit bluezones.com for lots of beany, planty recipes.

Wine at 5
All the Blue Zones except the Adventists drink a small amount. 
Importantly this usually means one glass of wine shared with 
others at a meal. The benefit conveyed by this is more about 
relaxing, socialising and marking the end of the day. The 
UK government recommends no more than 14 units a week 
(about seven glasses of wine) and to ensure two alcohol-free 
rest days a week.

Belong
All the centenarians in the Blue Zones belong to a faith-
based community. This could also be anything non-religious 
that is a chance to meet others and receive wisdom or think 
about morals, purpose and giving, such as a support group or 
community group. Incredibly attending a gathering weekly can 
add 4-14 years to your life.

Loves Ones First
Blue Zones people put their families first, for example keeping 
ageing relatives nearby or in their home - this even lowers 
disease in the children too. Committing to a life partner adds a 
few years to your life as well. The influence of elders and family 
connections is very powerful. One ancient Okinawan described 
the feeling of holding her great great great grandchild as 
‘jumping into heaven’.

Right Tribe
Studies show that happiness is contagious, but also obesity 
and smoking! Surround yourself with others that support 
healthy positive behaviours and your own wellbeing will be 
better. The most powerful stress antidote is connecting with 
others - having just 3 or 4 people you can truly depend on, 
and giving your time to others too.
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OKINAWA,
JAPAN

Across our planet there are five populations that are 
especially long lived, happy and healthy, with more people 
living to over 100. Only 20% of our lifespan is determined 
by our genes. The other 80% is lifestyle.

Common diseases that cause suffering are 
for the most part avoidable (heart disease, 
dementia, diabetes, cancer). But there are 
no quick fixes. The only things known to 
work for wellbeing and longevity are small 
choices made day after day, for decades - 
habits you can live by. 

Read more: ‘Blue Zones, Lessons From the World’s 
Longest Lived’, Dan Buettner and Sam Skemp, 

AMERICAN JOURNAL OF LIFESTYLE MEDICINE 2016

Culture and media portray the idea that we 
can pursue health, that we are personally to 
blame, that we’re failing but if only we did the 
right diet or bought the right workout gear. 
Within 7 months of starting a diet, 90% of 
people have given up. In reality, with a simple 
good daily environment, health ensues.




