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Yes,
ageing does bring a decline in some faculties 
and abilities but it also brings with it the oppor-
tunity for growth – the accumulation of years 
of experience and insight that younger people 
haven’t yet been able to develop. 

True, the prospect of getting older isn’t attractive 
to most of us. But the fact is, we don’t have a 
choice. It happens. Resistance is futile. 

What we do have is a choice about how we live 
with it. We can choose the approach we take to 
ageing, how we will deal with our bodies, with 
our illnesses, and our attitude to the past as 
well as the present. 

Here in the editorial department, we have  
decided to regard age as an opportunity: a 
chance to mature further, building on what we 
have experienced and learnt in life so far. We are 
talking about growth and development. But we 
are asking new questions. What do I want? What 
do I really need and how could my previous ex-
periences help me to live well and to act wisely? 

These questions will be posed to you in many 
forms in this issue of ’EXPLOREMAGAZINE’. You 
will find the answers, too. Be inspired. 

OLDER  
AND WISER
It’s time for a rethink, a fresh perspective on old age.  
We need to ditch the stereotype of the doddery old person  
– but forget the cliché of the hyper-agile pensioner, too.  
After all, it’s important to be realistic and most older  
adults are somewhere in between 

EDITORIAL

Best wishes from  
the editorial team
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GO FIGURE

In 2009, three American age researchers, 
Elizabeth H Blackburn, Jack W Szostak and 
Carol W Greider, received the 100th Nobel 

Prize for the discovery of the telomere. This 
gene sequence is responsible for ensuring 
that no genetic information is lost during 

cell division, protecting genetic material and 
helping to delay the ageing process.

“I have a two-storey house and a very bad memory!” Ninety-four-year-old actress 
Betty White, one of the beloved ‘Golden Girls’, gives fitness tips via Twitter.  

@BettyMWhite 

Five years ago, the World Health Organization 
set up the Global Network of Age-friendly 
Cities and Communities. The new body now 
represents more than 113 million people in 
287 cities and 33 countries, with the aim 
of establishing an age-friendly culture. 
Senior citizens can participate in urban 
development, helping to shape their own 
lives and improve their health.

At the beginning of the 19th century, an extraordinary animal came to Europe – the axolotl, 
also known as the Mexican salamander. This small, sea-dwelling creature never grows out of 

its larval stage, making it technically still a baby – even when it’s old enough to reproduce.
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WELLBEING

The older we get, the faster time flies. But there are ways to 
slow down the ticking clock, explains Verena Ahne

A RACE AGAINST TIME
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WELLBEING

A RACE AGAINST TIME
In the summer, 
I was in the mountains with my family. In retrospect, it was a 
very long week, full of mountain air, mushroom picking, the 
fire crackling in the stove… and then the magic moment when, 
after a long, steep climb, we reached a high plateau. Before 
us lay a black lake in absolute tranquillity. No breeze disturbed 
the air. A few fish hunting for insects caused ripples on the 
water, but otherwise there was nothing to be heard. That was 
months ago. But while that alpine experience takes up a lot 
of room in my memory, the weeks since have been forgotten. 
I was back to everyday life – and how the time flies.

Making memories

There’s a good reason for this, according to Marc Wittmann, 
time researcher at the Institute for Frontier Areas in Psychology 
and Mental Health in Freiburg, Germany. “The brain doesn’t 
form memories from monotony. If I do the same thing week 
after week, going to work every morning, watching TV in the 
evening, and then I look back on the year, time will have passed 
me by quickly. Monotony leads to a shortening of the time 
experienced,” he explains. 

This is a phenomenon that every adult from Alaska to New 
Zealand knows. In contrast, children and young people still 
live with an overabundance of time: every day they see, hear, 
taste and feel new things that leave a lasting and colourful 
impression in their minds. Memories from our early years of 
life seem to stretch back infinitely. 

Over the years and with a growing understanding, profound 
experiences inevitably become rarer: while a first kiss will never 
be forgotten, who remembers the thousandth goodnight kiss 
in a long relationship? And the rarer the highlights become, 
the faster the carousel of time turns. If it’s any consolation, 
Wittmann has found that a plateau is reached at the age of 
60: “From then on, there‘s no more slowing down, but no more 
acceleration either,” he says.

Breaking the routine

So how do we stop time racing? By having a varied life, of 
course. New events allow memories to flourish, extending time 
– even when it’s no longer possible to achieve the same sense 
of time as a child or teenager. “In the four years between 12 
and 16, for example, a lot of developmental psychology takes 
place that cannot be experienced between the ages of 42 and 
46,” says Wittmann. 

Despite all this, the passage of time is decelerated when we 
break our routines. This can be with small things: talking to a 
stranger on the street, riding an unknown bus route in a full circle, 
taking a different route to the shops. Maybe you always wanted 
to learn a new language, a musical instrument, a craft? So do it! 

Travel also enriches our experiences. This doesn’t need to be a 
trip around the world – a guided tour around your own city or 
a visit to an unusual event will provide new memories. 

Feelings in particular have a long-lasting effect: they become 
etched into the brain, in turn affecting our perception of time. 
Those who get involved in projects, who help and participate 
in other people’s lives – and let others participate in their own 
– are rewarded with intense moments that are remembered 
for a long time. 

Here and now

But besides the dullness of daily routine, Wittmann also attri-
butes a portion of blame to our modern goal-driven culture: 
“In the West especially, we are much too focused on striving 
to achieve targets in the future.” Constantly driven by goals 
such as security, prosperity and careers, we’ve forgotten how 
to live in the present. And our inability to do so accelerates 
time tremendously. 

After all, if your head is always somewhere else, you won’t 
appreciate what’s happening here and now: the taste of your 
food, the golden rays of sunlight on your skin, the emotions 
of someone sitting next to you – or even your own feelings. 
Without mindfulness, however, the brain can’t form memories 
– and time shrinks once again. “Sensory experiences that are 
mindfully lived, on the other hand, result in time expansion,” 
he explains. 

So try to set aside time to tune into the present every day: 
close your eyes, pay attention to your breath, and hear, feel, 
taste, live in the moment. Or simply, hang out with a young 
child – then you can rediscover the world all over again. 

Spending time with a child will help you rediscover and appreciate the 
wonders of everyday life. 
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BEST FRIENDS 
FOREVER?
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PSYCHOLOGY

Some friendships last a lifetime while 
others are short-lived. What’s the secret 
of a lasting friendship and are friends 
now more important than ever before? 
Madeleine Bailey investigates

There’s no  
doubt about it: 
everyone needs friends. But when so 
many of us now live miles from our  
fam ilies – or even on different continents 
– friends are perhaps more important 
than they have ever been before. 

Perhaps it’s this fact that sparked the 
relatively recent surge in research into 
friendship – prior to the 1980s, most 
research into relationships focused 
around the romantic and sexual. What’s 
now recently come to light is that besides 
the obvious benefits – companionship, 
emotional support and practical help – 
friends have a previously little-known 
function. They are good, perhaps even 
vital, for our health.



EXPLOREAGE12

Friendship benefits

In a 2010 analysis of 148 studies com-
prising more than 308,000 people,  
psychologists from Brigham Young Uni-
versity, USA, found that people with good 
social connections tend to live longer, 
and they concluded that having weak 
social connections is as risky to health 
as smoking 15 cigarettes a day. Loneliness 
has also been linked with depression and 
an increase in blood pressure.

Professor Suzanne Degges-White, chair 
of the Counseling, Adult and Higher  
Education Department at Northern Illinois 
University, USA, who has written several 

books on the subject, extols the many 
benefits of friends. “Friends boost our 
self-esteem and give meaning to our 
lives. They make us feel that we matter. 
Knowing we have good friends, people 
who understand us, is life-enhancing,” 
she says. 

In fact, the very presence of a friend can 
make challenges seem less daunting. This 
was apparent in a study in which partic-
ipants were asked to stand in front of a 
hill, either alone or alongside a friend, 
and to estimate how steep it seemed. 
Those with a friend at their side thought 
the hill was less steep than those who 
stood alone.

Research shows that just having a friend close by can 
make challenges seem less daunting.
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Having weak social 
connections is as 

harmful to health  
as smoking 15 

cigarettes a day.

PSYCHOLOGY
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5 ways to make and keep friends

1  Don’t assume other people aren’t looking for friends. They 
may have just moved to a new area, have recently retired 
or may be newly single. 

2  Friendships are often borne from shared interests, so join 
a local group such as a chess or golf club. 

3  Reach out to someone you see often who seems friendly. 
Suggest something casual first, like going for a coffee. 

4  Share but don’t over-share. To build trust and 
understanding, a certain amount of mutual personal 
disclosure is necessary. But go slowly – too much too fast 
can make you seem needy, or you may divulge something 
you later regret. 

5  Use social media. It’s a great way to track down old 
friends you’ve lost touch with. You never know, they may 
now live nearer to you than you thought. Even if distance 
is a factor, email and video chats make it easier to stay in 
touch than ever before. 

Different functions

Not surprisingly, friendships have slightly different 
functions at different life stages. “In our teens 
and early adult life, we’re forging our identities 
so we use our friends as mirrors,” explains Pro-
fessor Degges-White. “However, as we get older, 
we become more comfortable in our own skin so 
we don’t need friends who are just like us. We 
can enjoy having friends of different ages, with 
different tastes, interests and perspectives.”

Life-stage transitions such as starting or leaving 
college, moving to a new job or area, having  
children and retiring also trigger changes in  
friendships. “After becoming a parent, for instance, 
your priorities change and you may want to spend 
more time with other new parents who under-
stand your priorities better than your childless 
friends,” she adds. 

According to Professor Degges-White, there are 
two main types of friendship: those forged from 
shared values, and ‘convenience friends’ – those 
you may see often, for instance at the school 
gates, but with whom you don’t necessarily have 
a great deal in common. 

“The convenience friendships usually fade as soon 
as the practical need for them disappears – for 
instance, when your children have grown up and 
you no longer need to carpool,” she explains. “This 
isn’t necessarily bad. If those friendships are not 
based on real connection but we need them for 
practical reasons, we may tolerate behaviour we 
wouldn’t normally accept.” 
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PSYCHOLOGY

Does hearing loss  
threaten friendships?

While true friends are 
unlikely to disappear 

totally, a hearing problem 
can interfere with verbal 

communication – an 
important part of 

maintaining friendships. It 
can also make taking part 
in group conversations or 

going to restaurants or 
other venues with 

background noise difficult. 

A 2012 study on more than 800 
people in Australia found that 

hearing-impaired adults aged 55 
or over were significantly more 

likely to feel embarrassed, avoid 
social engagements and show 

depressive symptoms than those 
with no hearing problem.
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Which friendships last?

The friendships that sustain are those 
that are based upon shared core values. 
These may be old friends with whom  
we have a strong emotional history. We 
may not necessarily see them very often 
but we never stop thinking of them as 
our friends. 

Besides similar values, several factors are 
needed for friendship to last. “You need a 
mutual understanding, trust and no envy 
or jealousy. True friends will support you 
through the bad times and be genuinely 
happy when things go your way. True 

friends also accept your flaws and won’t 
undermine you. If you always feel low 
or emotionally drained after meeting 
a certain person, that could be a sign 
that it isn’t a healthy friendship,” warns 
Professor Degges-White.

Worryingly, studies suggest that the num-
ber of friends we have tends to shrink 
in the last third of our lives due to a 
whole range of factors including death, 
retirement, diminishing physical mob ility 
and relocation. However, with a little  
effort, it is always possible to make new 
friends at any stage of life (see ‘5 ways 
to make and keep friends’, page 13).  
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Helena Martins 
lives with her wife in London,  
UK. She is Head of Digital 
Engagement at the UK‘s National 
Deaf Children‘s Society.

PSYCHOLOGY
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Why did you lose  
your hearing so suddenly?

I’d had vertigo and other ear problems 
since 2006 but I was in Portugal looking 
after my mother, who has now recovered 
from cancer, and I neglected my own  
health. When I came back to the UK, I was 
diagnosed with Ménière’s disease in both 
ears. Then on 1 November 2010 I woke up 
totally deaf as a result of the condition.

What happened next?

I panicked and my wife and I rushed to 
my hospital’s emergency department, 
where I underwent tests and was given 
a temporary hearing aid. I received my 
first proper hearing aids in December but 
my hearing continued to deteriorate and 
by February 2012 I was profoundly deaf. I 
could hardly hear even with hearing aids 
– it was extremely distressing.
 
What effect did this  
have on your friendships?

By nature I’m outgoing. I was always out 
at clubs and bars with groups of friends. 

But I could no longer do that or even 
use the telephone, so it became hard to 
keep in touch with people. Also, I was 
no longer the happy person I used to be 
and a lot of people couldn’t deal with me. 

I think when a crisis happens, you find 
out who your real friends are. I lost touch 
with a lot of people during this time and 
became depressed.

What changed things?

I had my cochlear implant (CI) fitted in 
November 2012. The first sounds I heard 
were the beeps when it was fine-tuned. 
I thought it was the most harmonious 
noise ever! I was surprised how quickly I 
learned to hear again afterwards – I could 
even understand a few words right away.

I still can’t appreciate music properly, 
which upsets me, but I’m socialising 
again. I can now enjoy going to restau-
rants and I‘m able to join in with group 
conversations. I’ve also made some new 
friends, including my lip reading teacher, 
who has been a wonderful support. I feel 
like my old self again.  

When Helena Martins, 43, lost her hearing overnight, she 
became isolated and depressed until she received a cochlear 
implant in November 2012. Now she can follow group 
conversations and go to bars and restaurants once more 

“I FEEL LIKE MY 
OLD SELF AGAIN”
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Architect Jan Gehl is best known for his people-centric  
approach to cities, which is now copied worldwide.  
He talks to Madeleine Bailey about why he has no plans  
to retire, his greatest inspirations and the benefits of ageing

“SOCIETIES WILL NEED 
AGILE OLDER 
PEOPLE”

INTERVIEW

You’re 78 and still working – that’s 13 years longer
than the average Danish man. What do you love so
much about your job?

Architecture can give people a better quality of life. For the 
past 50 years, I’ve been researching how buildings and public 
spaces can influence human behaviour and improve lives. For 
instance, with high-rise buildings, flat lawns and wide, open 
spaces, people tend to stay indoors and drive everywhere, 
resulting in congestion, pollution and isolation. But replace 
them with low-rise buildings, cycle lanes and pedestrianised 
areas and people will spend more time out and about, enjoying 
public spaces. They will walk and cycle, which is good for 
their health as well as the environment. It also makes cities 
safer because there are always plenty of people everywhere.

However, it’s mainly over the past 10 years that these ideas 
have gathered momentum. My books are now out in 35  
different languages – the latest are Mongolian and Malaysian. 
It’s immensely satisfying and gives me enormous joy to see 
that my work is now being recognised all over the world. As 
a result of this, I feel that I’m making a useful contribution, 
which is motivating.

So you’re not planning on stopping any time soon?

As long as the going is good, I will carry on working. But I’ve 
scaled down my workload. It’s a great day if they see me in 
the office before 10.30am and sometimes I work from home. 
But the main difference is that now I just do the work that 
I’m passionate about. 
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Do you think that working into the 70s will become 
the norm as Western societies continue to age? 

Older people are already contributing so much more than in 
previous generations, thanks to increased longevity, better 
health and more opportunities. There’s been a huge change 
in attitudes to older people during my lifetime and this will 
continue – societies will need agile older people in the work-
force because there won’t be enough younger people. 

It will become easier for older people to work part-time and 
I think that the retirement age will become flexible. You don’t 
necessarily have to continue in the same job either – you 
could find another that’s more appropriate.

It’s good for self-esteem to feel that you’re making a useful 
contribution and that you’re still needed, and it also keeps 
your mind alert and gives you a purpose.

Do you think age is generally undervalued?

There’s been a positive change in recent years in the way 
that both middle-aged and older people think of themselves, 
as well as the way others think of them. When I look at old 
pictures of my grandpa and other relatives taken in the 1910s, 
they looked and dressed old and had walking sticks, even 
though they were probably only in their 50s or 60s. Health 
has improved, so people tend to be more agile, and there’s 
also been a liberation in clothing and leisure. 

INTERVIEW

“It’s good for self-esteem to feel 
that you’re making a useful 

contribution and that you’re still 
needed, and it also keeps your 

mind alert and gives  
you a purpose.”
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Do you make a conscious effort to stay fit?

It’s the years of good-quality life that matter, not the total 
years. No one wants to live a long time with a poor quality 
of life. So yes, I do try to stay as fit and active as possible.

What physical activities do you do?

Copenhagen is designed in a way that encourages healthy 
living – walking and cycling rather than sitting in traffic,  
inhaling fumes. 

I walk as much as I can. I cycle but only locally as I prefer to 
avoid the congested cycle lanes in the centre of Copenhagen. 
Cycling here is now so popular that congestion with bikes, 
rather than cars, is a problem! I also play friendly tennis games 
at my local club.

What do you do when you’re not 
working or exercising?

I play the trombone and am in a jazz band. We perform in 
public but just for fun. It’s traditional, old-fashioned jazz music 
– Louis Armstrong, Chris Barber, that sort of thing. 

I also have a lot of friends who live nearby. My wife, Ingrid, 
and I have lived in the same place for 50 years and our three 
children and seven grandchildren also live nearby, along with 
other extended family. 

We have a regular dinner club with about five or six local 
families who take it in turns to cook. It’s good to have a close 
social network as you get older. 

INTERVIEW

Life and times

Jan Gehl is a practising urban design 
consultant and Professor of Urban Design 
at the School of Architecture in 
Copenhagen, Denmark, where he lives 
with his wife, Ingrid. They have two 
daughters, one son and seven 
grandchildren, aged between five and 26. 

Jan has been researching the relationship between 
architecture and human behaviour since the 1960s. 
In 1971 he wrote his first book, ‘Life Between 
Buildings’, which has now been translated into more 
than 20 different languages. Since then he has 
conducted studies in many influential cities including 
Melbourne, Sydney, London, New York and Moscow, 
and has written another four books.

In 2000, he set up his own Copenhagen-based 
company, Gehl Architects, along with Helle Søholt, 
one of his ex-students, with the aim of putting 
theory into practice. The company has been 
involved in countless international projects in major 
cities around the world, and received numerous 
prizes for its work in making cities more liveable  
and sustainable.

Jan Gehl’s research shows that buildings 
and public spaces have a direct effect on 
behaviour and quality of life.
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How does the reality of ageing compare with
your past expectations?

I probably didn’t think about it too much when I was younger. 
What happens is that things tick along and you feel much the 
same at 65, for instance, as you did at 35. You’re on a plateau 
and feel as though things will always go on in the same way 
but then something happens that reminds you that nothing 
in life is constant.

In our case, Ingrid suffered a blood clot on the brain three 
years ago, which meant that we had to make a few lifestyle 
changes. But when the going is good, age is far away even 
if the years are mounting up. 

What’s the most positive thing about ageing?

It’s the enormous experience you gain. By a certain age, you’ve 
seen and heard most things and you know how to tackle 
situations and can help younger people to do so. We are the 
bearers of history, we can remember life over eight decades, 
including events such as the second world war. That gives us 
a much wider perspective than younger people. 

Looking back on your life, is there anything 
you would do differently?

Sometimes I think I may have spent too much time in acad-
emia. I spent 40 years doing research and only began my 
private practice aged 63. I wish I’d started this earlier. However, 
I still enjoy research and find it very satisfying.

Who or what has been your biggest inspiration?

My mother had an insatiable curiosity. She didn’t have a fur-
ther education yet she took such an interest in everything and 
everyone. She knew the names of stars, flowers and birds, as 
well as lots about history. One of my daughters is a cancer 
research doctor. She believes that we’re both doing the jobs 
we do as a result of my mother’s curiosity. 

And what would you say is your biggest achievement?

Having children. It’s been a great privilege to see them grow 
up and in turn be supported by them in various ways. Also, 
the partnership I have with my wife is so important to me. 
Family, friendships and people are what matter most. 
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WHAT DOES AGE 
MEAN TO YOU?

It’s wonderful to enjoy life to the fullest, 
never thinking about getting old or what may 
lie ahead for us and those we love.

Dora, 67, Canada

Hope, curiosity, struggle, effort, rest, peace... 
Ultimately age is an accumulation of life 
experience. a long list of things that happen 
to you from the day you’re born until you get 
old. When one of those things is deafness, some 
view it as the end of the world. But it doesn’t 
have to be. You are still a person like anybody 
else, with all the good and bad things that 
come with it.

Yeny, 65, Spain I wear a hearing aid, which allows me 
to understand my grandchildren; at 
the same age, my grandfather couldn’t. 
Ageing has its disadvantages, but it’s still 
possible to enjoy life and still be a part 
of society.

Age, 67, The Netherlands 

Age is a ticking clock reminding us that we 
need to get on with things because we’re not 
here for long.

Simon, 55, UK

WISE WORDS

That’s the question we asked people with and without hearing implants from 
all over the world. These answers will inspire you to live life to the fullest…

When I stopped denying the ageing process, I began to realise and embrace all of 
the wisdom I’ve acquired. I saw my opportunity to let go of fears and doubts 
and to rely on my years of experience and move more confidently in life. It’s an 
ongoing process, not an overnight event. I’m on the road to true freedom.

Toni, 68, USA
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SELF-HELP
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SELF-HELP

Like all of our faculties, hearing 
deteriorates with age. Unfortunately 
this can’t be totally prevented but 
there’s still plenty you can do to 
minimise damage and keep your ears 
as healthy as possible. 
Verena Ahne explains how

CAN  YOU
PROTECT  YOUR HEARING?
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While 
most body parts shrink with age, our ears do the opposite 
– amazingly, they carry on growing throughout our lifetime. 
No one really knows why, but one plausible-sounding theory 
by Berlin-based human biologist Carsten Niemitz is that this 
continued growth may offset some of the age-related hearing 
loss that happens to us all.

When we begin to lose our hearing, it’s the very high-frequency 
sounds that are affected first, gradually spreading to the lower 
tones. That’s why young children can easily hear the cheeping of 
a bat or may be bothered by the penetrating hum of electrical 
equipment, while many adults no longer even hear such sounds. 
By the ages of 50 and 60, even those with the best hearing are 
affected to some degree. This happens to everyone who lives 
long enough, wherever they live in the world. 

Why hearing changes

Age-related hearing loss begins when the fine, sensory hair cells 
in the inner ear become damaged or die. These hair cells play 
a crucial role in the hearing process. They are responsible for 
transmitting electrical signals that carry vital sound information 
to your auditory nerve, which in turn sends the information to 
your brain. But if the cells aren’t working properly, or there aren’t 
enough of them, some sound information won’t reach your 
brain, affecting your hearing. Unfortunately, these hairs don’t 
regrow and as more die over the years, your hearing gets worse. 

Other functions of the inner ear deteriorate over time, too. 
Auditory nerve cells are lost, which means that incoming sound 
information may not be processed as well as in your youth. A 
study at the Max Planck Institute in Leipzig, Germany, rec ently 
showed that good hearing is related to the ability to concentrate 
– which decreases with age, too. Brain wave measurements in 
young and elderly people showed that 20- to 30-year-olds need 
to make considerably less effort when listening than 60- to 
70-year-olds. 

Preventing further damage

However, besides the natural ageing process, hearing can be 
further damaged by a combination of factors in our environment 
and lifestyle. In the West, this process has led to around one in 
every two men and one in every three women aged 65 having 
poor hearing. Here are some of the most common causes:

Noise
The greatest modern challenge to hearing is noise from a wide 
range of sources including machinery, traffic, aircraft and music 
from concerts, bars and personal stereos. 

The first sign of hearing damage is often a humming or ringing 
in the ears. This is usually temporary but it’s a sign that your 
hearing has been stressed. However, frequent exposure to loud 
noise over time will eventually lead to permanent hearing loss. 
Imagine that the fine hairs in your inner ear are like slender 
trees. As the wind blows, they bend but when the pressure 
gets too great, they buckle and break. 

Prolonged loud music from personal stereos is a common source 
of hearing damage so it’s a good idea to set the volume when 
you’re in a quiet environment. It’s too loud if you need to switch 
it down to have a conversation or if the person sitting next to 
you can hear it. If you go to loud concerts, protect your hearing 
with earplugs.

Most noise-related hearing damage is from this sort of frequent 
exposure to loud noise but sometimes a one-off bang such as 
an explosion can cause sudden hearing loss. 

SELF-HELP
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Pollutants such as cigarette smoke are as harmful to hearing as they 
are to the rest of the body.
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Pollutants
Most pollutants damage the ear and hearing in the same way 
that they affect the rest of the body. This applies to smoking 
and alcohol abuse as well as other environmental toxins, so it’s 
a good idea to avoid smoking and smoky environments and stick 
to moderate drinking. If you have a lot of contact with chemical 
substances and toxic fumes, for instance at work, remember to 
protect your ears as well as your respiratory tract. Check and 
follow health and safety regulations.

Medicines
It’s not widely known that many medicines can affect hearing 
and balance. This includes such seemingly harmless drugs 
as aspirin as well as certain antibiotics, heart drugs such as 
beta-blockers and diuretics, some antidepressants and the 
anti-malarial medication quinine. 

These substances, which are known as ‘ototoxic’, meaning they 
damage the inner ear, usually affect hearing only for as long 
as they are taken. However, others can lead to permanent 
damage including tinnitus, a condition that causes ringing in 
the ears, or vertigo, which causes a dizzy sensation, in addition 
to hearing loss. 

Ideally, anyone taking these substances for any length of time 
should be closely monitored and the dose set as low as possible. 
However, don’t stop taking medicine without consulting your 
doctor first. If you’re concerned, ask if your hearing can be 
regularly checked and if there are any other drug options.

A healthy lifestyle helps hearing

It’s a little-known fact that hearing is affected by lifestyle, too. 
Certain conditions that affect circulation, such as heart disease, 
diabetes, high or low blood pressure, or atherosclerosis (blocked 
arteries) are known to harm the ears. There are many ways that 
poor circulation can affect hearing, including causing changes 
in the structure of the small arteries in the ear.

Fortunately, there’s plenty you can do to keep your circulation 
healthy, for instance by eating a balanced diet, not smoking and 
avoiding smoky environments, sticking to moderate drinking, 
keeping stress to a minimum and, most importantly, by being 
physically active. 

This doesn’t have to mean doing high-performance sports or 
even going to the gym, as shown by Professor Steven Blair at 
the University of South Carolina, USA. His research over recent 
years has repeatedly shown that a brisk walk every other day, 
regularly taking the stairs rather than the lift and cycling short 
distances rather than driving can all go a good way to boosting 
circulation, which in turn helps keep our bodies, including our 
ears, functioning healthily. 

Do you need a hearing test? 

Hearing problems usually happen 
gradually over time, which is why they can 
be difficult to spot in the early stages. 

The first signs most people notice are 
needing to have the TV or radio on louder 
and having problems understanding what 
someone says when there’s background 
noise. This is mainly due to the loss of 
higher frequencies, which means speech 
can no longer be properly filtered from 
the background noise. 

You may want to consider a hearing test 
if three or more of the following factors 
apply to you: 

-  Other people seem to mumble rather than 
speaking clearly. 

-  Following a conversation, either with an individual 
or in a group, demands more effort than it did 
previously.

-  You often misunderstand what others say.

-  Family and friends complain that your TV  
or radio is too loud. 

-  You often have to ask people to repeat 
something.

-  You have trouble understanding speech  
on the telephone. 

-  When there’s background noise, you find it hard 
to hear what someone is saying.

SELF-HELP
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THE AMAZING 
BENEFITS 
OF AGEING
Most of us don’t look forward to getting older. After 
all, youth is associated with strength and old age 
with weakness. But the baby boomer generation is 
instigating an attitude rethink.  
Sigrun Saunderson reports

Whichever way
you look at it, age is perceived negatively in Western culture. 
And no wonder, the German medical dictionary ‘Pschyrembel’ 
defines ageing as a ‘degenerative biological process that over 
time leads to signs of mental and physical wear’. And there’s a 
widespread public view that sees old people as an increasing 
financial headache – they no longer contribute to economic 
output and are regarded as a burden to the health system and 
the state purse.

But over recent years, other, more positive, views have begun 
to surface. “Ageing isn’t the problem. The problem is our 

obsession with youth,” says US gerontologist Dr Bill Thomas, 
founder of the Eden Alternative, an international not-for-profit 
organisation that is dedicated to creating a good quality of 
life for elders.

 The doctor is committed to a new culture of ageing by, among 
other things, enforcing new care models for the elderly, where 
even the oldest and frailest are fully appreciated. “A society 
fixated on youth cuts itself off from the goodness, richness, 
wonder and value of the older brain, which contains an abun-
dance of lived experience,” he says. 



28 EXPLOREAGE

Growing generosity

“We believe that youth only has 
strengths. That is not the case,” adds 
gerontologist Ursula M Staudinger, 
founding director of the Robert N  Butler 
Columbia Aging Center at  Columbia 
 University, New York. “In young adult-
hood, we may be biologically at the 
peak of our strengths, but we’re also very 
egocentric. We want to find our place in  
society. This is a competitive phase, 
which is also associated with aggression. 
In middle and old age, this egocentricity 
diminishes. People become calmer and 
more generous – qualities that are as 
useful in business as they are in society 
as a whole.”

Tapping into superpowers

‘Superpowers’ are what Dr Thomas calls 
the special skills that many people dev-
elop with advancing age. He includes 
in this the gift of being able to quickly 
capture the essence of a complex sit-
uation, rather than having to slowly 
struggle through details. Added to that 

are emotional maturity and the growing 
ability to be happy: “Studies show that 
the unhappiest life period is your 40s. 
The happiest people are mostly in their 
70s.” Properly used, these skills can turn 
ageing into a powerful cultural tool, ac-
cording to Dr Thomas. The old generation 
can hold together families, communities, 
tribes and nations.

The fourth phase

Dr Thomas advocates the recognition of 
old age next to childhood, adolescence 
and adulthood as an additional chapter 
in our natural life cycle known as elder-
hood. He describes the fact that a large 
number of people don’t want to under-
go this natural development stage as a 
 ‘developmental disability’, comparable to 
a child not wanting to grow up. 

“We live in a fantasy where we have to 
stay at the adult stage for the rest of our 
lives. In fact, humans have a portion of 
their life cycle reserved for being ‘elders 
of their people’”. And elders are known 
to be experienced and wise. 

When do we become old? 

There are many answers to 
this question, depending 

who is speaking, according 
to research carried out in 

2009 by the Pew Research 
Center in Washington DC. 

Young Americans say 60. Those 
who are already 65 or older, 

however, consider themselves 
mature but not old – for them, old 

age begins at 74. On average, 
women believe 70 is old, while 
men think 66 is already an old 
age. Scientists have estimated 

that the maximum possible age a 
human could live to is 125 years – 

an age that nevertheless only a 
few people around the world 

come close to achieving. With this 
in mind, a 65-year-old, who 

already counts as ‘old’ according 
to the Word Health Organization’s 

definition, has only just started 
the second half of life.
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Most of us don’t look forward to old age, yet 
this fourth phase of life should be celebrated 
for the experience and wisdom it brings. 

INSIGHT
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In your research, you’ve described 
wisdom as ‘deep insight and 
judgement into the difficult and 
fundamental questions of life’ and 
‘good judgement in dilemma 
situations’. Does this wisdom 
always come with age?

That would be nice, wouldn’t it? 
Unfor tunately, it takes considerably 
more than simply the accumulation 
of years for someone to become wise. 
A lot of things come automatically with 
age – some good, some not so good. 
But wisdom isn’t something that naturally 
comes to everyone.

In that case, how can a person 
achieve wisdom? Is it just about 
having a lot of life experience?

Many things have to come together 
here. While life experiences can cert ainly 
help us attain wisdom, the opposite 
can also be true. For instance, we may 
think that we have already experienced 
enough and elevate our experience to 
dogma – which is actually the opposite 
of wisdom. As a result, we then reject 
everything new, so we become less open 
to new ideas and are more resistant to 
changing our minds.

So is openness a requirement  
for wisdom?

Yes. Openness means being ready to 
change our attitude to something, to 
perceive and evaluate new things that 
happen through constant change and to 
relate them to previous experiences. 

To achieve this, many personal pro-
cesses are necessary, starting with being  
accountable to yourself and being able to 
analyse crises. It’s about asking yourself 
where you made mistakes, where you 
failed, where you were weak – wisdom 
arises when you can assess your behav-
iour and learn from negative emotions  
rather than pushing them away and 
forgetting about them.

How difficult is this?

Wisdom can be very challenging. It invol-
ves having the ability to recognise that 
not only do we not know what will happen  
tomorrow but that we have no perfect 
explanation for what happened yester-
day either. Despite this insight into the 
uncertainty of life, you have to learn to 
make decisions. This is only possible by 
constantly questioning what you think 
you know. It’s very demanding. 

“WISDOM IS 
CHALLENGING”
What exactly is wisdom and how can we acquire it?  
Gerontologist Ursula M Staudinger shares her knowledge 

Professor  
Ursula M Staudinger 

is a leading lifespan 
psychologist and an 
internationally renowned 
gerontologist

Since 2013, she has worked as  
the founding director of the 
Robert N Butler Columbia Aging 
Center at Columbia University, 
New York. She advises the German 
Federal Government on ageing 
and is also Vice-President of the 
Leopoldina German National 
Academy of Sciences and 
Chairperson of the Board of 
Trustees for the German Federal 
Institute for Population Research.
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LATE IMPLANTATION

Do you do your best to avoid
noisy restaurants, increasingly complain that people seem to mumble and frequently 
find yourself resorting to TV subtitles because you can’t catch everything that’s 
being said in your favourite shows? If this sounds familiar – and you’re 65 or older 
– you’re far from alone. 

Age-related hearing loss is one of the most common health conditions experienced 
by older adults. In the USA, it affects more than a third of the population between 
the ages of 65 and 74, and nearly half of those aged over 75. This pattern is reflected 
across the globe and, as longevity continues to increase, so will the numbers. By 
2050, 910 million older adults worldwide will have some degree of hearing loss, 
according to an extensive report by UK charity Action on Hearing Loss.

AGE OF  
RESTORATION 
Age-related hearing loss is an increasingly 
common condition that can have wide-ranging 
health implications, yet it’s often under-treated. 
Madeleine Bailey explains why it’s never too late 
to get a hearing implant
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Missing out on treatment

Yet, despite the availability of effective solutions, not everyone gets the right help. A 
mere one in three older people in the UK who could benefit from hearing aids have 
them, with hearing aid users waiting an average of 10 years before seeking help.

The situation for cochlear implants (CIs) is much worse. A 2013 study in medical 
journal ‘Cochlear Implants International’ estimates that just five per cent of UK adults 
who could benefit from CIs actually have them. Figures are similar in most indus-
trialised countries and lower still for the developing world. So what’s going wrong?

“Age-related hearing loss happens gradually so people may not notice at first, plus 
there’s still a stigma, which puts people off seeking help,” says Lendra Friesen, 
Assistant Professor in the Department of Speech, Language, and Hearing Sciences 
at the University of Connecticut, USA.

However, the ‘Cochlear Implants International’ study suggests there’s also a lack of 
awareness of both the eligibility criteria and the potential advantages of CIs among 
medical professionals as well as the public. 

Wider health implications 

Hearing loss in older adults has wide repercussions. It can make it harder to under-
stand a doctor’s advice, respond to warnings and hear phones, doorbells and smoke 
alarms. In addition, research shows a strong association between age-related hear-
ing loss and a number of potentially serious health problems, ranging from falls to 
depression and even dementia. 

What to consider before 
having an implant

• Do you get enough benefit from 
your hearing aids?

• Does your hearing loss stop you 
doing things such as using the 

telephone or socialising in groups? 
• If you’re considering a cochlear 
implant, would you be willing to 

commit to rehabilitation sessions 
with a speech therapist? 
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The link with depression is perhaps the most obvious. Lendra Friesen explains:  
“Research has shown that people with hearing loss withdraw from their social net-
work and become more isolated because they can’t communicate and participate 
well. This may lead to an increase in depression symptoms.”

Meanwhile, a 2012 study published in the ‘Archives of Internal Medicine’ found that 
people with a mild hearing loss were nearly three times more likely to have a his-
tory of falling. Researcher Frank Lin, an assistant professor at the Johns Hopkins  
University School of Medicine in Baltimore, USA, believes this could partly be because 
people who can’t hear well might not have good awareness of their environment, 
making tripping more likely, and partly because hearing loss puts extra demands on 
the brain: “Gait and balance…are cognitively demanding. If hearing loss imposes 
a cognitive load, there may be fewer cognitive resources to help with maintaining 
balance and gait.” 

Cognitive load could also help explain the link with dementia. Several studies have 
shown that people with mild, moderate and severe hearing loss have a two, three 
and five-fold increased risk respectively of developing dementia.

So could treating hearing loss reduce this risk? Maybe. A recent French study found 
that cochlear implantation in combination with listening and cognitive training  
improved certain cognitive functions in elderly patients within six months. 

Either way, treating hearing loss early can slow its rate. “Some studies indicate that 
wearing hearing aids can help slow down the progression of deafness and possibly 
cognitive decline,” says Lendra Friesen.

Never too late

From a medical point of view, there’s no upper age limit for receiving a hearing 
implant. On the contrary, several studies show that there are plenty of benefits 
for older patients. They understand speech better, they have more social contact, 
are more self-confident and enjoy an improved quality of life. This is the case even 
if they are over 80 or 90 years old. In fact, the oldest person in Europe to receive 
a hearing implant – in this case a cochlear implant – was 99. (see ‘What hearing 
implant systems are available?’, page 35.) 

It seems that the length of time that someone has been deaf is more signifi-
cant than age. “Generally, the longer someone has been severely or profoundly  
hearing-impaired, the longer it will take for them to learn to recognise and under-
stand speech after surgery. This is because the auditory part of the brain will begin 
to atrophy if it’s not stimulated,” says Lendra Friesen. So it’s best not to leave it too 
long after your hearing deteriorates enough for you to qualify. 

Even when it comes to surgery-related risks, a 2014 literature review in medical  
journal ‘The Laryngoscope’ found no significant differences between older and 
younger patients as regards complications.

Hearing implant surgery is now routine, which means it’s considered low-risk. “Older 
adults are more likely to have underlying health conditions that could increase risk 
but the general state of health of each patient is thoroughly assessed first,” explains 
Lendra Friesen. 

Getting an assessment

Assessments may vary 
internationally but they 
should roughly include:

•  Hearing tests to determine your 
level of hearing loss, whether a 
hearing implant would be 
beneficial and, if so, the most 
appropriate type 

•  A medical examination to 
ensure that you’re fit for 
surgery and scans to examine 
your ear structure

•  An auditory nerve test
•  A hearing aid assessment or  

a trial 
•  An explanation of what’s 

involved and counselling to 
ensure realistic expectations 
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“Having an implant 
was the best decision 

I ever made”

Joan Black, 73, from Durham, USA, 
had struggled with hearing problems all her life 

until having cochlear implant surgery in her 60s. 
She talks to Madeleine Bailey about her 

experiences with the implant
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What hearing implant 
systems are available?

Your surgeon will advise 
you on the most suitable 
hearing implant system 
after your assessment. 
Options include:

•  Cochlear implant (CI) – For 
severe-to-profound 
sensorineural hearing loss.*  
Sounds are picked up by a tiny 
microphone and converted into 
electrical signals that are sent to 
the nerve fibres in your inner ear. 

•  Middle ear implant – For people 
with moderate-to-severe 
sensorineural, conductive or 
mixed hearing loss who are 
unable to benefit from 
conventional hearing aids for 
medical reasons.* It stimulates 
the tiny bones in your middle 
ear, enhancing the signal to your 
inner ear.

•  Bone conduction implants – For 
people with conductive or mixed 
hearing loss, or single-sided 
deafness. Bone conduction 
implants bypass the outer and 
middle ear, transmitting sound 
directly to your inner ear through 
the bone behind your ear. 

•  Electric acoustic stimulation 
(EAS) – For people with partial 
hearing loss who can hear some 
low-frequency sounds.  
EAS combines a CI with hearing 
aid technology. The implant 
transmits high-frequency sound, 
while low-frequency sound will 
be amplified by the hearing aid. 

Visit http://www.medel.com/uk/
implantsolutions2013/  
* see ‘Types of hearing loss’, page 42.  

EXPLOREAGE

When did your hearing loss begin?

I’ve had a hearing problem since the age 
of two, probably as a result of measles. 
Doctors advised my mother to put me 
in an institution because they said I’d 
“never do anything”. She wasn’t having 
any of it and would sit me down on the 
stairs every day and teach me how to 
speak. As a child I experienced tremen-
dous unhappiness, never knowing what 
was happening. I hated school and other 
children would ask why I “talked funny”.

Did you receive any treatment?

I didn’t get hearing aids until I was about 
eight but they were awful – the old  
ana logue type that just made noise  
louder, not clearer. I tried to drown them 
in a vase of water. 

How did it affect you as an adult?

I just managed to pass my Intermediate 
Certificate in Australia, where I’m from, 
and left school as soon as I could, at 
15. To everyone’s disbelief, I trained as 
a secretary but I kept getting fired be-
cause I couldn’t hear properly. Eventually 
I found a kind boss who I could hear. I 
also developed a lot of patience and a 
thick skin, as well as finding ways to deal 
with problems. For instance, I learned 
to lip read and I also learned that in a 
restaurant it helps if you sit with your 
back to a wall. 

What inspired you to get a 
cochlear implant (CI)?

Although hearing aids had improved, 
they still weren’t strong enough. After 
successful cancer treatment, I decided 
to do something about my poor hearing 
and discovered that MED-EL had an office 
near our home. I had my first implant in 
2002 and the second in 2006.

Was it a difficult decision?

Not really. I researched it thoroughly and 
almost everyone I spoke to had had a 
positive result. The operation was fine, 
and I had no pain and recovered within 
a few days. 

How was the rehab?

I worked really hard. I went to all my ap-
pointments and asked lots of questions 
and went back if things weren’t right. 
Within six months I was hearing well. 

What difference has it made to 
your life?

It’s the best decision I ever made. I even 
want the TV volume lower than my hus-
band now! Before, my hearing loss was a 
big factor. Now I don’t worry about it. It’s 
never too late to have a CI. In a way, I think 
it’s even more important when you’re 
older because you need companionship 
more, and that means communicating. 

Good hearing is increasingly important as you get older because you need companionship more, 
according to Joan Black, pictured here with her friend Jean Kirchner and Jean’s granddaughter Chloe.
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SAVING RESOURCES

PRECIOUS
METALS
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Machines filter our coffee, vacuum our dust, wash our clothes – 
until one day they break, slow down or they are simply no longer 
state-of-the-art. But many machines are replaced far too quickly, 
argues Bettina Benesch 

SAVING RESOURCES

EXPLOREAGE 37



38 EXPLOREAGE

SAVING RESOURCES

All this badly discarded 
electrical waste 
put together would 
correspond to a 
10-metre-high brick wall 
from Oslo to the toe of 
Italy – around 3,000 km. 

Service life of 
household machines 

in years

Mobile phone 2.7
Printer 4
Laptop 4.1 
Coffee machine 4.9 
Camera 5.3
Microwave 6
Vacuum cleaner 6 
TV 7.3
Car 7.5
Washing machine 8.3
Fridge 9.4 
Cooker 10.8

 
* Source: Chamber of 

Labour, Vienna, Austria

They have 
a certain charm, as they stand there, 
sparkling in the electrical store: rows 
of washing machines, each more inno-
v ative than the previous one. Next to the 
fridges and vacuum cleaners, a little bit 
further along, are the really cool things: 
laptops, flat screen TVs, tablets, mobile 
phones. Billions of square metres all 
over the world are filled with the latest  
must-have devices. Across the EU, 
around nine million tonnes of electrical 
appliances come on to the market each 
year. They are all equipped with powerful 
batteries, the latest chip technology, the 
highest resolution… 

Early retirement 

But once these increasingly sophisti-
cated new machines find a home, their 
lifespans are shorter than they have ever 
been. Take the example of the TV, one 
of the world’s most popular machines. A 
few years before cathode ray tube TVs 
were taken off the market, their initial 
service life was more than 11 years; now 
their flat screen successors stay with 
their initial owners for barely six years. 
Functioning devices are exchanged for 
new ones after a relatively short time, 
as the manufacturer promises better  

picture and sound quality. The same 
applies to mobile phones, which don’t 
even last for three years of service. 

In Germany, nearly 30 per cent of large 
household appliances are discarded, 
even though they are still working. In 
2012, approximately twice as many 
devices as in 2004 were exchanged for 
new ones after a maximum of five years: 
some because they were no longer styl-
ish, others because they were no longer 
working, which is happening more and 
more frequently. In Germany in 2004, 3.5 
per cent of all large household appliances 
were disposed of due to a defect before 
five years of use; by 2012, this figure had 
more than doubled to 8.3 per cent. 

Polluting the planet

The discarded machines may find a new 
home, if they are still working. But at 
some point, they end up on the rubbish 
heap – and not always in an environ-
mentally friendly manner. Nine million 
tonnes of electrical devices are disposed 
of each year across the EU. Two-thirds 
of this ends up as illegal rubbish on 
container ships, is incorrectly recycled 
or thrown into household waste. All of 
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How long does  
a cochlear implant last? 

MED-EL is developing 
implants with an expected 
lifespan of at least 20 to 
30 years. 

But users can still enjoy the 
latest technical innovations 
because the audio processor, 
which is worn externally on the 
side of the head, can be replaced 
every five to seven years. It’s the 
job of the audio processor to 
pick up sound, convert it into 
electrical signals and transmit 
those signals through your skin 
to the implant. MED-EL makes 
sure that all its new audio 
processors are compatible with 
implants that are two to three 
decades older, minimising the 
need for surgery. This allows 
users to gain access to the most 
up-to-date technology, resulting 
in improved understanding of 
speech in noisy environments, 
longer battery life, a wireless 
connection to mobile phones 
and mp3 players, and smaller 
processors with a choice of 
several designs. 

However, it’s possible that future 
audio processors may contain 
new sound-coding strategies 
that won’t be compatible with a 
very old implant, so if in doubt, 
ask your doctor or audiologist  
if you should consider getting a 
new implant.

this badly discarded electronic waste 
put together would correspond to the 
weight of a 10-metre-high brick wall 
from Oslo to the toe of Italy – around 
3,000 kilometres. The United Nations  
estimates that the world’s electronic 
waste weighs 41.8 million tonnes – 
equivalent to the same wall covering four 
and a half times that distance. 

The waste often ends up in Africa, where 
children and adults try to recover as 
many of the raw materials as they can 
in hazardous work. This is because the 
machines contain valuable resources 
such as gold, silver, copper, cobalt and 
platinum. Unfortunately, in recovering 
these raw materials, lead and mer cury 
seep into the environment and into the  
bodies of the waste workers. The picture 
is similar in China where, for example, 
most residents of the southern city of 
Guiyu earn their living from the electrical 
waste business, damaging their health 
as well as the environment. 

Machine rescue

However, a large proportion of the bro-
ken machines could be repaired. With 
washing machines, this proportion is 
30 per cent, according to Sepp Eisen-
riegler, one of Austria’s pioneers for all 

things repairable. At RUSZ, his repair and  
service centre in Vienna, he and his staff 
have been working for 20 years against 
disposable devices. Their message for all 
consumers is: it pays to repair. 

Of course, this is provided that the  
manufacturer has built the machine 
in such a way that it can be repaired.  
Eisenriegler was involved in devel-
oping an Austrian quality label that 
will guar antee just that. The standard 
ONR 192102 is intended to ensure that  
certified devices can be easily opened 
and independent workshops can easily 
view all service documents. Spare parts 
must be available for 10 years.

Whether a device functions for a long 
time and is repairable is also related to 
the price, says Eisenriegler. He recom-
mends expensive branded items. A good 
washing machine will cost about € 1,000 
and will last for around 20 years. “Even 
if you factor in two repairs over the 
20 years, costing a total of € 300, you 
are better off with the more expensive 
machine than with a € 300 machine that 
you need to replace every three years,” 
says Eisenriegler. 

Then there’s the time required for 
shopping. This can be huge, given the 
large choice available, leading to hours 
of internet searches and visits to stores. 
There we meet them again, the sparkling 
washing machines, fridges and vacuum 
cleaners, as well as the cool laptops and 
flat screens. The cycle can begin again – 
provided we play along. 
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Manfred Wichmann, 55, is officially disabled, but this 
doesn’t stop him living a full and active life. He shares his 
inspirational approach with Bettina Benesch 

Your life story is truly unusual: you are deaf in both 
ears and due to intervertebral disc damage you are 
unable to work – yet at the beginning of the millennium 
you spent eight years in Rwanda and Zambia, you are a 
triathlete and you now spend one-third of the year in 
South Africa. Disability is clearly not an obstacle for 
you. Has it always been this way?

I’ve always led my life in a very self-determined manner, despite 
developing hearing difficulties and back problems as an adult. 
Sure, officially I am disabled but there are many people who 
don’t have a physical disability but instead suffer from fear or a 
lack of motivation, which can be equally disabling. Many people 
seem to live in a straitjacket. Personally, I find constraint much 
more limiting than hearing difficulties. In contrast, I am doing 
something. I’m not completely free of fear, but I say to myself: 
just give it a go. 

Human beings have an absurd amount of potential. Disability can 
be seen as an opportunity. Disabled people have to find solutions 
and this is challenging – but it’s only through challenges that 
we can make progress. 

Have you ever had doubts? 

Of course I’ve had doubts. If you spend your life never  
having doubts, you are doing something wrong. We all make the 
wrong decisions sometimes. I think doubts belong to a person 
who leads a self-determined life. 

How did you come to live the life you lead today? 

One of the most important decisions I made was to start a 
carpentry apprenticeship after secondary school instead of 
studying. After that, together with my wife, I started a carpentry 
business. However, due to back problems from intervertebral 
disc damage, I had to stop working. 

Eventually we felt ready for a change and so we spent 2004 to 
2012 in Africa, where my wife became an aid worker. We spent 
four years in Rwanda, then four years in Zambia. 

When we arrived in Africa, I was already very hard of hearing in 
both ears. I’d been gradually losing my hearing since I was 30, 
and since 2007 I have been completely deaf in my right ear. It 
became clear that I needed a cochlear implant (CI). 

The operation was performed in Germany and was extremely 
successful – I got my hearing back straight away. I flew back 
to Africa just a few days later and was on safari the next day. 
My hearing with the implant was so good that I had an implant 
in my left ear in 2009. 

Where does your hearing loss come from?

I’ve been told that the cause is genetic – my father was also 
deaf in his right ear. It’s a sensorineural hearing loss, which 
means that the inner ear is affected (see ‘Types of hearing 
loss’, page 42).

INTERVIEW

Manfred Wichmann (centre) in the Alps, with his wife 
Pia Wahl and his friend Michael Schenk. 
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Now you can swim and hear!

For a long time, people with hearing 
implants could only go swimming if 
they removed their audio processor, 
which of course meant that they 
couldn’t hear anything. 

But now MED-EL has developed WaterWear, a 
protective reusable cover for the RONDO®,  
OPUS 2 and SONNET processors, allowing people 
to swim – and hear – at the same time. It’s 
suitable for chlorinated, fresh and salt water and 
has been tested at a depth of four metres, so 
you can even snorkel too.

Types of hearing loss

Sensorineural hearing loss 
Missing or damaged sensory hair cells in the inner 
ear affect the transmission of electrical signals to 

the auditory nerve. 

Conductive hearing loss 
This is caused by a blockage in the outer or middle 

ear, preventing sound waves from reaching the 
sensory hair cells in the inner ear.

Mixed hearing loss 
A combination of the above two types.

• Visit http://www.medel.com/uk/hearing-loss

EXPLOREAGE

INTERVIEW

If someone were to ask you for advice about 
implantation, what would you say? 

I’d say that an implant is great. If you are very hard of hearing, you 
should consider it. With hearing aids, feedback is a big problem 
and sometimes the line between hearing and pain is very fine. 
Noisy children and dogs barking were always a horror. I hardly 
experience that at all with my CIs now. 

Are you limited by the implants in any way?

It’s all relative. Compared with a hearing aid, everything is better. 
Compared with normal hearing, of course there are differences. 
When cycling, the wind noise is annoying and I can’t hear anything 
else. I often think that this needs to be improved. Apart from 
that, I absolutely love swimming. That’s when I hear nothing at 
all. However, sometimes that’s a disadvantage because there are 
paddle boats in front of our house in South Africa. And sharks. If a 
shark is sighted, there’s a siren, which I wouldn’t be able to hear. 
But there are hundreds of people in the water and I can follow 
their lead. (Editor’s note: MED-EL has developed a protective 
case for processors. see ‘Now you can swim and hear!’, above.)

Getting back to Africa, what’s your relationship  
with the continent? 

I would describe it as intimate. But there’s more than one side 
to Africa. It’s a multi-faceted continent. We were in Rwanda for 
around four years and I felt very privileged to be able to live 
there. The genocide was 10 years before. I was touched by how 
the people dealt with it and didn’t suppress it, unlike in Germany, 
for example, after the Second World War. During the four years 
that we were in the country, there was real progress in Rwanda. 

In Zambia, by contrast, I didn’t feel welcome. It’s a rigid system 
and relatively useless to want to change something there. 
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In a nutshell

Manfred Wichmann began to lose his 
hearing at the age of 30 and is deaf in 
both ears. But in 2007 and 2009, 
successful cochlear implant surgery 
allowed him to hear again. 

The 55-year-old lives with his wife in Hannover, 
Germany, and Muizenberg, South Africa. In the 
new millennium, they spent eight years in 
Rwanda and Zambia, where Wichmann 
supported his wife in her role as an aid worker. 
He continues to do so today.

Although he is unable to work due to back 
problems caused by intervertebral disc damage, 
he regularly plays sport, takes part in triathlons 
and is involved in the German Society for  
Nature Conservation. He firmly believes that 
disability should be seen as a challenge rather 
than a barrier.

INTERVIEW
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When it comes to South Africa, I feel that I’ve always had a 
connection with the country. I get along with the people. In 
January 2015, we bought a house near Cape Town and when 
we’re there, we always have a lot of visitors. 

You are very active. How do you relax? 

Sport is very important in helping me to relax. I run but I’ve torn 
two ligaments and haven’t been able to do so lately; in 2016, 
I’d like to attempt another triathlon. But for now, I have three 
bike races in South Africa coming up. Then there’s swimming; 
our house is located right by the sea. When we have visitors, I 
reserve the morning for myself and my sport, and afterwards I 
can take care of my friends. 

Would you have the same lifestyle if you didn’t have 
hearing implants? 

Yes, because I know how to help myself. I also have no problem 
with asking people for help. Before, when my phone rang, I would 
stop someone on the street and ask what the person on the other 
end of the line was saying. People are more helpful than you think.

When I have a problem, I look for a solution. That´s my approach to 
life. It also means that if something goes wrong, I am to blame. 

“When I have a problem, I 
look for a solution. That’s my 
approach to life. It also means 
that if something goes wrong,  
I am to blame.”
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The world is growing older -- in the West anyway. 
By 2030, a third of the populations of most industrialised 
countries will be aged 65 or over. And while most of us 
welcome the extended life expectancy, there’s also a flipside. 

One side effect of a longer lifespan is that more people will be 
living in poor health with decreased mobility and, as a result, 
becoming increasingly dependent on others. This raises the 
question of where these rising numbers of elderly people are 
going to live. Up until a few years ago, the choices were fairly 
black and white: people either stayed at home or totally gave up 
their independence and moved to old people’s homes. But over 
the past few years there’s been an emerging palette of shades 
of grey. We take a look at some of the newer options that are 
catching on around the world. 

EXPLOREAGE
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Senior flat shares

You can simply rent a large flat and 
move in with other people, sharing a 
bathroom and kitchen, and perhaps 
even a living room too. In the past, this 
arrangement was strictly for students 
and young singles, but now it’s appeal-
ing to more and more older people. You 
can have your own space without being 
alone. A nice side effect of this is that 
residents can also provide support for 
each other – for instance, by getting 
the shopping for a fellow resident or 
calling a doctor when one of them is ill.

The Netherlands has many of these 
senior flat shares and they aren’t lim-
ited to individual flats. Whole blocks of 
flats have been converted into senior 

flat shares. “Living in a community 
isn’t a magic cure for loneliness, but it 
does help,” explains Simon Zwart, the 
secretary of the LVGO, the Netherlands’ 
national association for communal living 
for the elderly. 

The organisation currently includes 250 
senior flat shares, which provide a home 
for between 6,000 and 7,000 people, 
living in groups of approximately 25. 
Plus, as these communal homes are 
run by the residents themselves, they 
can decide who is the best fit for the 
group. Besides age and how well they 
get along, it’s usually also crucial that 
they are willing to participate in com-
munal activities such as taking care of 
the community’s garden or attending a 
regular afternoon with tea and games. 

Communal living is easy on the pocket as well as providing support 
and social benefits for everyone.
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A village of pensioners

Pensioners’ villages are based on the 
same principle as a senior flat share 
but on a larger scale and developed 
specifically for this purpose. These 
gated communities, which often con-
sist of more than 100 bungalows, are 
increasingly popular in the USA and 
Australia. They offer their residents a 
whole range of creature comforts, from 
a shuttle bus to the shopping centre to 
carers and nurses, as well as a range 

of fun activities such as arts and crafts 
sessions hosted by the local social club. 
The complex often incorporates leisure 
facilities and restaurants too, as well 
as a care home. 

In professionally operated pensioners’ 
villages such as these, it’s your wallet, 
rather than your personality, that deter-
mines whether you get a place, though 
not everyone would want to live in such 
a large community made up exclusively 
of other elderly people.

Popular in the USA and Australia, pensioners’ 
villages offer residents support, good 
amenities and the choice of being as sociable 
or as solitary as they like. 

“Living in a community 
isn’t a magic cure  
for loneliness, but it  
does help.”   
Simon Zwart, secretary of LVGO,  
the Dutch national association  
for communal living for the elderly
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The new extended family

When multiple generations live toge-
ther, there are potential benefits for all 
age groups. Plus, it’s relatively free from 
bureaucracy and major costs. Currently, 
43 people are living in an intergener-
ational communal living scheme in 
Cologne, Germany, called Living with 
Old and Young. 

Each block of flats contains families, 
couples and singles, all with their own 
private flat. Some sections of the block 
are specially equipped for the elderly, 
plus there are several communal areas 
providing space for activities, such as 

meetings, crafts, fitness, a play area for 
children and a communal garden with a 
terrace. It’s run as a cooperative so all 
the residents make decisions together.

The benefits are that pensioners help 
with the childcare, while young people 
run errands for pensioners. There are 
also plenty of group activities such as 
movie evenings or a monthly Sunday 
morning breakfast in the communal 
room, when everybody brings some 
food and drink. This helps create an 
atmosphere similar to the traditional 
way that an extended family would live 
– though of course it’s formally organ-
ised and the residents aren’t related.

Having your own flat in a communal setting brings the best of both worlds. 
Residents can join in with group activities but also enjoy their own space.
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Mutual assistance 

Many older people simply want to stay 
living in their own homes for as long as 
they can. To make that possible when 
someone can no longer cope without 
help, some pensioners in Boston, USA, 
started the Beacon Hill Village Initiative. 
The network includes some 400 mem-
bers who can take part in communal 
activities such as fitness classes, music 
events and art tours, and receive  
services such as carers, meals on 
wheels and transport at discounted 
prices, should they need them. 

The Riedlingen Seniors’ Association in 
southwest Germany works in a similar 
way. It now has some 650 members who 
provide support to each other, essen-
tially on a mutual basis. 

For example, retired experts offer other 
members tax and legal advice or skilled 
manual assistance for less than € 10 per 
hour, keeping active themselves in the 
process. Their association also buys in 
discounted services for them, such as 
meals on wheels. It’s a win-win situa-
tion – they all give what they can and 
get what they need.

There are now an increasing number of creative initiatives helping older 
people to stay living in their own homes for as long as possible. 

Retired experts offer 
other members tax and 
legal advice or skilled 
manual assistance 
for less than € 10 per 
hour, keeping active 
themselves in the process.
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At home in an old people’s home

What about when going to an old  
people’s home is the only option? There 
are already several initiatives that are 
aiming to make the traditional institu-
tional atmosphere a thing of the past. 
For example, in the USA there is the 
Green House Project, where groups of 
up to 12 elderly people live together in 

communal houses that are laid out like 
normal homes. Residents are supported 
by ‘care partners’, highly trained staff 
who get to know them well and give 
care that’s tailored to individual needs. 
Instead of sitting in sterile common 
rooms, here they sit together in large, 
cosy, combined living room/kitchen 
areas. There are now 153 Green House 
Project homes across the USA. 

The new type of old people’s home strives to 
create an intimate, cosy environment, rather 
than the stale, institutional feel traditionally 
associated with homes for the elderly. 

EXPLOREAGE
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Anthea Tinker 

is Professor of Social 
Gerontology in the Department 
of Social Science, Health and 
Medicine at King’s College, 
London, UK. 

Her focus is on social aspects of old age, 
such as state welfare, health, housing, 
working and intergenerational links.

People in Western countries are living longer and longer: so 
are we about to need more and more old people’s homes?

First, you need to look at the figures: even today, it’s actually 
a very small proportion of the elderly who go into old people’s 
homes. We’re talking about between three and six per cent 
across Europe. In the UK, the proportion of elderly people in 
old people’s homes actually fell between 2001 and 2011. One 
reason for this is that old people’s homes are expensive. Another 
reason, though, is that hardly anyone wants to live in one. Most 
people want to stay at home in their old age.

But surely that won’t always be possible?

People have a better chance of staying at home now than they 
did in the past. Your house or flat can be adapted and you 
can hire help at home. Most countries also provide sheltered 
accommodation, where people can live in a bungalow or a flat 
and receive help when they need it. They can also have meals 

delivered, if necessary. It is only the very old and frail who may 
have no option but to go into a care home. It would be unrealistic, 
of course, to think that absolutely everyone could stay at home 
and receive 24-hour care.

How would you ideally like to see things develop in our 
rapidly ageing society?

I’d like to see lots of different models and ways of living.  
Ultimately, everyone is different, and you can’t just lump all old 
people together. For example, I like living in an environment with 
different age groups, whereas in the USA and Australia, housing 
estates for pensioners, where hundreds or even thousands of 
elderly people live together, are hugely popular. Plus, there are 
also elderly people who prefer to live alone. 

Not everyone who lives alone is sad and lonely. And not everyone 
is happy living with their family. It can be terribly lonely even 
within a family. You just can’t generalise about it. 

Individuals should be able to choose how they live, according to British 
social gerontologist Professor Anthea Tinker

“DON’T LUMP OLD 
PEOPLE TOGETHER!”
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