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What If Healthy Ageing Is Really About Reserve? 
When we talk about healthy ageing, we usually talk about disease. 

We talk about avoiding diabetes, heart disease, osteoporosis, dementia and 
other chronic conditions. 

All of that is important. 

But I want to introduce a different way of thinking about ageing. 

What if one of the most important questions isn't simply: 

'What diseases don't I have?' 

What if the better question is: 

'How much physical and mental capacity do I have in reserve?' 

Because being free of disease does not necessarily mean that you are fit, 
strong, powerful, steady on your feet, mentally sharp or capable of living 
independently. 

And this brings us to a concept we've developed at The OVER 60s QoL Guys: 

Independence Reserve™ 

Your Independence Reserve is the functional buffer between what everyday 
life demands from you and the maximum capacity your body and brain are 
capable of delivering. 

And the bigger that buffer is, the more reserve you have available when life 
suddenly asks you for more. 
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Think of Your Body Like a Bank Account 
The word 'reserve' is important. 

We understand financial reserves. 

If you spend every cent you earn every month, you may manage perfectly 
well while everything goes according to plan. 

But what happens when the car breaks down? 

Or the roof leaks? 

Or some unexpected expense arrives? 

There is no buffer. 

The same principle applies to our bodies. 

Imagine that your maximum physical capacity represents 100% of what you 
are capable of doing. 

If normal daily activities require only 30 or 40% of that capacity, you have 
plenty left in reserve. 

But if your capacity declines to the point where ordinary activities require 80 
or 90% of everything you've got . . . 

you have very little reserve remaining. 

Getting out of a chair becomes difficult. 

Climbing stairs becomes exhausting. 

Carrying groceries becomes a major physical task. 

Walking through an airport becomes intimidating. 

And something as simple as stumbling over a kerb may demand more speed, 
balance and power than your body can produce. 

That is the difference reserve can make. 
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The Functional Buffer 
Look at the 'Reserve Capacity Explained' section of the infographic. 

At the bottom we have: 

Everyday Life — what you usually do. 

Above that is your total capacity. 

The space between the demands of everyday life and your maximum 
capability is your: 

Reserve Capacity. 

That is your buffer. 

When your reserve is low, ordinary activities consume a large percentage of 
your total capability. 

You are operating close to your limit. 

There is very little additional capacity available for illness, injury, stress or an 
unexpected physical demand. 

When your reserve is high, those exact same daily activities may consume 
only a small proportion of what you are capable of doing. 

You have a comfortable buffer. 

And that can mean greater resilience, greater freedom, greater choice and, 
critically, greater independence. 
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Independence Reserve Is Not One Thing 
Here's where the concept becomes particularly useful. 

Independence doesn't depend upon one measurement. 

You could have an excellent heart but weak legs. 

You could be extremely strong but have poor balance. 

You could have good endurance but insufficient power to arrest a fall. 

You could be physically capable but experience significant cognitive 
decline. 

So we can think of Independence Reserve™ as being supported by several 
different reserves. 

The infographic identifies five major components: 

Aerobic Reserve™. 
Musculoskeletal Reserve™. 
Power & Reaction Reserve™. 
Balance Reserve™. 
Cognitive Reserve™. 

Each contributes something different. 

And together, they help determine how much functional capacity we have 
available beyond the demands of normal life. 
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1. Aerobic Reserve™ — Your Engine 
Let's begin with Aerobic Reserve™. 

Think of this as the size and capability of your body's engine. 

One of our most useful measures here is VO₂ max — the maximum amount of 
oxygen your body can take in, transport and use during intense exercise. 

VO₂ max gives us valuable information about cardiorespiratory fitness. 

But here's where the idea of reserve makes it much easier to understand. 

Suppose walking up a particular hill requires a certain amount of aerobic 
capacity. 

For someone with high cardiorespiratory fitness, that hill might require only 
half of what their cardiovascular system can deliver. 

They still have plenty in reserve. 

For somebody with very low cardiorespiratory fitness, that same hill might 
require almost everything they've got. 

Same hill. 

Same task. 

Completely different physiological demand. 

That is Aerobic Reserve. 

And we don't build it because we want everyone over 60 to become an 
endurance athlete. 

We build it because we want normal life to become easier. 

Walking. 

Climbing stairs. 

Travelling. 

Shopping. 

Playing with grandchildren. 

Going hiking. 

Recovering from physical exertion. 
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The better our aerobic capacity, the larger the potential buffer between 
those everyday demands and our maximum capability. 

 

2. Musculoskeletal Reserve™ — Strength for Life 
Next comes Musculoskeletal Reserve™. 

This is our reserve of muscle mass, strength, bone capacity and functional 
ability. 

Again, think about everyday life. 

Suppose getting out of a chair requires a certain amount of leg strength. 

If your legs can produce several times that amount of force, standing up is 
effortless. 

But if age-related loss of muscle and strength gradually reduces your 
maximum capacity until getting out of the chair requires almost everything 
your legs can produce . . . 

the chair hasn't changed. 

Your reserve has. 

The same applies to carrying shopping, lifting a suitcase, climbing stairs, 
getting off the floor or helping somebody else. 

This is why maintaining muscle as we age is so important. 

We aren't building muscle simply to look muscular. 

We're building strength in reserve. 

And that reserve can help us continue performing everyday activities safely 
and independently. 
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3. Power & Reaction Reserve™ — Move Fast When It 
Matters 
This next reserve is sometimes overlooked. 

Power & Reaction Reserve™. 

Strength tells us how much force we can produce. 

Power asks another question: 

How quickly can we produce that force? 

And as we get older, that becomes incredibly important. 

Imagine that you're walking along and your foot catches the edge of a 
pavement. 

You begin to trip. 

Your nervous system has fractions of a second to recognise what is 
happening. 

Your brain must process the information. 

Your muscles must activate. 

And your leg may need to move rapidly forward to create a new base of 
support before your centre of mass moves beyond your ability to recover. 

You don't have five seconds to think about it. 

You need: 

Reaction. Speed. Power. Coordination. 

Immediately. 

So Power & Reaction Reserve isn't primarily about athletic performance. 

It is about maintaining the ability to respond quickly when real life suddenly 
demands it. 

And that may be the difference between: 

A stumble . . . and a fall. 
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4. Balance Reserve™ — Stay Steady, Stay Safe 
Then we have Balance Reserve™. 

Balance isn't controlled by one single system. 

Your brain is continually integrating information from your eyes, your vestibular 
system in the inner ear, and sensory receptors throughout your muscles and 
joints. 

Your nervous system then uses that information to make constant tiny 
corrections to keep your body stable. 

When our balance capability is substantially greater than the challenge 
we're facing, we have reserve. 

But life doesn't always provide perfectly flat floors and good lighting. 

We encounter: 

Uneven ground. 

Stairs. 

Wet surfaces. 

Dark rooms. 

Moving crowds. 

Unexpected obstacles. 

Changes of direction. 

So Balance Reserve means having more stability and control than ordinary 
circumstances usually require. 

That extra capacity can help us remain confident, active and independent 
— rather than gradually restricting our lives because we are afraid of falling. 
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5. Cognitive Reserve™ — A Sharper, More Resilient Mind 
And finally, we have Cognitive Reserve™. 

Independence isn't purely physical. 

It also requires the ability to think, remember, plan, solve problems, make 
decisions and adapt to changing circumstances. 

The concept of cognitive reserve is particularly interesting because people 
can differ in how resilient their cognitive function is to ageing or brain 
pathology. 

Within our Independence Reserve framework, we're interested in maintaining 
as much usable cognitive capability as possible. 

That means continuing to challenge the brain. 

Learning. 

Reading. 

Problem-solving. 

Maintaining social connections. 

Staying physically active. 

Having purpose. 

Engaging with life rather than gradually withdrawing from it. 

Because independence requires not only a body capable of doing things. 

It requires a brain capable of directing that body and navigating life. 

 

The Reserves Work Together 
And this is where the five components become much more powerful. 

They don't operate independently. 

Imagine again that you trip while walking. 

Your Cognitive and nervous system capacity has to recognise and process 
what is happening. 
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Your Balance Reserve helps detect and control the disturbance. 

Your Reaction Reserve determines how quickly you respond. 

Your Power Reserve helps you move a leg rapidly enough to recover. 

Your Musculoskeletal Reserve provides the strength needed to support your 
body. 

And your broader Aerobic Reserve contributes to your overall physical 
capacity and ability to keep functioning without excessive fatigue. 

One everyday event. 

Multiple physiological systems. 

That is why we shouldn't train ageing bodies in isolated silos. 

We are building a system of reserve. 

 

What Happens When Reserve Declines? 
Now imagine these reserves gradually shrinking. 

Perhaps someone becomes less active in their 50s. 

They lose cardiorespiratory fitness. 

Then they begin losing muscle. 

Their power declines. 

They become less steady on their feet. 

Because they feel less confident, they move even less. 

Less movement causes further deconditioning. 

Daily activities now require a larger percentage of their remaining capacity. 

Eventually, something that once felt trivial becomes difficult. 

And here's the important point: 

Life didn't necessarily become harder. Their reserve became smaller. 

That is one of the fundamental ideas I want people to understand. 
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Illness, Injury and the Reserve Buffer 
Reserve becomes particularly important when something goes wrong. 

Imagine two 70-year-olds develop the same illness and spend several days in 
bed. 

One entered that illness with high levels of fitness, muscle strength and 
functional capacity. 

The other was already operating close to their functional limit. 

Both may lose capacity during the illness. 

But the consequences can be very different. 

The person who began with substantial reserve has further to fall before 
reaching the threshold at which independent living becomes difficult. 

The person who began with very little reserve may cross that threshold much 
sooner. 

This gives us another way of thinking about healthy ageing. 

We aren't simply training for today. 

We are building capacity for the challenges we haven't encountered yet. 

 

Independence Is the Outcome 
Look at the bottom of the infographic. 

This is where all of these ideas come together. 

What do we actually want from all this training? 

Do we want a higher VO₂ max merely so we can boast about the number? 

No. 

Do we want stronger legs simply because we can lift a heavier weight? 

No. 

Do we practise balance because standing on one leg is an impressive party 
trick? 
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Of course not. 

These things are means to an end. 

The objective is: 

To do everyday tasks with ease. 

To continue doing the things we love. 

To remain active with family and friends. 

To be more resilient when life throws challenges at us. 

To maintain a sharp mind. 

And ultimately: 

To preserve our independence and quality of life for as long as possible. 

 

Lifespan Is Not Enough 
This brings us back to one of the central philosophies of The OVER 60s QoL 
Guys. 

We don't simply want to extend lifespan. 

We want to extend healthspan. 

And I would suggest we should go one step further. 

We want to extend: 

Independencespan. 

In other words: 

How many of the years that we live can we spend physically capable, 
mentally engaged and functionally independent? 

That is a very different objective from simply trying not to die. 

It gives us something positive to build. 
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You Don't Need Infinite Capacity 
There is another important point. 

The goal isn't to become infinitely fit. 

It isn't to turn every 65-year-old into an elite athlete. 

And it isn't to spend your retirement living in a gym. 

The objective is much more practical: 

Build enough capacity that normal life sits comfortably below your maximum. 

We want a buffer. 

Enough aerobic capacity that walking through an airport isn't exhausting. 

Enough strength that getting off the floor isn't an ordeal. 

Enough power to react when you stumble. 

Enough balance to negotiate uneven ground confidently. 

Enough cognitive capacity to continue learning, deciding, adapting and 
engaging with the world. 

That is what Independence Reserve is really about. 

 

Building the Reserve 
And importantly, these reserves are not necessarily fixed. 

Aerobic capacity can be trained. 

Strength can be trained. 

Muscle can be built and maintained. 

Power can be trained. 

Balance can be practised. 

The brain can continue to be challenged. 

Even later in life, we can work on increasing the gap between: 

'What life asks of me' 
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and 

'What I am capable of doing.' 

That gap is valuable. 

That gap is freedom. 

 

The OVER 60s QoL Guys Independence Reserve™ 
So when we bring everything together, we have a very simple model. 

Aerobic Reserve™ gives us endurance. 

Musculoskeletal Reserve™ gives us strength and physical capacity. 

Power & Reaction Reserve™ gives us the ability to respond rapidly. 

Balance Reserve™ helps keep us upright and stable. 

Cognitive Reserve™ helps keep us mentally capable, adaptable and 
engaged. 

Together, these contribute to something larger: 

Independence Reserve™. 

And the larger that reserve, the more capable we may be of dealing not 
only with ordinary life, but also with the unexpected challenges that 
inevitably come with ageing. 

 

Key Takeaway: Build More Than You Need 
If there is one idea I want someone to remember from this infographic, it is 
this: 

Don't train merely to cope with today's life. 

Build more capacity than today's life requires. 

Because tomorrow may ask more of you. 

An illness may ask more of you. 

A fall or injury may ask more of you. 
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Travel may ask more of you. 

Your grandchildren may ask more of you! 

And hopefully, the things you still dream of doing will ask more of you. 

So build the buffer. 

Build the engine. 

Build the muscle. 

Build the strength. 

Build the power. 

Build the balance. 

Challenge the brain. 

And keep making deposits into your Independence Reserve™. 

Because healthy ageing isn't simply about adding more years to your life. 

It's about maintaining enough capacity to keep living those years on your 
own terms. 

 

Understand Your Body. Build Healthy Habits. Live Your Best Life. 


