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ABSTRACT 

Background: Life expectancy increased dramatically during the 20
th

 century and is still increasing in many parts 

of the world. In view of population ageing, the health and functioning of older persons and factors that could 

promote a good life in old age have become of vital importance. The aim of this thesis was to further the 

knowledge about successful ageing, focusing particularly on fitness and physical activity. 

Method: This thesis is part of the repeated cross-sectional and longitudinal Gerontological and Geriatric 

Population Studies in Gothenburg, initiated in 1971. Samples comprised 75-year-olds born in 1930 and 

examined in 2005, 75-year-olds born in 1911-12 and examined in 1987, and also 75-year-olds living in Teheran, 

Iran. Fitness was assessed with standardised tests of gait speed, chair stand, stair climbing, one-leg stance and 

grip strength. Questions on physical activity and health-related quality of life (HRQL), assessed with Short Form 

36 (SF-36), were also included. Further, open interviews were conducted with 22 persons aged 75-90 years 

regarding their views of successful ageing. 

Main findings: Seventy-five-year-olds in Sweden had better physical functioning, both in tests of fitness and in 

self-reported measures, compared to those in Iran. They also had a higher level of physical activity (about 85 % 

versus 10 % reported any physical activity). However, no difference was found regarding the proportion of 

fallers. In both countries, there was a gender gap with men having better physical functioning and reporting more 

physical activity, compared to women.  

In Sweden, about 60 % of 75-year-olds attained recommended levels of walking (≥150 min/week). Regular 

walking was positively related to HRQL, and fitness was identified as a partial mediator in this relation, mainly 

among women.  

Seventy-five-year-olds examined in 2005 had better fitness and a higher level of physical activity compared to 

75-year-olds examined in 1987, but this positive trend was not observed in women with a low level of education. 

Further, when persons aged above 75 years were asked about their views of successful ageing, an overarching 

theme was formulated as “self-respect through ability to keep fear of frailty at a distance”. 

Conclusion: This thesis suggests that the level of fitness and the frequency of physical activities are higher 

among 75-year-olds in Sweden examined in 2005 compared to those examined in 1987 and compared to those 

living in Iran. Although older persons seem to have improved their physical functioning, worries about future 

frailty may threaten the possibility for successful ageing. 
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