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Why is a life course approach pertinent 
for addressing health inequalities?
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LǊǾƛƴƎ ½ƻƭŀΩǎ άwƛǾŜǊ !ƴŀƭƻƎȅέ 

"I am standing by the shore of a swiftly flowing river and hear the cry of a drowning man.  So 
I jump into the river, put my arms around him, pull him to shore and apply artificial 

respiration. 
Just when he begins to breathe, there is another cry for help.

So, I jump into the river, reach him, pull him to shore and apply artificial respiration, and 
then. 

Just as he begins to breathe, another cry for help.  

So back in the river again, reaching, pulling, applying, breathing, and then 
another yell.

Again and again, without end, goes the sequence.

I'm so busy jumping in, pulling them to shore, applying artificial respiration
that I have no time to see  

who the hell is upstream pushing them all in.έ

Adapted from a story told by Irving Zola as cited in McKinlay, John B. "A case for refocusing upstream: The political economyof
illness." In Conrad and Kern, 2nd edition, 1986, The Sociology of Health and Illness: Critical Perspectives. pp. 484-498.
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Source: Why treat people...without changing what makes them sick? Image from the World Health Organization 
http://who.int/social_determinants/en/



Transgenerational In Utero Infancy Childhood Adolescence Adulthood
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What is life course approach to health?

Å Investigates the long term effects of physical and 
social hazards during gestation, childhood, 
adolescence, young adulthood and later adult life (and 
across generations) on health.

Å Studies the biological, behavioural and psychosocial 
pathways that operate across the life course and 
influence the development of diseases. 



ωOne of the greatest tragedies of 
poverty is itsinter-generational 
transmission.

ωChildren born into poverty enter 
ŀŘǳƭǘƘƻƻŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ άbasic 
capabilitiesέ όƎƻƻŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ 
decent education) to escape 
poverty.





ω Remarkable continuity in neighborhood economic status from 
one generation to the next.

ωMore than 70% of black children who grow up in the poorest 
quarter of American neighborhoods remain in the poorest 
quarter of neighborhoods as adults.

ω For whites it was 40%.

ω Snap-shot contextual measures will severely underestimate the 
long run impact of neighborhoods on health.



Health and SES Across Life Course

Source: MacArthur Research Network on SES and Health. Reaching for a healthier life.
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LǎƴΩǘ ƛǘ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎΚ
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Life course perspectives in health:
a quick history
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The fetal origins hypothesis ςalso referred to as the 
άBarker hypothesisέ ςis that fetal undernutrition in 
middle to late gestation can trigger intrauterine growth 
retardation that can affect fetal structure and 
metabolism in ways that program the individual to later 
cardiovascular and endocrine diseases. 
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Source: Barker DJ, Clark PM. Fetal undernutrition and disease in later life. Rev Reprod. May 1997;2(2):105-112.

CHD Mortality and Birth Weight
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What is life course approach to health?


