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Increasing longevity is one of the most remarkable successes in history. As shown by
the WHO (2018), for the first time in the history, life expectancy at birth has reached
60 years and in the next 30 years more than 2 billion people will be aged 60 years or
older.

Although a longer life brings with it opportunities (not only for older people
themselves but also for their family and society as a whole), it also raises important
social and economic challenges. As well as the predictable pressure on pension
systems, there is the risk of a demographically-driven macroeconomic slowdown.
Potentially, longer lives could mean increased vulnerability to chronic disease and
disability, which generates demand for health and social care. To address this pressure
on services, it will be necessary to improve health on a population scale and across the
entire life course. Many researchers around the world are studying this phenomenon
and, together with governments and institutions, are looking for concrete solutions and
policies that would make healthy ageing a reality for the majority of the population.

Over the past 30 years, the life course approach has become mainstream to seeking
these solutions. The following criteria of the life course perspective have attracted the
interest of sociologists, anthropologists, demographers, economists and psychologists.
First, the life course perspective considers changes in human lives over a long stretch of
a lifetime (such as from childhood to old age) and not just particular episodes. This
leads to the strong assumption, used often in research on ageing, that prior life history
has a significant impact on later life outcomes. Second, changes in human lives are
analysed across several cohorts and this enables the analysis of both life-time and
historical time. Third, changes in human lives are investigated across life domains
(such as work and family), making this approach interdisciplinary. Fourth, the life
course is studied as a combination of personal characteristics, individual actions,
cultural frames and structural conditions, where micro, meso and macro levels of
analysis interact.
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In this way, the life course perspective identifies ageing as a life-span phenomenon
and recognises influences that happened before birth. Some of these influences are
genetics, as acknowledge by Rowe and Kahn (1987). Others are environmental and
economic (Ferraro et al. 2009). Taking into consideration these factors is crucial to
understand the late-life outcomes and to develop the potential interventions to improve
the lives of individuals in later years.

Research has suggested that the pathways through which early experiences affect
later life outcomes can be organised in three life course models (Hendricks 2012). Early
life conditions may affect ageing directly over time if they occur during a critical period
of development. The timing of exposure may yield powerful consequences for subse-
quent development and may affect the efficacy of the later intervention (Elder et al.
2003). Cumulative exposure operates differently from processes noted in the previous
model, but it also leads to outcomes that are embedded in individuals’ experiences and
not easily modified. Finally, early conditions and events may influence later outcomes
by shaping intermediate life situations, conditions and roles that affect later-life
outcomes.

These models present similarities and differences but they are strongly interrelated.
They all contribute to the general life course approach and they all include the use of
longitudinal studies, which are the only data which allow us to track and measure
changes over time in large numbers of individuals. This is how they help us to
disentangle the complexity of the ageing phenomenon and to gain new insights into
the ageing process. Our ability to improve the effectiveness of policies for healthy
ageing is dependent on such insights.

References

Elder, G. H., Jr., Johnson, M. K., & Crosnoe, R. (2003). The emergence and development of life course theory.
In J. T. Mortimer & M. J. Shanahan (Eds.), Handbook of the life course (pp. 3–19). New York: Kluwer
Academic/Plenum.

Ferraro, K. F., Pylypiv Shippee, T., & Schafer, M. H. (2009). Cumulative inequality theory for research on
aging and the life course. In V. L. Bengtson, M. Silverstein, N. M. Putney, & D. Gans (Eds.),Handbookof
theories of aging (2nd ed., pp. 413–433). New York: Springer.

Hendricks, J. (2012). Considering life course concepts. The Journalsof Gerontology, Series B: Psychological
and Social Sciences, 67B, 226–231. https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbr147.

Rowe, J. W., & Kahn, R. L. (1987). Human aging: Usual and successful. Science, 237, 143–149. https://doi.
org/10.1126/science.3299702.

World Health Organization. (2018). Ageing and health. Retrieved from https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-
sheets/detail/ageing-and-health

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and
institutional affiliations.

S. Zella272

https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbr147
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.3299702
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.3299702
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/ageing-and-health
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/ageing-and-health

	From Early to Later Life
	References




