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Moving from Theory to Action

Discuss how to apply the life course perspective to 
guide research, practice, and policy in MCH

Consider what role MCH Epi can play in moving the 
life course perspective from theory to action



Life-Course Perspective

A way of looking at life not as disconnected 
stages, but as an integrated continuum



Life Course Perspective

Lu MC, Halfon N. Racial and ethnic disparities in birth outcomes: a life-course perspective.
Matern Child Health J. 2003;7:13-30. 



Life Course Perspective

Developmental programming
Cumulative pathways



Developmental 
Programming







Prenatal Programming of 
Childhood Obesity



Epidemic of Childhood Overweight & Obesity
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Prenatal Programming of
Childhood Overweight & Obesity



Maternal Diabetes & 
Intrauterine  Hyperglycemia 
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Epigenetics

Gibbs WW. The Unseen Genome: Beyond DNA. Scientific American 2003



Epigenetics
Same Genome, Different Epigenome

R.A. Waterland, R.A. Jirtle, "Transposable elements: targets for early nutritional effects on 
epigenetic gene regulation," Mol Cell Biol, 23:5293-300, 2003. Reprinted in the New Scientist 2004



Cumulative Pathways
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Allostasis: 
Maintain Stability through Change

McEwen BS. Protective and damaging effects of stress mediators. N Eng J Med. 1998;338:171-9.



Allostastic Load:
Wear and Tear from Chronic Stress

McEwen BS. Protective and damaging effects of stress mediators. N Eng J Med. 1998;338:171-9.



Stressed vs. Stressed Out
Stressed

Increased cardiac output

Increased available 
glucose

Enhanced immune 
functions

Growth of neurons in 
hippocampus & 
prefrontal cortex

Stressed Out

Hypertension & 
cardiovascular diseases

Glucose intolerance & 
insulin resistance

Infection & inflammation

Atrophy & death of 
neurons in hippocampus 
& prefrontal cortex 



Allostasis & Allostatic Load

McEwen BS, Lasley EN. The end of stress: As we know it. Washington DC: John Henry Press. 2002



Rethinking Preterm Birth



Term Births

Preterm Birth
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Preterm birth is a leading cause of infant 
mortality and childhood disabilities in the U.S.



Racial & Ethnic Disparities
Infant Mortality
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Racial & Ethnic Disparities
Preterm Births < 37 Weeks 
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Racial & Ethnic Disparities
Very Preterm Births < 32 Weeks 
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Rethinking Preterm Birth

Vulnerability to preterm delivery may be traced to not only 
exposure to stress & infection during pregnancy, but host 
response to stress & infection (e.g. stress reactivity & 
inflammatory dysregulation) patterned over the life course 
(early programming & cumulative allostatic load)



Preterm Birth &
Maternal Ischemic Heart Disease

Kaplan-Meier plots of cumulative probability of survival without admission or death 
from ischemic heart disease after first pregnancy in relation to preterm birth

Smith et al Lancet 2001;357:2002-06
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