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What else can birth certificates do? 
who raised 
the question 



Fetal Origins Hypothesis 

•  1940s: link between fetal condition and future disease 
•  1990s: fetal origins hypothesis proposed by 

Barker(1990; 1995). 
–  Fetus faced with a compromised intrauterine environment 

not only would slow down its growth to reduce nutritional 
requirements but also might make developmental adaptions 
by modifying its structure and physiology in a durable 
fashion, leading to higher risk of developing chronic diseases 
in later life.  

•  Supported by hundreds of human and animal studies.  
–  high quality data 
–  omitted variable bias 



Why economists have become interested? 

•  Important implications for the modeling of human 
capital development. 
–  Classical health production framework (Grossman 1972) 
The impact of shocks to the stock of health faded away over 
time. Formally, the health stock at time t can be written as 
 
 
 
 
 
 

health 
endowment 

Health capital depreciates and is 
responsive to new health 
investments.  
Events further in the past will have 
less-important effects than more 
recent events. 



Why economists have become interested? (cont.) 

•  Consider a two-input (capital and labor) constant elasticity of 
substitution model with investments in utero and those 
occuring during the rest of the childhood (Heckman 2007) 

 
 

–  A “good start” as opposed to the fade out implication in the 
Grossman model, for instance, healthier newborn benefit more 
from breastfeeding or other nutrition. 

–  The productivity of investment may also be affected, for 
example, one might expect good childhood health to facilitate 
the development of cognition. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

There is a large body of 
literature examining the 
effects of early start.  



Why biologically possible? 

•  First, adverse in utero experiences lead to permanent alterations 
in physiology, resulting in an adverse intrauterine environment 
(these includes higher maternal blood pressure, higher maternal 
insulin, or elevated plasma glucocorticoids during pregnancy) 
for the fetus, inducing programming effects in the next 
generation.  

•  Second, adverse in utero experiences also may influence 
expression of genes without changing the nucleotide sequences 
of DNA, through epigenetic modification, thus inducing 
permanent changes in the pheno-type. 





How economics plays a role? 

•  Quasi-experimental strategies: 
–  1918 and 1967 flu epidemics 
–  Maternal fasting during Ramadan 
–  Malaria prevalence either due to seasonal variation or 

eradication campaigns 

•  Large data and econometric models 



Almond (2006) 

•  Almond Douglas, 2006. “Is the 1918 influenza over? Long-
term effects of in utero influenza exposure in the post-1940 US 
population,”  Journal of Political Economy, 114(4): 672-712. 



Almond (2006) (cont.) 



Almond (2006) (cont.) 



Almond (2006) (cont.) 

Deviations of census outcomes from smooth cohort trends are 
estimated systematically for cohorts born between 1912 and 1922 
as  





Currie & Moretti (2007) 

•  Janet Currie and E. Moretti, 2007. “Biology as Destiny? Short-
and Long-Run Determinants of Intergenerational Transmission 
of Birth Weight," Journal of Labor Economics, 25 (2). 



Currie & Moretti (2007) (cont.) 



Currie & Moretti (2007) (cont.) 



Currie & Moretti (2007) (cont.) 

Intergenerational transfer 
of health: the production 
of health beginning 
much earlier in life. 



Currie & Moretti (2007) (cont.) 



Royer (2009) 

•  Heather Royer, 2009. “Seperated at Girth: US Twins Estimates 
of the Effects of Birth Weight,” American Economic Journal: 
Applied Economics, 1:1, 49-85. 



Royer (2009) (cont.) 



Royer (2009) (cont.) 



Royer (2009) (cont.) 



WHAT ELSE? 



Education & health: disentangling causal 
relationships from associations 

•  How strong and 
persuasive is the link 
between education and 
heath across different 
contexts and different 
indicators of health? 



Currie & Moretti (2003) 

•  Janet Currie and Enrico Moretti, 2003. “Mother’s education 
and the intergenerational transmission of human capital: 
Evidence from college openings,” The Quarterly Journal of 
Economics, 118: 1495-1532. 



Currie & Moretti (2003) 



Currie & Moretti (2003) (cont.) 



Bharadwaj, Loken, & Christopher (2013) 

•  Prashant Bharadwaj, Katrine Vellesen Loken, and Christopher 
Neilson, 2013, “Early life health interventions and academic 
achievement,” American Economic Review, 103(5): 
1862-1891.  



Bharadwaj, Loken, & Christopher (2013) (cont.) 



Bharadwaj, Loken, & Christopher (2013) (cont.) 



Bharadwaj, Loken, & Christopher (2013) (cont.) 



Bharadwaj, Loken, & Christopher (2013) (cont.) 



Bharadwaj, Loken, & Christopher (2013) (cont.) 



Bharadwaj, Loken, & Christopher (2013) (cont.) 



Bharadwaj, Loken, & Christopher (2013) (cont.) 



Bharadwaj, Loken, & Christopher (2013) (cont.) 



Thanks! 


