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Abstract

The life course approach to health and wellbeing is examined in this report, which analyses the effects of social, economic, and environmental factors throughout the lifetime by relying on pertinent theory, policy, and research. It makes the case that broader structural factors that build up over time and affect life trajectories from early childhood to old age, in addition to individual experiences and behaviours, determine health and wellbeing. The impact of disadvantage at one stage of life on subsequent outcomes, which contribute to enduring health disparities, is given special focus. The report also evaluates the appropriacy and effectiveness of life course interventions, suggesting that while such interventions can improve outcomes, many remain overly focused on individual behaviour change and fail to adequately address broader determinants of health. The report concludes that a more effective life course approach requires integrated action across policy and practice, with greater emphasis on reducing inequality and improving access to support at all stages of life. Recommendations are made for future policy, practice, education and research.
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Introduction the Life Course Approach to Health and Wellbeing

A framework for comprehending how social, economic, and environmental factors influence health and wellbeing across a person's lifetime is offered by the life course approach. According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2025), the life course approach acknowledges the impact of events on health from perception to old age and across generations. By highlighting the significance of structural conditions and cumulative exposures across time, this perspective goes beyond individual explanations of health.

The increasing importance of this approach reflects developments in longitudinal research, which have enabled researchers to examine how early life experiences influence later outcomes. For example, disadvantage experienced in childhood, such as poverty or poor housing, can increase the risk of poorer health in adulthood (Burton-Jeangros et al., 2015). This has contributed to growing global interest in life course interventions aimed at improving health outcomes at different stages of life (WHO, 2025).

However, while the life course approach is widely adopted, many interventions remain overly focused on the individual behaviour rather than addressing wider structural inequalities. This report therefore examines the impact of social, economic and environmental factors on health and wellbeing across the life course and evaluates the appropriacy and effectiveness of related interventions. It concludes with recommendations for future development.













The Life Course Approach and Social Factors

Since relationships, social roles, and cultural expectations affect people at every stage of life, social factors are crucial in determining health and welfare throughout the life course. Dahlgren and Whitehead (2006) claim that socioeconomic variables such living conditions, social support networks, and education are important causes of health disparities. These effects start in early life, when parenting styles and the family environment have a big impact on how children develop emotionally and how they behave in terms of their health (Baxter et al., 2022).

Adverse childhood experiences, including neglect, abuse and family instability, have been shown to have long-term effects on mental and physical health (Burton-Jeangros et al., 2015). This supports the life course concept of accumulation of risk, where early disadvantage can lead to further challenges later in life. However, while early life experiences are important, it is important to avoid a deterministic perspective, as later interventions can still alter life trajectories and improve outcomes.

During adolescence, social influences become increasingly complex. Peer relationships, bullying and social expectations can strongly affect mental health and wellbeing. Social media has become a particularly significant influence, with research suggesting links to increased anxiety, depression and social comparison (OECD, 2020). However, focusing solely on social media risks oversimplifying the issue, as adolescent mental health is also shaped by broader social pressures, including academic expectations, family circumstances and cultural norms.

In adulthood, social roles such as employment, parenthood and caregiving continue to influence wellbeing. Social support networks can act as protective factors by reducing stress and promoting positive behaviours, whereas social isolation can have negative effects on mental health (Giddens and Sutton, 2021). In older age, factors such as bereavement and reduced social interaction can further impact wellbeing, highlighting the continued importance of social relationships across the life course.

A range of interventions aim to address social factors, including parenting programmes, school-based support and community initiatives. These interventions can be appropriate because they target key stages of life and promote resilience. However, their effectiveness is often limited when they fail to address wider structural inequalities, such as poverty and access to services. This suggests that while social interventions are valuable, they must be part of a broader, more integrated approach to improving health and wellbeing.


The Life Course Approach and Economic Factors

Economic factors are among the most significant determinants of health across the life course, as they shape access to resources, living conditions and opportunities for healthy lifestyles. Income, employment and education all play a key role in determining health outcomes, with research showing a strong relationship between economic inequality and poorer population health (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009).

In early life, poverty can limit access to nutritious food, safe housing and quality education, all of which are essential for healthy development (Marshall, 2024). These disadvantages often interact with other risk factors, contributing to cumulative disadvantage over time. Economic hardship can also affect parental wellbeing, which may in turn influence children’s emotional and psychological development.

During adolescence and early adulthood, economic factors such as educational attainment and employment opportunities shape future life trajectories. Young people from disadvantaged backgrounds may face greater barriers to education and employment, which can increase stress and reduce life chances (OECD, 2020). This highlights the importance of addressing economic inequalities early in life to prevent long-term disadvantage.

In adulthood, employment can have both positive and negative effects on health. While secure employment provides financial stability and social identity, insecure or low-paid work can contribute to stress and poor mental health. This demonstrates that the quality of employment is just as important as employment itself.

In older age, the cumulative effects of economic inequality become more apparent, with individuals who have experienced disadvantage throughout their lives more likely to face financial hardship and reduced access to care (World Bank, 2024). This reinforces the life course principle that inequalities accumulate over time.
Economic interventions, such as welfare support and policies aimed at reducing inequality, are often effective because they address the material conditions that shape health. However, many health policies continue to focus on individual behaviour change rather than structural determinants. This can limit their effectiveness and may place responsibility on individuals who have limited control over their circumstances.


The Life Course Approach and Environmental Factors

Environmental factors, including housing, neighbourhood conditions and access to services, also play a crucial role in shaping health and wellbeing across the life course. The WHO (2020) emphasises that environmental conditions are key determinants of health, particularly when combined with social and economic disadvantage.

In early life, poor housing conditions, such as overcrowding, damp and exposure to pollutants, can negatively affect physical health and development. These environmental risks are often concentrated in disadvantaged communities, contributing to health inequalities (Dahlgren and Whitehead, 2006). Limited access to safe outdoor spaces may also restrict opportunities for physical activity and social interaction.

During adolescence, environmental factors such as school environments and neighbourhood safety continue to influence wellbeing. Access to supportive environments can promote positive development, while unsafe or deprived environments may increase stress and isolation (Scriven et al., 2023). These factors interact with social and economic conditions, reinforcing patterns of inequality.

In adulthood, environmental conditions such as housing quality, workplace environments and transport systems influence daily life and health behaviours. Long commuting times, poor living conditions and limited access to services can contribute to stress and reduce opportunities for healthy living. In older age, accessible housing and age-friendly environments are essential for maintaining independence and quality of life.

Environmental interventions, such as improving housing, reducing pollution and creating safe public spaces, are often effective because they address the conditions in which people live. However, their impact is often limited by unequal access and insufficient investment. This highlights the need for coordinated policy approaches that address environmental, social and economic determinants simultaneously.


Conclusions and Recommendations 

The life course approach to health and wellbeing has been explored in this report, which shows how social, economic, and environmental factors interact to influence health outcomes throughout time. It has demonstrated that health disparities are the product of cumulative disadvantage over the course of a person's life rather than isolated incidents. Long-term health and wellbeing are influenced by social variables like family ties and social support, economic issues like job and income, and environmental elements like housing and communities. While life course interventions can improve outcomes, the report has identified that many remain overly focused on individual behaviour rather than addressing wider structural determinants of health. As a result, their effectiveness is often limited, particularly for individuals experiencing disadvantage. This highlights the importance of adopting a more comprehensive, preventative approach that considers the broader conditions influencing health across the lifespan.

Recommendations

Policy:
· Increase investment in reducing poverty and inequality, particularly in early childhood, to prevent long-term health disparities.
· Support life course interventions across all life stages, ensuring policies address cumulative disadvantage rather than isolated issues.
Practice:
· Improve access to mental health services, particularly for young people, to enable early intervention and support.
· Provide training for front-line professionals to better understand and apply the life course approach in practice.
Education:
· Develop health education programmes that focus on wider determinants of health, not just individual lifestyle choices.
· Strengthen professional training to improve awareness of health inequalities and preventative approaches.
Research:
· Increase longitudinal research to better understand how health inequalities develop over time.
· Evaluate the long-term effectiveness of life course interventions to inform future policy and practice.
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