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Paradigm Shift in Social Gerontology

“Old age as a life 
phase is inherently 
different from earlier 
phases because there 
is a long past that 
must be taken into 
account. That long 
past reflects the fact 
that aging is a 
lifelong process.”

Settersten, R.A. (2017). Some things I 
have learned about aging by studying 
the life course. Innovation in Aging, 
1(2). doi: 10.1093/geroni/igx014
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Ben-Shlomo, Y., Cooper, R., & Kuh, D. The last two decades of life course epidemiology and 
its relevance for research on ageing. International Journal of Epidemiology, 45(4), 973-988. 
doi: 10.1093/ije/dyw096

Paradigm Shift within Epidemiology



Do Inequalities from Childhood Matter 
for Later Life Cognitive Health?
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Inequality among Families Today

https://www.cnbc.com/2018/07/19/income-inequality-continues-to-grow-in-the-united-states.html



U.S. National Plan to Address 
Alzheimer’s Disease: 2017 Update



Advancing the Empirical Evidence, 
while Contributing to Theory



WLS Sample
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A Unique Data Source

• The Measures
– Neurocognitive assessments

• Age 65 and 72
• Memory and language/executive functioning

– Prospective measures from adolescence
– Careful attention to status attainment of parents and 

the participant
– Genetic data

• The Sample
– White, high school graduates from Wisconsin
– Yet still diverse in important ways (e.g., rural versus 

urban)



Summary of Findings (So Far)

• SES associated with baseline levels of cognition 
at age 65, not so much with change

• Larger associations for language/executive 
functioning than memory

• Associations involving parental education larger 
and more robust than parents’ occupational 
status and income

• Post-secondary educational attainment and 
adolescent IQ account for much of the association 
between parental SES and later life cognition



Summary of Findings (So Far)

• Evidence for differential susceptibility to APOE-4, 
specifically:
– For memory
– At age 65



Implications

• For research: Consistent evidence that 
childhood matters. 

• For theory: Constellations of risk and 
protective factors stemming from 
childhood.

• For society: Forging greater connections 
across policy on children’s health and 
healthy aging.



Next Steps

• Latent transition analyses to model more 
subtle changes between ages 65 to 72

• School quality as another aspect of 
childhood inequality

• Propensity score analysis concerning 
long-term implications of post-secondary 
education



Childhood Inequality and Brain Aging 
among African American Adults
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