
 
 

  
 

  
 

 
 
 

Economic conditions and adversities early in life are known to impact a range of 
health and cognitive outcomes at high ages. Studies in economics have speculated 
that the underlying causal pathway involves epigenetic mechanisms affecting 
gene regulation. We advance on this by identifying causal effects of early-life 
economic conditions on DNA methylation (DNAm) later in life. Specifically, we 
examine the extent to which the individual biological age (as predicted by DNAm) 
deviates from the chronological age. We use the economic business cycle at birth 
to instrument economic conditions early in life. Results based on samples of 
elderly individuals from five merged UK data sets show strong and highly 
significant effects, with unfavorable conditions at birth on average leading to a 
larger positive difference between biological and chronological age. 
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Gerard Van den Berg is a leading researcher in the field of duration analysis, studying the time that individuals spend in a 
certain state, such as unemployment or work or the duration from birth to death. His work has led to policy reforms that have 
impacted the lives of unemployed individuals in Germany, Sweden and France. He is Fellow of the Econometric Society since 
2013 and Member of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Sciences. He has lived and worked in the Netherlands, Germany, the 
UK, Sweden and the USA where he held positions at Princeton and Northwestern. In 2009 he received the Alexander von 
Humboldt Professorship Prize, being the first economist and social scientist ever to have won this prize. He is currently at the 
University of Groningen and the University Medical Center Groningen. He has published in Econometrica, the Review of 
Economic Studies, the American Economic Review, Nature, and other journals.   

 


