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Outline 

•  What is a life course approach?  

•  Implications for services, training and research 

•  Examples of practical implementation  

What is a life course approach?  
A life course perspective investigates the long-term effects of biological, 
behavioural and social exposures during gestation, childhood, 
adolescence and young adulthood on health and chronic disease in later 
life and across generations. 

- intuitive relevance to women’s health care in particular  

- pregnancy acts as early ‘stress test’ for future disease risk 

- period before conception is seen as a critical period  
WHO Global Action Plan for Prevention & Control of Non-communicable 
Diseases 2013-2020.  

- highlights potential for early intervention  

Population view of predictable health care needs with age Implications of life course model for women’s health care 
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Irregular  
vaginal bleeding  

History Examination and 
Investigations 

Age 
Menstrual history –nature and timing of 
bleeding related to sex and menses 
Menses ?frequent, irregular or prolonged 
History of anaemia, trauma 
STI history 
Cervical cytology, contraception history 

FBC 
Pregnancy test 
Chlamydia swab 
Visualise cervix and cervical 
smear if due 
Bimanual examination 

If oligomenorrhoea or  
post menopausal 
bleed 
follow relevant pathway 

If IMB persists 

Pelvic pain/abdomino-pelvic mass 
or cervical polyp  

refer to intermediate care 

Intermenstrual bleeding Post coital bleeding 

Normal smear and  
cervix 

Abnormal smear or  
cervix 

Exclude pregnancy 
Treat chlamydia, contact 

trace, full STI screen  

Complete 3/12 menstrual  
blood loss chart 

Age <40yrs  – treat  
with COC or  

Norethisterone 5mg tds days  
5-25 for 3-6/12 

Refer to  
Intermediate care for TVS  
and endometrial biopsy 

Observe 

If persistent  
(for 2/12) follow IMB  

pathway 

Refer to colposcopy 
TWR Aged >40yrs 

with heavy and/or 
 irregular loss  

Refer to secondary  
care  

TVS/abdominal  
ultrasound/cervical  

polypectomy 

Normal  
results 

Treatment: IUS/COC/ 
endometrial ablation 

Abnormal  
results Map of Medicine 

NHS Scotland Patient Pathways, Irregular bleeding 2005 

Exclusions: Features 
suspicious of 
malignancy 
Refer to secondary care 
under two week rule 

Darzi Fellow:    57% hospital gynae referrals suitable for community 

  one-stop integrated gynae and sexual health service 

78% of women managed in the community  

Excellent feedback from GPs and won national award 

Pilot 2011 

Broader services, better integrated 

•  Complex	  contracep/on	  

•  Medical	  Gynaecology	  
•  Menopause	  
•  PMS	  
•  Adolescent	  Gynaecology	  
•  Sexual	  problems	  
•  Colposcopy	  
•  Abor/on	  care	  

•  Complex	  GUM	  

•  HIV	  
•  MSM	  
•  Sexual	  assault	  

•  Genital	  skins	  

Chalmers Centre 
Edinburgh  
Integrated	  Sexual	  Health 

Pregnancy as a cardiovascular ‘stress test’ for subclinical trajectories… … brings opportunities for chronic disease prevention  
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•  Maternity care opportunity for public health care.  

•  Major threats to women’s health & reproductive outcomes  
 smoking  
 alcohol  
 hypertension  
 diabetes 
 obesity  
 mental ill health  
 domestic violence  

1

“Women’s Health is Public Health  
Public Health is Women’s Health” 

Chief Medical Officer,  Sally Davies 2012  

 Pre-pregnancy health and care  

•  Action to improve preconception health is often dismissed on grounds that too 
many pregnancies are unplanned.   

•  Established interventions: folic acid supplementation, rubella immunisation, 
improving glycaemic control for women with diabetes and medication review. 

•     Confusion about responsibility to provide care; patch delivery 

•     Low awareness and uptake among women and health professionals, even for  
      folic acid  (1/3 women who planned pregnancy took folic acid before pregnancy) 

•     Few studies about how to implement preconception care 

 Pre-pregnancy health and care  

•  Better measure of pregnancy planning (scored 0-12) shows that over 2/3 
pregnancies leading to births are planned.  (www.LMUP.com) 

•  Positive behaviour change before pregnancy linked to planning and advice from 
Health care professionals.    

•  Interventions applicable to the general population - e.g. cutting smoking and 
alcohol, increasing physical activity and achieving a healthy weight, fit with a 
broader life course approach and reducing health inequalities.   

•  Primary care, community pharmacies, family planning and sexual health services 
provide multiple opportunities to improve awareness and uptake of preconception 
interventions.  

•  Removal of LARC prime opportunity; training in preconception guidance.  

A review of women’s 
health care in Oman 
Lewis and Stephenson  

December 2012  

Implications of life course model for training:  
key messages from the RCOG 

Localise services where possible, centralise where necessary  

Delivery of more care outside hospitals requires more flexible workforce 

Care crosses boundaries, involves range of professions and team working  

Women’s Health Networks 

Implications for  
Research  

Life course model 
encompasses the  
Social Determinants  
of Health 
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INFERTILITY 
ENDOMETRIOSIS 

IUGR 

DEGENERATIVE DISEASES 

Epigenetics ‘records’ environmental, 
genetic and lifestyle factors affecting 
health and disease over the life course 

British cohort studies 

National Survey of Health & Development (NSHD), 
established in 1946 

National Child Development Study (NCDS),  
established in 1958  

1970 British Cohort Study (BCS70) 

Millennium Cohort Study (MCS), established in 2000 

Life study overview 

•  More than 100,000 babies to be recruited starting 2014 
–  Pregnancy sample (~90,000) 
–  Birth sample, nationally representative (~20,000) 
–  Large samples of ethnic minorities 

•  Strong policy-oriented themes: 
–  Inequalities, diversity  and social mobility  
–  Early life antecedents of educational performance  
–  Developmental origins of health and illness 
–  Social, emotional & behavioural development 
–  Neighbourhoods and environment 

•  Data  
–  Biological samples  
–  Interviews, observations and measurements 
–  Extensive Record linkages….. 

  Anonymised	  HIV	  tes/ng	  for	  >	  20	  
yrs	  	  

  Demography	  of	  HIV	  epidemic	  	  

  Led	  to	  antenatal	  HIV	  screening	  
programme	  	  

  Mother	  to	  child	  transmission	  	  
reduced	  from	  20%	  to	  <	  2%	  

Example of linkage to impact: anonymous HIV testing 

Implications of life course model for WH  

•  Clinical – services become more aligned and integrated around 
predictable healthcare needs; less focus on institutions, more on 
woman-centred pathways 

•  Training – shift to more holistic & integrated community care;  fewer 
gynaecologists skilled in complex pelvic surgery, more skilled in 
diagnostic ultrasound.  Women’s health networks.  

•  Research – scientific underpinning of life course model encompasses 
both social determinants of health (Marmot report) and molecular 
(epigenetic) mechanisms; more routine data linkage needed for 
scientific understanding.  

•  Education – about healthy lifestyles starting before and in pregnancy, 
continuing with consistent clear messages in early childhood and adult 
life. Raising professional awareness of life course model & implications  

Life course approach to Women’s Health: 

ESC global conference on contraception 
reproductive and sexual health  

May 23rd 2013  

Judith Stephenson 
Professor of Sexual & Reproductive Health, UCL 

Programme Director for Women’s Health, UCL Partners 
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Planned Record Linkage 

Health: hospital and primary care records, registers 

Education – parents and, in future, child 

Benefits and employment records 

Mobile phones, air pollution, water quality, heavy metals 

Assisted conceptions (HFEA database)  

Pregnancy planning in Malawi 
(Jennifer Hall, Judith Stephenson and Anthony Costello) 

•  Wellcome funded study of pregnancy 
planning and maternal & neonatal 
outcomes in 4000 women: 

–  Better measurement (scored 0-12) 
of pregnancy planning 
www.LMUP.com 

–  Analysis of family planning in 
Malawi with women (demand) 
through service delivery to policy 
(supply) 


