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Objectives

The experiences and conditions that children are exposed to in
utero and early infancy impact their health in adulthood. Un-
derstanding the channels through which these effects emerge
is important, because this may help us to anticipate which chil-
dren are at highest risk of adverse effects, and provide early
interventions to help. In this paper, we test a new channel
linking perinatal experiences to later-life health: immunity.

Method

We use administrative birth records, linked with hospital ad-
missions episodes and primary care consultations for children
in the Northern Territory of Australia. This data forms part
of the Child and Youth Development Partnership data linkage
project. We analyse the impact of a shock to household in-
come in Aboriginal communities, resulting from a change in
government transfer policy. We estimate the impact of ex-
posure to this shock in utero or in the first 3 months of life,
relative to exposure later in childhood, to isolate the impact
of an income shock during this key developmental period.
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Results

We find that children who were exposed to the shock in utero
or in their first three months of life were at higher risk of severe
infection requiring hospital admission. They spend, on aver-
age, 4.5 more days in hospital from birth to their 6th birthday
(a 45 percent increase). Most of this impact is concentrated
in admissions for infection. Only a small share of the effect
can be explained by the immediate impact of the policy on
birthweight.

Conclusion

Our findings are consistent with the explanation that an in-
come shock worsens nutrition, and that worse nutrition during
key developmental stages can permanently weaken children’s
immune systems. This finding speaks to the importance of at-
tention to key phases in childhood development, when design-
ing policies that affect households’ financial resources. Fur-
thermore, we find birthweight is a poor predictor of childhood
hospital admission. However, use of longitudinal administra-
tive data helps us to identify alternative markers of new-born
health that are better predictors.
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