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OBSERVATION: 

Childhood conditions, exposures, and experiences matter 
for long-term cognitive functioning and decline



OBSERVATION: 

Measuring childhood conditions, exposures, and experiences requires 
one of three things:

1. Perfect and detailed retrospective recall of early life (across decades)

2. Following representative groups of people for many decades

3. “Seeing” today’s older people in data collected organically when they were 
children
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ACT records will soon be linked to historical U.S. Census records
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“All” of today’s older Americans show up

as children in old U.S. decennial census records.
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IPUMS MLP - Background

U.S. federal census records are entirely public after 72 years (with names)

They have all been digitized

They have now (mostly) been linked across years

All these data are freely available at IPUMS.org

They are now being linked to ... well ... everything
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What Can We Learn about Early Life

for Today’s Older People?















Illustration: Imagine That My Grandfather

Was an ACT Participant















Neighbors



Railroad

Park

Factory



Policies (city, county, 
school district, state)

Environment (e.g., air 
pollution, water quality, 
extreme weather, radon, 
industry, roads, atomic fallout)

Economy (city, county, 
state; local industry)

History (demographic; civil 
unrest; economic; political)

Time (past, present, future)



And that’s all just from one Census...



IPUMS Multigenerational Longitudinal Panel
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Take Home Message

Everything we can know about my grandfather... 

...we can also know about any older American who has appeared in...

...any recent aging survey, 

EHR record, and/or 

administrative record



Scientific Uses?













Fluoride from Municipal Water Systems Fluoride from Untreated Drinking Water



How many people can be linked?



92%
86%

63%

48%

33%

0%

100%

ARIC WLS NHATS HRS NSHAP

Linkage Rates (to 1940) as of 2020

(E
st

im
at

e)



Why Do Linking Rates Vary?

Availability and quality of names 

Availability of geographic measures

Availability of “tie breaking” information

Linking method (e.g., Ancestry.com)
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Gathering New 
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Recently Proposed



ACT records will soon be linked to IPUMS-MLP



Thank you

• MLP receives support from NIA (R01AG057679)

• The U. of Minnesota Life Course Center receives support from NIA (P30AG066613)

• The U. of Minnesota Population Center receives support from NICHD (P2CHD041023)

ipums.org 
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