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This presentation discusses what new knowledge micro-data has contributed to in the research field of health and mortality in history. The increase in life expectancy has been one of the most fundamental changes in the conditions of mankind in the last centuries. From a situation with low life expectancy, the modern man in at least the developed countries can now expect to live almost 80 years. Several explanations have been put forward, for example improved standard of living, better nutrition, changes in the relationship between man and micro-organisms, medical improvements. For much of the history, the availability of data has been scarce. The collection of micro-data is therefore essential for studies of this topic. In the last decades the availability of such data has improved due to registration of parish registers, civil registration, censuses and so on. 

Aggregate population statistics have many restrictions when it comes to analysing the determinants of the mortality decline. Micro-data on populations provides a good complement in this respect. We can, depending on the information in the sources, analyse the effects of for example social class, place of residence, marital status, religious affiliation. In some countries, the development of mortality from different causes of death is furthermore possible to analyse. Micro-data also allows the use of more refined statistical methods. In some cases individual micro-data has been linked, making the data longitudinal. Thereby new possibilities to analyse life biographies has been opened. 

The increased access to population micro-data has stimulated much new research. The general development of mortality in different countries is now much more known. Even if all countries have experienced a remarkable decline, the levels during the pre-transitional period as well as the timing of the decline differed a lot. One area where many new insights have been presented concerns social differences in mortality. The results from such studies have forced researchers to sharpen their explanations to the mortality decline.

Another area where micro-data have contributed to new insights concerns the role of the family for health and mortality. Many studies use the family as the basic unit of analysis, with results showing for example that mortality is to a large extent concentrated to certain families and the way the family is constituted is important.

Finally, an area that has received much interest during the last decade is that of longitudinal studies of lives of individuals as well as over the generations. There are both short-term and long-term effects of different conditions during the life span. Conditions in childhood have for example proven to have strong impact on health later in life. This perspective makes it necessary to re-evaluate our understanding of the mortality decline. Also genetic components have been possible to consider from historical micro-data. 
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