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Abstract : Background/Aims: The interplay of childhood self-control and early life social background in predicting adult health
is currently unclear. We drew on rich data from two large nationally representative cohort studies to test whether individual
differences in childhood self-control may: (i) buffer the health impact of social disadvantage, (ii) act as a mediating pathway
underlying the emergence of health disparities, or (iii) compensate for the health consequences of socioeconomic disadvantage
across the lifespan. Methods: We examined data from over 25,000 participants from the British Cohort Study (BCS) and the
National Child Development Study (NCDS). Child self-control was teacher-rated at age 10 in the BCS and ages 7/11 in the
NCDS. The Early life social disadvantage was indexed using measures of parental education, occupational prestige, and
housing characteristics (i.e. housing tenure, home crowding). A range of health outcomes was examined: the presence of
chronic conditions, whether illnesses were limiting, physiological dysregulation (gauged by clinical indicators), mortality, and
perceptions  of  pain,  psychological  distress,  and  general  health.  Results:  Childhood  self-control  and  social  disadvantage
predicted each measure of adult health, with similar strength on average. An examination of mediating factors showed that
adult smoking, obesity, and socioeconomic status explained the majority of these linkages. There was no systematic evidence
that self-control moderated the health consequences of early social disadvantage and limited evidence that self-control acted as
a  key  pathway  from  disadvantage  to  later  health.  Conclusions:  Childhood  self-control  predicts  adult  health  and  may
compensate for early life social disadvantage by shaping adult health behaviour and social status.
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