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Figure 1. Conceptual model of possible pathways of fetal programming of stress-related adult disease.

among others, in the number of glucocorticoid, min-
eralocorticoid and corticotrophin-releasing hormone 
(CRH) receptors in different parts of the brain and 
in other organs. There are several recent reviews on 
experimental studies of HPAA programming100-103 
which are not reviewed here in detail.

Programming of the HPAA function by early-life 
conditions constitutes an illustrative example of how 
epidemiological observations can provide essential 

information in linking early-life events with adult 
health and disease. This is discussed in the follow-
ing paragraphs, with focus on events during the fetal 
period and their repercussions in later life.

Early-life factors and HPAA function in later life. 
Early programming of HPAA has been assessed in a 
number of human epidemiological studies searching 
for a relationship of early-life markers such as body 
size and gestational age at birth with HPAA function 




