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Abstract 
Not just are many health events also major life events. 
But also have many life events a considerable impact 
on our health. Examples are starting to study at a 
university, becoming parents, or the death of a close 
relative. We identify four concepts of how life events 
influence our health: exceptional health situations, 
disruptions in life, the need for behavior change, and 
triggers for an intended health behavior change. These 
concepts imply different requirement that must be 
taken into account when designing technology for such 
events. 
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Introduction 
Health is a dominating facet of every person’s life, and 
being healthy is among the most important wishes of 
every person. It is therefore obvious that health is 
linked to many major life events: Both, start and end of 
our lives are events that are usually monitored and 
accompanied medically and often take place in a 
hospital. Also, many health issues arising during our 
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lives are major life events themselves: Accidents or 
severe diseases such as a cardiac infarct or a stroke 
may mean a cesura in a person’s life that initiates a re-
thinking of one’s life priorities [3]. Particularly as part 
of chronic diseases or an ageing process such events 
may trigger behavior changes [4], adoptions of the 
personal lifestyle, or actions to prepare for the future: 
People may sort their heritage, clean up finances, check 
life insurances etc.  

Hopefully, however, the majority of life events have no 
direct link to health. Still among those “normal”, non-
health events there are many that nevertheless do 
have considerable links to health and may well imply 
specific health issues. We subsequently give examples 
of such events, identify concepts of links between these 
events and health, and suggest some potential use of 
technology in these events. 

Examples of life events triggering health 
issues 
Starting to study at a university 
Studying at a university is a time of change. The 
student may move to a first own apartment. The daily 
rhythm that was previously dictated by school and 
family changes. The parents are no more around to 
help with day to day issues and routines or with 
triggering medical and dental check-ups. Students may 
develop less healthy eating habits, and are confronted 
with health risks such as alcohol consumption or sexual 
behavior [5].  

Birth of a child 
Pregnancy not just has a considerable impact on the 
mother’s physical health. It also means a major change 
in life for both parents, starting well before the birth 

already. Many know from personal experience that the 
stereotype of the father becoming “co-pregnant” and 
gaining weight during the time of pregnancy is just so 
true (although the mother is usually much more 
successful in losing weight later). And the care and 
education of the child dominates the parents’ lives for 
years, often resulting on the one hand in reduced time 
for personal activities such as sports and fitness, on the 
other hand possibly leading to a better structured day 
with e.g. more regular meals and an increased 
awareness for one’s responsibility towards the own 
health to remain able to care for the family.  

Caring for and death of a close relative 
Caring for a close relative is a major challenge taking a 
lot of time and effort. It is considered highly stressful 
and both physically and mentally challenging [1]. It can 
often be observed that informal caregivers are in 
danger of suffering from a burn-out syndrome or even 
depression. The lack of free time reduces the 
opportunities for compensating measures such as 
meeting friends or doing sports. The death of a close 
relative is even a stressor that is known to increase the 
risk of a cardiac infarct [2]. 

Concepts and potential roles of technology 
Within these examples, life events are linked to health 
issues on different ways. We identify four concepts:  

Life events as exceptional health situations 
Life events may have a direct impact on health without 
primarily being health events: The birth of a child is 
mainly a major change of the family, but inevitably 
linked to the mother’s prior pregnancy which is clearly 
an exceptional health situation. And the death of a 
close relative not just means a change in one’s personal 



 

situation but also increases the risk for a cardiac 
incident.   

In these cases, the life events change certain health 
risks. Often the person may already be aware of these 
risks. The role of technology here can be to help 
managing the new health situation. This particularly 
calls for eHealth solutions towards secondary 
prevention such as monitoring of certain vital 
parameters and risk factor.  

Disruptions in life lead to disruptions in health routine 
Changes in life may lead to changes in daily habits that 
also change the health routine. A new job may limit the 
time for fitness activities, lead to a more sedentary 
daily schedule, or may make commuting by car rather 
than cycling a necessity. A changing family situation 
such as starting to study or divorcing may disable the 
routine triggers for prevention.  

In these cases, the person changes relevant health 
behaviors, potentially without reflecting about this 
change and without taking appropriate measures. 
Technology here could support reflection about the new 
behavior and coach towards a recommended behavior.  

A particular design challenge arises from the fact that, 
to start using supportive technology, the person usually 
must already be aware of health issues. Therefore 
technology cannot be used to initiate the reflection 
process. Rather, designs are needed that “bootstrap” 
this initial reflection and interest. 

Life events inducing changes in health requirements 
Some life events change a person’s needs and 
requirements in health and self-care. Obviously after 

the diagnosis of a chronic disease or after an accident 
leading to an ongoing disability a person has different 
medical needs than before and needs to adopt 
appropriately. But also e.g. relocating to a different 
place may change the environmental factors. 
Prevention against air pollution or against noise may 
become a requirement that was irrelevant before. And 
a risky sexual behavior of students requires preventive 
measures. In these cases the person cannot continue 
his established health routines and has to develop new 
ones.  

Here technology can help to learn coping with and 
managing these new situations. It must teach about 
the new challenges and empower the user to act 
appropriately. 

Life events triggering the intention for health behavior 
change  
Many life events trigger an in-depth reflection about 
one’s one health and may initiate a health behavior 
change. The parents of a new-born child may become 
aware of their responsibility to stay healthy to care for 
their family. The “midlife crisis” may initiate interest in 
fitness and weigh control to become more attractive 
again. And the death of a close relative may increase 
the awareness of one’s vulnerability and lead to 
preventive measures. 

In these cases the life events change the perception of 
one’s risk of a certain disease or the perceived benefit 
of a healthier lifestyle. Technology in these cases may 
help reflecting the current behavior and objectively 
quantify the risks, and it may coach towards an 
envisaged, healthier behavior. 



 

Summary 
Many major life events are already health events, such 
as birth and death, severe accidents or diseases. But 
also many other life events have a close link to health 
issues. We identified four different concepts: Life 
events as exceptional health situations, disruptions in 
life leading to disruptions in health routines, life events 
inducing changes in health requirements, and life 
events as triggers for a health behavior change. These 
four concepts impose different requirements for 
supportive health technologies.  

These strong links between major life events and health 
make it worthwhile to consider how the design of 
systems for the one may learn from the other.   
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