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Outline 

(1) The starting project: Why do women live longer than men? Analysis 

of sex differences in life expectancy among catholic order members 

(1997-2004) 

(2) Open questions: Follow-up project (1) – Analysis of causes of death 

(2005-2010) 

(3) Extension of the research focus: Follow-up project (2) – ERC Starting 

Grant project HEMOX (“The male-female health mortality paradox”) 

(2011-2016) 



The starting project 

Why do women live longer than men? Analysis of sex differences in 

life expectancy among catholic order members 



Biological explanations Non-Biological explanations 

Higher male mortality because of 
excessive cigarette and alcohol 

consumption, risky behaviour, mal-
nutrition, working in more dangerous 

jobs, higher socioeconomic stress expo-
sure, risk selection of World Wars, ... 

Higher male mortality because of 
heterogeneous sex chromosomes 
(males XY – females XX), hormonal 

differences (estrogen vs. testosterone), 
shorter telomeres (bigger male body 

requires more cell divisions) 

Multi-causal context 

Theories and hypotheses for explaining male excess mortality 
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Realization of the study: data and methods 

•  Sources: Entrance registers (“profess books”), individual 
 records of all monastery members, cemetery registers, 
 monastery and order journals   
    



Profess book of the Sisters of Mercy of the Holy Cross (Gemünden) 
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Realization of the study: data and methods 

•  Sources: Entrance registers (“profess books”), individual 
 records of all monastery members, cemetery registers, 
 monastery and order journals   
  complete registration of the cloistered population 

•  Data set: 11,980 Individuals (6,199 nuns and 5,781 
 monks) from 11 different German cloisters 

•  Nuns born between 1804 and 1985, monks born between 
 1588 and 1983 

•  Comparison of sex differences in mortality in the 
 German cloistered population and in the general 
 German population 

•  Results for several periods before and after the Second 
 World War, using  abridged life tables for nuns and monks 
 (30 yrs. periods) 



Trends in life expectancy at age 25 for German women and men 
and for Bavarian nuns and monks 
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Main conclusions: 

(1) Biological factors play only a minor role for SMD 

(2) The large SMD in the general population are caused my men 



Open questions – follow-up study (1) 

(1) Is the impact of biological factors underestimated because of 

external cause mortality? 

(2) Why do monks live longer than men of the general population? 

(3) Why does the pace of increasing life expectancy among monks 

decline since 1970? 

(4) Why does cloistered life show no effects among women? 



Collection of causes of death 

Period 01 Jan 1946 – 31 Dec 2005: 

•  1,476 individuals 

•  1,121 deaths (75.9 %) 

•  1,111 causes of death (99.1 %) 

Period 01 Jan 1946 – 31 Dec 2005: 

•  1,115 individuals 

•  872 deaths (78.2 %) 

•  613 causes of death (70.3 %) 

(2) Sisters of Mercy of the Holy Cross (1) Servants of the Holy Childhood of Jesus 



Collection of causes of death 

(3) Archabbey of the Missionary Benedictines in St. Ottilien 

Period 01 Jan 1946 – 31 Dec 2005: 

•  1,345 individuals 

•  950 deaths (70.6 %) 

•  711 obituaries (74.8 %) 

•  491 causes of death (69.1/51.7 %) 



Trends in age-standardized mortality from main causes of death for ages 45+ for 
West German women and men and for Bavarian nuns and monks, 1955–1995 
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2.1 years 

5.2 years 



Follow-up study (2) 

HEMOX 
“The male-female health-mortality paradox” 

 

 

 

 

 

ERC Research Grant Project 

2011-2016 



Data for HEMOX 

• Data on Austrian and German general population: already existing surveys and 
official statistics, such as 
 

 SHARE, SOEP, BASE, LES, German Aging Survey, Austrian Health Survey, Austrian and German Micro-

censuses, HMD, official health statistics  
 

• Data on nuns and monks: 3-wave “mini-panel” survey among some 700 nuns 
and 800 monks aged 50+ from Austrian and German cloisters, including 
 

 (a) a paper & pencil questionnaire and physical performance tests mainly oriented on SHARE 

 (b) several psychological survey modules 
 (c) collection of life histories (written sources) 



Time frame of the 3-waves nuns-and-monks survey 

18 months 18 months 

Wave 1: 
• Information about life 

courses, 
• trends in life expectancy, 
• causes of death, 
• current health conditions, 
• personality profiles 

Wave 2: 
• First information about 

health transitions and 
their determinants, 

• the health-mortality 
relationship among nuns 
and monks 

Wave 3: 
• Completion of information 

from wave 2 
• Information about mortality 

(w.2  w.3) in relation to 
previous health transitions 
(w.1  w.2) 



Thank you for your attention! 

http://www.marcluy.eu 
 

http://www.cloisterstudy.eu 
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