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Professor Jean Golding n collaborators gather at the Royal S . 

A right royal time of it oc.,, 
Two events in the last few months have 
raised the profile of ALSPAC and, we hope, 
have been gratifying for all involved. 

First, the Princess Royal paid an impressive 
tribute to Children of the 90s when she 
visited our Focus Centre in July. She spent 
over an hour with families and staff at the 
centre, duly recorded by HTV and the Bristol 
Evening Post. 

The visit was a resounding success with Her 
Royal Highness revealing herself to be a 
strong supporter of the project. Requests had 
been made for information on the study to be 
sent to her beforehand . This meant HRH had 
done her homework and ALSPAC staff were 
kept on their toes with her many questions. 

While she was here, Focus sessions 
continued which gave the Princess the 
opportunity to meet some of the families 
involved. She also sat in on a DXA bone 
density scanner measurement, and observed 
how the elasticity of the children's arteries 
can be mapped with an ultrasound scanner 
and a very patient child. 

But, I think, what impressed her most of all 
was the dedication and continued support 
given by the parents and study children over 

the last 11 years. As she left she was heard 
to urge Sir John Beringer, Pro-Vice 
Chancellor of the University, "You must keep 
this going". 

The Royal visit was followed by a special 
presentation day for ALSPAC in the hallowed 
surroundings of the Royal Society in London 
in late October. 

It brought together scientists and interested 
professionals to hear and see just what 
ALSPAC has achieved so far and what the 
plans are for the future . More than a hundred 
guests filled the lecture theatre to hear 
speakers on subjects as diverse as child 
obesity, asthma, bullying , cardiovascular 
disorders and lesbian parenting. The range 
of subjects reflected the wide scope of the 
study but was merely a taste of the feast of 
topics ALSPAC has at its table. 

Members of ALSPAC staff were on hand to 
explain further to potential collaborators and 
contributors, with the help of posters during 
the lunch and coffee breaks. The conference 
coincided with the publication of yet another 
research paper (see page 3) - this time on 
paracetamol use in pregnancy - which made 
headline news in the national press including 
the Times, Telegraph and Guardian. 

Hitting the Headlines 
All those questionnaires (the families will have filled in 64 of them by 
the time the study child is 11 !) do yield huge amounts of data to 
analyse, and the findings have been coming thick and fast in the last 
year. 

Media coverage of papers published by our collaborators has been 
widespread. Our results have appeared in stories from the front page of the Times, 
across the broadsheets and the Daily Mail and Express, to the BBC Breakfast News 
and GMTV, through to the local radio , the Today programme on Radio 4 and the 
Jimmy Young show! 
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STOP 
PRESS! 

ALSPAC has been 
chosen to host a 

prestigious, international 
con~erence on Longitudinal 
Epidemiological Studies 

:Jihe. Great_ Hall at the Univer~ity of 
Bristol will be the venue for the 

conference, which will take place 
from ~2nd to 24th September 2004 
ifih1_s is the first time the conference. 
will _have convened in the United 
~1ngdom and is quite a coup 

for Bristol! 
Anyone who would like to 

go on our mailing list should 
please send their request to 

our email address: 
alspac-project@bris.ac. uk 



BEHIND 
THE 
SCENES 
We are often asked how we have 
managed to keep our response rates 
so high. Here we meet one of the 
teams responsible for our excellent 
results 

Members of our interview team, headed up by Jennie Cross (centre, bottom row) 

Keeping such a large population enthusiastic and on board 
the study is a challenge. But we are rightly proud of our high 
response rate due, not least, to the work of our interviewing 
team. They swing into action when families are daunted by 
the arrival of the questionnaires. 

"We're not here to make people feel guilty," says team leader 
Jennie Cross. "We're here to help. The families are doing us 
an enormous favour for very little in return . We recognise that 
everyone has so much else going on in their lives that 
questionnaires are sometimes not a priority. We're all 
mothers ourselves." 

The team of eight will first telephone, make home visits to 
help fill in the questionnaires if needed, or even offer 
alternative options to ease the pressure on the families' time. 

One team member who can particularly empathise is Glynda 
Tanner. A study mum herself with four children, she knows 
what it's like when the questionnaires drop on to the doormat. 

"You do put them to one side. My biggest fault was doing all 
the questions, putting it in the envelope then forgetting to post 
it. Now my daughter Kerry does hers and makes me post 
mine at the same time." She sees her role as part of the team 
at ALSPAC to let parents know there is no pressure on them. 
"We're not having a go when we call. I say to them: when 
you're having a cup of coffee, just start. Once you've sat 
down - then you're into them. And I tell them all : as the 
children are getting older, their questionnaires will be getting 
thicker and yours thinner!" 

"Parents often need reassurance about the study's 
confidentiality", says Glynda. 

''I'm pleased to tell them that our system is completely secure 
- no-one can cross-reference to find out who's said what. 
Some of the questions need very personal answers and I feel 
very confident filling them in. And if I can feel confident doing 
that - when it's actually my workplace - then people should 
know that it really is private." 

Alcohol and breast feeding 
Much has been written about the harmful effects of expectant mothers drinking alcohol. 
And it has been thought that continuing to do so when breast feeding could also damage 
the baby who might well be imbibing alcohol through the mother's milk. A previous study 
indicated that a mother only needed to consume one alcoholic drink daily during lactation 
for there to be some mild effects on children's development at one year old. 

But we found some interesting results when we looked at 
what our mothers were drinking during breast feeding and 
the effects on their children . 

915 children were monitored at 18 months, and almost all 
(80%) were breast fed at some point during the first three 
months of life. Drinking alcohol was moderate among 
mothers with only 5% saying they had two or more 
alcoholic drinks per day on average during this time. 

The children were measured on how they walked and 
moved, their personal and social skills, their hearing and 
speech, how well their hand and eye co-ordination had 
developed . 

In our study group none of the children whose mothers 
drank alcohol whilst breast feeding seemed to show any ill 

effects in their development. There 
did not appear to be any meaningful decrease in 
performance in this group at 18 months. 

This is in contrast to what was found before by the only 
other study, and there could be several reasons for this. It is 
possible that the proportion of alcohol that reaches a 
nursing infant is much smaller than that which reaches 
the fetus when the mother drinks in pregnancy. Or it 
might be that any effect on development has not shown 
up by 18 months but may do so later. The mothers also 
may be drinking too little alcohol to affect their infants. 

Further work needs to be carried out. 

Little RE, Northstone K, Golding J , ALSPAC Study Team. Alcohol, breast feeding 

and development at 18 months. Pediatrics 2002; 109(5):e72. 



Caesarean sections 
could make it more 
difficult to have 
other babies . 
One in five babies born in the UK are now 

delivered by caesarean section. But from the 

answers given by 7000 women we have found 

that those having their babies by caesarean 

section could find it harder to become pregnant 

later. 

We found that when women, who had previously 

had a caesarean, tried to get pregnant again there 

was almost double the risk of it taking longer than 

a year. Following a normal birth there might be a 

7% chance of not conceiving in the first year of 

trying. But the risk of not being able to conceive 

quickly following a caesarean section went up to 

12%. 

This study's main author, Dr. Deirdre Murphy at 

St. Michael's Hospital, Bristol, says she and the 

team looked only at women who had eventually 

managed to become pregnant. She points out that 

it might be possible that some women will fail to 

achieve any further pregnancy following 

caesarean section and she feels that those 

wanting a large family should bear this in mind. 

Murphy DJ, Stirrat GM, Heron J, ALSPAC Study Team. The relationship 

between caesarean section and subfertility in a population-based sample of 

14,541 pregnancies. Human Reproduction 2002; 17:1914-1917. 

AN 
APPLE 
A DAY ... 
We asked a thousand parents to keep a 
diary of what their pre-school children ate over a three-day period. 
One in six of the children ate no vegetables, and a similar number 
turned their noses up at fruit. There was a small group (5%) of the 
three year-olds who consumed NO fruit OR vegetables over the three 
days. Even more surprisingly, when compared with their eating habits 
recorded at 18 months old , it showed they were eating fewer 
vegetables than when they were toddlers. 

The researchers were only recording what was eaten over the three 
days, not the reasons behind it. It was not clear if the small group that 
ate no fruit or vegetables did so because they were refusing to , or 
simply that the parents were not making such th ings available to the 
children . However, when we looked at what the same group of 
children had been eating when they were much younger, it appeared 
that the parents had been making a huge effort then to encourage 
them to eat healthily. Over 93% of children in the group at 18 months 
were eating vegetables at that point. But when the same children were 
43 months old then the figure dropped to only 83% eating vegetables. 
The battle lines are obviously still drawn on the dinner plate. 

Meat intake was another thing that was asked about with interesting 
results . We compared our results with those of a national survey of 
three-year-old children that had been carried out four years previously. 
Although total meat intake was very similar in the two surveys, 
children in the earlier national survey ate more beef, and more 
processed meat products such as burgers, sausages and pies. It is 
possible that parents' worries about beef and BSE have led to this 
drop in the consumption of beef and processed foods. Intakes of iron 
among these children were lower than the recommendations , and 
meat is a good well-absorbed source of iron in the diet. No-one has 
yet had a chance to monitor how changes in diet in response to the 
BSE scares are affecting us. This is an area which the nutrition team 
will be able to study in the future . 

Emmett P, Rogers I, Symes C, ALSPAC Study Team. Food and nutrient intakes of a 

population sample of 3-year-old children in the South West of England in 1996. Public 

Health Nutrition 2002; 5:55-64. 

Paracetamol use in pregnancy and wheezing in the child 
There has been much discussion of 
what, if anything, women should use to 

... ease pain during pregnancy. Our study 
~ has found that women who frequently 

used paracetamol in late pregnancy 
could increase the risk of having 
children who wheezed through early 
childhood compared with those 
pregnant women who never took 
paracetamol. 

Ors Seif Shaheen and Roger Newson 
from King 's College, London found that 
children of study mothers who took the 
analgesic on most days or every day 
during the second half of pregnancy 
were twice as likely to wheeze through 

early childhood as children whose 
mothers never took paracetamol. 

Neither less frequent use, nor use in 
early pregnancy, was associated with 
wheezing. 

The researchers suggest that heavy 
exposure of the fetus to paracetamol 
may damage the airways of the 
developing lung, leading to wheezing 
after birth . However, they point out that 
it is not yet possible to say that heavy 
paracetamol use in pregnancy actually 
causes wheezing. In addition , even if 
there was a causal link, they say only 
about 1 % of all wheezing in children in 

the ALSPAC population could be 
explained by paracetamol use. This is 
because very few of the mothers took 
paracetamol frequently. 

Nor can the researchers yet say 
whether paracetamol use is associated 
with asthma in the offspring. Although 
the type of wheezing was that which 
often develops into asthma, the data for 
such research are now being analysed 
to investigate whether there is a link 
with asthma itself. 

Shaheen SO, Newson RB, Sherriff A, Henderson AJ, 
Heron JE, Burney PGJ, Golding J, ALSPAC Study Team. 
Paracetamol use in pregnancy and wheezing in early 
childhood. Thorax 2002; 57:958-963. 



Healthy tots stay off the bottle 
Current guidlines for toddlers suggest using a 
drinking cup is better than a bottle. Parents are 
encouraged by health professionals to phase 
out the use of a feeding bottle for their 
children from 12 months old and to use a 
cup instead. Some children find it hard to 
give up the teat when they grow from 
babies into toddlers. But this study found 
that those who had made the leap then 
had a more balanced diet. 

At 18 months, we asked what 
types of drinks were being 
consumed by a thousand 
children in a three-day food 
and drink diary. We discovered 
that those whose parents 
followed the guidelines to give 
them a cup rather than a bottle 

Pauline and her team also 
found that although most of 
the thousand children were 
well fed, a large number were 
consuming a wide variety of 
fizzy and fruit drinks. Many of 
these are considered to have 
no real nutritional value and 
may well be detrimental to 
the child's teeth. 

Perhaps most worrying was 
the finding that 13.5% were 
recorded as having no milk at 
all over the three days. 

This means that calcium 
intakes were low in this 
small group and is a cause for 
concern. Calcium is thought to 

went on to have a more balanced diet. 

Children who continued to drink from a bottle had a 
high consumption of milk. Milk, of course, is a good 
food in normal quantities but, according to the 
study's chief nutritionist Pauline Emmett, it can tend 
to dull the child's appetite for a varied diet, if given in 
excessive amounts. 

be important for the physical 
development of children of this age and if the child 
does not drink milk it is important to balance the diet 
with other sources. 

Northstone K, Rogers I, Emmett P, ALSPAC Study Team. Drinks consumed by 18 

month-old children: are current recommendations being followed? 

European Journal of Clinical Nutrition 2002; 56:236-244. 

Long term use of the pill could increase fertility 
Failure to conceive quickly can smoked or drank alcohol, their who had previously had a baby 
cause heartache for couples intent educational achievement, height, and for those becoming pregnant 
on starting or extending their weight and the time it had taken to for the first time. The other social 
family. Looking at factors affecting conceive if their pregnancy was and biological factors that are 
fertility has been possible on a planned. related to the amount of time it 
wide scale for the study. One factor takes to become pregnant could 
examined has been the use of the The results showed that 74% not explain these findings. 
oral contraceptive pill. Other conceived within 6 months, 14% 

studies have indicated that the pill between 6 and 12 months and Dr. Alexandra Farrow, of the 

might have an adverse effect on 12% became pregnant after a year. Department of Health and Social 

immediate fertility, but our findings Those that had taken the pill Care at Brunel University and the 

have shown an interesting previously for a prolonged period lead author of the findings, says 

counterpoint to this . were statistically less likely to have that the increasing benefit of 
a delay in becoming pregnant. greater duration of usage of the pill 

We showed that women who take and its effect on time to conception 
the pill for a lengthy period could 75.4% conceived within 6 months if shown in these results is 
find it quicker to get pregnant once they had been on the pill for more consistent with a number of 
they stop than those who used it than 5 years compared with 70.5% possible protective mechanisms 
for shorter periods. who had never used it. Of those the pill may provide. 

The information comes from 8497 
who had been on the pill for 5 

women in the study who completed 
years or more, 89.5% conceived 
within 12 months compared with Farrow A, Hull M, Northstone K, Taylor H, Ford C, 

questionnaires during pregnancy 
85.4% who had never used it. 

Golding J, ALSPAC Study Team. Prolonged use of 

on a variety of topics including their oral contraception before planned pregnancy is 
associated with a decreased risk of delayed con-

ages, use of the pill, whether they This was the same for the women ception Human Reproduction 2002; 17:2754-2761 . 
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Why early eye testing is important 
Often known as "lazy eye", amblyopia is a common eye disorder in children where one eye does 
not see properly despite wearing glasses. Our research has found that, contrary to official 
recommendations, very early eye testing can identify and really help this condition. 

We tested a group of children's sight at regular 

intervals before they reached the age of three. 

Another group was tested only at three for such 

conditions. Any who were found to have amblyopia 

were referred to the Bristol Eye Hospital. 

current NHS guidelines. They state that there is no 

evidence that early treatment works better than 

treatment at school age. Eye tests for pre-school 

children have currently been discontinued. 

By the time they were seven and a half 

years old, the children who had had 

very early eye testing (and so had

been given early eye patch 

Dr Cathy Williams, who led the 

research, hopes that this finding will 

stimulate further investigation as to 

whether testing before three 

years old could be offered, 

which could lead to better 

sight for children with 

amblyopia. 

treatment), were far less likely 

to still have the condition. We 

found that those children whose 

sight was tested only at three, 

and then had the treatment, were much more likely 

to still have the lazy eye at seven and a half. Will iams C, Northstone K, Harrad RA, Sparrow JM, Harvey I, ALSPAC Study 

Team. Amblyopia treatment outcomes after screening before or at age 3 years: 

fo llow-up from a randomised trial. British Medical Journal 2002; 324:1549. This finding is important because it contradicts 

Does it make a difference to the 
way boys play if there is no man in 
the home? Contrary to popular 
belief, we found that growing up 
without a father figure in the home 
does not have an impact on the 
way children develop their sense of 
being masculine or femin ine. 

We compared those children living 
with a single mother with other 
youngsters living with both a 
mother and father. We wanted to 
see if there was any difference in 
their gender-typed behaviour. 
'Gender-typed' means how 
masculine or feminine they behave. 

The group of children were aged 
three and a half. Those with single 
mothers were defined as having 
had no man living in the house 
since the child was at most the age 
of one. Almost three hundred 

children were involved. 
We also looked at 6420 two-parent 
families as a contrast. 

All the mothers from both groups 
answered questions about how 
often their child played with 
different sorts of toys such as guns 
or dolls. They told us how often the 
children would play house or ball 
games. We also noted different 
characteristics such as whether 
they enjoyed rough play or if they 
avoided getting dirty. 

We did not find that there were any 
differences between children 
living with or without fathers in the 
home, either for girls or boys. This 
is in direct contrast to previous 
research that suggested that 
children growing up without fathers 
would be less typical in their gender 
behaviour than those in two-parent 
homes. It had been especially 
suggested that boys may be less 
masculine. 

Madeline Stevens, the lead 

I 
researcher in this study, says that 
this may be because the 

Boys 
will 
be 
boys 

differences between boys' and girls' 
behaviour are largely biologically 
determined. It may also be that 
there are so many other influences 
encouraging boys to be masculine 
and girls to be feminine that the 
presence of a father makes little 
difference. 

Stevens M, Golombok S, Beveridge M, ALSPAC Study 
Team. Does father absence influence children's gender 
development? Findings from a general population study 
of preschool chi ldren. Parenting: Science and Practice, 
2002; 2:47-60 



Too clean for 
their own good? 
Eat a peck of dirt before you die; that's what our grandmothers 
told us, and they may well be right - we have found that an 
obsession with cleanliness in the home could be leaving children 
open to illness such as eczema and asthma. 

When the children were fifteen months old, we asked the parents 
how often they were washing their toddler's hands and faces and 
when they were bathed or showered during the week. Over 9000 
parents gave detailed replies. 

Only 15% of the children always had their hands cleaned before 
meals, 36% usually did so , 29% sometimes did, 15% 
occasionally and 5% never did . 5% of the children were bathed 
or showered at least twice a day and a further 55% did so once 
a day, 36% did so several times a week and 4% were bathed or 
showered only once a week or less. 

Forty-three children were having their faces and hands washed 
more than five times a day, were always having their hands 
cleaned before a meal and were bathed or showered more than 
twice a day. 

The researchers found that the ultra-clean children were more 
likely to suffer from eczema and/or wheezing than children with 
less hygienic habits. The more hygienic the child , the more likely 
was he or she to be affected . 

The findings appear to support the hygiene hypothesis which 
suggests that coming into contact with the simple grime and dirt 
of the environment may actually be good for you. When children 
are exposed to harmless bacteria it stimulates their immune 
systems. With children spending more time indoors and parents 
using more anti-bacterial products around the house there may 
be less contact with useful bacteria. This may be leading to more 
allergies and conditions such as eczema and asthma. 

Watch this space for more work on whether the children have 
continued to be affected in the same way since they started 
school. 

The results did not change when other important factors were 
taken into account including family history of asthma and 
eczema, parental smoking, contact with furry pets, older brothers 
and sisters and levels of maternal education. 

Sherriff A, Golding J, ALSPAC Study Team. Hygiene levels in a contemporary 

population cohort are associated with wheezing and atopic eczema in preschool 

infants. Archives of Disease in Childhood 2002; 87:26-29 

Flying the flag for ALSPAC 
Pauline Emmett ALSPAC's Senior 
Nutritionist, recently travelled to Oulu 
in the north of Finland to speak about 
the study at a prestigious international 
conference on longitudinal studies. 
She was one of over 200 researchers 
from all over the world who attended 
and reported on their research. Some 
had similar studies while others 
wanted to start their own project and 
were able to ask lots of questions 
about how we do things in Bristol. 

The Finnish people were very 
welcoming and , as part of the evening 
entertainment at the conference, 
delegates were persuaded to try a 
sauna , which proved surprisingly 

good . The locals, who all love 
dancing, also gave a fabulous 
demonstration of a tango - even 
managing to persuade one or two of 
the scientists to join in! 

Pauline and her husband took the 
opportunity of the conference to have 
a holiday in Finland and were able to 
visit the Artie circle and to see the 
midnight sun. They also visited the 
coast and the lakes in the south of 
Finland where they were interviewed 
by one of the local papers for their 
'tourist of the week' slot! Luckily, back 
in Bristol we have our own Finnish 
member of staff who has been able to 
translate it for us. 

Children of the 90s 

• 1n 
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ALSPAC is a research initiative of the Unit of Paediatric & Perinatal Epidemiology, Institute of Child Health, University of Bristol 
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