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As our research makes an impact across the globe we reflect on our achievements 

We're helping to STOP 
PRESS 

change the world 
~ An editorial in the 
~ June issue of the pres-

tigious journal Nature 
Neuroscience discusses 
the importance of ALSPAC. 
Animal studies carried out 
in the US suggest that 
maternal exposure to cer
tain analgesics result in 
change in gender behav
iour. Our data will be used 
to test whether the same 
effect is seen in humans. 
See centre pages ... 

•As the 
oldest of our 
cohort start 
to turn 13 
Professor 
Golding 

As our cohort begins to enter the teenage 
years, even the data we took from before they 
were born are continuing to change the world. 

To cite just one example, our research into diet in 
pregnancy proved useful in December when the Food 
and Drug Administration in America was looking to 
advise pregnant women to cut back on the amount of 
fish they ate. 

Professor Jean Golding travelled to America to present 
our findings, indicating the positive benefits of a fish-rich 
diet to the growing fetus and, with collaborator Joe 
Hibbeln, tried to persuade them to reconsider. 

examines 
some of our recent achieve
ments and discusses why 
their help is so vital ... 

~ Collabora
lll""tor Se if 
Shaheen has 
been awarded a 
senior research 
fellowship by 

Closer to home, senior staff 
and collaborators associated 
with ALSPAC have also been 
called on to advise the 
Government on a number of 
key health issues. 

A team of four, including 
Professor Golding and 
Professor Marcus Pembrey 
were asked for their views on 
the possibility of collecting 
DNA samples from every new
born baby. At a two-day con
ference in Bristol they were 
able to address both the prac-

+ More details inside, 
see pages 2 and 3 

tical and ethical issues 
involved. 

Meanwhile research scien
tist Dr Laurel Edmunds, as a 
specialist adviser to the 
House of Commons Health 
Select Committee on Obesity, 
has been investigating the 
problem of childhood obesity 
and inactivity. 

It is one she believes will 
not be solved by education 

A study member about to go into the MRI scanner 

alone and highlights the 
importance of a continued 
investigation into the physical 
and psychological changes 
that puberty will bring. 

Says Professor Golding, 
"Developing strategies to 
ensure that our study children 
remain engaged and commit
ted to this study throughout 
their teenage years is one of 
the big challenges currently 
facing ALSPAC. 

"At no time in the study, 
has the information they've 

provided been as vital 
as it is now." 

Identifying changes to body 
composition in puberty and 
the level of fat cells stored 
in the body is being investi
gated through the use of 
magnetic resonance imag
ing scans (MRI scans). 

Asthma UK to continue his 
research into the causes of 
asthma. 

~ Top researchers from 
~around the globe will 
visit Bristol in September 
when ALSPAC plays host to 
the third Conference of 
Epidemiological 
Longitudinal Studies in 
Europe. See back page ... 

These scans are being 
carried out on a sub-group 
of the ALSPAC cohort, fund
ed by a Wellcome Trust 
grant. The technique 
enables internal cross-sec-

tional images of the body to 
be taken. Just as an X-ray 
shows up the skeleton, the 
MRI scan clearly identifies 
individual organs, fat and 
tissue. It even highlights tiny 
pockets of fat cells stored 
within an area of muscle but 
its main use is to verify pre
vious measurements carried 
out on the whole cohort. 

• Continued on Page 3 



Professors asked 
for advice on 
DNA databank 

The most senior staff of ALSPAC 
have been asked for their views on 
the possibility of collecting DNA sam
ples from every newborn baby. 

In a White Paper published last year 
the Government asked the Human 
Genetics Commission to consider the 
case for screening every baby at birth 
and storing their genetic profile for 
future use. 

As part of their investigation, mem
bers of the commission came to Bristol 
and heard from four professors associ
ated with ALSPAC. 

Professor Jean Golding, Professor 
Marcus Pembrey, Professor Michael 
Furmston and Professor Alastair 
Campbell were asked for their views on 
some of the practical and ethical issues 
involved. 

Professor Golding says that a nation
al databank of every newborn baby 
could build on Bristol's foundations. 

''The idea of collecting DNA from 
every child as they are born needs to 
be thought through carefully to make 
sure that the information can't be mis
used," she says. 

It would mean that in future your doc
tor would be able to look at your geno
type and forecast aspects of your 
health. 

"First though we would need to 
know what to look for and that's where 
ALSPAC comes in. 

"We are in a unique position to 
unravel the information contained in the 
human genome. No-one else is in our 
position to make the link between 
genetic information and so many com
mon conditions." 

I T'S not just the UK's teenage preg
nancy rates that top the polls in 
Europe; it seems that various 

aspects of their behaviour can be con-
sidered to be anti-social and therefore 
cause for concern. 

One in seven 15-16 years olds in Britain 
abuse solvents, according to research by 
the European Drugs Agency while half of 
youngsters the same age admit to having 
been drunk within the previous seven days, 
reported ALSPAC's research psychologist 
Dr Andrea Waylen. 

"Cultural differences in anti-social behav
iour make it impossible for us to blame 
biology alone: there is no reason why, in 
Western society, there should be biological 
differences associated with culture: instead 
we need to look at interactions between 
biology and social and cultural factors." 

Research so far has shown that the 

GENETICS SPECIAL 

Laboratory opens up a 
new field of discovery 

T 
he opening of our DNA bank and 
Population Genetics laboratory has 
helped establish ALSPAC as the clear 

leaders in the field . 
The laboratories, with the help of two new 

one-armed robots, were designed to provide an 
unlimited supply of DNA from the samples 
already collected from our study children and 
their mothers. No other study in the world has 
such a large DNA collection from a normal popu
lation - or such a sophisticated system for grow
ing human cell lines. 

The study now has half a million biological sam
ples from parents and chil-
dren, everything from pla-
centas to milk teeth. 

They are still an invalu
able source of information 
for future research . But with 
the advent of the Human 
Genome project, and the 
progress made in identifying 
genetic variations, our scien
tists realised they would 
need a constant supply of 
DNA. 

"The amount of DNA cur
rently in the ALSPAC bank is 
sufficient for us to analyse 
about 500 genes," says Dr 
Richard Jones, Head of 
ALSPAC's biological sam
ples. 

"But our worry is that with 

30,000 human genes and the 
discovery of more and more 
common genetic variants, we 
will start to run out of DNA." 

The solution - to make 
'immortalised' cell lines from 
blood cells collected from our 
study children and their par
ents, funded by a £3 million 
grant from the Wellcome 
Trust and Medical Research 
Council. 

It's a technique that first 
came to light 30 years ago 
when it was discovered that 
if white blood cells or lym
phocytes were separated 
from a blood sample and 
then infected with a virus in 

the laboratory, the infected 
cells would grow indefinitely. 

Because these cells do not 
die, they are described as 
'immortalised' - and they pro
vide ALSPAC researchers 
with a never-ending supply of 
DNA to be analysed and then 
compared with our database. 

"Working out the interplay 
between genetic and non
genetic influences on the 
growth and development of 
normal children from the 
womb into adult life is the 
key to understanding, and 
therefore preventing or treat
ing, common disease," says 
Dr Jones. 

Sex'n'drugs'n'rock 
The importance of studying the adolescent 
potential for behavioural or drug problems 
and the age at which puberty kicks in 
appear to be associated. 

It seems that, for girls at least, the early 
onset of puberty may be one cause of 
potential problems for, as adolescence 
approaches, girls are more likely than boys 
to experience emotional problems. Until 
this adolescent stage it is boys who are 
generally more likely to experience psychi
atric disorders. 

"Reasons for the sex difference in emo
tional or affective disorders at adolescence 
include hormonal changes, the more rumi
native response of females, their negative 
cognitive style and an increased tendency 
to perceive stressful events as depresso-

genie," explains Andrea Waylen. 
Meanwhile it's the 'late-developing' boys 

who seem to suffer the most with low self
esteem, feelings of inadequacy and 
reduced expectations. 

"These are the boys who, according to 
the research, are most likely to get into 
trouble: they really do seem to be victims 
of the maturity gap. Moffitt's Dunedin study 
- carried out in New Zealand - shows that 
few individuals are associated with anti
social behaviour until they hit adolescence: 
until this point the figures include about 9% 
of boys and around 3% of girls. 

"For some of the rest (and we're still talk
ing about a minority), the onset of behav
ioural problems occurs in adolescence: by 



+ Martin Bobrow, 
(left) Professor of 
Medical Genetics at 
Addenbrooke's 
Hospital, Cambridge, 
Bristol University's 
vice-chancellor 
Professor Eric 
Thomas, and two of 
our study children 
examine our new 
robots 

Who is making 
our children fat? 

W ho is to blame for the explosion in 
childhood obesity - and what can we 
do about it? 

Dr Laurel Edmunds, recently of ALSPAC, 
asked some provocative questions in her recent 
public lecture and believes the Government must 
lead the way to get us all back on the right path. 

Dr Edmunds has been researching the subject for 
1 O years and is one of the specialist advisers to the 
House of Commons Health Select Committee on 
Obesity. 

The Phenome Scan library 
She questions the common assumption that edu

cation will solve the problem: "We all know that we 
should eat sensibly and take more exercise - but 
most adults don't do it, let alone children! We've got 
to take psychological and environmental factors into 
account," she says. A LSPAC's huge database is a 

major resource for scientists and 
researchers world-wide. 

Now, the Phenome Scan library can 
take us off in new directions. One aim is to 
provide information that could save years 
spent developing new medicines by tradi
tional means. It has been made possible 
by the very fact that, over the years, we 
have collected blood samples 
from the 10,000 children 
and their parents who are 
all part of our study and 
established a DNA bank 
for genetic analysis. The 
benefit of this is that we can 
now explore the causes of all sorts of com
mon disease - and hopefully find a way to 
treat these illnesses. 

The trouble with any new drug, or medi
cine, is that alongside the benefits - there 
may be unexpected side-effects. So the 
only way to establish the safety of a new 
medicine, and discover if it has any side
effects is to conduct long and costly cl ini
cal trials. If researchers find it does have 
unacceptable side-effects - the research 
has come to nothing and years have been 

'n' roll 
processes 
the time they're 18, 29% of boys and 15% 
of girls will have been involved in anti
social behaviour of some sort. What's 
noticeable is that, at all ages, boys are 
more likely to be involved in most types of 
anti-social behaviour than girls." 

One common thread thrown up by 
research so far is that the potential for 
behavioural or drug problems and the age 
at which puberty kicks in appear to be 
inextricably linked. 

"As members of the cohort enter the 
teenage years we are in a unique position 
to investigate these associations: that's 
why it's vital to do everything we can to 
keep the study teenagers on board and 
engaged in the project." said Dr Waylen. 

lost. Phenome scans should provide a 
'genetic' handle on whether a drug will 
have side-effects and in what body sys
tem. With a Phenome Scan we can look 
at everyone who has a particular genetic 
variant and analyse other characteristics 
they share. If we know the genetic variant 
mimics the effect of a drug, then its other 
influences will point to possible side effects 

"You have to feel good about yourself to go out 
and be active. Children who are being teased about 
their weight tend to hide indoors with their comput
ers. They also lack the confidence to act differently 
from their peers. If all their friends spend hours 
slumped in front of TV eating crisps, they'll do the 
same. They're desperate to fit in . 

or indeed additional benefits. For 
example if a variant in the insulin 

gene protects against diabetes, 
but predisposes to some unex
pected adverse outcome, the 

same might be true of a drug 
that aims to modify insulin action. 

''The fundamental problem is that we tell children 
one thing, but their whole environment is telling 
them something else. Vending machines selling 
sweets and fizzy drinks in schools and sports cen
tres are a perfect example. 

Our Phenome Scan library will allow us to 
look up a particular gene variant which a 
scientist is interested in and then to use 
our database to find out what other condi
tions are associated with it. 

"We can't just blame parents - the whole of socie
ty needs to take responsibility. We've got to improve 
our environment so it encourages exercise and 
healthy eating and supports the changes people 
need to make in their lifestyles. 

"Alongside the massive increase in obesity, we 
are now starting to see adolescents developing 
Type II diabetes - a condition normally associated 
with middle age. As a biologist, I can hardly credit 
how a young body could be disrupted to that extent. 

All this can be achieved completely 
anonymously without affecting the indi
viduals who make up our study. This 
could save years of fruitless research 
work and bring forward new and better 
treatments that much quicker as a 
result. 

Current research in 
ALSPAC is looking at 
the development of... 

• Romantic relationships 

• Substance use (tobac
co, alcohol, cannabis, 
other illicit drugs) 

• Moods and feelings 

• Anti-social behaviour 

Risk factors such as 
addicted family members 
and peers, lack of com
munication and support 
within the family and 
parental psychopathology 
are also identified. 

"We really must start taking this problem serious
ly. We are gradually seeing local initiatives - such as 
more fruit in schools - but we need a strong lead 
from Government and proper resources for preven
tative measures." 

Investigating body changes 

I Continued from page 1 I 
Dr Laurel Edmunds says the MRI scans, are the most 
accurate method for measuring fat deposits and are being 
offered to 200 children in the study. 

"To date, the 10,000-strong cohort currently has a 
whole body DXA scan taken when they come into the 
Focus Centre from age nine. DXA is good for measuring 
bones and lean tissue but not quite so good for fat tissue. 
The idea is to compare the same individuals using both 
methods." 

MRI scans work by using a magnetic field and radio-fre
quency waves to produce a series of internal pictures 
showing 'slices' of the body. 

The sub-study goes hand in hand with on-going parallel 
research into obesity and activity during puberty made 
possible by a £1.2 million grant from America's National 
Institutes of Health, part of which was used to buy activity 
monitors and other equipment. 

Investigating fat levels during puberty is particularly 
interesting as it is one of the only times that overeating 
allows our bodies to actually increase the number of fat 
cells we are born with. The only other time this is possible 
is from birth to age two. 



Why fish may 
really be 

'brain food' 

Women who ate fish regu
larly during pregnancy 
had children with better 

language and communication skills 
by the age of 18 months, according 
to new research using the ALSPAC 
data. 

In the USA, prospective mothers 
have been warned against eating 
more than 12 ounces of fish per 
week because of the effect of mercu
ry poisoning on their unborn child. 

But the researchers found that in 
the UK, where mercury levels in 
seafood are similar, the benefits of 
eating fish in moderation outweighed 
any risk from contamination. 

Julie Daniels from the United 
States' University of North Carolina 
analysed the diets of 7,400 ALSPAC 
mothers and her findings are pub
lished in the latest issue of the med
ical journal Epidemiology. 

Ms Daniels says: "Fish is a source 
of many nutrients that can be benefi
cial during pregnancy, as well as a 
source of contaminants such as 
methyl mercury. 

"Previous investigations of fish 
intake in relation to neurodevelop
ment have focused on possible dam
age from contaminants while the 
potential benefits have been relative
ly unexplored." 

The researchers studied the chil
dren's cognitive development at 15 
and 18 months, looking at standard 
tests of language, comprehension 
and social skills. 

Overall - the study found that there 
was a subtle but consistent link 
between eating fish during pregnancy 
and children's subsequent test 
scores, even after adjusting for fac
tors such as the age and education 
of the mother, whether she breastfed, 
and the quality of the home environ
ment. 

The largest effect was seen in a 
test of the children's understanding of 
words at the age of 15 months. 
Children whose mothers ate fish at 
least once a week scored 7 per cent 
higher than those whose mothers 
never ate fish . 

The scientists also examined 
the umbilical cords of 1,200 
babies for presence of mercury. 
Overall levels were low, and while 
they found higher concentrations 
among women who ate fish , no 
link was found with the develop
mental tests. 
+ Daniels JL, Longnecker MP, Rowland 
AS, Golding J, ALSPAC Study Team. 
Fish intake during pregnancy in relation 
to offspring's early cognitive develop
ment. Epidemiology July 2004. 

Undetected Coeliac Disease ~ 
at Ag• Seven 

From questio 

Coeliac disea~ 
tip of the icebE 

T he full extent of hidden coeliac 
disease among British children 
has been identified by Doctor 

Polly Bingley. 
In the past the disease - an intoler

ance to gluten - was thought of as a 
condition which developed late in life. 

Her research suggests that it is far 
more common among children - although 
few will show overt symptoms. Currently, 
fewer than one child in 2,500 is treated for 
the disease. The study of the Children of 
the 90s cohort has shown that it probably 
affects one child in 100. 

People with coeliac disease suffer 
inflammation of the gastrointestinal tract 
caused by an intolerance to gluten - a pro
tein present in wheat and some other 
cereals - which damages the lining of the 
small intestine and reduces the ability to 
absorb adequate nutrients from food . 

Dr Bingley analysed blood samples col
lected from 5,470 children at the age of 
seven, looking for antibodies which are 
markers for coeliac disease. While 54 of 
the children tested positive, only four were 
on a gluten-free diet. She found : 

• 1 % of children had antibodies that 
indicate a very high probability of coeliac 
disease 

• Girls were more than twice as likely as 
boys to have these antibodies 

• On average, the children who had 
these antibodies were 2.7 cm shorter and 
1 kg lighter than those who did not. 

D r Bingley detailed her research on 
her poster (shown) displayed at 
part of ALSPAC's Rgyal Society 

presentation day in London in November. 
She said: "The children had only mild, if 
any, gastrointestinal symptoms. However, 
they were shorter and lighter than children 
who tested negative for the antibodies. 
This equates to about nine months' growth 
and weight gain in an average child around 
this age." 

It is already known that one per cent of 
the UK's adult population have coeliac dis
ease. The illness is often represented as 
an iceberg since only a minority of people 
affected are diagnosed. 

The symptoms vary widely. Many people 
show no outward signs of the condition , 
some complain of tiredness and anaemia, 
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A 
LSPAC's potential to test scientific 

hypotheses is highlighted by an edi
torial in the prestigious journal Nature 

Neuroscience. 

Continued frc 

US researchers had discovered that aspirin 
taken during pregnancy apparently affects the 
sex drive of embryo male rats later in life. If the 
same effect was seen in humans - it could have 
important repercussions. 

The journal says: "If prenatal exposure to Cox 
inhibitors does affect some aspect of human sex
uality, this could easily have escaped notice. The 

lag from cause to effect could be sev
eral decades, and there was no previ
ous reason to look for such a link. 

" Now that there is a motivation for 
doing so, the only way to test the 
hypothesis is through a longitudinal 
epidemiological study. These tests 
are by necessity long-term projects, 
but at least one such study is 
already underway." 

The journal goes on to praise 
Professor Golding and the ALSPAC 
project itself. Referring to the fact 

that ALSPAC has tracked the cohort 

since they were born in 1991 and 1992, 
it adds: " The researchers took blood 
samples from the pregnant mothers 
and also gathered information about 
drug use, including commonly used 
COX inhibitors such as aspirin and 
paracetamol (acetaminophen, sold as 
Tylenol in the USA). 

"About half the mothers reported tak
ing paracetemol during pregnancy, and 
the ALSPAC group has found that high 
usage is associated with wheezing in 
the children, suggesting a possible link 
to asthma. 

"The same cohort can also be used 
to test for sexual effects. Among the 
researchers collaborating with Golding 
is Melissa Hines at City University in 
London, an expert on the neural basis 
of human sexual behavior. 

"Hines has already reported, based 
on ALSPAC data, that gender-role 
behaviour in three and a half-year-olds 
is associated with maternal testos-
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it could One more reason to be breastfed: 
save you from a heart attack at 60 

for better treatment or pre
d isease. 

l illiams A J, Norcross AJ, 
Jck RJ, Ness AR, JonesRW and 
1dy team . Undiagnosed coeliac 
;even: a population-based 

T he benefits of breastfeeding could 
pay off many years into the future 
by helping to reduce levels of 

blood pressure - one of the factors that 
contributes to heart attacks in later life. 

i cohort study. British Medical 
28:322-323 Among seven-year-old children , ALSPAC 
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terone levels; girls who are 'tomboys' 
(for example, preferring toy trucks to 
dolls) are more likely to have been 
exposed to high levels of testosterone in 
utero than those whose behaviour is 
more sex-typical. 

"Hines is re-examining these data to 
see whether there is any relationship 
l>etween gender role behaviour and expo
sure to COX inhibitors. She also plans to 
:onduct a follow-up study with the chil
:lren, who are now approaching 13. 

"Adolescents can be reticent about 
:liscussing sexual matters, but the ques
:ionnaires are computerized and strictly 
monymous, so Hines is optimistic that it 
Nill be possible to obtain meaningful 
:lata about sexual relationships and ori
rntation, as well as longer-term out
;omes such as marriage and fertility. 

"Until these epidemiological studies 
ire completed, the possible effect of COX 
nhibitors on humans must remain a mat-
:er for speculation." 

researchers found a differ
ence in their blood pressure 
according to whether they 
were breastfed or bottle-fed 
as babies. 

We measured the blood 
pressure of 7,276 children at 
the annual Focus Clinics and 
found that on average the 
children who had been breast
fed beyond the age of two 
months (34 per cent) had 1.9 
millimetres of mercury (mm 
Hg) lower blood pressure at 
age seven than did children 
who had been brought up 
exclusively on formula milk. 

After adjusting for factors 
that could potentially influence 
the results (such as mother's 
education, socio-economic 
status and birth weight), the 
investigators found that blood 
pressure remained lower in 
breastfed children, averaging 
0.8 mm Hg lower for systolic 
pressure. 

The longer a child was 
breastfed, the greater the dif
ference. Previous research 
suggests that the benefits 
could be even more pro
nounced later in their lives. 

Dr Richard Martin from the 
University of Bristol's 

Department of Social Medicine 
says that although the differ
ence that was found was quite 
small, even a small reduction 
could still have important pub
lic health implications for the 
adult population. 

It has been calculated that a 
one per cent reduction in sys
tolic blood pressure across the 
population could reduce the 
mortality rate by 1.5 per cent . 

Dr Martin says: "Around 40 
per cent of all infants in the 
USA or UK are never breast
fed . If breastfeeding rose from 
60 to 90 per cent, approxi
mately 3,000 extra deaths a 
year may be prevented annu
ally among 35 to 64-year-olds 
in these two countries." 

Exactly why breastfeeding 
should affect long-term blood 
pressure is unclear. At one 
stage it was attributed to the 
high sodium content of formula 
milk, but these results were 
based on modern formula milks 
whose composition is closer to 
breast milk. It is known that 
breast milk contains long chain 
polyunsaturated fatty acids 
which may play a role in blood 
pressure contro l. 

• Martin RM, Ness AR, Gunnell 
D, Emmett P, Davey Smith G, 
ALSPAC Study Team. Does 
breast feeding in infancy lower 
blood pressure in childhood? 
Circulation 2004; 109:1259-
1266. 

• A child having blood pressure 
tested at the Focus Centre 



Teeth may hold clues to asthma 

A LSPAC has collected 12,000 milk ' 
teeth from study children over 
the years, and these are now 

proving invaluable to a research team 
investigating a novel theory regarding 
the rise in asthma amongst children. 

A lot of chronic 
diseases have 

their origins 

before birth ' 
A child's two top front milk teeth - which 

begin to develop whilst babies are still in 
the womb - contain a detailed record of 

Dr Seif Shaheen 

how well the baby was nour
ished with trace elements and 
minerals before birth. 

One of ALSPAC's collabora
tors, Dr Seif Shaheen of King's 
College London, suspects that if 
a baby does not receive enough 
iron and selenium in utero this 

may increase their risk of wheez
ing in early childhood and possi
bly asthma later on. If this theory 
proves correct, women could be 
advised to take supplements dur
ing pregnancy as a preventive 

The National Asthma 
Campaign (now called Asthma 
UK) is funding Dr Shaheen and 
Dr John Appleton from the 
University of Liverpool Dental 
School to analyse the mineral 
content of the milk teeth of 250 measure. 

Massive rise in eczema cases 

N early one in three children has suf
fered from eczema by the age of 
three and a half years - triple the rate 

in the 1970s. 
Evidence has been growing for some years 

that eczema is on the increase, but the figures 

mately 10 per cent in the 1970s and 20 per cent 
in the 1980s. The current study found that 30 per 
cent of children born in the early 1990s showed 
symptoms of eczema at some time between birth 
and 42 months. Researchers are now analysing 
the lifestyle information provided by Children of 

the 90s families to identify the published by ALSPAC 
represent the most com
prehensive study yet 
undertaken to establish 
the number of young 
children who suffer. 

'High levels of hygiene factors that put children at risk of 
eczema: 

may mean immune 
systems are not challenged 

to develop properly' 

"There are a number of theo
ries," says Nellie. "It is possible 
that today's high levels of 
hygiene mean that some Our researchers found 

that 20 per cent of children first showed symp
toms of eczema by six months. The likelihood of 
developing symptoms for the first time became 
steadily less likely after this age. Boys and girls 
are equally likely to be affected. 

Lead researcher Nellie Wadonda-Kabondo 
says the study shows that eczema is widespread 
and is becoming more prevalent. Research car
ried out in earlier decades, although not precise
ly comparable with the current study, indicated 
that levels of childhood eczema were approxi-

children's immune systems are 
not being challenged enough to develop proper
ly. Changes in diet over recent decades and 
increasing levels of certain pollutants are other 
possibilities." 

• Wadonda-Kabondo N, Sterne JAG, Golding J, 
Kennedy CTC, Archer CB, Dunnill MGS, ALSPAC 
Study Team. A prospective study of the prevalence 
and incidence of atopic dermatitis in children aged 0-
42 months. British Journal of Dermatology 2003; 
149: 1023-1028. 

children who have asthma com
pared with 250 children who 
don't. 

Dr Shaheen says that previ
ous research on umbilical cord 
samples donated by ALSPAC 
mothers had indicated a possi
ble connection between the 
level of exposure to iron and 
selenium before birth and sub
sequent wheezing. But until 
now it has been difficult to 
obtain a totally accurate record 
of such exposure. 

"Milk teeth begin to develop 
before birth and the enamel 
takes up trace elements and 
minerals. When milk teeth drop 
out the enamel can be analysed 
to look back in time and tell us 
about a baby's level of expo
sure to trace elements and min
erals before birth . 

"Clues are emerging to sug
gest that factors which influence 
the development of the lung and 
immune system of a baby in the 
womb, are likely to play an 
important part in determining 
whether they suffer from wheez
ing and asthma as children. 

"We have preliminary evi
dence to suggest that babies 
exposed to higher levels of 
selenium in the womb have a 
lower risk of persistent wheez
ing in early childhood, and 
those exposed to higher levels 
of iron have a lower risk of 
wheezing and eczema at a later 
age." 

In the UK, intakes of seleni
um have been falling at the 
same time as asthma has been 
increasing. Selenium occurs 
naturally in fish, meat, cereals 
and dairy products - but the 
richest source is Brazil nuts. 

W
orking mothers are under pres
sure from all sides and often 
feel guilty, but they may be reas

sured by preliminary findings from two 
research projects which are based on 
ALSPAC data. 

Reassurance for working mums 

The findings from one study indicate that, 
at the age of three, there is no difference in 
activity levels or emotional development 
between children who attend day care and 
those who are cared for at home. 

The researchers looked at how active the 
children were, and how likely they were to be 
moody or fussy. They found that both the chil
dren of working mothers and those who 
stayed at home received the same amount of 
stimulation as babies. 

The second study looked at children up to 
the age of eight, and found that there were 
negative effects only for a fairly small group 

of children whose mothers return to full-time 
work before they are 18 months old . Even in 
this group, the negative effects are slight and, 
surprisingly perhaps, were mainly seen 
amongst children looked after by a friend, rel
ative or neighbour rather than those in paid 
care. 

The researchers found no disadvantage at 
all to children whose mothers returned to 
work when they were over 18 months, or 
worked part-time at any stage. 

Professor Dieter Wolke, former Deputy 
Director of ALSPAC said: "Over 60% of moth
ers now go out to work, compared with 21 % 20 
years ago, and this trend is likely to increase. 

"This research should give reassurance to 
mothers who work that they are not depriving 
their children or stunting their emotional 

development. We found no significant differ
ence in how mums actively played with their 
babies according to whether or not they 
worked or stayed at home. 

"We also found that fathers with working 
partners get more involved in playing and 
stimulating their children, thus compensating 
for less time spent by the mother at home." 

"However, both working and non-working 
mothers played and talked with their children 
to a greater extent than their partner did -
dads still have some catching up to do!" 

e This article draws in part upon 'The Effects of 
Early Maternal Employment on Child Development 
in the UK' by Paul Gregg and Liz Washbrook, 
CMPO Discussion Paper No. 70/03, summarised in 
the August 2003 issue of the CMPO Bulletin. 



Behaviour linked to relationship with dad 
The importance of a father fig
ure in children's lives has been 
demonstrated following research 
into couples who had split up. 

Researchers found there was a 
direct relationship between their chil
dren's behavioural problems and the 
amount of contact they had with 
their natural father, and the quality of 
the relationship between father and 
child . 

data. Professor Judy Dunn from the 
Institute of Psychiatry at Kings 
College, London, studied 162 chil
dren whose parents had separated, 
over two years. 

Of those children, initially inter
viewed at age eight and a half, 18 
per cent had no contact with their 
father, and 16 per cent had contact 
less than once a month. Mothers 
were asked to report on children's 
behaviour, on whether they were 
aggressive or delinquent (externalis
ing behaviour) or withdrawn, anx
ious, or depressed (internalising). 

Internalising problems were 
associated with the quality of 
the relationship with the 
mother, and to infrequent or 
no contact with the father. 
The report notes: "Our find
ings were unequivocal: 
more frequent and more 
regular contact (which 
included communication 
by telephone) was associ
ated with closer more 
intense relationships with 
non-resident fathers and 
fewer adjustment prob
lems in children." 

The effect was more pronounced 
in single-parent families, particularly 
teenaged mothers. In these families 
the children were particularly vulner
able if they had no contact with their 
real father. 

The findings, published in the 
Journal of Child Psychology and 
Psychiatry were based on ALSPAC 

Externalising problems were neg
atively associated with the quality of 
the mother-child relationship, the 
amount of father-child contact and 
the quality of the father-child rela
tionship. 

+ Dunn J, Cheng H, O'Connor TG , Bridges L, Children's perspectives 
on their relationships with their nonresident fathers : influences, out
comes and implications. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry 
2004; 45: 553-566. 

A new way of predicting 
which young children 
are most at risk of 

eventually contracting diabetes 
and heart disease in adult life 
is being developed by 
researchers at Cambridge 
University - using the ALSPAC 
data. 

HoW doctors can predict risk 
of adult diseases in infancy 

Doctors have known for some 
time that there is a connection 
between a baby's size at birth and 
the chances of developing some 
illnesses many years later. 

size - and who are born with the 
insulin gene - may be at greatest 
risk of developing diabetes and 
heart problems. In future doctors 
would be able to advise the par
ents of toddlers about the risk and 
steps they should take now to 
avoid the illness. 

involved over 1,000 members of 
the cohort. Researchers concen
trated on those children who were 
of low birth weight to begin with 
but went on to catch up in size by 
the age of two. This early growth 
pattern is typical of firstborn chil
dren and measurements showed 
that the early catch-up infants 
tended to become children who 

Now they have shown that small 
babies who quickly catch up in 

The latest research, published 
in the medical journal Diabetes, 

Whooping cough vaccine - no link 
. in the development of asthma 

FEARS that there may have been a link 
between the vaccine for whooping cough 
and the development of asthma and allergies 
has been ruled out in one of the most com
prehensive studies ever to be undertaken. 

The research , using statistics from around 
14,000 members of the cohort, clearly shows there 
to be no association between the vaccine and 
asthma or allergy in later childhood. 

In recent years the prevalence of a high level of 
allergic diseases including hayfever, asthma and 
eczema in the industrialised world had led to spec
ulation that vaccination in early childhood may be 
one cause. 

However, researchers working with the ALSPAC 
cohort compared immunisation records of 13,811 
children and found that whether or not the child 
had been fully immunised bore no relationship with 
rates of asthma, wheezing or allergic reaction. 

Of the sample investigated, 94.9(13,109) per 
cent had been fully immunised, 340 hadn't been 
immunised at all , while others had received some 
of the vaccinations. 

By the age of 91 months - a doctor had diag
nosed 20.1 per cent of the children with asthma at 
some time. Around the same number - 20.5 per 

cent showed an allergic reaction to a skin prick 
test while 9.8 per cent of parents had reported 
periods of wheezing in their children in the past 
year. 

The only significant difference was found in the 
children who had been partially immunised, who 
were more likely to have reported asthma. But 
after taking into account other factors - such as 
number of brothers and sisters, exposure to tobac
co smoke, and overcrowding in the home - the dif
ference was not statistically significant. 

The report concludes: "Although a number of 
studies using different methods have reported 
associations our study provides evidence that 
this association was not present in a large unse
lected population of children 

"These findings extend the observations of our 
own and others' previous studies. Taken togeth
er, these observations should provide further reas
surance of the lack of a positive association 
between pertussis immunisation and later onset of 
allergic diseases in children." 

+ Maitra A, Sherriff A, Griffiths M, Henderson J, 
ALSPAC Study Team. Pertussis vaccination in infancy 
and asthma or allergy in later childhood: birth cohort 
study. British Medical Journal 2004; 328:925-926. 

were taller, heavier and fatter by 
the age of eight years. 

Dr Ken Ong says: "We previ
ously identified the first gene vari
ant - in the insulin gene - related 
to common differences in birth size 
and we have since done a number 
of further studies to confirm that 
this genetic finding is true." 

This insulin gene variant now 
also appears to affect childhood 
growth rates. In future doctors 
might be able to screen all early 
catch-up infants for the insulin 
gene variant, so that children 
who are at greater risk of devel
oping diabetes or heart disease 
could be advised on lifestyle 
changes to avoid falling ill. 

Dr Ong said: "We have found 
that a combination of very early 
growth measurements and 
genetic testing can predict which 
babies will grow into the heavier 
fatter children - and so will have 
increased risk of disease in later 
life . 

"If we can predict this by the 
age of one - with a combination 
of growth charts and genetics 
tests - we could do something 
about it early, rather than wait 
until they clearly have a weight 
problem as older children." 

+ Ong KK, Petry CJ, Barratt BJ, 
Ring S, Cordell HJ , Wingate DL , 
the ALSPAC Study Team, Pembrey 
ME, Todd JA, Dunger DB Maternal
fetal interactions and birth order 
influence insulin variable number 
of tandem repeats allele class 
associations with head size at birth 
and childhood weight gain. 
Diabetes 2004; 53:1128-1133. 



ALSPAC to host European Conference 

E xperts from as far afield as Australia, USA and 
Japan are among the speakers and guests lined up 
for this, the third Conference of Epidemiological 

Longitudinal Studies in Europe (CELSE) to be held in 
Bristol. 

I 
I Hot topics -

Main topics at the Celse Conference:-

The three-day conference will bring together people from 
around the world, who are working with longitudinal data col
lected from both large multifaceted and smaller more focused 
studies, to share knowledge and experience. 

• Epidemiology, psychology, psychiatry, social science, 
genetics, development of disease. 
• Growth, including fetal growth, the development of eat
ing disorders and obesity. 

This will be the first time it has been hosted in the UK and 
ALSPAC Director, Professor Jean Golding, chosen as this 
year's conference president, will be welcoming the delegates at 
the opening on September 22. 

• The role of diet and other environmental factors. 
• The role of inequalities and cultural differences. 
• Methodological issues relating to large datasets with 
multiple contacts with subjects. 

She will also be taking part in a debate on 'Small is beautiful 
but size matters' with Prof 
Camilla Stoltenberg from the 
Norwegian Birth Cohort on the 
second day. 

Other speakers include 
Professor Walter Willett, a 
world famous expert in the field 
of Nutritional Epidemiology and 
Chair of the Department of 
Nutrition at the Harvard School 
of Public Health while Prof 

table discussions, oral and 
poster presentations of free 
papers and time for people to 
meet and talk. 

Over the three days 79 free 
papers from international longi
tudinal _studies will be present
ed, discussing substantive 

results as well as methodologi
cal issues of interest to others 
in the field. ALSPAC work will 
be well represented during 
these sessions. Most papers 
will be given in parallel ses
sions running in five venues 
within the Bristol University 

conference centre and the four 
deemed to be the best will be 
given in the main hall to the full 
audience. 

Over 130 posters will be pre
sented during lunch, tea and 
coffee breaks and, as is the 
case for the free presentations, 
prizes will be awarded for the 
best posters in each of several 
categories. Hans-Ulrich Wittchen from 

Dresden University will give a 
keynote lecture on psychologi
cal aspects of longitudinal stud
ies. 

Hand in hand with the lec
tures will be a balance of invit
ed presentations of varied for
mat, including debates, round 

+ The registration fee for the whole three-day event is 
£350 with a £60 fee for students with no earned 
income. This includes entry to the welcome buffet on 
the first night. For more details on the scientific and 
social programmes, plus registration see the confer
ence website: http://celse.alspac.bris.ac.uk 

The programme ends with a 
debate on 'Case control stud
ies versus cohort studies in 
genetic epidemiology' with 
Professor David Clayton and 
Professor Paul Burton taking 
us to the cutting edge of mod
ern longitudinal studies. 

Or contact Conference secretary Leala Watson: 
e-mail celse-3@bristol.ac.uk at Bristol University. 

£250,000 Lottery win for ERIC 

A four-year project to investigate 
bladder and bowel control prob
lems among Britain's schoolchild

ren - and look for links with events dur
ing early childhood - has been awarded 
£250,000 by the National Lottery's 
Community Fund. 

Nationally around 750,000 children have 
a problem with wetting or soiling clothes and 
bedding and it's something that shatters 
their self-confidence and can have long
term effects on the child's education and 
social development. 

experiences of our 14,000 ALSPAC chil
dren, including how they coped with 
potty training. 

Penny Dobson, Director of ERIC says: 
"The research in this area is limited - so 
this is a major opportunity to understand 
more about the problems these children 
face. 

"Potty training can be a battle between 
parent and child, not helped by the fact 
that many nurseries require children to 
be dry and clean by the age of three. 
This puts a lot of pressure on everyone! 
What we want ideally is a happy potty
trained child at an age when it is right for 
the child." 

So far existing research suggests that 

between two and four per cent of children 
aged 5 to 7 have problems with daytime 
wetting or urinary incontinence. And, as 
the children get older it still affects 1 child 
in 200 between the ages of 8 and 16. 

For many children, the problem has a 
physical cause, such as a lack of the hor
mone vasopressin which slows down 
urine production at night. 

But psychosocial factors may also be 
involved. One aim of the Bristol study will 
be to investigate how incontinence prob
lems affect children at school , and how 
schools can help them. Eventually the 
information will be used to publish guide
lines to parents, children and schools. 

Now the Enuresis Resource and 
Information Centre (ERIC) based in 
Kingswood has been given the grant to look 
into the causes and the consequences of 
childhood wetting and soiling - and come up 
with advice to parents, children and teach
ers. And they'll be basing their research on 

• For further information see Enuresis Resource and Information Centre (ERIC) web 
site at http://www.eric.org.uk/ (or see below for the ALSPAC web address) 
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+ Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC), 
Can be contacted at:- 24 Tyndall Avenue, Bristol BS8 1TQ 

Telephone : 0117 928 5099 
email: alspac-project@bris.ac.uk 

+ For more information, our website address is:
www.alspac.bris.ac. uk 
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