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Research landmark as 
200th paper published 
T 

he publication of ALSPAC's 200th scien
tific paper marks an important mile
stone, firmly establishing the project as 

the most comprehensive study of early child
hood anywhere in the world. 

Professor 
Jean Golding 

ALSPAC has become a mine of information used 
by researchers from universities across the UK and 
worldwide as they examine all 

• Past findings include ... aspects of health, behaviour 
and development. 

Our first paper, published by 
Professor Jean Golding in 1989, 
outlined a European study of 
pregnancy and childhood in vari
ous countries. She followed this 
in 1990 by starting the recruit
ment of the first of 14,000 moth
ers who would be at the centre 
of the research . 

Collaborating scientists range 
from anthropologists, audiolo
gists and biochemists, right 
through the spectrum to 
rheumatologists, social scientists 
and toxicologists. 

Over the years their invalu
able research has covered 
everything from asthma to work-

+ A mother's stress during pregnancy may affect the brain of 
her unborn child in ways linked to dyslexia and autism. 

+ Parents who smoke, even passively, take longer to conceive 

+ When couples split up ·there is a direct positive relation
ship between the amount of contact their children have with 
their natural father and their behaviour. 

+ The benefits of breastfeeding could last a lifetime - children 
who were breastfed have lower blood pressure years later. 

ing mothers .. . and much more. 
Last year alone, we published 
33 peer-reviewed papers in 
academic journals. 

With financial backing from 
the Wellcome Trust, the 
Medical Research Council and 
the USA's National Institutes of 
Health, among others, we are 
currently looking at all aspects 

of childhood as the cohort go 
through their teenage years. 

Professor Golding says the 
credit must go to the families 
who have given up their time to 
help the research. "They, togeth
er with our research staff, have 
already achieved so much that 
has changed the lives of chil
dren all over the world. " 

Hitting the 
headlines 

THE~TIMEs 
ALSPAC is always in the 
news but appearing on the front 
page of The Times three years 
running shows just how important 
the media think 
our findings are ... 

December 2004: 
Research into 
asthma makes 
the headlines, 
December 
2004.See 
inside for more ·· '< 

details .... 

Research into 
caesarean 
sections 

+ Turn inside for details of our 200th paper 
on paternal postnatal depression and its effect on young children ... 

Catch this one, if you can ... 
Don't miss BBC2's Horizon 
programme featuring ALSPAC's 
director of neuroscience, Dr 
Cathy Williams, and due to be 
shown in September. 

Horizon are looking into the posi
tive benefits of Omega 3, found in 
fish, and interviewed Dr Williams, 
who also works part-time as a 
Consultant Paediatric 
Ophthalmologist at Bristol Eye 
Hospital. 

Dr Williams, who's on the right of 

the picture with the TV crew 
explains: "We don't really know 
what it is about fish that is benefi
cial to cognitive development - but 
Omega 3 certainly seems to be 
involved. What we do know is that 
mothers who hadn't eaten fish in 
pregnancy had children with less 
mature vision at the age of three 
and may be disadvantaged in early 
life." 

• The programme is scheduled to 
be shown on September 15. 



ALSPAC 
A winning ALSPAC team headed off to 

the home of country music in June 
to take part in the world's largest 

conference on physical activity in Nashville, 
Tennessee. 

Reporting on our latest investigations, 
Professor Chris Riddoch led the field, present
ing his data on levels of physical activity and 
its associations with socio-economic status in 
the ALSPAC children. 

Preliminary findings point to some social 
patterning, with less socially advantaged chil
dren proving to be more active than those of 
higher economic status, though differences 
are small. 

ALSPAC's results also show how the vast 
majority of children fail to meet the recom
mended daily activity levels of 60 minutes 
'moderate activity,' assessed using the 
Actigraph accelerometer at age 11. 

This is the first time that Actigraphs have 
been used on such a large scale as part of an 
established longitudinal study and represents 
an exciting development in the study of chil
dren's physical activity. 
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DED Jo Saunders, and Dr Sam Leary 

Team fly to USA for world's largest 
conference on physical activity 

S tatistician Sam Leary fol
lowed this by examining 
how children's activity lev

els varied over the course of a 
year and, most particularly with 
the seasons. Our researchers 
have addressed this by measur
ing a sub-sample of 300 children 
four times throughout the year. 

sentative one annual measure is 
and will help us to adjust for this 
in future. 

orous'. 
To date, this has been defined 

by 'cut-points' taken from the 
Actigraph monitor. By setting up 
a sub-study to test the output of 
the monitor against the 'gold 
standard' of oxygen uptake he 
has been able to reassess where 
the 'cut point' that truly repre
sents 'moderate activity' lies. 

T he results from his sub
study have been used to 
compare the data from the 

whole cohort and discover how 
many children are achieving the 
'moderate' level of 60 minutes a 
day. This equates to an hour's 
fast walking yet, as Professor 
Riddoch reported, this is not 
being achieved by the vast 
majority of the ALSPAC study 
children - results that reflect the 
importance of our ongoing data 
collection at age 13 and rele
vance to future health. 

These repeat measures tests 
allow us to work out how repre-

Our third speaker, research 
assistant Calum Mattocks pur
sued the issue of the UK's cur
rent recommended activity levels, 
examining exactly how we cate
gorise physical activity into 
'sedentary, light, moderate or vig-

A LSPAC researchers, investigating the 
lifestyle and habits of nearly 7,800 
three-year-old study children, have 

uncovered eight risk factors that point to an 
increased risk of obesity as they grow up. 

The link between sleep and obesity 

Perhaps not surprisingly, toddlers who spent 
more than eight hours watching television each 
week were more likely to have been found to 
be obese by the age of seven. 

However, one of the most intriguing links 
was a correlation between sleep and the chil
dren's size at age seven . Surprisingly, three
year-olds who slept more than 10.5 hours a 
night were also less likely to be obese by the 
time they reached junior school. 

The results, published in the BMJ in May, 
suggest that one way to tackle the nation's 
obesity epidemic might be to change lifestyles 
during early childhood. 

Of the 7,758 ALSPAC study children whose 
height and weight were assessed, and Body 
Mass Index calculated , 9.2 per cent of the 
boys and 8.1 per cent of the girls were classi
fied as obese at the age of seven. 

Dr Andy Ness, deputy director of the 
ALSPAC study says exactly why some of these 

IU'ef1t~sncn 11-rointguidrpinPQintiQJ;dWdhoodobe:sityri5kfacton1 WbYyou - . -
shouldworry 
if your child 
watches TV for 
8 hours a week 

things increase the risk of obesity isn't always 
clear. 

"We know that obese parents are more like
ly to have obese children. That could be a 
genetic effect or it could be more to do with 
shared environmental factors. 

"More surprising perhaps is that children 
who sleep longer at night around the age of 
three have a lower risk of obesity. It could be 
that children who sleep longer are more active 
and so are physically tired. 

"Or it could be that the ones who don't go to 
bed early are staying up doing sedentary 
things instead like watching TV, and consum
ing food. So they are not only less active, but 
also eating more. 

"There is also evidence that modest sleep 
deprivation affects the hormone balance, and 
we are going to do more work on this." 

The researchers also identified a connec
tion with various measures of size and rapid 
early weight gain. 

The report says: "Prevention strategies for 
childhood obesity to date have usually been 
unsuccessful and typically focus on change in 
lifestyle during childhood or adolescence. 

"Future interventions might focus on envi
ronmental changes targeted at relatively short 
periods in early life, attempting to modify fac
tors during pregnancy, in infancy, or in early 
childhood , which are independently related to 
later risk of obesity." 

+ Reilly JJ, Armstrong J, Dorosty AR, Emmett P M , Ness A, Rogers I, Steer C, and Sherriff A for the 
ALSPAC Study Team. Early life risk factors for obesity in childhood: cohort study. The British Medical 
Journal, 2005. 



Weighty problem 
in the spotlight 

As part of National Science Week 
in March, Bristol University and 
the British Association organised 
a public debate on 'Childhood 
Obesity: A Weight on the Nation'. 

ALSPAC's deputy director of epi
demiology, Dr Andy Ness stressed 
the importance of the study, saying, 
"This research is important. If we 
are going to do something to head 
off the Obesity Epidemic, we have 
got to know exactly why it is hap
pening, and what we can do - as 
individuals and as a country. 
Children of the 90s is right at the 
forefront of the research." He was 
joined by Dr Julian Shield, Senior 
Lecturer in Child Health, who runs 
one of the country's few Childhood 
Obesity Clinics at the Bristol 
Children 's Hospital. 

The third speaker was Professor 
Chris Riddoch, who, as reported 
(left) also spoke about the study in 
Nashville. As well as leading 
ALSPAC's research into the role of 
physical activity and childhood obe
sity, he is also head of the London 
Sport Institute at Middlesex 
University. 

Risk factors 
include ... 

+ Higher birth weight 

+ Obesity in one or both 
parents. 

+ More than eight hours 
spent watching television 
per week at age three. 

+ A short amount of 
sleep - less than 10.5 
hours per night at age 
three. 

+ Rapid catch-up growth 
between birth and two 
years of age. 

+ Early development of 
body fatness in pre
school years 

Asthma stars align 
to form STELAR 
L eading British asthma 

researchers, drawn together 
by Bristol University's Dr 

John Henderson , have joined forces 
in a co-ordinated attempt to deter
mine how early environmental fac
tors may influence the development 
of the condition . 

The new Study Team for Early Life 
Asthma Research (STELAR) network 
unites experts from seven centres 
across the UK and has been given a 
£124,000 grant from Asthma UK to take 
them through the next three years. 

Working together, the team will use 
ALSPAC data to investigate whether 
factors such as medications taken dur
ing pregnancy, or even a baby's feeding 
habits, play a part in the development of 
asthma. 

Dr Henderson said : "One of the best 
ways of understanding a complex con
dition like asthma is to follow a group of 
children for many years to investigate 

F 
requent use of household cleaners 
and other chemicals in the home 
have been pinpointed as a possi

ble cause of asthma. 
Dr Andrea Sherriff looked at information 

from over 7,000 ALSPAC families and 
found a clear connection between breathing 
problems and a range of common products 
such as bleach, paint stripper and carpet 
cleaners . 

In the 10% of families who used the 
chemicals most frequently, children were 
twice as likely to suffer wheezing problems 
than in families where they were used least. 

So far the exact chemicals involved have 
not been identified, but Dr Sherriff says a 
clear link has been established between 

what they are exposed to, which of 
them develop asthma and what type of 
asthma they have. " 

Their first step will be to set up an 
Asthma Phenobank - a new system for 
classifying variations in asthma accord
ing to onset and history. The phenobank 
will be based on the experiences and 
data from the 14,000 ALSPAC study 
families. 

They will then study these variations 
in asthma, looking for common events 
and, they hope, throwing up new theo-

• Manchester Asthma and Allergy 
Study (MAAS): Professor A 
Woodcock, Professor A Custovic, 
Dr A Simpson 
• Aberdeen birth cohort: Dr G 
Devereux, Professor PJ Helms 
• Children's follow-up of 
Southampton Women's Survey: 
Professor J Warner 

ries, which can then be e> 
more detail with the help c 
birth cohorts. 

The range of exposure" 
examined include: 
• Prenatal factors from m 
nutrition during pregnancy 
during pregnancy to moth1 
history; 
• Perinatal factors such a 
birth weight, neonatal prot 
history; 
• Early childhood exposu1 

The cohorts takin~ 

• Isle of Wight birth co 
Arshad 
• Asthma in Ashford sl 
Cullinan 
• Avon Longitudinal SI 
Parents and Children (i 
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Household chemicals 
use of chemicals in the home and wheezing 
in young children - which can go on to 
develop into asthma. She adds that other 
studies throughout Europe and the USA 
have already demonstrated an increased 
risk of asthma in people working as clean
ers. 

"The indoor air environment may play an 
important role in the increasing asthma 
problem due to the fact that people , espe
cially mothers with young children , spend 
so much of the day indoors." 

The data used was taken from questions 
our cohort answered when they were preg
nant. The most commonly used 'chemical 

products' were disinfec1 
87.4%), followed by ble 
included carpet cleaner 
cleaner (60.5%), dry cl~ 
aerosols (71 .7%), turpe 
fresheners - spray, stid 
paint stripper (5.5%), p< 
(32.9%) and pesticides1 
(21 .2%). 

Researchers calculat 
burden according to hO' 
used each product. 

+ Sherriff A, Farrow A, 
cal household products 
Thorax 2005; 60: 45-9. 
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environment - damp, moulds, crowd
ing, environmental tobacco smoke, 
socio-economic conditions , childhood 
nutrition, pet ownership, place of resi
dence) 

Information is also available on 
other health outcomes, including 
symptoms in early childhood, features 
of other allergic disorders, visits to 
GPs and hospital and medication use. 
Dr Henderson added: "Asthma is a 

complex disease and it is likely that a 
large number of genes are involved, but 
the observed rise in asthma over the 
last few decades in many westernised 
countries can't be explained by genetic 
changes in the population. 

"A great deal of research interest has 
focused on the search for environmen
tal exposures that are associated with 
the development of asthma but, despite 
this activity, the emergence of a single 
modifiable factor that is likely to have a 
major impact on asthma prevalence has 
yet to occur. 

"To disentangle all the complexities 
requires access to a detailed source of 
information on asthma patients built up 
over a number of years, and including a 
diverse range of environmental factors, 
preferably commenced before birth. We 
need enough people taking part to allow 
us to analyse all the significant interac
tions. This proposal provides these pos
sibilities." 

Wealthy families more 
at risk of bone disease 

Children from privileged backgrounds 
tend to be taller and thinner than those 
from less wealthy families , but there 
could be a price to pay for extra inches. 

Taller, slimmer children may also have 
weaker bones that leave them prone to an 
increased risk of fractures and osteoporosis 
in later life, according to research involving 
data from 6,700 ALSPAC 
children . 

Her findings, announced at the annual 
conference of the British Society for 
Rheumatology in April , also showed that the 
taller children from more affluent homes 
were also, on average, 1 kg lighter. 

Dr Clark says: "Most conditions and dis
eases have some form of social pattern. The 
fascinating fact is that bone mass shows no 
signs of this , while height and weight do. 

This opens the door to a new 
focus for researchers and sets Lead researcher Dr 

Emma Clark, a 
Wellcome Trust Clinical 
Research Fellow, 
explains: "Our prime 
concern in this project 
was to explore how social 

Dr Emma 
Clark 

us a challenge to find out why, 
and what the implications of this 
may be. 

inequalities contribute to health inequalities." 
Bone mass was measured using a whole 

body DXA Lunar Prodigy scanner and 
results showed that, by the age of nine, chil
dren whose mothers were educated to 
degree level were, on average, 1.5cm taller 
than children whose mothers had no formal 
qualification. 

The taller children had produced long, 
slender bones which contained a similar 
amount of calcium as the bones of the small
er children and so could be more vulnerable 
in adulthood. 

"It also raises the possibility 
that children with a bigger bone 

mass relative to their height are less suscep
tible to skeletal problems as they have 
stronger bones. This is something that needs 
to be considered further, but it is important to 
emphasise the role of a healthy diet and 
exercise in maintaining general good health 
and well-being." 

Dr Clark is planning to expand this area of 
work by examining the number of children 
who suffer broken bones and other skeletal 
problems, related to their social background. 

She has been awarded the British Society 
for Rheumatology young investigator of the 
year award for this work. 

al depression in fathers affects their babies 

R 
esearch results highlighted in 
our 200th paper demonstrate 
how the children of fathers suf

fering from postnatal depression have 
an increased risk of developing behav
ioural and emotional problems. 

The paper, published in the Lancet, con
firms that depression following the birth of a 
child affects a significant number of fathers. 
This may have long-term consequences on 
their children 's development. 

Baby boys, who seem to be particularly 
affected if their fathers are depressed, go 
on to have twice as many behavioural 
problems in the preschool years. 

Records of 8,430 ALSPAC fathers were 
analysed and researchers found that, 
eight weeks after the birth , 3.6 per cent 
(303) appeared to be suffering from 
depression, with symptoms including anxi
ety, mood swings, irritability and feelings 
of hopelessness. 

At the age of 3fi, the children were 
assessed for both emotional symptoms 
(such as worry and sadness) and behav
iour (including hyperactivity). 

The researchers found that in families 
where the fathers had been suffering 
from depression soon after the birth - the 
children were twice as likely to have high 
levels of emotional and behavioural prob
lems. 

md asthma link I 
In line with previous studies, 10.2 per 

cent of mothers had similar signs of 
depression. 

Lead researcher, Oxford psychiatrist Dr 
Paul Ramchandani, says: "We already 
know that postnatal depression in mothers 
can affect the quality of maternal care, 
and is associated with disturbances in 
children's later social, behavioural , psy
chological and physical development. 

When they looked separately at boys 
and girls, there was a significant differ
ence in boys' behaviour if their fathers 
had been depressed. Fewer girls were 
affected. 

Dr Ramchandani says: "The relation
ship between boys' behavioural develop
ment and depression in their fathers is 
striking. It may be that boys are specifi
cally sensitive to the effects of parenting 
by fathers, perhaps because of different 
involvement by fathers with their sons." 

(used by 
(84.8%). Others 

'.8%), window 
ng fluid (5.4%), 
e (22.6%), air 
aerosol (68%), 
or varnish 
icticides 

he total chemical 
aquently families 

This was then compared with parents' 
reports on whether their child had experi
enced wheezing with whistling at various 
intervals up to the age of 3fi. 

After taking into account a range of other 
factors - including whether the parents 
smoked, damp housing, and family history 
of asthma - the study found a significant 
association between the children who suf
fered persistent wheezing and the mother's 
use of these chemicals . 

ling J, ALSPAC Study Team, Henderson AJ. Frequent use of chemi
ssociated with persistent wheezing in preschool-age children . 

"While a significant number of men do 
report depression following the birth of a 
child, until now the influence of depression 
in fathers during the early years of a 
child's life has received scant attention. 

"There is research establishing that 
adolescent children of depressed fathers 
have higher rates of psychiatric disorder 
but very little is known about the possible 
effects of paternal depression early in chil
dren's lives." 

"Although largely neglected to date, 
paternal depression in the postnatal peri
od should be recognised and treated by 
healthcare professionals in order to 
lessen any adverse effects on the child ." 
+ Ramchandani P, Stein A, Evans J, 
O'Connor TG and the ALSPAC study team . 
Paternal depression in the postnatal period 
and child development: a prospective longi
tudinal study. Lancet 2005; 365: 2201-2205. 



Should DNA be 
collected from 
every baby? 
A LSPAC has played a major role in 

helping the Human Genetics 
Commission - a Government advisory 

body - investigate the implications of collect
ing DNA samples from every newborn baby. 

Last year, four key ALSPAC staff assessed 
the ethical , social, scientific, economic and prac
tical considerations of genetic profiling at birth 
as part of a special fact-finding conference in 
Bristol. 

Now the Commission has 
pulled together all strands of the 
debate to create a national 
report , 'Profiling the newborn' 
released at a press conference 
in March. Issues such as 
whether creating a genetic fin
gerprint of every baby would be 
right - or useful - are all 
addressed. 

Professor Jean Golding, one 
of the main speakers at the 
Bristol fact-finding session 
explains that presentations from 
the ALSPAC study form a strong 

part of the Commission's con
clusions , together with discus
sions with students from a num
ber of local schools . 

"Our evidence demonstrates 
the need for carefully managed 
studies of genetic and lifestyle 
factors relevant to child health 
and development, and one of 
the recommendations of the 
report is that there is a pressing 
need to develop a programme 
of research to decide the full 
cost and potential benefit of 
profiling for the health of chil-

• Is it a good idea to collect 
DNA from every baby? The 
new report, 'Profiling the 
newborn: a prospective gene 
technology?' is available to 
read at www.hgc.gov.uk 

dren and adults," explains 
Professor Golding. 

The important point that 
ALSPAC had made was that 
prior to information on an individ
ual 's genome being made avail
able to that individual, it would 
be very important to assess all 
the different influences each 
genetic variant might have on 
outcomes at different stages of 
the life course. 

"Hopefully ALSPAC can be 
involved in any such programme 
of research in the future. " 

W 
omen who take parac
etamol during the later 
stages of pregnancy 

are more likely than those who 
never take it to have children 
who suffer from asthma . 

Paracetamol use linked 
to childhood asthma 

Dr Seif Shaheen 's research 
suggests that as much as 7% of 
childhood asthma might be linked 
to the mothers' frequent use of 
paracetamol in the later stages of 
pregnancy. 

Dr Shaheen, from Kings College 
London based his findings on data 
from 8,500 ALSPAC families - of 
which 12.5% were reported as 
having asthma at six years of age. 

lungs and immune system of the 
fetus , thus increasing the risk of 
developing asthma in childhood. 

Dr Shaheen reports: "While we 
should be cautious as to whether 
these findings really represent a 
causal link, we estimate that the 
proportion of asthma attributable 
to paracetamol use in late preg
nancy, assuming a causal rela
tion, was 7%''. 

Risks associated with moderate 

use were very small, however he 
does have concern about para
catamol use in late pregnancy. 

"At this stage we can't deter
mine if there might be a threshold 
of usage below which there is no 
associated risk. So we recom
mend that, although paracetamol 
should remain the analgesic of 
choice throughout pregnancy, it 
should not be taken unnecessari
ly, especially after 20 weeks''. 

+ Shaheen S, Newson R, Henderson A, Headley J, Stratton F, Jones R, 
Strachan D and the ALSPAC Study Team. Prenatal paracetamol exposure and 
risk of asthma and elevated immunoglobulin E in childhood. The Journal of 
Clinical and Experimental Allergy, 2005; 35: 18-25. 

The Royal Society 

I nvestigations into the use of 
complementary and alterna
tive medicines and treatments 

in ALPAC children is now under-
way, thanks to an idea by 
research assistant (and regis
tered homeopath) Jackie Bishop. 

Ms Bishop has now set up the 
complementary and alternative 
medicine (CAM) working group, 
which includes a medical herbalist, 
pharmacist and consultant homeo
pathic doctor. The group's aim is 
to extend existing research and 
they have already been awarded 
three grants totalling more than 
£34,000. 

Avon Primary Care Research 
Collaborative have allocated near
ly £10,000 to examine CAM data 
from the questionnaire given to 
ALSPAC families when their chil
dren were 4fi years old . This will 
look at whether pre-schoo chil
dren given homeopathic medicines 
also took fewer antibiotics. 

A further £14,900 from the 
David Telling Charitable 
Trust will be used to exam

ine why families within ALSPAC 
use complementary and alterna
tive medicines. Specifically, the 
group is interested in finding out 
whether families tell their doctors 
about the use of alternative medi
cines and the implications for NHS 
patient care. 

A third grant of more than 
£9,000 from the Blackie 
Foundation Trust will help to give a 
more detailed picture of the use of 
homeopathic medicines in the 
ALSPAC children up to the age of 
8fi years. It will look at which prod
ucts, creams or remedies were 
actually prescribed and who by -
whether GP, specialist homeopath
ic doctor or the study child 's par
ents. 

"This phase of data analysis 
will generate further questions and 
research hypotheses into the 
nature and use of complementary 
and alternative medicine use by 
families," said Ms Bishop. 

During pregnancy, 40% of 
women had reported taking parac
etamol "sometimes" during the 
second half of their pregnancy 
(after 20 weeks). They were 22% 
more likely than women who 
never took it to have an asthmatic 
child. For the tiny percentage 
of mothers who reported that they 
took paracetamol almost every 
day, the risk increased by 62%. 

T wo years ago Dr Shaheen 's 
team showed a link 
between frequent paraceta

mol use during late pregnancy and 
an increased risk of wheezing in 
early childhood. These latest find
ings, using the same cohort of 
children, extend his previous 
observations. In his latest paper 
he postulates that paracetamol 
taken during pregnancy may 
cause damage to the developing 

~ Discover ALSPAC's vision for the 
,,..., future and our plans to work with our 

study families through the teenage years 
at a special one-day conference at the prestigious 
Royal Society in London on November 7. Attracting an audience of 
collaborators, funders and academics, together with members of 
government departments, this year's event promises to be as popu
lar as ever. Email us now to go on our mailing list. You'll be the first 
to receive a copy of the full programme of events and will find out 
details of our 'early booking' discount. 



Helping to pin-point the vulnerable 

W 
omen who hold negative beliefs about 
themselves are at greater risk of 
developing depression later in their 

lives, according to ALSPAC research. 

Negative schemas that helped pre
dict development of depression 

between those who agreed most 
strongly with negative statements 
and the later onset of depression. 

Questions the women were asked to respond to 
included: 

• Women with the highest 
scores for negative self-beliefs 
were 60 per cent more likely to 
become depressed than those 
with the lowest scores. 

Psychiatrists say these strongly-held negative 
beliefs - such as "If others knew the real me, they 
wouldn't like me" - are not early symptoms of depres
sion , but signs of vulnerability that last for some time. 
In future doctors might be able to act earlier to help 
such people avoid developing depression. 

+ If other people knew what I am really like, they 
would think less of me (Very like me 3.2%) 
+ If others knew the real me, they would not like 
me(2%) • The effect was the same in 

women who became depressed 
three years later. 

+ I always expect criticism (7.4%) 

The findings, based on ALSPAC mothers confirm 
an influential theory of psychology 

+ I don't like people to really know me (5.5%) 
"The fact that high levels of 

negative self-beliefs can predict 
onset of depression more than 
three years later suggests that 
such beliefs represent a long-last
ing vulnerability to depression, 
rather than being an early sign of 
a depressive episode. 

which was first published in 1967, 
but which up until now has never 
been properly verified. 

According to Beck's Cognitive 
Theory put forward by American 
psychiatrist Dr Aaron T Beck, indi
viduals who hold negative self 
schemas or beliefs when otherwise 
well, are vulnerable to depression in 
the future. 

from the University of Bristol , set out 
to test if the theory was true by 
investigating records of 8,539 
ALSPAC mums completed while 
they were still pregnant. At the time, 
none of these women were suffering 
from depression. 

agreed that it was 'Very like me'. 
Nearly 12% also strongly agreed 
with the phrase, 'My value as a 
person depends enormously on 
what others think of me'. 

While this has been widely 
accepted, no-one has been able to 
test his theory on a large population 
of people. 

I n the 18th week of pregnancy 
they were asked to fill out a 
questionnaire on their personal 

At the same time, and in subse
quent surveys, the women's states 
of mind were assessed using the 
widely-established Edinburgh 
Postnatal Depression Scale. 

"While the origins of these 
negative self-schema haven 't 
been investigated, it is thought 
that they may arise from adverse 
experiences particularly during 
childhood when social schemas 
relating to the self are first formed . 

Dr Jonathan Evans, a psychiatrist 

beliefs. To the statement, 'I avoid 
saying what I think for fear of being 
rejected' - 6.5% of the women 

+ Evans J, Heron J, Lewis G, Araya R, Wolke D and the ALSPAC Study Team. 
Negative self~schemas and the onset of depression in women: A longitudinal 
study. The Bnt1sh Journal of Psychiatry, 2005; 186:302-307. 

Of all the 8,539 women, 736 
(8.6%) had become depressed 14 
weeks later, at week 32 of their 
pregnancy. Eight weeks after birth, 
a further 4.4% had developed 
depression. 

"Understanding how individuals 
develop these negative self 
schemas should lead to opportu
nities to prevent depression in the 
future." 

Significantly, Dr Evans found that 
there was a direct relationship 

Wearing glasses linked to bullying 

Psychology tests on over 6,500 
eight~year-olds s~ggest that 
wearing glasses 1s linked with 

an increased risk of being bullied. 
Detailed eye examinations of the 

ALSPAC children at age seven had 
shown that 8.9% of the children wore 
glasses and 3.5% had received eye
patch treatment for 

lead researcher Jeremy Horwood. "It 
may be that wearing glasses or an 
eye-patch implies physical weakness 
and this provokes an increase in 
overt, physical bullying as opposed 
to social bullying." 

The more often children wore 
glasses and/or the more pronounced 
their strabismus, the more vulnerable 

they appeared to be. amblyopia ("lazy eye"). 
Just over 2% had 
some degree of stra
bismus ("eyes pointing 
in different directions"). 

+ Horwood J, Waylen A, Herrick 
D, Williams C, Wolke D, ALSPAC 
Study Team. Common visual 
defects and peer victimisation 

However, 
researchers found 
no gender differ
ence. Girls were no 
more likely to be bul
lied as a result of 
wearing glasses than 

Wearing glasses or 
eye patches or having 
a high degree of stra
bismus was linked with 

in children. Investigative 
Ophthalmology and Visual 
Science. 2005; 46: 1177 1181. 

an increased risk of experiencing overt 
bullying - such as hitting or kicking - of 
around 35%. However, there was very 
little increase in "relational" bullying , 
which covers social behaviour such as 
refusing to play with a child , spreading 
lies or withdrawing friendship. 

"This is an interesting finding ," says 

boys. 
"More research is needed to dis

cover whether wearing glasses actu
ally causes bullying , or if other fac
tors are at work," says Jeremy 
Horwood. "Understanding the rea
sons can help teachers and 
researchers to build on existing inter
vention strategies." 

ALSPAC research 
inspires academics 

A previous research paper by Dr Jonathan 
Evans, which suggested that depression 
rates in women were even higher in pregnan

cy than in the post-natal period , has sparked major 
interest from other academics. 

Since being published in the British Medical Journal 
Dr Jonathan Evans (the lead author on the paper) has' 
been told by Essential Science Indicators that the paper 
- on antenatal and postnatal depression, - "has now 
been cited 67 times, this means it is in the top one per 
cent in the field of clinical medicine". 

Dr Evans added, "Jn fact it has been cited 89 times 
according to Web of Science citation database." 

The paper, using data taken from the ALPAC mothers 
when 18 and 32 weeks pregnant and again when their 
babies were eight weeks and eight months old , was 
published in 2001. 

Dr Evans said , "We found symptoms of depression 
were actually more common during pregnancy and the 
patterns were the same as those found after childbirth." 

It is thought that the ALSPAC paper has encouraged 
others to study the effects of depression during preg
nancy, which have been relatively neglected compared 
to postnatal depression. 

+ Evans J, Heron J, Francomb H, Oke S, Golding J. 
Cohort study of depressed mood during pregnancy and 
after childbirth. British Medical Journal 2001; 323:257-260. 

+ Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC) 
Can be contacted at:- 24 Tyndall Avenue, Bristol BS8 1 TQ ' 

Telephone : 0117 331 1600 ~~ University of 
email: alspac-project@bris.ac. uk 

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

~r:J BRISTOL 

Alspac is a research initiative of the Unit of Paediactric & Perinatal Epidemiology, Dept of Community Based Medicine, University of Bristol 
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