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The Avon Longitudinal Study of Pregnancy and Childhood (ALSPAC - or "Children of the Nineties") is a 
research initiative of the University of Bristol designed to monitor and analyse the origins and influences 
of different causes of health and development in a geographical cohort of children born in Avon. It is part 
of a WHO initiative taking place in seven other centres in Europe. 

This major special study within ALSPAC was introduced 
in the last issue. In early February the clinics began for 
babies at 8 months, the great majority of whom had 
already attended at 4 months. 

You may remember in the last issue an appeal was 
made for premises in which to hold the 8 month clinic. 
We are delighted to have been able to use part of the 
Homeopathic Hospital, which is ideal for the purpose. 

The response of parents to the clinics has been 
excellent and the great majority came back happily for the 
second visit. Further visits are planned for the same 

8 month old baby having a vision test. 

babies at 12 months and twice yearly thereafter. 
Before the visit mothers are sent a dietary diary to 

complete. This includes fine details of their baby's food, 
drink and any other oral intake, such as drugs and 
medicine, for a 3 day period. 

At the 8 month clinic tympanometry is added to the 
growth and visual measures which were done at 4 
months. We also ask the mother's (or father's) permission 

As part of the study, hair and nail samples are going to 
be collected from the children. These samples will be 
used to estimate levels of trace elements, such as 
mercury and cadmium, in the body. This information will 
then be correlated with details of the child's environment 
and health. This study will allow sources of exposure to 
be identified, and the possible consequences of these 
exposures to be gauged. 

to take a blood sample, which we test for Hb and ferritin. 
So far 93% have agreed. The blood sample is needed 
for research into infant anaemia which may affect both 
the child's growth and development. The incidence in 

4 month old baby having his arm circumference measured 

the general population is unknown, as is whether the 
cause is the infant's diet, the mother's antenatal iron 
status or some defect in the baby's metabolism. It is 
also not clear at what levels of Hb, and/or ferritin, 
anaemia should be diagnosed, and what is the typical 
age of onset. 

Results from this part of the study, combined with 
information from questionnaires, biological samples and 
hospital records, is provoking great interest from many 
quarters and will help health service planners to decide 
whether further screening or intervention by health 
visitors or GPs is necessary. 

Analysis of the samples will involve vaporising them 
with a laser. The vapour from the sample is then fed into 
an argon plasma and the energy emitted by the excited 
trace element ions measured. The amount of energy 
emitted is proportional to the amount of trace element in 
the sample. Different trace elements emit energy at 
characteristic frequencies so that the levels of up to 20 
trace elements can be measured from a single sample. 



The ALSPAC Steering Committee includes outstanding 
academics in the fields of genetics, child health and 
development, and epidemiology. 

Our child psychiatrist is Professor Sir Michael Rutter of 
the Institute of Psychiatry in London. He is particularly 
involved with the Twin Studies which were featured in 
our last issue, including the development of language in 
twins which can give insights into the causes of delay in 
language development in general. 

Professor Rutter is one of the very few child 
psychiatrists to have been knighted and the only one to 
be made a Fellow of the Royal Society. 

He became interested in the brain early in his medical 
career and contact with excellent teachers both here and 
in the States led him to develop enthusiasm first for 
psychiatry, and then for child development because of its 
importance in clinical problems. Subsequently he 
realised the importance of epidemiology. 

His approach to his subject now, while grounded in 
empirical thought, is broadly based to include social, 
biological and ecological factors, and he regrets what he 
sees as increasing concern with professional 
boundaries. 

One of the projects that he most enjoyed was a study 
of 12 inner London schools, which sought to explain why 
some produced good behaviour in students of all 
socioeconomic levels while others seemed to foster 
delinquency. He found that the crucial differences were 
in the schools' atmosphere and social organisation, not 
in low student-teacher ratios or strong discipline. He has 
spent much time since trying to identify those social 

In view of the widespread usage of medication 
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during pregnancy it is important 
that attention is paid to the 
safety of drug use, including 
non-prescription drugs, during 
pregnancy, especially with 
regard to possible long term 
effects on the development of 
the child. Drug exposure during 
fetal life may have adverse 

...__ ______ _, effects on physical and mental 
development, which could lead to permanent defects. 
Such effects may be subtle and are unlikely to be 
observed via case reports or during clinical trials, 
which generally do not include pregnant women. 
Adverse effects on development, especially mental 
development, may also be difficult to demonstrate in 
animal models due to differences in physiology. 
There is clearly a need for epidemiological studies of 
the effects of drug use dl!jring pregnancy, and this is 
something ALSPAC is designed to do. 

4 7% of women reported drug use for at least one 
indication during the first three months of pregnancy, 

factors which exert a protective effect on the students and, 
in a wider and more general sense, those which allow 
some children to become normal successful adults despite 
stressful, disadvantaged or even brutalised childhoods. 
Talking in 1984 about these resilient children, he said that 
too many researchers 'focus gloomily on the ills of 
mankind and all that can go wrong. It's equally important to 
understand why some children come through highly 
stressful experiences unscathed'. Such a positive outlook, 
which coincides with the aims of ALSPAC, seems even 
more important now in 1993. 

and 68% between the 5th and 7th month of 
pregnancy. The indications most likely to prompt 
medication use during early pregnancy were migraine 
(12%), pain (11%), and infection (9%). A different 
pattern was seen in later pregnancy, the indications 
most likely to prompt medication use were heartburn 
(35%), pain (15%), skin conditions (12%), and 
infection (11%). 

There were significant changes 
in reported use of medication for 
most of the indications between 
the two periods; the use of 
medication for nausea, vomiting, 
and migraine decreased in later 
pregnancy, and the use of 
medication for heartburn, 
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infection, pain, allergies, skin...__ _____ _..... 
conditions, haemorrhoids, and constipation increased 
in later pregnancy. It seems likely that these changes 
in frequency of use are related to the progression of 
the pregnancy; they may indicate a change in the 
incidence of symptoms, or a change in the woman's 
attitudes to drug use during the pregnancy. 



Preliminary analysis of the first 640 questionnaires, 
completed when babies are 6 months old, sheds light on 
sleeping behaviour at that age. 

Whether a baby sleeps through the night or not is a 
subject of intense interest to parents. The conflict 
between their needs and expectations and the baby's 
behaviour will drive many to seek help from their health 
visitor or general practitioner. 

For some parents knowing that the baby is well and 
that the sleep pattern can be considered as 'normal', or 
at least that it is shared by xO/o of babies of a similar age, 
may be sufficient for them to be able to cope with the 
situation. 

So what is the normal range of sleep patterns? The 

hours for which the baby slept each night ranged from 1 to 15 
with the mode being 12 hours. For 16% of babies there was 
no regular sleeping pattern. 

Only 16% slept through the night at 6 months. 50% 
woke occasionally, 9% woke most nights, 5% once every 
night and a further 17% woke more than once per night 
with the number of times ranging from 2 to 8. 

The strategies employed by parents when their baby wakes 
are shown below. Those which are most often used are 
presumably those which work most often for most babies. 

By 6 months more than half the babies (61%) were put to 
sleep in their own rooms, on their own, although almost one 
in seven was moved during the night. Twenty eight percent 
slept in the parental bedroom. 

When your baby wakes at night what do you do? 

D 

Always Usually Sometimes Never 
- - -- -

a) feed him/her milk 16% 13% 23% 48% 
b) give other drink (including water) 2% 5% 27% 66% 
c) rock or cuddle 23% 16% 33% 28% 
d) give him/her a dummy 16% 14% 10% 60% 
e) bring him/her into your bed 8% 7% 34% 51% 
f) change his/her nappy 7% 8% 49% 36% 

-

De;j~~;j 

8S 

= high >20% 

medium 16%-20% 

= low 12-16% 

= very low 
<12% 

p = 0.003 

f6stcod.e a.-rea.s Sixteen percent of mothers in the study 
reported that they had had an episode 
of vaginal bleeding in the first 3 months 
of pregnancy. This information varied 
according to the mother's age (the older 
she was, the more likely to bleed), and 
her age at menarche (the earlier she 
had started her periods, the more likely 
was she to have had a bleeding episode 
in pregnancy). 

One of the most fascinating features 
was the way in which episodes of 
bleeding differ across the study area. In 
the map you can see that there is a 
band which includes Portishead, Clifton 
and Hartcliffe, where the incidence of 
bleeding is very low, and other areas 
very near by where it is exceptionally 
high, Westbury-on-Trym, and 
Bedminister. 

We are anxious for any ideas that 
might explain such dramatic differences. 



All toddlers have minor accidents, usually with no lasting effects. Of the first 1 ,000 responses to questions 
about accidents occurring between 6 and 15 months of age ................. . 
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By 6 months 
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babies have 
been admitted 
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5. 7% children had been burned or scalded 1 in 25 babies 
have had some 
alcoholic drink 
before they are 

3.6% had swallowed something they shouldn't have 

6 months old. 

The details of young infants' ingenuity and the complexity of what they 
can do is fascinating. Here are a few examples: 

+ 15 month old fell down stairs and cut his mouth. 
Parents had just moved house and hadn't put up a 
stairgate. Parent bathed his mouth and checked for 
concussion. 
+ 14 month old slipped over in the bath and got a black 
eye, treated with a cold compress. 
+ 15 month old managed to get out of his cot and 
swallowed some paint while mother was on the phone. 
His mouth was washed out in hospital and he was fine. 
+ 1 O month old sat on kitchen floor when water from 
the kettle accidently splashed on him. Cold flannel 
stopped blistering. 

+ 15 month old touched closed oven door which was 
hot on the outside. Blistered three fingers which were 
sprayed with Burneze. 
+ 13 month old pulled over a glass picture frame which 
broke across her face cutting her forehead and cheek. 
Hospital applied paper stitches. 
+ 12 month old climbed up a toddlers slide and fell from 
the top onto a hard floor nose first! She suffered mild 
concussion and her head was x-rayed at hospital. 
+ 13 month old found a slug pellet in the garden and 
swallowed it! Checked with hospital who said only 20 plus 
would have had an adverse effect. 

[EUROPEAN [LONGITUDINAL ~TUDY OF lPREGNANCY ~ND ©HILDHOOD 
ALSPAC is part of the European Longitudinal Study of Pregnancy and Childhood. The countries 

involved ask the same core of questions, and add others which are specific to their situation or culture. 
The Isle of Man, Russia, Czech Republic, Spain and Greece are already participating, Ukraine and 
Slovakia are starting and Sweden, Croatia, Belgium, Estonia are in the planning stage. 

The Ukraine is running the survey in 4 different towns across the country - Kiev, Mariupo, lvano
Frankisk and Dneprozherzhinsk. A successful pilot study was completed in August '92, and the full 
survey began on 1st May this year. 

There is a lot of interest and enthusiasm from local health workers and researchers, which promises 
well for the success of the study in the Ukraine. 

Life for Ukrainian women is quite different from life in England. Accommodation is overcrowded and 
often a couple has to live with one or other set of parents. The arrival of a child is an extra strain on their 
resources, and there is little chance for intimate relaxation. 

Contraception is hard to come by. About 2% use the pill, 5% have IUD's, and the rest generally have 
to resort to abortion. Many unwanted pregnancies arise because of poor quality condoms. Every year, 
although there are about 1.6 million pregnancies, there are 1 million abortions and only 600 thousand 
live births 

Those babies who are born face a general shortage of food and vitamins, which of course affected 
their mothers as well. Obstetric complications are said to have risen 3-fold over the last ten years, while 
over the same period the birth rate has dropped from 70 to 51 per thousand. Congenital defect rates 
are reported to have almost doubled in the last 5 years, and diphtheria rates were ten times higher in 
1991 (1100 cases) than in 1990. 

All told, it is not a good situation, but the local research workers are very keen to have the chance to 
document accurately exactly what is happening to mothers and children in their own country, and also 
to be able to compare with the experiences in other countries, from both Eastern and Western Europe. 
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