Showcasing ALSPAC as a Resource for Social and Health Researchers
Monday 4 April, 2-5pm

Royal Statistical Society, 12 Errol St, London EC1Y 8LX
The Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents & Children (ALSPAC) has been running since 1991 and has resulted in a rich data set of biomedical and social measurements on children and their carers.  While there has already been much high profile research based on ALSPAC, efforts have recently been made to increase awareness of these data among the wider research community.  The aim of this meeting is to showcase the ALSPAC data and its potential for answering research questions concerning health and social factors.  The four presentations will cover the following issues: the ALSPAC data and its linkage to important administrative data sources; factors affecting the relationship between gestational weight gain and the health of mothers and their offspring in later life; a comparison of the socio-economic differences in children’s behavioural and educational development found in ALSPAC and a US cohort; and the use of genetic data to establish the causal relationship between physical characteristics with a genetic basis, like obesity, and important outcomes, like educational attainment.                
The meeting is sponsored by the ESRC-funded project “Impact of Family Socio-economic Status on Outcomes in Childhood & Adolescence”.       

Place:

The meeting will take place at the Royal Statistical Society headquarters, 12 Errol Street, London, EC1Y 8LX (see http://www.rss.org.uk/site/cms/contentCategoryView.asp?category=142 for a map and directions).
Admission:

There is no charge for this event but pre-registration is recommended. Please email meetings@rss.org.uk or telephone 020 7273 8010 to register.

Presentations and abstracts:

ALSPAC and data linkage to routinely collected administrative records

Andy Boyd (School of Social and Community Medicine, University of Bristol)
Following a brief summary of the history of ALSPAC, the nature of the cohort, the extent of the resource and some key findings to date this talk will concentrate on the ALSPAC data linkage resource and the governance structures we are developing to support it.
Vast amounts of information of interest to scientists are collected routinely on all individuals in the UK. ALSPAC can make use of these data to enhance our resource not only in terms of breadth of data but also to address issues around missing data, attrition and recall bias.  Developing this potential into a fully functional research resource is not without hurdles including the gaining of consent and fulfilling the governance requirements of the data owners. Chief amongst these requirements are the need to develop robust protocols to identify and control disclosure risk, these requirements will only grow in importance as ALSPAC moves towards ‘open’ data access. 

Gestational weight gain in a UK cohort: patterns, risk factors and associations with later mother and offspring health

Debbie A Lawlor (MRC Centre for Causal Analyses in Translational Epidemiology, University of Bristol)
The recent revision of the US Institute of Medicine recommendations highlights the importance of ‘excessive’ gestational weight gain (GWG). The concern is because GWG may predict obesity in later life and adverse health outcomes in both mothers and offspring. However, the evidence for these associations is acknowledged as lacking, partly because the UK and many European countries stopped routinely weighing  women in antenatal clinics in the mid 1990s because it was seen as an inaccurate and unreliable assessment of intrauterine growth retardation. 

Mothers in the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents And Children (ALSPAC) were recruited just before the guidance to stop weighing women during pregnancy. We have recently completed abstraction of data from obstetric medical records of all consenting women (98%). For each woman, these data include all weight measurements taken throughout pregnancy and her gestational age at each measurement. Separate fractional polynomial models were constructed for mothers of female and male offspring to compare the pattern of gestational weight gain. The best-fitting fractional polynomial implied two knots, indicating that there were three distinct periods of gestational weight gain. These time periods were: 0-18 weeks; 19-28 weeks; and >28 weeks. I will present a) how these patterns compare to the US IOM recommendations;  b) associations of maternal and fetal genotype and maternal socioeconomic position, age and with GWG; and c)  how variation in GWG relates to future health outcomes in mothers and offspring.

The development of SES gradients in skills during the school years: comparing ALSPAC with a US cohort

Liz Washbrook (Centre for Multilevel Modelling, University of Bristol)
The US and the UK are countries characterized by relatively high levels of income inequality and low levels of social mobility. It is well known that children from disadvantaged families enter formal schooling with substantially lower cognitive and social capabilities than their better-off peers in both countries. However, much less is known about whether the public education system reinforces or narrows these disparities as children grow into adolescence. This study documents the evolution of socio-economic gradients in educational and behavioural outcomes for the ALSPAC children between the ages of 4 and 14, and provides a systematic comparison with a contemporaneous American cohort. Two issues that receive careful attention are the potential biases in the ALSPAC cohort due to non-random attrition, and the way in which the metric used to measure outcomes (absolute or standardized scores) can strongly affect the conclusions of even a very simple descriptive analysis.
Genetic markers as instrumental variables

Stephanie von Hinke Kessler Scholde (Imperial College Business School, London)
The use of genetic markers as instrumental variables (IV) is receiving increasing attention from economists. This paper examines the conditions that need to be met for genetic variants to be used as instruments. These have not been well defined in the current economic literature. The increasing availability of biomedical data however, makes understanding of these conditions crucial to the successful use of genotypes as instruments for modifiable risk factors. We combine the IV literature with that from genetic epidemiology and discuss the conditions in the context of an empirical application using the ALSPAC data, examining the effect of child adiposity (fat mass, determined by a dual-energy X-ray absorptiometry (DXA) scan) on academic performance.
