NEWSLETTER, CHRISTMAS 1999 

LIFESPAN RESEARCH GROUP
Royal Holloway, University of London

11,Bedford Square, London WC1B 3RA

Tel 0171 307 8600; Fax 0171 636 2268

e-mail lifespan@rhbnc.ac.uk
We
are sending out this Newsletter along with our Christmas wishes in order to:

· update you on the research in which you have been involved.

· thank you for your participation, without which we could never have undertaken such work.

BACKGROUND
Our research group has been conducting studies into family life in London for a number of years. We received one of the largest Medical Research Council grants in the country to set up a study in 1990. This involved interviewing 300 women, most living in Islington, North London to look at social factors in health, in particular to study disorders such as depression and anxiety.

 These disorders are on the increase with the World Health Organisation having pinpointed

depression not only as one of the most prevalent disorders world-

wide, but also as on the increase and in need of further research and treatment. 

Those with depression also frequently suffer from anxiety, with symptoms such as panic, fear of going out or travelling, or fear of meeting people and socialising. 

Among younger people rates of delinquency, alcohol and drug abuse are also increasingly common. 

Social problems related to such disorders are common in inner-city areas. These include family breakdown, poor relating to  children, marital conflict and the greater experience of stressors such as unemployment or poor housing. Psychological factors include low self-esteem, difficulties in seeking support and helpless coping styles. 

However, on the other side of the coin there are many individuals who suffer one or more of these negative experiences and manage to cope, finding inner strength to carry on. The aim of our research was to examine how these various social and psychological factors combine to bring about disorder at a particular point in a persons life, and also to examine how other more positive factors protect an individual against disorder.

In 1995 we were given additional MRC funds to follow-up the original women interviewed and to extend the study across generations to look at mother/child relationships and parenting. We have now completed the full interviews and are in the process of analysing the large amount of information we have on around 500 individuals from 250 families.

STUDY OF SISTERS 

In 1990 we interviewed 100 pairs of sisters to find out how childhood experiences affected their later lives. We selected sisters to look for similarities and differences in the way these women were raised and how it had affected their subsequent experience.

RESULTS: SISTERS STUDY
· Childhood experience of neglect or abuse was fairly common, affecting just over a quarter of women. It was highly related to depression and anxiety in adulthood.

· Sisters had very similar experiences in childhood but tended to have rather different adult lives. For example they often had different types of relationships and levels of self-esteem. 

· Support from close others, both as a child and as an adult, proved to be a major protective factor which stopped women becoming depressed.

· Most women with adverse childhoods managed to survive without major psychological disorder.

· When we followed up half the sisters after 4 years we found many of those with difficulties had improved. For example a third of women had improved self-esteem and were in better relationships.

STUDY OF MOTHERS

We selected 110 mothers with children at home under 18, all of whom reported stressful situations in the home, either with partner or child or who lacked support outside the home. Over half reported low self-esteem. We saw them on repeated occasions over 15 months to see how they coped with stress in their lives. For a subgroup we also interviewed partners to look at how family stressors affected men in the family.

RESULTS MOTHER STUDY
· Just over a third of mothers with major family difficulties reported becoming depressed in the follow-up period, usually after a crisis.

· Depression was more common where there was no support from partner or close friend.

· Women who coped well had better support from others and used more practical coping strategies.

· Women with higher self-esteem tended to cope better and were less likely to blame themselves for crises.

· Men had lower rates of depression than their partners. Women were more affected by crises in the home, such as those involving children, while men were more at risk when crises happened at work, such as threats of unemployment. On the whole men had better support from their wives than vice versa.

· When we followed the women up after a 4 year break, around a third had greatly improved in terms of their situations and their symptoms.

UPDATE: NEW FAMILY STUDY 

In 1995 we were successful in applying for new funds to trace other family members to explore new aspects of family relationships and health and to examine risks in three generations of people: 

· those in the 50-75 age group 

· the mid-life women we had seen before now average age 40 

· younger people aged 16-30.

We particularly wanted to question mothers on how they felt as parents and how they remember bringing up their children. We asked their offspring how they remembered their childhood and early family relationships. 

Having previously studied mainly women we wanted to look at the experience of young men, so we interviewed sons as well as daughters, of the original women we had interviewed.

Finally, we approached a series of new women living in Islington in both the older and mid-life generation, together with teenage/young adult children, in order to look at the same factors in a fresh series.

ELDERLY MOTHER'S STUDY
We interviewed 80 women aged 50-75 to ask about their lifetime experiences: childhood, marriage, friendships and parenting. This covered a long lifespan, but most women were able to recall it clearly and were able to tell us about social changes over the last 50 years. 

RESULTS: ELDER MOTHERS
· Older women had similar rates of childhood neglect and abuse as the younger women. Their early childhoods were often very poor financially and many experienced evacuation in the wartime.

· However, the older women seemed to suffer less depression. This is consistent with other studies which have found rates of depression increasing over this century. We are still exploring the reasons why this generation of women seem so stoical and resilient.

· We had 103 mother-daughter pairs and we are currently looking at  how both mother and daughter viewed the relationship and the different stressors and strains on both. 

YOUNG PEOPLE'S STUDY
We studied 158 young daughters and sons who were ending their teenage years and embarking on adulthood. We asked about their childhood experiences and school life, their ongoing relationship with their mothers and experiences with girl/boy friends or partners.

RESULTS: YOUNG PEOPLE

· This group had the highest rates of disorder of the age groups studied, with just under half having a psychological disorder in the year before interview. 

· For girls depression and anxiety were more common disorders, for boys delinquency and alcohol or drug-taking were more common.

· Sons seemed to suffer the loss of their fathers more keenly while girls had more problematic relationships with their mothers.

· Support and high self-esteem again seemed to protect these young people and helped them to cope. A number reported very close relationships with their mothers. 

THE NEXT STAGE

PUBLICATIONS
We are currently in the process of writing reports and papers on our findings. Many of these are published in scientific journals to influence the way that doctors, psychiatrists and social workers understand the problems of family life and stress and how it relates to depression, anxiety and other disorders. 

Last year a paperback book was produced by the team which we hope will inform those not in the professions. 'Wednesday's Child' is published by Routledge (1998) and is authored by Antonia Bifulco and Patricia Moran.

CROSS-CULTURAL WORK
We are also extending the research to other groups of workers abroad. Our interviews are now being used to explore childhood and family relationships in relation to depression and anxiety in Europe (France, Italy, Portugal and Switzerland), the USA, Canada and Australia and as far afield as Japan. 

Initial results imply that similar factors are responsible for depression in these other countries but there are interesting cultural differences in the ways in which families and individuals relate which are being explored.

NEW FUNDING
We are currently applying for funding to see if we can extend our work. First we want to look at a younger age range, in particular teenagers under 16 in school. We plan to examine their experience of disorder and the ways in which they cope with home and school pressures and how they relate to friends and boy/girl friends. Second we may ask for more funds in order to follow up at least some members of the families seen in this research. And we may seek to contact you again!

THANKS!

Everyone involved in our research has been wonderfully co-operative. Not only were you willing to spend hours of your time telling us  your life stories, but you have gone to endless trouble to persuade sisters, mothers, partners and children to participate in our studies.

You have faithfully sent us details when moving house so we can retain contact, and you have filled in numerous questionnaires for us to supplement our information. Without such loyalty and commitment we would never have been able to complete our ground-breaking research into social and psychological causes of depression and other disorders. 

OUR STAFF

We have employed a number of staff over the ten years of the  study, who have been highly committed to the interviews they have conducted, and felt concern and admiration for the many individuals whose life stories they have listened to. 

Staff have left and been replaced over the ten years: a number have gone on to become clinical psychologists in order to train in the treatment of individuals with psychological disorders and others have gone onto social policy or 

social work positions while others have become lecturers to educate others in the research findings. 

The following staff were involved in our research and send you all the Season's Greetings:

Antonia Bifulco

Amanda Lillie 
  Catherine Jacobs
  Patricia Moran
 Amanda Bunn

Hedy Wax

  Rebecca Baines
 Bronwen Ball
 JoanneCavagin

Ann Brackenbridge  Lucie Reader
 Helen Rickard
 Lisa Steinberg

Caroline Campbell  Melinda Rees
 Sara Bixby

 Kate Benaim


Katherine Stanford

Adam de Nashwaaksis ,Laurence Letchford & Sheila Williams

WE WISH YOU ALL

A MERRY XMAS AND

HEALTH AND HAPPINESS IN THE YEAR 2000!
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