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Vulnerability for depressive disorder was intensively studied in a series of 361 community-based women to investigate its role in intergenerational transmission of disorder, its role in perpetuating lifetime risk for recurrent disorder and its applicability to different age groups. A series of midlife women studied in an earlier programme, two-thirds of whom were selected for vulnerability, were followed up over an average 3 year period to examine stability of vulnerability and new onsets of disorder. In addition, their female family members were contacted in order to generate 80 pairs of midlife mothers/ young adult daughters and 80 pairs of elderly mothers - daughters. Thus three age groups of women (average age 20, 40 and 60 were selected in order to investigate vulnerability for affective disorder.

Three vulnerability indices were used, assessed by intensive investigator-based interview: neglect or abuse before age 17; chronic adversity in adult life and support and attachment style. All three related to disorder but the impact of childhood was greatest for the youngest group whereas prior adult adversity was greatest for the eldest. Problematic interpersonal attachment styles related to disorder in all groups, and although this showed stability over a three year study period, there was sufficient change (25% of women) to prompt further investigation of protective factors.

Intergenerational transmission of risk of disorder was shown to occur through the daughters neglect/abuse as well as mothers vulnerability. Lifetime disorder from mother or father did not add to the model. However, such disorder was highly related to neglect or abuse of the child with both mother, father and other surrogate parents involved.

Psychosocial assessments of depressive vulnerability are important in identifying individuals most at risk for early onset and recurrent disorder and for informing interventions for both social workers and clinicians. The current programme of research extends the identification of such vulnerability to both young and elderly adults in order to increase knowledge of such risk at different ends of the lifespan.

