Today’s piece was prepared by Heather Henne, MS-4 based on a story from the New York Times, entitled “Both Parents’ Ages Linked to Autism Risk”. 

This article describes recently published research that suggests that increased maternal and paternal ages are linked to increased risk for autism.  However, the report is unusual in that, in contrast to prior research that links risk of autism based on father’s age independent of mother’s age, the distinction in this new research as reported in this NY Times piece is that older fathers (i.e., above 40 years of age) who are paired with younger mothers (under 30) are at increased risk relative to older fathers who are paired with older mothers.  In addition, it reports findings that older age in mothers, independent of father’s age, confers an increased risk for autism.

The article states that the trend of increasing maternal age cannot account for the sevenfold rise in autism diagnoses since the 1990s, and that these diagnostic rates are increasing in children of parents of all ages.  The article does not clearly state the source of the records (i.e., California Department of Developmental Services) and what design limitations these confer, or mention that finding statistical associations (in this case, parental ages and autism in offspring) does not imply causality.  The original study posits genetic and epigenetic mechanisms that may account for these findings, although the authors do not mention possible psychiatric factors that may distinguish parents who have children when young vs. when older vs. age discrepancies between father and mother.  Such factors may also confer increased mental health or neurodevelopmental risks.  

Parents of all ages who read this New York Times article may ask us our opinion about their having children. It may help to inform them that overall risk for autism remains small and that the data from the study suggests that risk of a woman >40yo having an autistic child is only .0044 (Table 1 501/112579 or ~4/1000).  In addition, the resources below may help.  

RESOURCES FOR FAMILIES AND PROVIDERS ON AUTISM AND GENETICS
· US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: Autism www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/facts.html Consumer information and resources  
· Medical Home: Autism www.medicalhome.org/diagnoses/autism.cfm Washington State Medical Home site for providers and families
· NINDS (Autism Information Page) www.ninds.nih.gov/disorders/autism/autism.htm NIH Page for families
And that’s today’s Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!
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