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Press release (Danish)
Pavirkes barnet af depression og antidepressiv medicin i graviditeten: En epigenetisk vinkel.

Psykiske lidelser, s som angst og depression, er meget hyppige under graviditeten. Omkring 13% af
alle gravide kvinder oplever symptomer pa depression under deres graviditet. Der er godt beleeg for, at
born af depressive mgdre har en gget risiko for at blive pavirket i deres udvikling, og derfor er det
vigtigt at disse kvinder modtager den korrekte behandling for deres lidelse. Bade for at sikre deres
eget liv og helbred, men ogsa af hensyn til deres bern.

Et stigende antal kvinder fir antidepressiv medicin under graviditeten. I Danmark og andre dele af
Europa er omkring 4% af nyfedte bgrn i Danmark eksponerede for antidepressiv medicin i
fostertilstanden. Praparaterne krydser moderkagen og kan findes i fosteret. Forskning har vist, at
disse bgrn kan have en gget risiko for medfadte misdannelser og abstinenser efter fadslen, og ogsa en
oget risiko for at udvikle psykiske vanskeligheder senere i barndommen og ungdomslivet.

Der vaeret en stigende interesse for at etablere en biologisk sammenhang mellem depression og brug
af antidepressiv medicin i graviditeten og det faktum, at disse bern i hgjere grad end andre bern
oplever fysiske og psykiske vanskeligheder. En mulig forklaring pé dette kan eventuelt findes i
epigenetikken. Epigenetik omhandler kemiske processer, der har potentiale til at pdvirke genernes
oversattelse til proteiner, men uden at &endre pa arvematerialets grundliggende struktur.
Epigenetiske mgnstre etableres i fosterlivet og spiller muligvis en vigtig rolle i barnets udvikling.
Denne proces pavirkes af omgivelserne, herunder muligvis ogsé af depression og brug af antidepressiv
medicin hos den gravide. Den mest velbeskrevne epigenetiske mekanisme er DNA methylering hvor
en methylgruppe pésattes DNA-strengen pa specifikke dele. Vi har i athandlingen beskaeftiget os med
denne mekanisme som mal for epigenetisk variation.

Maélet med denne PhD-afhandling var, at undersgge sammenhaengen mellem depression og brugen af
antidepressiv medicin i graviditeten og variation i DNA methylering i navlesnorsblod hos nyfadte.
Afhandlingen bestér af tre studier. I det forste studie har vi sammenholdt tidligere forskning pa
omradet. Det andet studie underseggte sammenhangen mellem depression i graviditeten og DNA
methylering i navlesnorsblodet fra nyfedte i the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children,
Bristol, UK. I det tredje studie undersggte vi ssmmenhangen mellem brugen af antidepressiv medicin
i graviditeten og DNA methylering i navlesnorsblodet hos bern i Aarhus Berns Fedselskohorte. Disse
fadselskohorter er to af de storste i Europa og meget velbeskrevne. Studierne viser en forskel i DNA
methylering hos de bern, der har veeret udsat for depression eller antidepressiv medicin i graviditeten
sammenlignet med bern af raske madre. Det skal understreges at resultaterne af disse studier skal
tolkes med forsigtighed og skal betragtes som grundlaggende for yderligere forskning i fremtiden.
Dette er et nyt ph.d.-projekt fra Aarhus Universitet, Health. Projektet er gennemfort af Anne-Cathrine
F. Viuff, MD, der forsvarer det d. 8/12-2017.

Forsvaret af ph.d.-projektet er offentligt og finder sted den 08/12 kl. 10 i Eduard Bierman auditorium,
Lakeside Auditoriums, Aarhus Universitet, Bartholins Allé 3, 8000 Aarhus C. Titlen pa projektet er
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“Prenatal exposure to depression and antidepressant medication in pregnancy: An epigenetic
perspective”. Yderligere oplysninger: Ph.d.-studerende Anne-Cathrine F. Viuff, e-mail:
acviuff@clin.au.dk, tlf. +45 30225093.
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Press release (English)
Prenatal exposure to depression and antidepressant medication: An epigenetic perspective.

Depression is a common condition and up to 13% of women experience symptoms of depression
during pregnancy. There is increasing evidence that children exposed to depression in their fetal life
have an increased risk of experiencing adverse developmental outcomes. It is therefore very important
that these women receive proper treatment both to secure their own health but also the health of their
child.

An increasing number of women are prescribed antidepressant medication during pregnancy. In
Denmark and other areas of Europe up to 4% of newborn children are exposed to antidepressant
medication during their fetal life with up to 8% in the United States. The drugs cross the placenta and
can be found in the foetus. Research has shown that these children may have an increased risk of
congenital malformations and withdrawal symptoms at birth, but also an increased risk of psychiatric
difficulties in childhood and adolescence.

Establishing a biological pathway of these associations has over the past years received increasing
attention from researchers. One possible mechanism could be found in the field of epigenetics.
Epigenetics is the study of molecular modifications of DNA that have the potential to influence gene
expression, but do not change the DNA sequence. Formation of epigenetic patterns occurs partly
during fetal life and may play an important role in child development. This process can be influenced
by environmental factors which may include maternal depression and use of antidepressant
medication. The most widely described epigenetic mechanism is DNA methylation where a methyl
group is attached to the DNA sting at certain sites. In this thesis we used DNA methylation as a
marker for epigenetic variation.

The aim of this thesis was to further investigate the association between antenatal maternal
depression and use of antidepressant medication and the epigenetic variation in offspring cord blood.
The thesis consists of three studies. The first study is a review of the existing literature in this field of
research. The second study investigated the association between antenatal maternal depression and
cord blood DNA methylation in 844 participants from the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and
Children (ALSPAC), Bristol, UK. In the third study we investigated the association between maternal
use of antidepressant medication during pregnancy and offspring cord blood DNA methylation in 176
participants from the Aarhus Birth Cohort (ABC). The birth cohorts are two of the largest in Europe
and very well described. The review of previous literature did not lead to any firm conclusions on the
effect of antidepressant medication in pregnancy on the epigenetic pattern. The two following studies
did find an association between depression and the use of antidepressant medication in pregnancy
and cord blood epigenetic variation in exposed versus unexposed children.

The results of the studies must however be interpreted with caution and viewed as hypothesis
generating for further studies. The project was carried out by Anne-Cathrine F. Viuff, MD, who is
defending her dissertation on 08/12-2017.

The defence is public and takes place on 08/12 at Eduard Bierman Auditorium, Lakeside
Auditoriums, Aarhus University, Bartholins Allé 3, 8000 Aarhus C. The title of the project is "Prenatal
exposure to depression and antidepressant medication: An epigenetic perspective"”. For more
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information, please contact PhD student Anne-Cathrine F. Viuff, email: acviuff@clin.u.dk, Phone +45
302250903.
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