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B Y  H E L E N  P E A R S O N

An ambitious study that will follow 
80,000 children from cradle to grave 
has launched in the United Kingdom, 

two months after a similar project in the 
United States ended in expensive failure. 

The project aims to track a generation of 

twenty-first-century babies and work out 
which factors in their early lives are important 
in shaping their health and wealth as they grow 
into adults. There are reasons to hope that the 
Life Study will have a happier ending than its 
US counterpart, the National Children’s Study.

Such ‘birth-cohort’ studies are prized. 
Scientists have used them to extract a stream 

of associations — for example, deducing that 
smoking during pregnancy is linked to poor 
child development, and that children born at 
socio-economic disadvantage are more likely 
to struggle at school. 

Researchers argue that new birth cohorts are 
needed. Children born today, at least in most 
Western countries, enter a world that is increas-
ingly warmer, more digitized, more ethnically 
diverse and more obese, with wider income 
inequality, than it was even a decade ago. New 
questions and techniques, such as sophisticated 
genetic analyses, also arise as time goes on, 
allowing different information to be gleaned. 

The National Children’s Study aimed to 
follow 100,000 children from birth to age 21, 
but was cancelled in December 2014 before it 
fully launched, 15 years and US$1.2 billion after 
its inception (see Nature http://doi.org/2dh; 
2014). Scientists had started to recruit parents 
and children, but the study struggled to find a 
clear scientific direction, had trouble enrolling 
participants and racked up eye-watering costs. 

Meanwhile, scientists in the United King-
dom have been getting their own birth-cohort 
study off the ground, although it has attracted 
much less attention than the US study. The team 
involved, led by paediatric epidemiologist Carol 
Dezateux of University College London’s Insti-
tute of Child Health, officially launched the Life 
Study this week at the House of Lords, to raise 
its profile among politicians and policy-makers.

Studies in Norway and Denmark are each 
currently following more than 100,000 chil-
dren, and the United Kingdom already has 
a series of smaller birth cohorts, the first of 
which started in 1946 (see Nature 471, 20–24; 
2011). But the Life Study aims to distinguish 
itself, in particular by collecting detailed infor-
mation on pregnancy and the first year of the 
children’s lives — a period that is considered 
crucial in shaping later development. 

The scientists plan to squirrel away freezer-
fulls of tissue samples, including urine, blood, 
faeces and pieces of placenta, as well as reams 
of data, ranging from parents’ income to 
records of their mobile-phone use and videos 
of the babies interacting with their parents. 

The idea of a major new British birth cohort 
was first aired in the mid-2000s, but it took years 
to get organized. Government funding bodies 
agreed in 2011 to pay £38.4 million (US$60 mil-
lion) until 2019. The scientists have since done 
pilot studies, and late last autumn they started to 
recruit parents into the study proper, aiming 

Birth-cohort studies follow children from the moment they are born to learn what shapes their life trajectory.
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Wanted: 80,000 
British babies
UK launches massive study to track children from birth, 
months after closure of US counterpart.
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B Y  D A N I E L  C R E S S E Y

A landmark addition to London’s science 
scene is on a collision course with the 
expansion of the city’s transport sys-

tem. The Francis Crick Institute warns that 
vibrations and electromagnetic fields gener-
ated by Crossrail 2, a proposed railway line that 
would skirt the institute, could interfere with 
scientific work there. The teams behind both 
efforts are now seeking a solution.

Set to employ 1,250 scientists and to have 
an annual budget of more than £100 million 
(US$154 million), the Crick, as it is known, is 
destined to become one of Europe’s medical-
science powerhouses. Construction is due to be 
completed in November. The warnings about 
Crossrail 2 first emerged from the UK Medical 
Research Council (MRC), which provided the 
lion’s share of the Crick’s construction budget 
and will move staff from its National Institute 
of Medical Research (NIMR), in another part 
of London, to the new facility. 

In public documents submitted to a UK 
parliamentary committee and discussed at the 
MRC over the past year, the council warned of 
“potentially serious consequences for opera-
tion of sensitive scientific equipment” if Cross-
rail 2 goes ahead, and said that “expensive 
remediation works” might be required.

The Crick has now sounded its own warning 
in a statement to Nature: “The Crossrail 2 
trains stopping and starting at the proposed 
station would have an electromagnetic impact 
on our imaging facilities.” The imaging equip-
ment — which includes nuclear magnetic 
resonance spectrometers, electron micro-
scopes and super-resolution microscopes 
— will support “a significant component” of 
research at the building, says the Crick.

When the institute was first proposed, some 
scientists at the NIMR raised concerns about 
interference from multiple railway lines that 
already surround the site (see ‘Science in the 
city’). MRC chief executive John Savill says 
that the Crick’s design “fully took into account” 
vibration, noise and electromagnetic interfer-
ence from these; the Crick team says that it 
deliberately located its imaging facilities away 
from the major Thameslink line. But in 2013, 
Crossrail 2’s proposed route was modified to 
allow the line to connect with Euston station, 
which, says the Crick, would place the railway 
too close to the imaging facilities. 

The government will decide next month 
whether to use the proposed route in the next 
stage of planning; the Crossrail 2 team hopes to 
start construction in 2020 at the earliest. 

“The Department for Transport has 
given assurances that the route selected will 

U R B A N  S C I E N C E

Biology powerhouse 
raises railway alarm
Central London’s Francis Crick Institute fears that proposed 
train line will disrupt delicate science experiments.

The Francis Crick Institute sits at the nexus of three central London railway hubs.
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to enrol all participants by 2018. 
Certain factors make researchers optimis-

tic that the British study will succeed where 
the US one failed. One is the National Health 
Service, which provides care for almost all 
pregnant women and their children in the 
United Kingdom, and so offers a centralized 
means of recruiting, tracing and collecting 
medical information on study participants. 

In the United States, by contrast, medical 
care is provided by a patchwork of differ-
ent providers. “I think that most researchers 
in the US recognize that our way of doing 
population-based research here is simply 
different from the way things can be done 
in the UK and in Europe, and it will almost 
always be more expensive here,” says Mark 
Klebanoff, a paediatric epidemiologist at 
Nationwide Children’s Hospital in Colum-
bus, Ohio, who was involved in early dis-
cussions about the US study. 

At one stage, US researchers had planned 
to knock on doors of random houses looking 
for women to enrol before they were even 
pregnant. “It became obvious that that wasn’t 
going to be a winning formula,” says Philip 
Pizzo, a paediatrician at Stanford University 
in Palo Alto, California, who co-chaired 
the working group that concluded that the 
National Children’s Study was not feasible. 
“The very notion that someone was going 
to show up on your doorstep as a representa-
tive from a govern ment-funded study and 
say ‘Are you thinking of getting pregnant?’ 
was not so attractive sociologically.”

Researchers involved in the UK study say 
that they hope to learn from the challenges 
faced by their US counterparts — they have 
a clear study design and recruitment strat-
egy — and that they are keen to collabo-
rate internationally. The major concern is 
whether enough interested parents will sign 
up, something that will become apparent 
only in the next few months. “It’s the known 
unknown,” says Dezateux. 

US researchers mourn the demise of their 
study. “We have now lost the opportunity 
to remain at the forefront of this field, and 
to collect the crucial life-course data,” says 
Ezra Susser, an epidemiologist at Colum-
bia University in New York City. But start-
ing a study that lasts a lifetime comes with 
particular challenges wherever it is done, 
says Pizzo. For instance, about one-third of 
the children in the UK study are expected 
to live to 100. The scientists designing the 
study will be long dead by then, and can 
only hope that the information they col-
lect will still be useful. “The responsibility 
of getting it right will be enormously sig-
nificant,” says Pizzo. “If you think of what’s 
happened in the last decade — in terms of 
social media, how we connect, the insights 
around basic biology — 100 years from 
now, it’s almost imponderable to think 
where knowledge is going to be.” ■
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