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Abstract

BACKGROUND—The impact of early life factors on the microvasculature is relatively
unknown.

OBJECTIVES—We hypothesized that small birth size may be associated with structural
variations in the retinal vasculature in children.

METHODS—The Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children followed a cohort of
children born in 1991-1992 from birth. The current study included the first 263 children who were
systematically screened in the year-12 follow-up. Complete data were available for 166 children
with a gestation of =37 weeks. Retinal circulatory measures were evaluated, including retinal
microvascular tortuosity and bifurcation optimality deviance, an indicator of abnormal endothelial
function.

RESUL TS—Optimality deviance and retinal tortuosity were higher among those with lower birth
weight. Linear regression modeling was used to assess the association of retinal microvascular
measures with birth weight. The standardized g coefficient between optimality deviance and birth
weight was —.182 adjusted for gender and age in weeks; additional adjustment for systolic blood
pressure and heart rate had little impact on the g coefficient. A similar association was observed
for retinal tortuosity.

CONCLUSION—The findings of this study suggest that early life factors may have an important
impact on retinal vascular structure, possibly through an adverse effect on endothelial function.
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The role of the microcirculation in the pathogenesis of cardiovascular disease (CVD) is
being increasingly recognized.1 Retinal microvascular abnormalities have been associated
with an increased risk of stroke,2 ischemic heart disease,3,4 and diabetes,5 independent of
other well-established risk factors in adults. These are important observations that could
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further our understanding of mechanisms linking the long-observed association among low
birth weight and CVD,6 hypertension,7 and diabetes8 in adults. Determining whether these
associations represent cause or effect has been difficult in adult populations where these
conditions are common. A population of children where the frequency of hypertension and
other metabolic disorders is low provides the ideal setting to determine whether retinal
microvascular abnormalities are associated with early life factors. We hypothesized that
small birth size may be associated with structural variations in the retinal vasculature in
children.

METHODS

The population, methods, and response rate for the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and
Children (ALSPAC) are described in detail elsewhere.9 In brief, ALSPAC researchers
enrolled pregnant women living in 3 health districts centered in Bristol, England, who had
an expected date of delivery between the start of April 1991 and the end of December 1992.
Of these, 11 211 had a white singleton live-born child. The current study includes the first
263 children systematically screened in the ALSPAC year-12 follow-up. The children were
aged 12 years at this follow-up. Complete data were available for 166 children with a
gestation of >37 weeks. There were no significant differences in the ages (P = .269) or
genders (P =.628) of the youth with complete and incomplete data.

The date of the last menstrual period as reported by the mother at enroliment and the date of
delivery were used to estimate gestation. Term birth was defined as birth on or after 37
completed weeks of gestation. Infant gender and birth weight were recorded in the delivery
room and abstracted from obstetric records and/or birth notifications. Measures of childhood
weight, height, heart rate, and blood pressure (BP) used in the present study were taken at
age 9 years. Height was measured with shoes and socks removed using a Harpenden
stadiometer (Holtain Ltd, Crymych, Pembs, United Kingdom) to the nearest 0.1 cm, and
weight was measured by using a Tanita TBF 305 body-fat analyzer and weighing scales
(Tanita UK Ltd, Yewsley, Middlesex, United Kingdom). BMI was calculated as weight
(kilograms)/height (meters squared). Systolic and diastolic BP were recorded on the right
arm while the subject was seated using a Dinamap 9301 vital signs monitor (Critikon,
Tampa, FL).

We took 45° digital retinal images of the macular center of each retina using a Topcon
nonmydriatic retinal camera (Topcon TRC-NW8s, Topcon Technologies, Paramus, NJ)
fitted with a Nikon D1X (Nikon, Tokyo, Japan). Images were graded by 2 observers who
were blinded to subject data using a semiautomated system that captures a wide range of
retinal geometric parameters, and reproducibility of this technique has been reported
previously.4,10-14 Measured parameters included the (1) arteriolar diameters, (2) arteriolar
bifurcation angles, (3) length/diameter ratios of arteriolar segments and arteriolar/venular
diameter ratios (these parameters provide measures of arteriolar narrowing that are relatively
unaffected by differences in optical refraction), (4) arteriolar tortuosity (estimated as the
actual length of the vessel divided by the straight line distance between bifurcations minus
1), and (5) arteriolar optimality ratio and optimality deviance. Optimality ratio is the ratio of
sum of “daughter” arteriolar diameters divided by the “parent” arteriolar diameter corrected
for asymmetry.4 For a theoretically optimal bifurcation, the optimality ratio should be 0.79,
and the optimality deviance was calculated as the absolute value of the optimality ratio
minus 0.79.

Ethical approval of the study was obtained from the ALSPAC Law and Ethics Committee.
Written informed consent for the study was obtained.
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Statistical Methods

The data analysis was performed with SPSS 14.0 for Windows (SPSS Inc, Chicago, IL).
Descriptive information for each of the variables was derived, and the distribution was
assessed. Baseline data are presented as mean + SE or percentages. Linear regression was
used to assess the association of birth weight with measures of the retinal microcirculation.
Standardized g coefficients were used, because they allow for direct comparison of the
strength of associations between risk factors and disease.

RESULTS

The characteristics of the population are shown in Table 1. Optimality deviance and retinal
tortuosity were higher among those with lower birth weight (birth weight groups: <3.2,
3.2-3.6, and >3.6 kg).

Linear regression modeling was used to assess the association of retinal vascular measures
with birth weight (Table 2). Linear regression identified lower birth weight as an
independent factor associated with increased optimality deviance after adjustment for age (in
weeks), gender, and systolic BP. The standardized g coefficient between optimality
deviance and birth weight was —.208 (P = .007); adjustment for gender, age in weeks,
systolic BP, and heart rate had little impact on the S coefficient (8= —.184; P=.021).
Further adjustment for BMI at age 9 years had little impact on the association with birth
weight. A similar association was observed for retinal tortuosity (Table 2).

DISCUSSION

To our knowledge, this is one of the first studies to assess the relationship between birth
weight and the retinal microvasculature in children. We have shown that low birth weight is
strongly associated with increased optimality deviance and retinal tortuosity, findings that fit
well with the known association among low birth weight, stroke, and CVD in adults6,15 and
we have provided some insights into possible mechanisms underlying these associations.

The present study suggests that early life factors may have an important impact on
microvascular structure and function in children. Optimality deviance is an indicator of
endothelial dysfunction,16 and this may imply that a primary disorder of the endothelium in
early life is the mechanistic link between birth weight and CVD. This is consistent with
previous findings of impaired endothelial function in large conduit arteries in children and
young adults of low birth weight17,18 and decreased capillary recruitment and reduced
vasodilator responses to acetylcholine in the skin of children of low birth weight.19
Although this question has not been examined previously in the retinal microvasculature of
children, Chapman et al12 observed that adult men of low birth weight had narrower
bifurcation angles compared with normal birth weight control subjects, indicative of retinal
arteriolar rarefaction. Similarly, in a study by Kistner et al20 of women born preterm, the
researchers observed a higher length index for arterioles and a decreased number of vascular
branching points compared with women born at term. Both of these studies concluded that
the observed architectural changes in the retinal microvasculature might be related to
impaired fetal growth. The present study was small and underpowered to detect some
associations. Further investigation is warranted in a well-documented large prospective
study of children at risk of future vascular disease.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study suggest that early life factors may have an important impact on
vascular structure, possibly through an adverse effect on endothelial function.
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