A TWIN STUDY OF BIPOLAR DISORDER AT THE INSTITUTE OF PSYCHIATRY, KING’S COLLEGE LONDON
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You and your twin are being asked to take part in a research study. Before you decide, it is important that you understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take the time to read the following information sheet carefully and discuss it with your twin, family or GP. Please ask us if anything is unclear or if you would like more information. Take time to decide whether or not you want to take part. Thank you for reading this.

1 Who are we looking for?

Same-sex twins between 16 and 60 years of age. You can be identical or non-identical. Our study cannot be complete unless both types are included. You may or may not have a diagnosis of bipolar disorder. If you do, you can help us study the characteristics we are interested in. If you don’t, you can help us establish what happens on a behavioural level when these characteristics are absent.  

2 Why are we doing this study?

We are interested in finding out more about the genetic and environmental causes and triggers of bipolar disorder. The term ‘bipolar disorder’ refers to a spectrum of mood disorders that are primarily characterised by a dys-regulation of mood.

3 Why are twins important to the study of bipolar disorder?

We now know that some of the factors involved in the development of bipolar disorder are genetic (e.g. predisposing genes), while others are environmental (e.g. stressful life events, or obstetric complications). We also know that some, but not all, patients with bipolar disorder present with subtle brain or cognitive abnormalities, which may be related to the clinical symptoms.

What we do not know is the extent to which the various abnormalities are genetically inherited, caused by some early environmental insult (e.g. obstetric complications), or result from a process that begins near the onset of the illness and may, or may not, progress with subsequent episodes.

Twin studies are very powerful for untangling genetic, environmental and disease-related influences on brain function and behaviour. Identical twins share 100% of their genetic make-up, while non-identical twins share only 50%. Therefore, if a characteristic is more similar within identical twin pairs than within non-identical twin pairs, we can infer a genetic influence on it. If not, external factors, such as stressful life events or disease-related parameters (e.g. medication), are more likely to play a role.

Knowing the main causes of abnormal behaviour is very important. If they are environmental or disease-related, we may take practical steps to reduce the impact of the causes involved. Knowing which abnormalities are genetically determined, on the other hand, can help genetic studies narrow down their search for predisposing genes. 

4 What happens during the study? 

You will be asked to undergo a series of interviews and neuropsychological tasks, a zygosity test, and a brain scan. If you do agree to come and be seen at the Institute, we will arrange and pay for all your travel and, if necessary, accommodation, costs. We additionally make a small payment of £50 to you to thank you for your time. 

Neuropsychological tasks

Some of these consist of answering questions and solving simple problems. Others consist of completing simple tasks on a computer. You do not require any computer skills to participate in the computer sessions. 

Zygosity test

As you know, there are both identical and non identical twins. The only way to establish accurately what sort of twin you are, is to take a blood test or a mouth swab from both you and your twin. We can do either, if you don’t like needles. We will then check the samples to establish if the genetic material is identical. Once we take a sample, we will store it under a code number, which protects your identity. Ethical Committee panels (special independent bodies) carefully supervise the storage of genetic samples. 

Brain (MRI) scan

This involves lying in a magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scanner. Pictures of the brain will be taken using a magnetic field. This is a safe and reliable method to obtain pictures, which uses no radiation, and is frequently used in the National Health System. You will have a chance to lay in the scanner before we start our tests to make sure that you are comfortable with the position. If you feel uncomfortable, just let the people at the scanner know, and we will end the session. There is a microphone in the scanner and you can let us know if anything is wrong. Whilst in the scanner, you will be asked to complete some simple tasks, e.g. reading words from a screen. 

5 Confidentiality

The results of the tests are confidential and are protected by the Data Protection Act. Any information that we collect and that leaves the Institute will have your name removed from it so that you can not be recognised from it. If during the course of this project we obtain information that will be clinically important, we will seek your approval to contact your GP or your Consultant Psychiatrist. In view of this, we need your agreement to these arrangements. When the results of the study are available, we will publish them in the medical literature. We will not use any names and no individuals will be recognisable.

6 We respect your time!

We do the study over two to three sessions, so that it doesn’t get too tiring. For the same reason, we usually space out the days over which we see you, so that they may be a few days, weeks or months apart. 

For the interviews, neuropsychological tasks and zygosity test, you can visit us on a weekday, or, if you prefer, on a Saturday or Sunday. Alternatively, if it is difficult for you to travel, we can arrange to visit you. However, it is usually best if you can visit us. This way, we have better control over factors such as noise interference and testing conditions. For the brain scan, you will need to come to the Institute of Psychiatry, usually on a weekday, although Saturday visits can also be arranged. 

7 Where are we based?

At the Institute of Psychiatry, De Crespigny Park, Denmark Hill, London SE5 8AF. The nearest railway station is Denmark Hill, 5 minutes walk from the Institute. 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact Dr Eugenia Kravariti on 020 7848 0331 or 07968 168926. 

We hope to hear from you!
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