
1. Overview
Introduction/Study Description
This study was funded by a grant from the National Health &  
Medical Research Council of Australia. Our goal was to 
obtain accurate information about fertility rates and the 
environmental factors that influenced fertility from peo-
ple who were not undertaking any clinical treatment. 
Furthermore, we wanted to obtain this data prospectively 
as no such information was available at the time. Prior to 
undertaking the study JHF had directed a clinical cytoge-
netics laboratory for many years and was particularly 
interested in identifying factors other than maternal age 
that might significantly contribute to spontaneous abor-
tion (miscarriage) and infertility.

2. Context
Spatial coverage
The whole of the state of South Australia, Australia.

Temporal coverage
Couples completed their interviews between June 1988 
and August 1993. Data on attempted conceptions, urine 
tests and pregnancy outcome data was collected until 

all interviewed couples had completed nine months of 
attempted conceptions.

Species
Homo sapiens

3. Methods
Steps
Study participants were sought through general promotion 
in the media including a ‘Community’ (i.e. non-commercial) 
TV advertisement, radio interviews and newspaper articles. 
Because it was important that the participants represented 
the normal population i.e. there was not an over-represen-
tation of couples with pre-existing problems, the focus of 
the promotion was on the joy of pregnancy and prevention 
of problems. One particular aspect of the promotion that 
encouraged this was a monthly prize (random draw) of a 
romantic candle-lit dinner for two at an excellent restau-
rant. Participants were not otherwise paid or reimbursed 
for their participation.

Once couples were recruited they were assigned an ID 
and an appointment for each of the male and female inter-
views, which were conducted face to face or by telephone 
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by one of three interviewers, two female and one male. 
Participants were asked if they had a preference for the 
gender of the interviewer and if so, they were assigned an 
interviewer of that gender. Where it was not possible to 
complete a telephone interview, the participant was sent a 
paper questionnaire by mail with pre-paid return postage. 
All data was recorded on paper and an A4 Lever-arched 
file was set-up for each couple. These paper records have 
since been shredded. Two separate record systems were 
established. The first, which was called ‘Profiles’, assigned 
an ID and recorded the names and addresses of partici-
pants and their ongoing appointments, results of tests and 
other checklists. Couples had matching IDs e.g. P0001F 
and P0001M. The identifiable records were retained in 
the computer program Dbase and in print-outs. The ID 
and coded responses to interview questions were entered 
into the first version of SPSS in Windows however because 
of the large number of questions and the relatively low 
operating capacity of computers at the time, the male and 
female data were initially retained in separate databases. 
These have since been merged and the coded data is avail-
able as an Excel file and the codes for all the variables as 
a pdf file.

Each month that the couple attempted to conceive, 
they contacted the team on the morning that the female’s 
menstrual bleeding would usually commence or the fol-
lowing Monday (if on a Saturday or Sunday). If bleeding 
had already commenced then it was noted that an attempt 
had been made but that pregnancy had not occurred this 
time. If, however, bleeding had not commenced then the 
female would collect an early morning urine specimen, 
which she then arranged to send to our laboratory. All 
pregnancy tests were available by the end of the day of 
receipt and where a test was positive an appointment for 
an ultrasound scan was made at about the seventh day. 
Where pregnancy tests were equivocal, a second and occa-
sionally third urine sample was tested.

Follow-up was conducted at regular intervals but cou-
ples were asked to contact the study group immediately 
should a pregnancy spontaneously abort or if any other 
unforeseen event should occur. If pregnancies proceeded 
normally then both the couples and their doctors were 
contacted six weeks before the expected date of birth. 
Doctors, usually obstetricians, were given a simple form to 
complete that summarised the outcome of the pregnancy, 
e.g. singleton birth or other, birth weight group, gender, 
any congenital abnormalities.

Sampling strategy
Participants who had been previously referred to our 
department for a fertility related issue were excluded from 
the sample.

Quality Control
•	 The same three interviewers were employed through-

out the study and all received intensive training 
before the study commenced.

•	 Consistency of responses was checked both by having 
many duplicate questions in the male and female ques-
tionnaires and by having some different questions that 

sought the same information. Where mismatches were 
found this was either followed up with the couple or 
the case was deleted.

•	 Accurate recording of the data and accurate transfer 
from written to computer files was checked through 
an extensive audit.

Constraints
No attempt has been made to verify the answers given to 
the questions hence responses on environmental expo-
sures, diet, medical conditions etc should be regarded as 
the opinions of the participants rather than as verified 
facts.

Privacy
The records that contained identifiable information were 
kept separately from all other information and in a locked 
room. These were only accessible to the author, who was 
the Chief Investigator and Project’s Administrative Leader. 
All specimens and interview data were referred to by 
codes P0001F and P0001M for couple 1 etc. These codes 
are used in the database and all potentially identifiable 
data such as dates of birth (ages are included) and post-
codes of residence and/or work have been omitted.

Ethics 
Before the commencement of the study, ethics approval 
was obtained from the Human Ethics Committee of The 
Queen Elizabeth Hospital and notice of approval was 
sent to the funding body, the National Health & Medical 
Research Council of Australia. Unfortunately, because 
computer records were not well developed at the time, 
the details of the application have not been retained.

Ethics approval has been sought for sharing the de-
identified dataset from the study- Application title: “PALS 
Pregnancy & Lifestyle Study - Data Sharing”. This has 
received approval from both the Human Research Ethics 
Committees of The Queen Elizabeth Hospital HREC/14/
TQEHLMH/249 (approval 07/01/2015) and the Human 
Research Ethics Committee of the University of South 
Australia (Application ID: 0000034430) approved 
27/05/2015).

4. Dataset description
Object name
File: PALS Data – Excel 1997–2003 workbook.

File: Variables in PALS Excel workbook – pdf file.
Occupational classifications (used in 1988–1993) – can 

be obtained as a pdf from the link: Australian Standard 
Classification of Occupations - ComLaw.

Data type
Primary Data.

Creation dates
01/06/1988 to 12/07/1994.

Dataset creators
Dr Judith Ford (Geneticist, Project leader).

Professor Janet Hiller (Epidemiologist and advisor).

https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=23&ved=0CCQQFjACOBQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.comlaw.gov.au%2FDetails%2FF2006L03923%2Ff6b8583e-be9a-469a-9956-a64cc1dc268f&ei=2rWdVazmNIXo-AGizoOIBQ&usg=AFQjCNEci6AfqJC8ecYeaf3vsaDwLi3-Fg&sig2=GmxPFyQjSDGBln1VutnQIw
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=23&ved=0CCQQFjACOBQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.comlaw.gov.au%2FDetails%2FF2006L03923%2Ff6b8583e-be9a-469a-9956-a64cc1dc268f&ei=2rWdVazmNIXo-AGizoOIBQ&usg=AFQjCNEci6AfqJC8ecYeaf3vsaDwLi3-Fg&sig2=GmxPFyQjSDGBln1VutnQIw
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Ms Leigh Kersnovske (Administrative Officer/Study 
Manager & Interviewer).

Ms Jenni Chappel (Administrative Officer/Interviewer).
Mr Jeff Suttle (Technical Assistant/Interviewer).

Language
English.

Programming language
Not included.

Licence
CCBY with attribution in any arising publications or 
presentations.

Accessibility criteria 
Files are openly accessible.

Repository location
The ‘collection’ record on Research Data Australia: 
https://researchdata.ands.org.au/collection-pals-pregnancy- 
reproductive-outcome/617285

The digital object identifier for the PALS open data 
dataset: http://researchoutputs.unisa.edu.au/11541.1/ 
9e222946e0bd4289bc8572b847b9abed

Publication date
(07/07/2015).

5. Reuse potential
This dataset could have many applications especially 
as a control for comparison with fertility interventions. 
However, the dataset might also be useful for re-analysis 
to ask questions that have not been addressed in the pub-
lications below. For example, there were many questions 
asked about chemical exposures but as relatively few par-
ticipants were exposed to any one chemical, most of this 
information has not been used to its fullest potential. Only 

three papers have been published thus far [1, 2 and 3].  
Since the data was collected in the late 1980’s it could 
also be useful to compare these data with a more recent 
collection.

Dr Judy Ford would be happy to be involved in future 
collaborations that involve these data but the dataset is 
available for researchers’ individual use provided appro-
priate attribution is given.
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