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 In the barrage of recent letters, the sentiments have varied widely and the many supportive arguments presented are worthy of additional comment; however, given space limitations, I have decided to focus on the criticisms to help ensure the results are given the attention deserved.

 There are some comments that I believe are without basis and may not have been made with a more careful, less emotional read of the article. For example, Littell & Coyne suggested that scientific standards for systematic reviews were not followed. The protocol employed is detailed in the methodology section and the strategy was in line with recommendations in the Handbook of Research Synthesis and Meta-Analysis. Rather than focus on these types of comments, I address criticisms requiring more information from me to allow readers to make informed decisions regarding the merit of the issues raised.

 The studies included in the meta-analysis have a relatively high degree of heterogeneity given the demographic and cultural differences in sampling, the variability in control groups and outcomes, and differences in third variable controls. Counter to the claim by Polis et al, heterogeneity was addressed by employing a random effects model. The random effects model yields an estimate of the mean of a distribution of true effects; whereas in the fixed effects model there is an assumption that all the included studies share one common effect. When assigning weights to studies in a fixed effects model, the smaller ones are afforded less importance, since the same effect is believed to be more precisely assessed in the larger studies. In contrast, in the random effects model, individual studies of varying sizes contribute data from distinct populations, all of which must be considered in the pooled estimate. Weighting is therefore more balanced in the random effects v. fixed effects model, with smaller studies given relatively more emphasis. In recognition of the heterogeneity, I not only employed the random effects model, but I ran separate meta-analyses based on distinct comparison groups and outcomes.

 Goldacre & Lee provided a funnel plot analysis and presented it as evidence of publication bias. However, the funnel plot is largely inappropriate for heterogeneous meta-analyses, wherein studies are not likely from a single underlying population,
Reference Ioannidis and Trikalinos1–Reference Ioannidis, Rothstein, Sutton and Borenstein4
 and several investigators have warned that use of funnel plots with meta-analyses derived from heterogeneous samples may result in false-positive claims of publication bias.
Reference Ioannidis and Trikalinos1–Reference Ioannidis, Rothstein, Sutton and Borenstein4
 When funnel plot asymmetry is detected in a heterogeneous meta-analysis, the cause is likely to be essential differences between the smaller and larger studies. For example, the majority of the smaller studies included in my meta-analysis employed substance use outcome variables and these outcomes tend to yield the strongest, most robust effects.
Reference Coleman5,Reference Mota, Burnett and Sareen6
 In addition, the larger studies were more likely than the smaller studies to include actual diagnoses for disorders, rarer events than cut-off scores on single surveys. In the context of this meta-analysis, the funnel plot most certainly does not provide evidence of publication bias.

 My experience attempting to locate unpublished data/studies on abortion and mental health has been very disheartening over the past 15 years, with virtually all requests ignored. I suspect that reluctance to share unpublished data is an attempt to keep results that challenge contemporary views on abortion and indicate significant increased risks for adverse psychological effects out of the public domain. In contrast, I believe energy is likely invested in seeing to it that non-significant findings, suggesting abortion carries no increased psychological risks, find their way into the journals. If there is any topic wherein many editors, researchers and professional organisations are highly motivated to publish non-significant effects, it is this one, rendering publication bias less common than in other areas. Support for this notion can be found in the American Psychological Association’s (APA’s) 42-year history of abortion advocacy.

 In 1969, the APA passed a resolution which made the pro-choice political position the organisation’s official stance and declared abortion a civil right. For decades the APA has aligned itself with major organisations with pro-choice social agendas, frequently submitting amicus briefs and providing congressional testimony. Martel
Reference Martel7
 recently discussed the APA’s position on abortion, among other issues, noting that the organization’s stance has led them to promote psychological research and disseminate data to lawmakers to inform the public and advocate for societal change. Martel further pointed out that the political stance of the APA lacks the strong backing of empirical data. With this long history of abortion advocacy by the strongest professional psychology organisation in the world, politically motivated efforts to publish null findings to support and legitimise their position is logical.

 As indicated under the methodology section of the meta-analysis, studies identified using the Medline and PsycINFO databases were included based on sample size, comparison groups, outcome variables, controls for third variables, use of odds ratios, and publication in English in peer-reviewed journals between 1995 and 2009. In an effort to isolate the effect of abortion on mental health, use of comparisons groups and controls for third variables are basic methodological requirements consistent with the Bradford Hill criteria.
Reference Hill8
 The majority of studies meeting these criteria and incorporated into the meta-analysis also had many other strong methodological features (multiple data points, nationally representative samples, etc.). I purposely avoided selecting from among the many more peripheral methodological criteria that could be argued as a necessary basis for including or excluding studies, when there is not universal agreement regarding strengths necessary to consider a study’s results sufficiently reliable and valid, nor is there consensus on the particular deficiencies necessary for the wholesale dismissal of a study.

 Using the criteria outlined above, a significant proportion of the included studies (11/22) were articles that I authored or co-authored. However, having published 33 peer-reviewed articles, I believe I am more widely published on this topic than any other researcher in the world. It makes sense, therefore, that I am a co-author on a significant proportion of the included studies. Moreover, no studies satisfying the inclusion criteria were left out of the analyses.

 Curiously the issue of my not including a study by Danish researchers Munk-Olsen et al published in the New England Journal of Medicine

Reference Munk-Olsen, Laursen, Pedersen, Lidegaard and Mortensen9
 was raised despite the fact that the paper came out long after my meta-analysis was completed and submitted for publication. Incidentally, their paper is presented as offering more reliable conclusions than the meta-analysis. However, there are several problematic features of this study. To begin with, Munk-Olsen et al note that previous studies lack controls for third variables, but the only third variables they consider are age and parity. There are no controls for pregnancy intendedness, pressure to abort, marital status, income, education, exposure to violence and other traumas, etc. Many studies have been deemed inadequate based on only one of these variables not being accounted for (see APA Task Force Report
Reference Major, Appelbaum, Beckman, Dutton, Russo and West10
). The data indicated that rates of mental health problems were higher after abortion compared with childbirth (15.2% v. 6.7%); however, the generally comparable rates before and after abortion were used to negate a possible causal link between abortion and mental health. This reasoning is problematic as many women were likely disturbed to the point of seeking help precisely because they were pregnant and contemplating an abortion or they were involved in troubled relationships. These factors may have resolved, yet disturbance rates remained elevated because of the impact of the abortion. Further, the Danish Civil Registration System contains over 40 years of data, but the researchers curiously compressed the study period to 12 years. A more appropriate strategy would have been to include all women experiencing an abortion, a birth, or no pregnancy and then compare pre- and post-pregnancy mental health visits with statistical controls for all psychiatric visits pre-dating conception and all other relevant third variables described above.

 A quote from a presentation I gave at the annual meeting of the American Association of Prolife Obstetricians and Gynecologists was used by Goldacre & Lee to label me an ‘anti-abortion campaigner’. This out of context comment was part of a broader call for more concerted efforts to create environments wherein objective scientists are able to make the psychology of abortion a priority. Once strong synopses of the best evidence are published, the data can and should be used to intelligibly inform policy. I am opposed to professional organisations such as the APA creating a culture wherein it is perfectly acceptable for any political position (in this case pro-choice) to drive data collection efforts, restrict grants to researchers committed to a political agenda, serve as journal gatekeepers to block publication of findings that are not consonant with the political agenda, and ultimately use the biased information assembled to back policy.

 I do not hold membership in any political organisations and my work has never been funded by any pro-life group. My expertise tends to be called upon by the pro-life community and unfortunately I am never asked to present my research or perspective on the literature to groups committed to a pro-choice political position. As a professor at a public university, what motivates me is simply the desire to foster high-quality research and reach as many people as one individual can with an accurate appraisal of the literature, given the biases that permeate the study of abortion and dissemination of information through the usual channels. I do not have many graduate students working with me or large grants, and it is alarming that a researcher with such modest resources was the first to conduct a major quantitative review.

 Rather than hurling unfounded accusations of personal bias, we need to more effectively utilise the well-established methods of science to fairly scrutinise the methodologies of individual studies, expand the empirical investigation of abortion and mental health, and develop a consensus-based standardised set of criteria for ranking studies meriting inclusion in reviews. Without agreement, the selected standards may be used to manipulate conclusions. For example, the ranking system employed by Charles et al

Reference Charles, Polis, Sridhara and Blum11
 ignored two central methodological considerations in prospective research designs: (a) percentage consenting to participate (no information was provided by the authors of the Gilchrist et al

Reference Gilchrist, Hannaford, Frank and Kay12
 study that this team ranked as ‘Very Good’); and (b) retention of participants over time. In the Gilchrist et al study, only 34.4% of the termination group and 43.4% of the group that did not request termination were retained. A major problem with nearly all the recently published narrative reviews was somewhat arbitrary exclusion criteria at best and the purposeful selection of specific criteria resulting in dismissal of large bodies of evidence with politically incorrect results at worst.

 By raising concerns of publication bias and attempting to undermine the credibility of an individual researcher who managed to publish in a high-profile journal, several people have sought to shift attention from the truly shameful and systemic bias that permeates the psychology of abortion. Professional organisations in the USA and elsewhere have arrogantly sought to distort the scientific literature and paternalistically deny women the information they deserve to make fully informed healthcare choices and receive necessary mental health counselling when and if an abortion decision proves detrimental.








   
 References
  
 

 


 
 
1

 1
Ioannidis, JP, Trikalinos, TA. The inappropriateness of asymmetry tests for publication bias in meta-analyses: a large survey. CMAJ
2007; 176: 1091–6.Google Scholar


 
 
2

 2
Lau, J, Ioannidis, JP, Terrin, N, Schmid, CH, Olkin, I. The case of the misleading funnel plot. BMJ
2007;333: 597–600
Google Scholar


 
 
3

 3
Terrin, N, Schmid, CH, Lau, J, Olkin, I. Adjusting for publication bias in the presence of heterogeneity. Stat Med
2003; 22: 2113–26.Google Scholar


 
 
4

 4
Ioannidis, JP. Differentiating biases from genuine heterogeneity: distinguishing artifactual from substantive effects. In Publication Bias in Meta-analysis: Prevention, Assessment and Adjustments (eds Rothstein, HR, Sutton, AJ, Borenstein, M): 287–302. John Wiley and Sons, 2005.Google Scholar


 
 
5

 5
Coleman, PK. Induced abortion and increased risk of substance use: a review of the evidence. Curr Womens Health Rev
2005; 1: 21–34.Google Scholar


 
 
6

 6
Mota, NP, Burnett, M, Sareen, J. Associations between abortion, mental disorders, and suicidal behaviour in a nationally representative sample. Can J Psychiatry
2010; 55: 239–47.Google Scholar


 
 
7

 7
Martel, MM. The ethics of psychology's role in politics and the development and institution of social policy. Ethics Behav
2009; 19: 103–11.Google Scholar


 
 
8

 8
Hill, BA. The environment and disease: association or causation?
Proc R Soc Med
1965; 58: 295–300.Google Scholar


 
 
9

 9
Munk-Olsen, T, Laursen, TM, Pedersen, CB, Lidegaard, Ø, Mortensen, PB. Induced first-trimester abortion and risk of mental disorder. N Engl J Med
2011; 364: 332–9.Google Scholar


 
 
10

 10
Major, B, Appelbaum, M, Beckman, L, Dutton, MA, Russo, NF, West, C. Report of the APA Task Force on Mental Health and Abortion. American Psychological Association, 2008.Google Scholar


 
 
11

 11
Charles, VE, Polis, CB, Sridhara, SK, Blum, RW. Abortion and long-term mental health outcomes: a systematic review of the evidence. Contraception
2008; 78: 436–50.Google Scholar


 
 
12

 12
Gilchrist, AC, Hannaford, PC, Frank, P, Kay, CR. Termination of pregnancy and psychiatric morbidity. Br J Psychiatry
1995; 167: 243–8.Google Scholar




 

         
Submit a response
 
 
eLetters

 No eLetters have been published for this article.
  



 
 [image: alt] 
 
 



 You have 
Access
 
    




 Cited by

 
 Loading...


 [image: alt]   


 













Cited by





	


[image: Crossref logo]
0




	


[image: Google Scholar logo]















No CrossRef data available.















Google Scholar Citations

View all Google Scholar citations
for this article.














 

×






	Librarians
	Authors
	Publishing partners
	Agents
	Corporates








	

Additional Information











	Accessibility
	Our blog
	News
	Contact and help
	Cambridge Core legal notices
	Feedback
	Sitemap



Select your country preference



[image: US]
Afghanistan
Aland Islands
Albania
Algeria
American Samoa
Andorra
Angola
Anguilla
Antarctica
Antigua and Barbuda
Argentina
Armenia
Aruba
Australia
Austria
Azerbaijan
Bahamas
Bahrain
Bangladesh
Barbados
Belarus
Belgium
Belize
Benin
Bermuda
Bhutan
Bolivia
Bosnia and Herzegovina
Botswana
Bouvet Island
Brazil
British Indian Ocean Territory
Brunei Darussalam
Bulgaria
Burkina Faso
Burundi
Cambodia
Cameroon
Canada
Cape Verde
Cayman Islands
Central African Republic
Chad
Channel Islands, Isle of Man
Chile
China
Christmas Island
Cocos (Keeling) Islands
Colombia
Comoros
Congo
Congo, The Democratic Republic of the
Cook Islands
Costa Rica
Cote D'Ivoire
Croatia
Cuba
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Denmark
Djibouti
Dominica
Dominican Republic
East Timor
Ecuador
Egypt
El Salvador
Equatorial Guinea
Eritrea
Estonia
Ethiopia
Falkland Islands (Malvinas)
Faroe Islands
Fiji
Finland
France
French Guiana
French Polynesia
French Southern Territories
Gabon
Gambia
Georgia
Germany
Ghana
Gibraltar
Greece
Greenland
Grenada
Guadeloupe
Guam
Guatemala
Guernsey
Guinea
Guinea-bissau
Guyana
Haiti
Heard and Mc Donald Islands
Honduras
Hong Kong
Hungary
Iceland
India
Indonesia
Iran, Islamic Republic of
Iraq
Ireland
Israel
Italy
Jamaica
Japan
Jersey
Jordan
Kazakhstan
Kenya
Kiribati
Korea, Democratic People's Republic of
Korea, Republic of
Kuwait
Kyrgyzstan
Lao People's Democratic Republic
Latvia
Lebanon
Lesotho
Liberia
Libyan Arab Jamahiriya
Liechtenstein
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Macau
Macedonia
Madagascar
Malawi
Malaysia
Maldives
Mali
Malta
Marshall Islands
Martinique
Mauritania
Mauritius
Mayotte
Mexico
Micronesia, Federated States of
Moldova, Republic of
Monaco
Mongolia
Montenegro
Montserrat
Morocco
Mozambique
Myanmar
Namibia
Nauru
Nepal
Netherlands
Netherlands Antilles
New Caledonia
New Zealand
Nicaragua
Niger
Nigeria
Niue
Norfolk Island
Northern Mariana Islands
Norway
Oman
Pakistan
Palau
Palestinian Territory, Occupied
Panama
Papua New Guinea
Paraguay
Peru
Philippines
Pitcairn
Poland
Portugal
Puerto Rico
Qatar
Reunion
Romania
Russian Federation
Rwanda
Saint Kitts and Nevis
Saint Lucia
Saint Vincent and the Grenadines
Samoa
San Marino
Sao Tome and Principe
Saudi Arabia
Senegal
Serbia
Seychelles
Sierra Leone
Singapore
Slovakia
Slovenia
Solomon Islands
Somalia
South Africa
South Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands
Spain
Sri Lanka
St. Helena
St. Pierre and Miquelon
Sudan
Suriname
Svalbard and Jan Mayen Islands
Swaziland
Sweden
Switzerland
Syrian Arab Republic
Taiwan
Tajikistan
Tanzania, United Republic of
Thailand
Togo
Tokelau
Tonga
Trinidad and Tobago
Tunisia
Türkiye
Turkmenistan
Turks and Caicos Islands
Tuvalu
Uganda
Ukraine
United Arab Emirates
United Kingdom
United States
United States Minor Outlying Islands
United States Virgin Islands
Uruguay
Uzbekistan
Vanuatu
Vatican City
Venezuela
Vietnam
Virgin Islands (British)
Wallis and Futuna Islands
Western Sahara
Yemen
Zambia
Zimbabwe









Join us online

	









	









	









	









	


























	

Legal Information










	


[image: Cambridge University Press]






	Rights & Permissions
	Copyright
	Privacy Notice
	Terms of use
	Cookies Policy
	
© Cambridge University Press 2024

	Back to top













	
© Cambridge University Press 2024

	Back to top












































Cancel

Confirm





×





















Save article to Kindle






To save this article to your Kindle, first ensure coreplatform@cambridge.org is added to your Approved Personal Document E-mail List under your Personal Document Settings on the Manage Your Content and Devices page of your Amazon account. Then enter the ‘name’ part of your Kindle email address below.
Find out more about saving to your Kindle.



Note you can select to save to either the @free.kindle.com or @kindle.com variations. ‘@free.kindle.com’ emails are free but can only be saved to your device when it is connected to wi-fi. ‘@kindle.com’ emails can be delivered even when you are not connected to wi-fi, but note that service fees apply.



Find out more about the Kindle Personal Document Service.








Author's reply








	Volume 200, Issue 1
	
Priscilla K. Coleman (a1)

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.200.1.79





 








Your Kindle email address




Please provide your Kindle email.



@free.kindle.com
@kindle.com (service fees apply)









Available formats

 PDF

Please select a format to save.

 







By using this service, you agree that you will only keep content for personal use, and will not openly distribute them via Dropbox, Google Drive or other file sharing services
Please confirm that you accept the terms of use.















Cancel




Save














×




Save article to Dropbox







To save this article to your Dropbox account, please select one or more formats and confirm that you agree to abide by our usage policies. If this is the first time you used this feature, you will be asked to authorise Cambridge Core to connect with your Dropbox account.
Find out more about saving content to Dropbox.

 





Author's reply








	Volume 200, Issue 1
	
Priscilla K. Coleman (a1)

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.200.1.79





 









Available formats

 PDF

Please select a format to save.

 







By using this service, you agree that you will only keep content for personal use, and will not openly distribute them via Dropbox, Google Drive or other file sharing services
Please confirm that you accept the terms of use.















Cancel




Save














×




Save article to Google Drive







To save this article to your Google Drive account, please select one or more formats and confirm that you agree to abide by our usage policies. If this is the first time you used this feature, you will be asked to authorise Cambridge Core to connect with your Google Drive account.
Find out more about saving content to Google Drive.

 





Author's reply








	Volume 200, Issue 1
	
Priscilla K. Coleman (a1)

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.200.1.79





 









Available formats

 PDF

Please select a format to save.

 







By using this service, you agree that you will only keep content for personal use, and will not openly distribute them via Dropbox, Google Drive or other file sharing services
Please confirm that you accept the terms of use.















Cancel




Save














×



×



Reply to:

Submit a response













Title *

Please enter a title for your response.







Contents *


Contents help










Close Contents help









 



- No HTML tags allowed
- Web page URLs will display as text only
- Lines and paragraphs break automatically
- Attachments, images or tables are not permitted




Please enter your response.









Your details









First name *

Please enter your first name.




Last name *

Please enter your last name.




Email *


Email help










Close Email help









 



Your email address will be used in order to notify you when your comment has been reviewed by the moderator and in case the author(s) of the article or the moderator need to contact you directly.




Please enter a valid email address.






Occupation

Please enter your occupation.




Affiliation

Please enter any affiliation.















You have entered the maximum number of contributors






Conflicting interests








Do you have any conflicting interests? *

Conflicting interests help











Close Conflicting interests help









 



Please list any fees and grants from, employment by, consultancy for, shared ownership in or any close relationship with, at any time over the preceding 36 months, any organisation whose interests may be affected by the publication of the response. Please also list any non-financial associations or interests (personal, professional, political, institutional, religious or other) that a reasonable reader would want to know about in relation to the submitted work. This pertains to all the authors of the piece, their spouses or partners.





 Yes


 No




More information *

Please enter details of the conflict of interest or select 'No'.









  Please tick the box to confirm you agree to our Terms of use. *


Please accept terms of use.









  Please tick the box to confirm you agree that your name, comment and conflicts of interest (if accepted) will be visible on the website and your comment may be printed in the journal at the Editor’s discretion. *


Please confirm you agree that your details will be displayed.


















