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Dear DOMInO Trial Family, 

 

Greetings from the DOMInO Trial Team at the Child Nutrition Research Centre, Flinders Medical Centre and Women’s & 

Children’s Hospital. We are writing to you to bring you up to date with the results of the DOMInO trial in which your family 

have played such an important part. 

 

As you will recall, the purpose of the DOMInO Trial (DHA to Optimise Mother Infant Outcomes) was to find out whether 

increasing the amount of docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) in the diet of pregnant women reduced symptoms of postnatal 

depression and was beneficial to infant development. DHA is an omega-3 fat found in fish and fish oils that is thought to 

play a role in the way the brain works and develops. While in the womb, a baby is supplied with DHA from their mother via 

the placenta.  This means that the more DHA a mother includes in her diet (from fish or capsules) the more DHA that the 

baby in the womb is likely to get.  

 

We had a number of questions that needed to be answered when we started the DOMInO trial. 

1. Was DHA useful in preventing postnatal depression? At the time we began in 2005, there was a lot of advertising 

from the suppliers of nutritional supplements that this was the case. 

2. Was DHA useful in preventing developmental delay in term infants? The results of a previous study by our group 

had suggested that fish oil supplementation could help reduce the rate of developmental delay in children who 

were born prematurely 

3. Did DHA taken in pregnancy help prevent some of the common conditions seen in Australian children including 

allergy and obesity? 

 

With your help, we enrolled 2,399 pregnant women and supplemented their diets with capsules of DHA or a vegetable oil 

from 20 weeks of pregnancy until the baby was born.  We have been following the effects of these dietary changes on the 

mother and on the children up to 7 years of age.    

 

Here are some of our findings: 

  

MOTHERS: We originally thought that DHA in pregnancy might help to prevent postnatal depression. However, the 

results indicated that there was no reduction in the risk of depression in the mothers taking the DHA capsules.  

Importantly, we did find that there were fewer infants who were born preterm (before 34 weeks) to mothers in the DHA 

group. Because of this finding, we have been funded by the Australian Government to undertake a new trial (Omega-3 

fats to Reduce the Incidence of Prematurity, ORIP) in a larger population (5000 women) to confirm our results. There are 

currently no treatments to prevent babies from being born too soon, and it is often very difficult to predict, so we are very 

excited about this research. In ORIP, one group is being asked to take capsules with DHA-rich fish oil and the other 

(Control) group takes capsules containing a blend of vegetable oils with a small amount of fish oil from before 20 weeks 

until 34 weeks gestation. We are recruiting a lot of women over the next 3 years to be able to achieve the aims of this 

research, so if you know of anyone who is in the early stages of pregnancy and who you think may be interested then we 

would love to hear from them (see details below).  
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CHILDREN: We found no effect of DHA on the average child development score at 18 months.  However, there were 

fewer children in the DHA group that had delayed cognitive development. Our newest results from the 4 year 

developmental follow-up indicate that the effect that was present at 18 months was unable to be detected. As brain 

development continues beyond the age of 4, we are now assessing the development of this same group of DOMInO 

children at 7 years of age. Over 700 DOMInO families are part of this important developmental follow up. 

Because DHA is also thought to play a role in regulating immune responses, we thought that increasing the supply of 

DHA to the baby before birth, while the immune system is still developing, would help to protect them against the 

development of allergies and asthma later in life. We followed up 706 Adelaide DOMInO families at 1 year of age and 

found that there were fewer children that had a positive skin prick test to egg and fewer children with atopic eczema in the 

DHA group. These positive effects of DHA were not as obvious at 3 years of age, however, asthma and hay fever are 

often not diagnosed until children reach school age. Because of this, we have assessed the same DOMInO children at 6 

years of age and we are currently working through all of the information collected.  

 

We are also interested in how DHA in pregnancy might influence the growth of 

children. All DOMInO families who were enrolled in Adelaide were invited to be part of the 

pre-school follow up, and we measured growth and body fat mass in these children at 3 

and 5 years of age. We also looked at levels of glucose and insulin in blood at 5 years of 

age, to look for early markers of diabetes. Over 1,400 DOMInO families completed this 

study late last year. The results of this study suggest that there is no effect of maternal 

DHA supplementation on either the body weight, body mass index (BMI) or the 

percentage of body fat in children at either 3 or 5 years of age. We are now going on to 

measure child body composition at 7 years of age with one of the only BODPOD 

machines in Australia. The BODPOD (pictured) measures body composition (the ratio of 

muscle to fat in the body) very accurately, and will help us to understand if exposure to 

DHA in early life can affect the growth of muscle and fat later in childhood.  

 

The DOMInO study is going a long way in helping us to understand how the level of DHA supplied to the baby during 

pregnancy affects several important aspects of their later growth and development. The results so far suggest that there 

are probably few effects of taking DHA during pregnancy on growth and cognitive development of children, but that DHA 

may have benefits for conditions that have an inflammatory component, including allergic disease and giving birth 

prematurely.  

 

All of this research would not be possible without your on-going support and commitment, and we would like to take this 

opportunity to extend our thanks and appreciation for all of the time and effort you have given to the DOMInO trial over 

many, many years. 

 

  

With thanks and best wishes,  

 

The DOMInO team   


