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As a res ult of strict par ent ing, the way the body per ceives the chil dren’s DNA might alter.
Chil dren who grow up with restric tions may have these modi �c a tions “hard-wired” into
their DNA, increas ing their bio lo gical risk of depres sion in adoles cence and later in life.

Present ing the work at the ECNP Con gress in Vienna, Dr Eve lien Van Assche said: “We dis -
covered that per ceived harsh par ent ing, with phys ical pun ish ment and psy cho lo gical
manip u la tion, can intro duce an addi tional set of instruc tions on how a gene is read to
become hard-wired into DNA. We have some indic a tions that these changes them selves can
pre dis pose the grow ing child to depres sion. This does not hap pen to the same extent if the
chil dren have had a sup port ive upbring ing”.
The research ers from the Uni versity of Leuven in Bel gium chose 21 teen agers who said their
par ents were good par ents (for example, they were sup port ive and gave their kids free dom),
and then com pared them to 23 teen agers who said their par ents were tough par ents (for
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example, manip u lat ive beha viour, phys ical pun ish ment, excess ive strict ness). All of the
adoles cents ranged in age from 12 to 16, with a mean age of 14 for both groups. 11 adoles -
cents in each group were boys, indic at ing that the two groups were com par able in terms of
age and the dis tri bu tion of boys to girls. Many people who had par ent ing”&gt;strict par ent -
ing dis played early, sub clin ical indic at ors of depres sion.
The range of methyl a tion was then eval u ated at more than 450,000 loc a tions in each sub -
ject’s DNA, and the research ers dis covered that it was much higher in people who repor ted
hav ing had a di�  cult upbring ing. Methyl a tion is a stand ard pro cess that takes place when a
small chem ical molecule is added to the DNA, alter ing how the instruc tions con tained in
your DNA are read. For instance, methyl a tion may cause a gene to gen er ate more or less of
an enzyme than it would oth er wise. Depres sion has been linked to increased methyl a tion
vari ation. Accord ing to Eve lien Van Assche, “We based our strategy on earlier work with
identical twins. Two inde pend ent groups found that the twin dia gnosed with major depres -
sion also had a higher range of DNA methyl a tion for the major ity of these hun dreds of
thou sands of data points, as com pared to the healthy twin”.
Dr Van Assche (now work ing at the Uni versity of Mun ster, Ger many) con tin ued “The DNA
remains the same, but these addi tional chem ical groups a�ect how the instruc tions from
the DNA are read. Those who repor ted harsher par ent ing showed a tend ency towards
depres sion, and we believe that this tend ency has been baked into their DNA through
increased vari ation in methyl a tion. We are now see ing if we can close the loop by link ing it
to a later dia gnosis of depres sion and per haps use this increased methyl a tion vari ation as a
marker, to give advance warn ing of who might be at greater risk of devel op ing depres sion
as a res ult of their upbring ing”.
In this study, we invest ig ated the role of harsh par ent ing, but it’s likely that any sig ni �c ant
stress will lead to such changes in DNA methyl a tion; so in gen eral, stresses in child hood
may lead to a gen eral tend ency to depres sion in later life by alter ing the way your DNA is
read. However, these res ults need to be con �rmed in a lar ger sample”.
Com ment ing, Pro fessor Chris ti aan Vinkers, Depart ment of Psy chi atry, Ams ter dam Uni -
versity Med ical Centre, said: “This is sig ni �c ant work to under stand how adverse child hood
exper i ences have life-long con sequences for both men tal and phys ical health. There is a lot
to gain if we can under stand who is at risk, but also why there are di� er ent e�ects of par -
ent ing strict par ent ing.
The range of methyl a tion was then eval u ated at more than 450,000 loc a tions in each sub -
ject’s DNA, and the research ers dis covered that it was much higher in people who repor ted
hav ing had a di�  cult upbring ing.
The research ers from the Uni versity of Leuven in Bel gium chose 21 teen agers who said their
par ents were good par ents (for example, they were sup port ive and gave their kids free dom),
and then com pared them to 23 teen agers who said their par ents were tough par ents (for
example, manip u lat ive beha viour, phys ical pun ish ment, excess ive strict ness).


