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Introduction 

Have you ever been frustrated by the way your parents handle things, whether during a 

disagreement or just in their everyday actions, only to catch yourself reacting in the exact same 



way later? Children are like sponges—they absorb not only what they see but also the emotions 

and struggles of those around them. So, what happens when the very people they look up to, their 

parents, are struggling with their own mental health challenges? The impact can be profound, 

shaping their emotional landscape in ways that may last a lifetime. Parental mental health plays a 

significant role in shaping a child's emotional, psychological, and even physical development, 

whether we are aware of it or not. 

Having delved into both psychological research and personal stories, we have gained 

insight into how mental health issues in parents affect children from a nature vs. nurture 

perspective. In this speech, we will discuss how mental health in parents interacts with genetics 

(nature), and environment (nurture) affecting their children, and how we can stop this cycle. Let 

us begin by discovering how children's genetic makeup, combined with their parent’s mental 

health, creates the basis for their psychological development. 

Body 

Point 1: The Role of Genetics, Nature. 

A meta-analysis conducted by the NIH discovered that there is a 50% chance of 

developing any mental disorder and a 32% chance of developing a severe mental disorder in 

children with parents suffering from severe mental illness. In Norway, it has been estimated that 

children whose parents suffer from a mental illness have twice the risk of both short-term and 

long-term negative consequences compared to children of parents without mental illnesses 

("Mental Disorders in Parents"). Genetics plays a crucial role in the development of mental 

illnesses, with many studies emphasizing how psychiatric disorders, such as autism, ADHD, 

bipolar disorder, major depression, and schizophrenia, tend to run in families (American 



Academy of Pediatrics). The probability of inheriting certain illnesses is increased due to 

common genetic foundations. Research by NIH has discovered many shared genetic risk factors 

across these disorders, such as the genes CACNA1C and CACNB2, which are responsible for the 

regulation of calcium in neurons. These have been linked to all five of the major psychiatric 

disorders ("Common Genetic Factors"). In addition, alterations on chromosomes 3 and 10 have 

been found in people with these illnesses, though researchers are still investigating the link 

between these alterations and the progression of the diseases (Chen). Beyond specific genes, 

broader genetic mechanisms like epigenetics also influence mental illness risk. Epigenetics 

affects gene expression based on environmental factors, showing that genetics alone doesn’t 

determine mental disorders. It’s the interaction of genetic predispositions and environmental 

triggers that contributes to these conditions. 

Point 2: Environmental Influences, Nurture. 

Parents play a significant role in shaping the environment in which their children grow, 

affecting their mental health and overall development. Numerous factors contribute to this 

dynamic. When parents encounter mental health problems, such as depression or anxiety, it can 

breed bad parenting practices, including inconsistent discipline, a lack or absence of emotional 

support, and withdrawal from family interactions (Regis College). Specifically, poor maternal 

health is linked with harmful outcomes in children, for example, impaired cognitive and socio-

emotional skills (Elshazly et al.). Stressors such as relationship problems, financial instability, 

and traumatic experiences can further aggravate these issues, creating a home full of tension and 

instability. Conversely, nurturing environments characterized by open communication and 

positive interactions can foster resilience in children. Understanding the interplay between the 



family environment and parental mental health is necessary for promoting healthy development 

and preventing mental health issues in children. 

Point 3: Awareness 

Being mentally ill is not something to be ashamed of, and seeking help is not something 

to be ashamed of. It is crucial to foster open and positive discussions with our children; we can 

create a safe space for them to express their feelings and concerns. While we may not eliminate 

the risk of developing mental health issues entirely, we can significantly reduce these risks and 

mitigate potential triggers. Genetic vulnerabilities can be prevented or reduced if in a supportive 

environment. Hopefully, this supportive environment will help break this vicious cycle. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, understanding how mental illnesses can be passed from parents to children 

is vital for addressing mental health challenges in families. It is equally important to consider 

genetics and environmental factors and their relationship, which can either worsen or lessen the 

risks of mental health issues, and to highlight the need for early intervention. By providing 

access to mental health resources and educating parents about mental health, we can empower 

them to help break the cycle of mental illness, allowing future generations to thrive and lead 

fulfilling lives. The bond between a parent and child is incredibly strong and nurturing that 

relationship can truly make a difference in a child's mental health journey. 

Thank you for your attention! 
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