Child anxiety symptoms affect mothers
via an environmental mechanism

By Jessica K. Edwards

Intergenerational anxiety associations in families are
well reported,*? but the underlying mechanisms of
anxiety transmission are unclear. Now, researchers

in the UK and the USA have conducted the first
genetically sensitive study to explore the effects

of genetic and environmental anxiety transmission

in families during middle childhood. Using data

from 305 families involved in the Early Growth and
Development Study,* Ahmadzadeh and colleagues
measured anxiety symptoms in children (at ages 6, 7,
and 8 years) and their adoptive and biological parents.
Surprisingly, they found that child anxiety symptoms at
age 7 prospectively predicted adoptive maternal, but
not paternal, symptoms. The researchers also found
preliminary evidence to support that anxiety in adoptive
fathers could prospectively predict child anxiety
symptoms from age 6. This finding suggests that
children are more susceptible to the effects of paternal
than maternal anxiety symptoms. Finally, Ahmadzadeh
et al. found no evidence for an association between
birth family internalising problems (a proxy for inherited
effects) and child anxiety symptoms. Taken together,
this is the first study to show that intergenerational
anxiety transmission can run from child-to-mother

and father-to-child during middle childhood via an
environmental mechanism. While further studies

are now necessary to replicate these findings, the
researchers hope that fathers will be included in family
anxiety assessments and that the effects of child
anxiety symptoms on caregivers will be considered.
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