Today’s story was prepared by Brandon Hadland, MD.
Today’s story comes from Reuters (via CNN.com), titled “Genes Plus Parenting May Promote Shyness, Anxiety” www.reuters.com/article/healthNews/idUSCOL56323920070315?pageNumber=2
This article reports on a recent publication which examines the possible link between a specific inherited factor and the effect that parenting has on a behavioral outcome.  The study was published in Current Directions in Psychological Science and expands upon previous work by the same group that showed children who inherited two short versions of a gene for a serotonin transmitter were more likely to be shy at age 7 if their mothers reported a lack of social support.  The current study proposes a mechanism for the gene/parenting interaction whereby mothers with less social support are observed to be less sensitive and nurturing with greater focus on negative events, which may in turn reinforce a child’s genetic tendency towards being anxious and withdrawn.  
As our knowledge of the genetics of human development progresses, making sense of the complex interaction between genes and the parenting environment is likely to have immense social implications.  On one hand this research suggests a potential means of identifying children with certain genetic predispositions in order to provide the relevant interventions and support structures.  On the other, the increasing prevalence of articles such as this in the popular press can add to the confusion and guilt that parents experience when raising a child with developmental or behavioral difficulties.  As pediatricians, it will be increasingly important for us to help put in context the relevance of such research for parents and provide necessary resources for further information.
RESOURCES FOR ANXIETY:

http://childanxiety.net/
www.shyness.com (non-refereed, but designed by two Stanford University psychologists)
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