
Children of parents with low educational attainment 
have up to three-fold higher risk of developing 
a psychiatric disorder such as attention deficit/
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and depression than 
children of parents with high educational attainment.1 
The mechanisms underlying this paradigm, however, 
are unknown. Now, a Norwegian sample comprising 
nearly 35,000 children in 28,000 extended family units 
has been used to understand whether this association is 
due to shared genetic or environmental factors or due 
to the direct effects of parental education attainment 
itself.

Educational attainment was self-reported by the 
mothers and fathers included in this Norwegian 
Mother, Father and Child Cohort Study (MoBa). The 
mothers also reported children’s symptoms of ADHD 
and depression and academic problems when their 
children were 8 years old. The researchers found that 
children of lowly educated parents had a two-fold 
higher risk of high ADHD symptom levels and academic 
problems compared to children of highly educated 
parents. This association persisted after controlling for 
shared genetic and family environmental factors. The 
risk of depression based on parental education status 
was lower, and was explained by shared genetic factors. 
The researchers suggest that factors related to parental 
education could constitute a target for interventions 
that aim to reduce ADHD symptoms and academic 
problems in children.
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