Schizophrenia and genetics

There is evidence to suggest that there is a strong heritable factor involved in whether a person develops schizophrenia. A lot of the evidence comes from twin studies and adoption studies.
 
Key terms: 

	Concordance rate
	The probability that if a twin has a certain characteristic then the other twin will also have it. 

	MZ twins - Monozygotic (identical)
	Share 100% of their genetic material


	DZ twins - Dizygotic (fraternal / non-identical)
	Share 50% of the same genetic material like any two siblings. 




Psychologists compare the concordance rates of MZ twins with the concordance of DZ twins. If the concordance rates for MZ twins is higher this suggests a genetic contribution as both sets of twins share the same environment, but only MZ twins share 100% of their genes.  

[bookmark: _Hlk530923772]A strength of genetics as an explanation of schizophrenia is that there is evidence to support it:

A twin study: Gottesman and Shields (1966)

	Aim
	To look at the genetic contribution to schizophrenia.


	Procedure
	Studied 57 pairs of twins (24 MZ and 33 DZ). 


	Results
	They found that if one twin was diagnosed with schizophrenia then:
· In monozygotic twins 42% of the co-twins were also diagnosed.
· In dizygotic twins 9% of the co-twins were also diagnosed.

	Conclusions
	As the concordance rate is higher in the identical twins this suggests that there may be a genetic element to why people develop schizophrenia. 

But clearly schizophrenia is not caused by genes alone as otherwise the concordance rates for MZ twins would be 100% but actually it is a lot lower than this. 

Therefore, Gottesman and Shields used this evidence as support for the ….










Diathesis-stress model

Behaviour comes in part from
genes (influence of nature) 
and in part from
environmental experiences (influence of nurture)













Evaluating the evidence: There are numerous problems with using evidence from twin studies (like the one above):

	Twins are raised together
	Twins do not just share their genes but also their environment and so will have shared a similar upbringing, making it hard to untangle the influence of nature from that of nurture. 

	If MZ and DZ twins both share the same environment is it true to say that the only difference between them is genes?
	Maybe MZ twins are treated more similarly (i.e. dressed the same, people respond to them in the same way because they look the same) so maybe it is the similar experiences of MZ twins which produce the higher concordance rate, and not their genes as it is assumed.

	Generalisability issues
	There are issues with generalising the findings from twins (who are unique by the fact that they are twins) to the wider population. 



Adoption studies could be more useful because these attempt to eliminate the issue of environmental influences. These look at children who are separated from their biological parents, so removing the influence of shared environment, in order to investigate whether they are more similar to their adopted or biological families. 

If they are more similar to their biological families (share genes but not environment) this suggests…
there is a genetic component to their behaviour.

If they are more similar to their adopted families (share environment but not genes) this suggests…
this behaviour is the result of environmental influences.

An adoption study: Heston (1966)

	Aim
	To look at the genetic contribution to schizophrenia.


	Procedure
	Compared 47 participants whose biological mother had schizophrenia and who had put them up for adoption and had no further contact with them with 50 matched controls (no schizophrenic mother). 


	Results
	· 5 participants (10.6%) in the experimental group were diagnosed as having schizophrenia compared to 0 in the control group. 

· 11 in the experimental group had spent more than one year in penal or psychiatric institutions compared to 2 in the control group. 


	Conclusions
	The findings support the influence of genes in schizophrenia. However, there must be other possible factors influencing the development of schizophrenia as half of the participants born to the schizophrenic mothers were successful, and often highly creative, adults. 




But there are also numerous problems with using evidence from adoption studies (like the Heston study):

The sample sizes are limited so generalising the results is an issue.

Also, it is virtually impossible to separate nature from nurture in these studies for a variety of reasons:

· Adopted children are likely to have spent some time with their biological family before adoption (this could be a confounding variable).
· The children could have spent time in foster care and this is another potential confounding variable.
· Adopted children tend to be placed in families which closely reflect the family background they came from so any similarities they share with their biological parents may not be because of genes but just because of the similar environments.

A further strength of genetics as an explanation of schizophrenia is that it has made important contributions to society and clinical psychology.

	Application of genetics
in clinical psychology and society

	
Awareness of the role of genetics in schizophrenia has helped to reduce the stigma associated with having a mental illness because it shows that schizophrenia has a biological cause, just like any other illness, and so a person cannot be blamed for having it as it is not their fault.
counter

	
Establishing the link between genetics and schizophrenia could help to develop early intervention programmes for people who are at risk of developing schizophrenia because of their genetics. This could help them learn to cope with negative environmental experiences in a way that avoids them developing the disorder. 
counter



	

However, Penn, Chamberlin and Mueser (2003) argue that the media providing a medical cause for a disorder such as schizophrenia will reduce the blame associated with the disorder, but does not change the prejudices linked to schizophrenia which include unpredictability and danger.
	

However, this could lead to people being wrongly labelled as ‘mentally ill’ on their basis of family background, when actually they do not need any intervention. We need to be careful with the use of labels because of the potential stigma they carry in society. 




Additional criticisms of this explanation for schizophrenia include the fact that the symptoms of schizophrenia are diverse and will vary from person to person. This means that there are individual differences in how the disorder is experienced. Therefore, it is too simplistic to explain schizophrenia as the result of genes as this does not account for why some people will develop one particular subtype of schizophrenia (e.g. paranoid) and others will have a different subtype (e.g. disorganised). Maybe other factors, rather than genes alone, are needed in order to account for this.  

Attributing the cause of schizophrenia to genetics is also biologically determinist, as this sees people’s behaviour as being decided by the genes they inherit from their parents which they have no control over. This does not allow for the role of free-will in people choosing how they will behave.
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