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Author’s Note

In an effort to make the research accessible, I have necessarily simplified some complex scientific literature. There will be academic colleagues who will surely think that I have oversimplified parts, but I have done my best to balance content and accuracy with readability and applicability. Throughout the book, I provide select scientific references for those who want to dive more into the research literature. For parents who want additional information, I also invite you to visit my website at danielledick.com. Finally, I provide additional recommended readings at the end of the book.

The surveys included in this book are intended to help you better understand your child. They are based loosely on items that are used to assess temperament and personality by researchers. These surveys, however, are not intended to provide formal diagnoses. None of the information in this book should be considered a substitute for professional clinical advice. Guidance for finding a mental health professional can be found in chapter 8.




INTRODUCTION

Understanding the Child Code


Before I got married I had six theories about bringing up children; now I have six children and no theories.

—JOHN WILMOT (1647–1680)



Close your eyes and imagine your child.

No, not the small person refusing to do homework. Or the one who threw a tantrum at the table because the pasta shapes were butterflies rather than macaroni.

The child you imagined.

Before you had children.

That child was probably a sweet, peaceful baby snuggled up in your arms. An adorable toddler, head thrown back in laughter as you push them on a swing. Maybe they were going to grow up to be a star athlete or the smartest in their class. Maybe you dreamed of a university graduation or a wedding day, a blushing bride or a handsome groom. Point being, we all had ideas of who we wanted our children to be.

But the day-to-day of parenting is less about dreams and more about daily battles. Shoes that your child refuses to put on, precluding you from even making it out the door to the park. Sulking at the dinner table. That fun family trip? Four hours of your child kicking the back of your seat and telling you they don’t want to go.

Why is it so hard to shape our children into the dreamy human beings we imagined?

There’s certainly no shortage of advice for parents. There are parenting classes, parenting blogs, parenting podcasts, parenting magazines, parenting books, parenting workshops. There are your mother-in-law’s ideas about how to handle discipline, and your best friend’s tips for sleep training. The overwhelming amount of information is staggering enough, but even worse—much of it conflicts! Human beings have been raising children for millennia; how can it be that we don’t have this figured out? The more important question for you as a parent is how to sort through often contradictory guidance to decide what is best.

Why is parenting so darn hard?

It turns out there is a simple answer to that question. The reason parenting is so challenging is that all of that well-meaning advice from your parents and friends and healthcare professionals ignores one of the biggest factors that affects child development: genes.

Our secondary school biology classes didn’t give us the full story. DNA doesn’t just code for brown or blue eyes, for curly or straight hair; it codes for our brains and our most basic outlook on life. It lays the foundation for our individual temperaments, our natural tendencies, and the unique way each of us interacts with the world. Given the profound influence of genetics on individual behaviour and development, there is no such thing as the “right way” to parent. There is only the “right way” to parent each individual child, and it’s only by understanding your child’s genetically shaped proclivities that you can guide your child towards becoming his or her best self and reduce the daily battles.

The Child Code is about how to figure out that “right way” for your child, based on their unique genetic make-up. It’s about reducing your stress by helping you cut through piles of information to figure out what really matters (and what doesn’t). I’m a scientist who studies genetics and child behaviour, and, more importantly, I’m a parent. I’ve been in the trenches, and it was my knowledge of the research behind what really influences human behaviour that saved my sanity. I wrote The Child Code to share this knowledge and to help make your life easier too.

The Illusion of the Super-Parent

Never in the course of human history have we spent so much time trying to actively shape our children. And this high investment in parenting is coming at a tremendous cost, with sharp declines in happiness in couples, and growing rates of anxiety in kids who feel pressured at best, and at worst, under constant assault. The days of our children exploring the woods or roaming the neighbourhood freely, with the only directive being to make it home before dark, are long gone. These days, sending your child to the park unsupervised could end with the police at your doorstep. In some circles, the idea of kids doing their homework unsupervised or taking a standardised test without prep courses would be considered neglectful.

We have allowed the world to make an incredible number of demands on parents, and we have internalised those demands: your decisions are make-or-break! Your every action is critical to whether your child grows up to be well socialised and resilient … or a miserable tyrant! If you love your child, you will mould him or her into a successful adult by being the class rep parent, the soccer mum/coach, the PTA president, the Sunday school teacher (and if you really love your child, you will ideally be all of these things).

At times, even we parents make it harder on one another. I confess that I have been guilty of this. It’s something I bet we have all done at one point or another: seen the toddler throwing a fit at the supermarket, the small child running wild at church, the insolent teenager back-talking to their parent. We have looked from those children to their parents, and we have judged. We have said to ourselves: that parent needs to get that child under control! Those parents need to [insert your favourite parenting advice here].

For the first fifteen months of my son’s life, I was convinced I had this whole parenting thing figured out. My baby slept for long stretches of time. He cried only when he needed something and he was easily soothed. I remember wondering why people complained about how hard it was to have a newborn. Sure, as someone who was fanatical about getting enough sleep, I found it annoying to have to get up once in the night to feed. But that hardly seemed worth all the whining one hears about sleep deprivation in new parents. I had read my books, taken my parenting classes, and my son was pure joy. What was so hard about parenting?

What I didn’t appreciate back then was that it wasn’t my stellar parenting that led to my happy, sleeping baby. I had just lucked out. What was really driving my child’s easy behaviour as an infant was my child. Even as a scientist who studies genetics and child behaviour, I had fallen prey to the myth that parenting—for better or worse—is all about the parent. Which is a potent delusion, especially when your child is doing well. It’s easy to take credit; it’s easy to believe that your child’s fabulousness is a reflection of your superior effort. But what if your infant is a sleepless tormentor in the middle of the night? Or your daughter’s “terrible twos” begin at six months (and last until she’s sixteen)? Are you responsible for that as well? Do you need to read more books, or take more advice from your mother-in-law? When children are struggling, exasperated parents often start to blame themselves or wonder what they are doing wrong. But the research suggests that children’s behaviour is driven less by their parents, and more from within.

In the early 1930s, a researcher named Mary Shirley intensively observed twenty-five infants over the first two years of their lives. She started her study interested in infant motor and cognitive development, but what struck her most from following the babies was what she called the “personality nucleus”. Based on her observations of the babies across time, she noticed that differences in personality showed up early after birth, with the babies differing systematically on things like irritability, crying, activity levels, and reactions to new people and situations.

Further, these differences appeared to be consistent across different settings and across time. Children who cried a lot, cried whether they were being observed at home or in the infant lab. Children who were highly active were active whether they were at home or in the unfamiliar setting of the lab. Most notably, the differences observed in the children’s behaviour didn’t seem to be strongly influenced by anything the parent (back in those days, mostly the mother) was doing.

Unique from the Start

The reality is that to a surprisingly large extent, when it comes to your child’s behaviour, a great deal is put in place at the moment of conception, when the mother’s genes first meet up with the father’s, mixing and matching to create an utterly unique human being. And as any parent of more than one child knows, every baby is different, and different from day one. Sure, there are a lot of commonalities. Babies all sleep (probably not as much as you’d like), and poo (probably more than you’d like), and cry and feed. But beyond that, each child is born with his or her own way of being a child, with differences evident from the very beginning.

Developmental psychologists refer to this behavioural distinctiveness as temperament, and it is imbedded in the genes, those little strands of information in the nucleus of each cell, which are passed along from the parents to the child.1 That doesn’t mean you can’t influence your child’s behaviour, simply that you need to realise your influence is constrained—meaning that whatever you do, you have to work with the hand you are dealt. More importantly, if you want to have any hope of success in influencing your child towards one kind of behaviour and away from another, you absolutely have to take their genetic constitution into account.

Genetic differences cause children to differ from the very beginning in how much they react to the world (how upset or pleased they are by the things that they encounter), and in how they regulate their responses. If they don’t want pureed peas, do they throw the dish across the room or simply make a face while obligingly (if unhappily) swallowing? If they see a cute puppy while out in their pram, do they scream with such excitement that you absolutely must stop and play with it? Or do they cower behind your leg, overwhelmed with fear?

What makes temperament especially important for parents is that it is highly stable.

In studies that follow kids across time, fear in infants, measured as early as three months, predicted fear at seven years of age. Anger in infants predicted anger in young children. Highly sociable babies grow up to be highly sociable children and adolescents. Identical twins can be separated at birth and raised by different families and they still turn out to be very similar. Genetics plays a powerful role in shaping how we move through the world.

As you might expect, temperamental characteristics, while stable throughout life, manifest themselves in different ways as children grow. High sociability in a baby shows up as cooing and interacting with other infants and smiling at adults; high sociability in adolescence is the teenager who would rather be at a party than home reading a book or watching a movie with a best friend. The fearful toddler has to be coaxed to try new toys or to climb up on a swing set; the fearful adolescent has to be coaxed to take a part in the school play or to go on the senior trip.

My highly impulsive little boy was the one jumping down from the tops of high trees as a small child, and later asking when he can get a motorcycle and drink beer (sigh, he was only eleven). He does come by these preferences naturally enough—his father is a fighter pilot. Turns out that adventure-seeking and risk-taking are strongly influenced by genetics!

At this point, if you have a happy, sociable small child, you may be feeling all set, and those of you who have highly fearful or irritable little kiddos in your life may be worried.

Don’t be. An important thing to remember is that temperamental characteristics are not, in and of themselves, good or bad. The idea of having a sociable, smiling, happy infant may sound very appealing. And smiling, laughing babies, who are open to approaching new toys, new people, and new situations, are more likely to grow into more extravertedfn1 adolescents and adults, with all the positive connotations that we associate with being more outgoing. But sociable, active babies are also more likely to have later problems with control, to be more impulsive, and to become more frustrated when they don’t get their way. They are more likely to experiment with alcohol in adolescence and to engage in other risk-taking behaviours with their friends.

By contrast, while a fearful baby may cause parental concern early on (sometimes even a bit of embarrassment), being more fearful is also associated with lower impulsivity and aggression. Fearful children are less likely to get into fights or do the myriad reckless things that adolescents tend to do when they’re old enough to be out and about on their own. But fearful kids are also more prone to sadness and depression.

The point being there is no such thing as a “good” disposition or a “bad” disposition. There are merely distinctly different, genetically influenced dispositions, and each of them has its pluses and minuses. How easy or frustrating different temperamental characteristics are for parents also can change across a child’s developmental stages. Your headstrong toddler may make you want to pull your hair out, but when those same qualities lead them to stand up against injustice as a young adult, your heart will swell with pride.

Because temperamental characteristics are not only stable, but associated with different challenges and life outcomes, it is vitally important to understand your own child’s genetically influenced disposition. Which is another way of saying that there’s no such thing as “one size fits all” parenting. You have to parent to your child’s unique genetic code.

We should also acknowledge up front that some children are more challenging to raise than others. We recognise that simple fact when it comes to parenting a child with autism, or with Down’s syndrome. But children who are born with certain dispositional characteristics are also incredibly challenging in unexpected ways that can be really hard on parents. By understanding that basic reality, we can alleviate part of the burden those parents experience, and better support our friends with challenging children.

In medicine today, doctors are working towards individualised therapies formulated to a person’s genetic make-up. This is called precision medicine, or, alternatively, personalised medicine.2 The idea is that every person’s health profile is different; some of us are more predisposed to cancers, others to heart disease, and yet others to substance use or mental health challenges. Some medicines work well for some people, but can be harmful for others. By understanding each person’s unique genetic code, doctors can know how best to prevent problems, and to treat them if they do arise.

The same idea applies to parenting. Our children differ in their natural strengths and weaknesses. Being aware of what your child is most likely to enjoy, what they are likely to be good at, what is likely to create challenges for them, and what they are likely to be at risk for, can help you figure out where to focus your efforts as a parent, what parenting strategies are likely to be most effective, and which ones might be harmful. What worked for your first child may not work for your second, and what works for your friend’s child may not work for yours.

This is why I hate the term parenting. That might sound like a strange thing for a developmental psychologist to say, but the problem with calling what we do as parents parenting is that it implies that it is all about the parent. This ignores the other critical factor in the equation—the child! Good parenting is as much about the child as it is about the parent. In the same way that medicine is moving towards individualised care, we’re long overdue to embrace a personalised approach to parenting.

Admittedly, it took me a while to adopt this attitude in my own parenting. This was particularly evident when it came to potty training my son. At his day-care centre, mastery of the potty was a requirement for moving up to the three-year-old preschool class. His third birthday came and went, and still he had no interest in being a “big boy”; he seemed perfectly content to stick with nappies and hang out with the two-year-olds. “M&Ms!” my friends told me. “You need to give him M&Ms as a reward for using the potty”. So I introduced this inducement, and oh, he wanted the M&Ms all right … but he was completely unwilling to use the potty to get them. We simply had regular battles now over why he couldn’t have M&Ms when he knew that I had them right there in the cupboard!

Another well-meaning friend came in with her own advice: you have to find his “metric”—figure out what he loves and use that as a reward. For her daughter, it had been picking out what dress to wear. Using the potty meant having a fashion turn. No potty, no special dress. Apparently, it worked like a charm. But when I attempted to implement this technique, it became obvious that my child would rather go to day care naked than use the potty.

After weeks of turmoil and tears (mostly mine), it occurred to me—what my child valued above all else was winning, getting his way. Potty training had turned into an all-out battle of wills in our home. Because he felt that I was trying to force this on him, he was just as forcefully refusing. Once I recognised this dynamic, I eased up. I quit talking about potty training, and our daily routine moved on. And you know what happened? Within a couple of weeks (and I’m sure with some encouragement from the no-nonsense day-care provider who was tired of changing his nappies), he just starting using the potty on his own. And off to the three-year-old preschool class he went.

If only I’d wised up sooner and given more attention to what I knew about my son’s wilful disposition—particularly his powerful desire to win—I could have saved us both a lot of consternation. Research suggests that kids who are more reactive to punishment (that’s definitely my son) are also more sensitive to their parents’ requirements for compliance. In other words, the harder you push, the harder they push back. The researchers found, however, that when parents used strategies that de-emphasised power, the child was far more likely to comply. In hindsight, I can see that I was too concerned that (gasp!) my son was two months past his third birthday and still not potty trained. It sent me into overdrive to push him and “fix” the problem, without stepping back to realise how he’d react. You’d think that, as a college professor, I would have taken comfort in the fact that I’ve never seen a child arrive on campus who isn’t potty trained. Eventually, they all figure it out.

Your Child’s DNA

Before we talk more about our role as parents, let’s talk about where your child’s genetic predisposition comes from in the first place. Flash back to basic biology class. No, not the day you dissected a frog, but the day you talked about eggs and sperm and how they come together to form a zygote, which then proceeds to divide and grow until it forms a tiny human being.

DNA is composed of chemicals that line up like the ones and zeros of computer code to form genes, which create the recipe for proteins, which are responsible for all our bodies’ processes, from blood pressure to behaviour. We each consist of a random subset of 50 per cent genetic material (DNA) from our biological mother, and 50 per cent genetic material (DNA) from our biological father, which mix and match to make each unique child. The 50 per cent each child inherits from each parent is random, and different for each child, which is why your child might have some traits that seem to more closely resemble you and some that more closely resemble their other parent. Every combination of random halves from each parent is what makes your child different from all other human beings, including his or her biological siblings, who also have their own unique combinations of 50/50 subsets of the parents’ DNA.

Siblings are generally more similar to each other than two randomly selected people because the subsets of genetic variants they inherited were drawn from the same genetic pool. So siblings share, on average, 50 per cent of their genetic material. But with the human genome consisting of three billion units of DNA, that leaves a lot of room for different combinations, even among full siblings! And with 7.6 billion people currently on the planet, the number of variations is dizzying. Depending on your child’s unique mix of genetic variants, they may seem like a mini-you, or leave you wondering if there was a mix-up at the hospital!

But aside from maybe taking a genetic test during pregnancy to make sure everything is going to be OK, most of us don’t give much thought to genetics. There are maternity clothes to buy, and a nursery to decorate, and a gazillion choices to make about cots and car seats and prams.

And, of course, there are the parenting classes. Most healthcare professionals don’t schedule an initial appointment to confirm a pregnancy until six to eight weeks, but parenting websites recommend that you start taking “prep courses” at nine weeks. There are classes about childbirth, breastfeeding, newborn care, and big-sibling classes. That’s followed in the second trimester by prenatal yoga classes, the development of your birthing plan, followed by childbirth education class (which is apparently different from childbirth preparation class). I’m a college professor, and even I think that’s a lot of classes!

Admittedly, I took my fair share of parenting classes, and if nothing else, they made me feel more prepared. I was a master swaddler; my child spent most of the first year of his life being wrapped tighter than a burrito at Chipotle. I also did extensive homework on virtually every major and minor decision surrounding my coming bundle of joy.

But all those classes and decisions to prepare for your little one give the illusion of control, which is where “the parenting myth” begins. The books on sleeping and feeding and soothing crying babies suggest that if you do your homework, you’ll know how to get your baby to sleep and eat and conform to a schedule. Learn how to do it, implement effectively, and voilà! Happy, healthy baby! Then there’s crawling, walking, teething, potty training—a boundless supply of information on how to parent your child through all of their developmental milestones. Somewhere between the point of conception and the birth of that baby, we forget all about the underlying biology—the fact that so much about how your individual child navigates life is a function of what’s coded in those genes.

But think about what’s going on while you’re taking part in all those parenting classes. That baby is growing and developing, basically without your direction. Their genetic code is directing their development—arms, legs, fingers and toes, internal organs, brain—all without any conscious input from either parent. It’s natural to focus on the things we can control, like picking out a cot and a car seat. But it’s critical to remember that while we’re decorating the nursery and learning to swaddle, the really important stuff related to child development is happening largely without parental input. It’s encoded in our child’s DNA.

Which is not to say that the environment you provide isn’t important. Extracted DNA sequences in the lab do not spontaneously generate human beings. That little DNA code needs you, and you can do a lot to help it along: good prenatal nutrition, a healthy lifestyle, and low levels of stress are all important for a developing foetus. Conversely, exposure to drugs and environmental toxins can have serious adverse effects on foetal development. As a parent, you of course want to do everything you can to provide the best possible environment for your baby’s development. As a mother, you eat healthfully, you take your vitamins, you get exercise. If you’re a significant other, you can provide a loving, supportive, stress-free environment for your pregnant partner.

During pregnancy, we realise there’s only so much we can do, only so much under our control. Our baby grows and we marvel at that growth. But once that baby pops out (with apologies to all my mother friends who remind me that the birthing process entails a good bit more than popping out), we somehow forget that development throughout childhood is similarly guided by genetic factors, and it’s those factors we need to take into account in how we parent.

Nurturing Your Child to Fit Their Nature

After hundreds of years of the “nature/nurture” debate, we now know that nature versus nurture was a false dichotomy. It’s not a question of “either/or”, but “both/and”—an intermingling of influences, with genetics and environment both playing a role in virtually all behavioural outcomes. The problem for parents is that the focus has stayed all on the nurture piece, and the nature side of the equation has not been given its due. Instead, we stress ourselves to unprecedented levels, thinking that more engagement is what’s required, when what we need instead is smarter engagement.

This challenge (and opportunity) was summed up nicely by E. O. Wilson, an evolutionary biologist who said that genes place a leash on environmental influence, but it’s an elastic leash. In other words, genetics is not destiny, meaning there is nothing parents can do, but neither is it something to be disregarded. Children are not blank slates to be written upon by their well-intentioned parents. By recognising who your child truly is—the unique code they were born with—you can use your influence in ways that resonate with their natural tendencies to help them grow into their best possible self.

Using This Book

The first part of The Child Code is about the science behind this fresh approach to parenting. Chapter 1 will introduce you to the research that changed the way we understand what causes human behaviour and revealed the widespread influence of genetics (and limits of parenting) on children’s behaviour. (If you don’t care much about the research and are willing to take my word for it, you can skip this chapter.) Chapter 2 will help you appreciate how your child’s genetic code shapes their development, their personality, their behaviour, and the way they interact with the world. It will help you understand why it matters so much to understand their genetic disposition if you want to be a more effective parent—and a far less stressed one! The second part of the book will focus on your child. Surveys for you to complete about your child’s behaviour and tendencies will help you assess your child’s genetic proclivities. Then, I’ll walk you through how to use that information to adapt your parenting to your specific child, to help them reach their potential and avoid pitfalls. And most importantly, we’ll talk about how to relax and draw confidence with this information for happier parenting. So, let’s get started!


Takeaways


	Your child’s genes play a central role in shaping their brain and behaviour.

	Parenting advice is often conflicting because it ignores the important role of each child’s genetic make-up in influencing their behaviour. This is why what works for one child may not work for another.

	Understanding your child’s genetic make-up can help you parent your unique child, supporting them to reach their potential and overcome natural challenges. In addition, it will create a more harmonious relationship with your child, and reduce parenting stress.








Part 1



EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT THE SCIENCE OF HUMAN BEHAVIOUR (AND NOTHING MORE)




CHAPTER 1

Nature versus Nurture: The Science Is In

Let’s start at the beginning: where did the ingrained idea that parents play such a critical role in shaping child behaviour come from?

The widespread emphasis on (and misunderstanding of) the role of parents can be traced back to the origins of the field of child psychology. As a parent you spend a lot of time trying to understand your child’s behaviour, but researchers have been trying to understand children for hundreds of years. In 1787, German philosopher Dietrich Tiedemann published the first account of child development, recording his son’s behaviour across the first thirty months of his life. Tiedemann was deeply influenced by the English philosopher John Locke, who lived in the 1600s and believed that we all start life as blank slates, with our development entirely determined through our experiences. Nearly a hundred years later, The Mind of the Child (1882) was published by Wilhelm Preyer, another German professor. It described the development of his own daughter over her first few years of life, and is frequently cited as the beginning of modern-day child psychology.

From these early “baby biographies”, which recounted observations of a single child growing up, the field expanded to include studies of small numbers of children who were observed extensively across development. Over time, these studies began to include the children’s parents as well, as developmental psychologists became interested in the role of parenting. Across this evolution, a consistent, central feature of child development research remained, namely, that the field has been based on observational studies. But this design feature has a massive limitation, and is at the heart of why there is so much pressure placed on parents when it comes to their children’s behaviour.

The Traditional Family Study—And Its Limitations

It seems intuitive that if you want to understand the influence of parents on their children, you would (drumroll) study parents and their children. By now, there have been thousands of studies of parents and children conducted, and these studies form the basis for most of the child-rearing advice that’s out there. In these studies, researchers ask parents to report on their parenting practices, and they measure children on a particular outcome. Sometimes they ask children to report on their parents and on themselves; sometimes they ask the parents to report on themselves and their children. And sometimes researchers get information from other reporters as well, such as teachers or other caregivers.

These studies consistently find correlations (a statistical measure of similarity) between aspects of parenting and outcomes in children, and these findings are usually interpreted as evidence for the role of parents in shaping children’s behaviour.

For example, a consistent finding is that positive parenting practices, such as parental warmth and parental involvement, are associated with fewer emotional and behavioural problems in children. Conversely, harsh or inconsistent parenting is associated with more behaviour problems in children. Voilà! Proof for the importance of parenting, right?

Not so fast.

There are lots of good reasons to treat your child with warmth, and to practise consistent, positive parenting. But the problem with these studies is that they are often (mis)interpreted to mean that the parenting behaviour is causing the child behaviour.

But there’s a flaw in that logic. It boils down to the basic principle we all learned in secondary school science class: correlation does not equal causation. In other words, just because two things are related does not mean that one caused the other.

The best way to make causal attributions is with a controlled experiment. Child psychologists are at a disadvantage because they can’t experimentally assign children to different parents. If we could randomly assign children to grow up with (for example) parents with fewer rules, and parents with stricter rules, that would allow us to test whether differences in parenting rules are related to differences in children’s outcomes. Random assignment to parents would mean that many different types of children get assigned to the few rules and strict rules groups, so we can more definitively conclude that any differences found between the groups are due to the difference in parenting. Randomised experimental designs are what we use to assess whether interventions or new pharmaceuticals are effective.

But correlations, like those we observe between parents and children, don’t tell us anything about causality, because they are not informative about the direction of the effect. Maybe when parents treat their children with warmth, they behave better. Maybe when parents are harsh with their children, those children become more aggressive. But it’s equally plausible that children who are better behaved invoke more warmth from their parents. When my child compliantly pulls on his clothes and is ready and waiting by the door to head to school, I’m much warmer than when he sulks in bed and refuses to get up. It’s far easier to be loving towards a child who is behaving delightfully than one who is throwing a tantrum! The same logic applies to misbehaviour: it’s equally possible that the child who is more aggressive is actually causing the parents to respond with harsher discipline in an effort to improve the child’s behaviour. Maybe those parents would have been warm and delightful if their child wasn’t acting out. The bottom line is that when we find a correlation between a parenting practice and a child outcome, we can’t know which of these possibilities is the correct one. Is the parenting causing the child’s behaviour or is the child’s behaviour driving the parenting?

It turns out this is a very important distinction. The misinterpretation of parent–child correlations as evidence for the causal role of parenting has had profound consequences. A particularly striking example can be found in the way we have viewed autism over time. Autism was originally thought to be caused by cold mothers who didn’t socialise their babies properly. Medical professionals came to this conclusion after studies showed that mothers of children who developed autism were less likely to smile and coo and interact with their infants in typical mum ways. There was a correlation between mothers’ lack of interaction with their babies and autism. The researchers incorrectly concluded that cold mothering was causing the children to develop autism. What researchers eventually discovered when they studied those families across time was that mothers of children who later developed autism started out exactly like mothers of children who didn’t develop problems. But children who went on to develop autism didn’t respond to those maternal cues in the way that most typically developing babies do—the babies didn’t coo, or maintain eye contact with the mother, or seem to enjoy the interaction. So over time the mums did less of it. It wasn’t the mother’s behaviour influencing the child’s outcome at all—it was the child’s behaviour that influenced the mum.

Studying children and parents across time is one way to start to tease apart the direction of the effect, because you can examine whether parental behaviour influences future child behaviour after taking into account what the child was like to begin with, and vice versa. And when researchers study parents and children across time, they find something surprising. Child behaviour generally has a stronger influence on future parenting than parenting behaviour has on future child behaviour. In other words, our children shape our parenting more than our parenting shapes our children.

For example, a large study led by several prominent child development colleagues has followed nearly 1,300 children and their parents across nine countries, representing twelve cultural groups around the world (China, Colombia, Italy, Jordan, Kenya, the Philippines, Sweden, Thailand, and the United States).1 They studied the families when the children were ages eight, nine, ten, twelve, and thirteen, and tested for bidirectional influences between parenting behaviour and children’s emotional and behavioural problems across time. They found that, across all cultural groups, children had large effects on subsequent parenting: more emotional or behavioural challenges in children predicted less parental warmth and more parental control at the next age, even after taking into account previous child and parent behaviour. Conversely, there was little evidence that parenting predicted future child behaviour. The degree to which parents were warm or controlling did not have a significant effect on the likelihood that children would have emotional or behavioural problems in the future. The study emphasised how children drive future parenting, as parents react to their children’s behaviour, more so than parents are able to shape future child behaviour—a finding that was consistent around the globe.

There’s another problem with interpreting parent–child correlations to mean that the parent’s behaviour is causing the child’s behaviour, or vice versa. It could be something else altogether influencing both the child’s and parent’s behaviour and making them look similar, even if the behaviours are not directly influencing one another. We call this a third variable. Think about this example: there is a correlation between buying ice cream and wearing sunglasses. Does that mean that ice cream eating makes people put on sunglasses? Or that wearing sunglasses makes people eat ice cream? Of course not; the reason that eating ice cream and wearing sunglasses is correlated is because there’s something else influencing both behaviours—there’s a third variable at play: warm, sunny days. Warm, sunny days lead people to be more likely to eat ice cream and to wear sunglasses. In the case of correlations between biological parents and their children, that something else—that other thing that could be causing the behaviour both in the parent and the child—is their shared genes.

Returning to our examples above, we know that behavioural and emotional problems are genetically influenced. So when we find that parental warmth is associated with positive outcomes in children, there are three possible interpretations: (1) parental warmth leads kids to behave better; (2) well-behaved kids lead parents to be warmer towards them; or (3) the correlation is purely a by-product of the fact that genes influence emotions and behaviour, and biological parents and children share their genes. So, for example, parents who carry genes that influence good behaviour (making them more likely to be positive, warm parents) are more likely to pass along a higher genetic propensity towards good behaviour to their children. We also know that aggression is genetically influenced, so the fact that parental harsh discipline is correlated with increased aggression could be because (1) parental harsh discipline causes child aggression; (2) child aggression causes their parents to discipline them more harshly; or (3) parents who discipline harshly are more likely to carry aggression-related genes, and their child is accordingly more likely to carry genes that make them more aggressive. These possibilities aren’t mutually exclusive; in actuality, all of these processes, or some combination thereof, could be going on. (Remember that your kids get a random mix of only 50 per cent of your DNA, and 50 per cent of their other parent’s DNA, which is why there is no guarantee that your kids will inherit all your fabulous—or least desirable—characteristics.)

In short, when we see correlations between parenting practices and child outcomes, it’s tempting to conclude that parents are influencing their children (and lots of child “experts” do this!), but it’s equally likely that the children are driving their parents’ behaviour, or that the similarities between parents and children are simply due to their shared genetic make-up. Maybe those children would have been just as wonderful, or delinquent, even without their wonderful or delinquent parents. Without an experimental design, we have no way of knowing. We know that something is creating correlations between parenting and children’s outcomes; we just don’t know what that something is. Fortunately, we have some natural experiments that allow us to separate out the importance of genetic and environmental influences, and to study to what extent the child’s genes are driving the behaviour and to what extent parental influence is actually having an impact.

Adoption Studies: The Role of Genes Emerges

The first, and most ideal, “natural experiment” that allows researchers to tease apart genetic and environmental influences is adoption studies. When we were talking about correlations between parents and children (and how they don’t allow you to figure out how important parenting actually is), I was referring to biologically related parents and children. When parents and children are biologically related, they share both their genes and their home environments, so when they look similar, you can’t tell what caused that similarity—was it shared genes or was it family influence? But in adoptive families, genetics and environment get split up. Adopted children (when raised by non-relatives) share genes with parents who are not providing their home environment (their biological parents), and their environments are provided by people who didn’t give them their genetic make-up (their adoptive parents). In other words, there is a perfect natural separation of genetic and environmental influences. Genes from biological parents; environment from adoptive parents.

This means that researchers can collect data from adopted children, their biological parents, and their adoptive parents (and sometimes siblings) in order to figure out how much genetic predispositions play a role and how much the family environment matters. Do adopted children act more like their biological parents (which would imply genetic predispositions are important), or do they more closely resemble their adoptive parents (which would imply that environmental influences related to parenting are more important)? This is a natural experiment that separates
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Takeaways


	Most of what we are told about parenting comes from family studies finding correlations between parenting practices and children’s behaviour. These studies have been misinterpreted to mean that parenting shapes child behaviour, but it is equally possible that the child’s behaviour is driving the parenting, or that parents and children are correlated simply due to their shared genes. Because of these fundamental flaws, most family studies actually tell us very little about the effects of parenting.

	Adoption studies allow us to tease apart the effects of genetic predispositions from the effects of the home environment. Adoption studies test how similar children are to their biological parents (with whom they share genes but no environment) as compared to their adoptive parents (who provide parenting but no genes). These studies overwhelmingly find that children resemble their biological parents, providing strong evidence for genetic influences on behaviour.

	Twin studies also allow us to study the relative importance of genetic influences and environmental influences by comparing monozygotic (MZ, or identical) twins, who are genetically identical, to dizygotic (DZ, or fraternal) twins, who share on average just 50 per cent of their genetic material. These studies find that MZ twins are more alike than DZ twins for virtually every behaviour studied, further supporting the importance of genetic influence on human behaviour. Identical twins raised by different families turn out to be about as similar as identical twins raised by the same parents, providing further evidence for the importance of genes on life outcomes.

	Taken together, these studies compellingly show that genetic predispositions play a large role in shaping child behaviour; the influence of genes is bigger than the influence of parenting practices.
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