Why does ADHD seem to run in families?
By: Professor Barbara Franke

Part of the reason why ADHD runs in families is down to genetics. Parents with
ADHD are likely to carry a high load of ADHD-related variants in their genes.
Therefore, they are more likely than parents without ADHD to pass some of them
on to their children.

P

art of the reason why ADHD runs in
families is down to genetics: ADHD
has a high heritability of around 70‐
80%. What this means is that in an average
person with ADHD, 70‐80% of the
inattention and/or hyperactivity can be
explained by contributions of variants in
genes. Those variants in genes are not only
present in people with ADHD – every
person has a few, and each of those
variants is neither necessary nor sufficient
to cause ADHD. However, the more of those
variants a person has, the higher their risk
to develop ADHD. The average person with
ADHD probably has tens to hundreds of
those gene variants in their genetic make‐
up.

The genetic make‐up of a person is
determined by the combination of genetic
material (i.e. DNA) of their father and
mother during conception. The more
ADHD‐related genetic variants father and
mother have in their DNA, the more likely
they are to pass some of them on to their
children. As indicated above, the number of
such variants will be particularly high in
those parents that have ADHD themselves.
Thus, those with ADHD are likely to have a
high‐risk genetic make‐up and pass it down
to their children.
While the genetic make‐up provides a good
explanation for the observation that ADHD
runs in families, there are probably also
other factors contributing, some of which
may even be family‐specific.
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