Phobias: Genetic Causes
This activity will help you to:
 Recall research techniques used to trace genetic contributions to psychological
disorders
 Interpret data from psychological studies
 Comment on data from genetic studies
 Assess the genetic theory of phobias
 Write essay commentary

Genetic Studies of Psychological Disorders
One way of finding out whether a disorder has a genetic component is to see whether it runs in families. If relatives
of sufferers have a higher than average risk of getting the disorder themselves, then it may be that the disorder has a
genetic component.
However, family members typically share similar environments. Consequently, increased risk amongst close relative
may simply indicate that that are exposed to the same set of environmental risks.
An alternative approach is to do a twin study. This looks at the concordance (similarity) of twins with respect to the
disorder being considered. Concordance rates are expressed as a percentage. The percentage is the probability of
one twin having the disorder if the other already has it.
In a twin study, MZ (identical) and DZ (non-identical) twins are compared. Whilst MZ twins have a greater degree of
genetic similarity, both types of twin pair grow up in identical environments. So if we discover that MZ twins have a
higher concordance, this cannot be because their environments are more similar than those of DZ twins; it must
therefore be because their genes are more similar.
When interpreting twin study data, we look for the following features:
Feature
MZ concordance is
significantly higher than DZ
concordance
MZ concordance is same or
similar to DZ concordance
MZ concordance is 100%
MZ concordance is
significantly less than 100%

Interpretation
The disorder has a genetic component

The disorder is environmentally caused.
The disorder is genetically caused
The disorder has an environmental component

On the reverse of this sheet is an extract from a table summarising twin study data on phobias. Read the table and
then write a commentary explaining what it shows.
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In the commentary you write…
You must:
 Explain what these findings tell us about genetic contributions to phobias
 Explain the extent to which this evidence supports or challenges the genetic theory of phobias
You should:
 Comment on whether the samples used affect our ability to make generalisations from this evidence
You could:
 Assess the extent to which the twin study methodology has flaws that affect the validity of the evidence
obtained. You may find the information below helpful in doing this.
One of the grounding assumptions of the twin study methodology concerns the degree of similarity between the
environments of MZ and DZ twins. Because both types of twin pair are born at the same time into the same
environment it is assumed that each member of a twin pair is exposed to exactly the same set of environmental
influences, regardless of zygosity. However, consider the following observations:
 Even though genetically identical, MZ twins are not exactly the same. Their fingerprints are different. One
twin is typically larger and more robust than the other. This difference is first observable during pre-natal
development.
 MZ twins typically have a closer relationship than DZ twins.
 Parents of MZ twins often accentuate their similarity by dressing them similarly etc.
 DZ twins can be a girl and a boy. MZ twins are, by definition both female or male.
Is it reasonable to assume that the environments of DZ twin pairs are as similar as the environments of MZ twin
pairs?
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