WHAT PLAYS A ROLE IN DEVELOPING MENTAL HEALTH CONDITIONS?
Most mental health conditions don’t have a single cause – they have many possible causes,
called risk factors. The more risk factors you have, the more likely you are to develop a
mental health condition in your lifetime. Mental health conditions can develop slowly, or
symptoms can start to appear more suddenly after you’ve experienced a stressful event or
big change.

RISK FACTORS

TERMS TO KNOW

Risk factors don’t just affect who will and won’t
develop a mental health condition. They also impact
the seriousness of symptoms and when those
symptoms will show up. There are several risk
factors, including:

Social determinants of health (SDOH)
SDOH are the conditions in which people live, learn,
work, and play that impact their health and quality of
life. There are five main categories – financial
stability, education access and quality, health care
access and quality, neighborhood and living
environment, and social and community life.
One example of how SDOH affect mental health is
poverty. High poverty neighborhoods can cause
stress, weaken healthy social connections, and harm
the overall mental health of the people who live
there, even when controlling for individual poverty.¹

Trauma
Any experience that was highly stressful, shocking, or
dangerous to you can be traumatic. Trauma is
different for everyone – what feels normal to
someone else might be traumatic to you, and vice
versa. A traumatic event can threaten your physical
safety (like being in a car accident), or it can be
more emotional (like the sudden death of a loved
one). Traumatic experiences can be one-time
events (like getting in a fight) or ongoing (like
bullying or childhood neglect). Situations like
loneliness, seeing an accident, natural disasters,
poverty, and racism can all cause a trauma
response.

Genetics
Your genes are passed down from your parents and
ancestors. They act as the blueprint for how your
body and brain develop and function. There’s no one
gene that decides if you’ll have a mental health
condition. Instead, many genes affect the way your

RISK FACTOR:

something that increases the chances of
developing a condition

NEUROTRANSMITTERS:

chemicals that carry messages throughout
your brain

PROTECTIVE FACTOR:

something that decreases the chances of
developing a condition and/or balances out
an existing risk factor

brain develops, making you more or less likely to
develop a mental health condition later.

Biology and brain chemistry
Some brains are wired differently, have too high or
too low levels of certain neurotransmitters, or are
damaged after a head injury. Abnormalities in the
prefrontal cortex, frontal cortex, and other parts of
the brain can also increase your chances of
developing a mental health condition.

Habits and lifestyle
It’s important to take care of your body and mind.
Things like not getting enough high-quality sleep,
regularly unhealthy food choices, lack of exercise,
and poor stress management can all play a role in
developing a mental health condition.
For instance, the occasional night of tossing and
turning won’t hurt you long-term, but chronic
exhaustion can. Sleep problems like insomnia,
consistently poor sleep quality, and frequent
nightmares are related to mental health concerns
and conditions, including a higher risk for suicidal
thoughts and behaviors.²
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Substance use
Using drugs or alcohol can trigger a mental health
condition by affecting mood, sleep, relationships, and
physical health. It can also lead to changes in some of
the same brain areas involved in other mental health
conditions like depression and schizophrenia.³ It’s
common for individuals already struggling with their
mental health to turn to substances as a coping
mechanism. This substance use can impact the
effectiveness of medications and make it harder to
recover from a mental health condition. When
someone has a mental health condition that overlaps
with a substance use disorder, it is either referred to as
dual diagnosis or co-occurring disorders.

AM I DESTINED TO HAVE A MENTAL HEALTH CONDITION?
It is important to know that experiencing any of these
factors doesn’t mean that you’ll definitely develop a
mental health condition. You can take steps to reduce
your risk factors or increase your protective factors –
like building supportive relationships, taking care of
your body, and practicing gratitude. Just like any
health condition, knowing the risk factors can help you
identify and address symptoms early on and plan a
course of action to overall health.

IF YOU’RE CONCERNED ABOUT YOUR
MENTAL HEALTH OR JUST WANT TO
CHECK IN WITH YOURSELF, TAKE A
SCREEN AT MHASCREENING.ORG.

FAST FACTS
CHILDREN WHO EXPERIENCE TRAUMA
ARE APPROXIMATELY 1.3 TIMES MORE
LIKELY TO DEVELOP A MENTAL
HEALTH CONDITION AS ADULTS THAN
CHILDREN WHO DON’T EXPERIENCE
TRAUMA.

STUDIES HAVE FOUND CHILDREN OF
PARENTS WITH GENERALIZED
ANXIETY DISORDER (GAD) TO BE 2-6
TIMES AS LIKELY AS OTHER CHILDREN
TO RECEIVE A GAD DIAGNOSIS.

THE BRAIN CHEMICAL DOPAMINE,
SOMETIMES KNOWN AS “THE
FEEL-GOOD NEUROTRANSMITTER,” IS
WHAT ALLOWS YOU TO FEEL
PLEASURE AND MOTIVATION. WHEN
THE BRAIN’S DOPAMINE SYSTEM IS
NOT WORKING AS IT IS MEANT TO, IT
HAS BEEN LINKED TO SCHIZOPHRENIA
SYMPTOMS.

INDIVIDUALS WHO FREQUENTLY
DRINK ALCOHOL ARE MORE LIKELY TO
BE DEPRESSED THAN THOSE WHO
MODERATE THEIR USE. DRINKING IN
MODERATION IS DEFINED AS ONE
DRINK OR LESS IN A DAY FOR WOMEN
AND TWO DRINKS OR LESS IN A DAY
FOR MEN.
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