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The average level of cortisol, sometimes called the stress hormone, is higher in individuals that were subjected to childhood 
abuse. It is thought that high levels of cortisol predispose adults to mental illness as they have higher background stress levels.

Cortisol release is controlled by negative feedback:

Stress causes the hippocampus to send nerve impulses to the hypothalamus.

The hypothalamus releases corticotrophin-releasing hormone (CRH), which stimulates the anterior pituitary gland to release 
adrenocorticotrophic hormone (ACTH).

ACTH circulates in the bloodstream and links to receptors on the cortex of the adrenal gland (effector), which releases cortisol as 
a response.

Increased cortisol in the blood inhibits the hippocampus, preventing an individual from being continually stressed.

Adults who were subjected to childhood abuse have higher levels of CRH and therefore cortisol. The feedback loop is faulty and 
they are continually over-stressed.

Gene expression affects brain 
development.

As an organism grows and develops, 
chemical reactions activate and 
deactivate parts of the genome at 
strategic times and in specific locations.

Epigenetics describes the influence of 
chemicals like methyl and acetyl on 
gene expression.  

Epigenetic changes are involved in brain 
conditions such as mental illness and 
addiction.

Abused children are at least 50% more 
likely than the general population to 
suffer from serious depression as 
adults. It is also harder for them to 
recover from the illness.

Adults that were subjected to childhood 
abuse and neglect are at a significantly 
higher risk of schizophrenia, eating 
disorders, personality disorders, bipolar 
disease and anxiety. They are also more 
likely to abuse drugs or alcohol.

One hypothesis for this is that traumatic 
childhood experiences change physical 
aspects of the brain at key development 
periods – this may have an epigenetic 
component that causes an alteration in 
gene expression, predisposing adults to 
an increased risk of mental illness.


