Chapter 4

Evolutionary Perspectives on Child
Welfare Law
David J. Herring

Introduction
&KLOGUHQFRQIURQWDULVNRIKDUPDWWKHKDQGVRIWKHLUDGXOWFDUHWDNHUV7KHSRWHQWLDO
harm could manifest in three primary forms of violence: physical abuse; neglect or
emotional abuse that threatens serious physical harm; and sexual abuse.
Public child welfare systems and child welfare laws are designed to address the
risk of violence faced by children. Although preventive approaches exist, the priPDU\OHJDODSSURDFKLVUHDFWLYH7KHODZSUHVXPHVWKDWDFKLOG¶VDGXOWFDUHWDNHUV
are at least minimally adequate parents. Thus, child welfare laws allow the state to
intervene to protect children only after there is reason to believe that a particular
child has suffered some form of harm and is likely to suffer additional harm.1 In
addition, once a child is victimized, public child welfare systems seek to secure
WKHFKLOG¶VZHOOEHLQJ7KHV\VWHPPXVWFRQVWUXFWWKHFKLOG¶VOLYLQJVLWXDWLRQLQD
way that protects the child from further violence and produces acceptable outcomes
LQWHUPVRIWKHFKLOG¶VGHYHORSPHQW(DFKRIWKHVHWZRIDFHWVRIWKHFKLOGwelfare
endeavor places a premium on the assessment and prediction of human behavior.
This chapter describes how evolutionary theory and behavioral biology research
provide insights that are useful in examining, critiquing, and reconstructing child
welfare laws, policies, and practices. Together, these concepts and the related research have produced knowledge of behavioral tendencies. Several of these tendencies have direct implications for the prediction of violence against children and for
the effort to secure child well-being.
This chapter provides two primary examples that illustrate the usefulness of evolutionary theory and research in this area. Each example provides a description of a
particular child welfare problem confronted in the field and of the current systemic
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approach to the problem. This chapter then explains the relevant evolutionary concepts and behavioral research, discusses the relevant empirical research, and delineates the implications for child welfare law, policy, and practice. Finally, this chapter explores additional areas worthy of inquiry based on the relevant evolutionary
concepts and emerging research.

Risk Assessment: The Prediction of Violence
Against Children
Public child welfare agencies have adopted various risk assessment tools to predict
the risk of child maltreatment in a particular family situation. These tools usually
take the form of a checklist that an agency worker can complete in investigating
alleged maltreatment. There are two basic types of checklists. The first includes
items that practitioners deem relevant based on their experiences in the field and
that often call for subjective assessments (e.g., whether past incidents of abuse were
³LVRODWHG´RU³LQWHUPLWWHQW´ 7KHVHFRQVHQVXVEDVHGFKHFNOLVWVDUHQRWVXSSRUWHG
by rigorous empirical studies (Austin et al. ; Baird and Wagner ). The
second type includes items that researchers have found to be correlated with future
child maltreatment (e.g., whether there was a prior injury to a child from abuse or
neglect). Most child welfare officials and scholars consider these actuarial-based
checklists to be superior (Austin et al. ; Gambrill and Shlonsky )+RZever, the development of these checklists has proven difficult and expensive (Knoke
and Trocme 5\FXVDQG+XJKHV).
Those attempting to develop research-based risk assessment tools face at least
one major difficulty—they lack a conceptual framework that allows them to identify factors that are worthy of examination (Knoke and Trocme ). Much of the
current research is conducted based on the fortuity of a data element being included
in an administrative data set constructed for administrative purposes or in a longitudinal study data set built on an unfocused or incoherent theory of potential risk factors. The result is a broad, largely unguided search for correlations within a massive
jumble of complex data. To date, this process has resulted in weak risk assessment
tools that fail to predict maltreatment accurately (Knoke and Trocme ). Evolutionary theory and behavioral research have the potential to address this difficulty
and contribute to the construction of valid and reliable risk assessment tools.

Example #1—Children Living with Unrelated Adults
Evolutionary theory indicates that a child residing with a genetically unrelated adult
faces an increased likelihood of child maltreatment. This situation is common for
FKLOGUHQLQRXUVRFLHW\ 3HZ5HVHDUFK&HQWHU), and a significant portion of
children who enter the child welfare system reside with an unrelated adult such as
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DVWHSSDUHQWDWHUPWKDWLQFOXGHVDJHQHWLFPRWKHU¶VER\IULHQG&KLOGZHOIDUHODZV
do not have specific provisions that address the situation of a child living with an
XQUHODWHGDGXOW&KLOGwelfare agency policies and risk assessment tools fail to fully
consider this situation. Although caseworkers often record data on each member
RIDFKLOG¶VKRXVHKROGWKHLUXVHRIVXFKGDWDLVODUJHO\XQFOHDU,QSUDFWLFHMXGJHV
tend to focus on the genetic parent or parents without much attention to other adults
unless there are indications of domestic violence within the household. Moreover,
although agency caseworkers may recognize the risk posed by an unrelated adult,
they lack formal administrative or legal channels to address this potential risk.
The relevant evolutionary concepts begin with the widely accepted premise that
WKHUHLVVHOHFWLRQIRUDOWUXLVPWRZDUGRIIVSULQJ +DPLOWRQ1964). An individual who
possesses this trait reaps reproductive benefits as long as the reproductive costs
incurred in assisting the offspring are less than the reproductive benefits realized
WKURXJK WKH RIIVSULQJ +DPLOWRQ 1964). For this calculation, reproductive costs
include the reduction in parental resources available to invest in other offspring,
LQFOXGLQJFXUUHQWDQGIXWXUHRIIVSULQJ5HSURGXFWLYHEHQHILWVFRQVLVWRIWKHUHSURductive success of the recipient of parental solicitude, discounted by the degree of
UHODWHGQHVV7KHGHJUHHRIUHODWHGQHVVEHWZHHQSDUHQWDQGRIIVSULQJLVPHDQLQJ WKDW WKHUH LV D  SUREDELOLW\ WKDW WKH RIIVSULQJ DQG SDUHQW VKDUH D VSHFLILF
JHQH +DPLOWRQ1964). Thus, the reproductive benefits must be more than twice the
reproductive costs for a trait of parental solicitude to be favored by natural selection. Because this condition was fulfilled in evolutionary environments, offspring
altruism has evolved in humans (Trivers 1985).
A logical corollary to these concepts is that an individual gains nothing in terms
of reproductive benefits by exhibiting altruism toward children who are not his or
her genetic offspring. A reproductive cost incurred for the benefit of a child who
is not genetically related to the altruist would constitute a net loss in terms of the
DOWUXLVW¶VUHSURGXFWLYHVXFFHVV7KXVDEHKDYLRUDOWHQGHQF\IRUDOWUXLVPWRZDUGDOO
FKLOGUHQKDVQRWHYROYHGLQKXPDQV -RQHV1997).
This distinction between genetic offspring and other children underlies an aspect
of discriminative parental solicitude, one which predicts that an individual will invest much less in genetically unrelated children than in genetic offspring. Although
an individual may invest in an unrelated child to achieve future reproductive beneILWVWKURXJKWKHFKLOG¶VJHQHWLFSDUHQW LHSRWHQWLDORUFXUUHQWPDWH LWLVOLNHO\WKDW
WKLVLQYHVWPHQWZLOOEHOHVVWKDQWKDWPDGHLQRQH¶VJHQHWLFFKLOG 'DO\DQG:LOVRQ
1998). This general prediction leads to several more specific predictions. For exDPSOH LQ KLV SDWKEUHDNLQJ ZRUN FRQFHUQLQJ HYROXWLRQDU\ DQDO\VLV LQ ODZ 2ZHQ
-RQHV DGGUHVVHV LQIDQWLFLGH GLVFXVVLQJ WKH SUHGLFWLRQV RI GLVFULPLQDWLYH SDUHQWDO
VROLFLWXGHWKHRU\+HQRWHVWKDWHYROYHGEHKDYLRUDOSUHGLVSRVLWLRQVPD\FRQWULEXWH
to an unrelated adult causing the death of an infant, stating that
An infant that must rely on the resources of an unrelated adult is somewhat more likely to
die of neglect or to be killed by that adult, simply because, on average, the infant will not
evoke the same solicitousness as would an offspring. Since not caring for infants is the
default (or initial) evolved predisposition (in the absence of relatedness cues), the adult
will on average be less tolerant, less willing to provide, and less protective than would the
LQIDQW¶VRZQSDUHQWV -RQHV1997 at 1177)
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Thus, evolutionary theory predicts that, at the extreme margins of adult caretaking
behavior (i.e., infanticide), we will find that the percentage of unrelated adult caretakers who engage in violence is greater than the percentage of genetic parents who
engage in violence.
0DUWLQ'DO\DQG0DUJR:LOVRQKDGSUHYLRXVO\XVHGWKLVWKHRUHWLFDOIUDPHZRUN
to formulate and test the hypothesis that the risk of maltreatment is higher within
IDPLOLHVWKDWLQFOXGHDVWHSSDUHQWZLWKVWHSSDUHQWGHILQHGDV³WKHFRUHVLGLQJSDUWQHU
RID SUHVXPHG JHQHWLFSDUHQWUHJDUGOHVVRIPDULWDOVWDWXV´ 'DO\DQG:LOVRQ1988).
Their research confirmed the hypothesis. In studies of fatal beatings of small children
QHZERUQWR\HDUV GDWDIURP&DQDGDUHYHDOHGWKDWWKHUDWHRIFKLOGKRPLFLGHIRU
VWHSIDWKHUVZDVPRUHWKDQIROGJUHDWHUWKDQWKHUDWHIRUSXWDWLYHJHQHWLFIDWKHUV
'DO\DQG:LOVRQ)'DWDIURPWKH86$LQGLFDWHGWKDWQHZERUQFKLOGUHQXSWR
\HDUVRIDJHIDFHDERXWDWLPHVJUHDWHUULVNRIEHLQJNLOOHGE\DVWHSSDUHQW :LOson et al. 1980). In terms of nonfatal abuse, they found that stepparents physically and
VH[XDOO\DEXVHFKLOGUHQDWDPXFKKLJKHUUDWHWKDQJHQHWLFSDUHQWV 'DO\DQG:LOVRQ
1985; Wilson et al. 1980). Their research also indicated that rates of physical abuse by
stepmothers and stepfathers are roughly equivalent, with rates for both far in excess
RIWKRVHIRUJHQHWLFSDUHQWKRXVHKROGV 'DO\DQG:LOVRQ1981).
6XEVHTXHQWVWXGLHVVXSSRUWWKHVHILQGLQJV2QHVWXG\H[DPLQHGDOOIDWDOEHDWLQJV
LQ0LVVRXULIURPWKURXJKLQZKLFKDFKLOGOHVVWKDQ\HDUVRIDJHGLHG
as the result of injuries inflicted by a parent or caregiver. The researchers found that
a child living in a household with an unrelated adult faced a 50 times greater risk of
death than a child living only with a genetic parent (Schnitzer and Ewigman ).
Another study used a national database of criminal homicides maintained by the
8QLWHG6WDWHV)HGHUDO%XUHDXRI,QYHVWLJDWLRQWRH[DPLQHKRPLFLGHVRIFKLOGUHQOHVV
than 5 years of age by parents or stepparents. Even though this database included
only stepparents who were legally married to a genetic parent, the rate of child homicide for stepfathers was approximately 8 times greater than for genetic fathers.
The rate for stepmothers was almost 3 times greater than that for genetic mothers
(Weekes-Shackelford and Shackelford ).
A noteworthy study examined the characteristics of child maltreatment perpetraWRUVLQIDWDOLW\FDVHVDQGFRPSDUHGWKHPWRDPDWFKHGVHWRIFKLOGPDOWUHDWPHQW
perpetrators in nonfatal cases. The researchers found that being a genetically unrelated caregiver is the strongest predictor of fatal child maltreatment. Perpetrators
who were genetically unrelated to the child victim were almost 17 times more likely
to commit a fatal assault compared to genetic parents (Yampolskaya et al. ).
5HVHDUFKHUVKDYHDOVRH[DPLQHGWKHPHWKRGXVHGE\WKHSDUHQWWRNLOOWKHFKLOG
Stepfathers tend to beat and bludgeon the child victim, whereas genetic fathers tend
WRXVHUHODWLYHO\TXLFNDQGSDLQOHVVPHWKRGVRIWHQIROORZHGE\VXLFLGH 'DO\DQG
Wilson 1994; Weekes-Shackelford and Shackelford ). This difference may
indicate that stepfathers have a higher level of animosity and resentment toward
the child victims than genetic fathers. Another study indicated that this difference
in method was even more pronounced for stepmothers in comparison to genetic
mothers and that stepchildren were even more at risk if their stepparent had genetic
RIIVSULQJLQWKHKRXVHKROG +DUULVHWDO).
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2QH VWXG\ H[DPLQHG XQLQWHQWLRQDO IDWDOLWLHV RI SUHVFKRRODJHG FKLOGUHQ LQ
$XVWUDOLDILQGLQJWKHULVNRIIDWDOLQMXU\ZDV±WLPHVJUHDWHUIRUVWHSFKLOGUHQ
than for children from intact genetic families. The risk was greatest for drowning
deaths, a type of unintentional death that may indicate a failure of a parent to supervise the child. The risk for children from single genetic parent households was not
higher than that for intact genetic families, indicating that the factor that increases
the risk of unintentional child fatality is the addition of an unrelated adult (Tooley
et al. ).
6XEVHTXHQWVWXGLHVDOVRVXSSRUW'DO\DQG:LOVRQ¶VILQGLQJVUHODWHGWRQRQIDWDO
DEXVH,QRQHVWXG\RIIDWDODEXVHWKHUHVHDUFKHUV¶ILQGLQJVLQGLFDWHGWKDWFKLOGUHQ
killed by stepparents are more frequently subject to repeated abuse and neglect prior
to their death than children killed by their genetic parents. Thus, the rate of maltreatPHQWZDVKLJKHULQKRXVHKROGVWKDWLQFOXGHGDQXQUHODWHGDGXOW +DUULVHWDO).
6HYHUDOVWXGLHVKDYHH[DPLQHGQRQIDWDODEXVHGLUHFWO\2QHVWXG\RIPDOHSHUSHWUDWRUVRISK\VLFDODEXVHLQ%RJRWD&RORPELDIRXQGWKDWVWHSIDWKHUVWDWXVZDV
associated with abuse (Klevens ). Another study examined all cases of child
PDOWUHDWPHQWLQWKH1HWKHUODQGVLQILQGLQJWKDWVWHSSDUHQWIDPLOLHVHYLGHQFHG
HOHYDWHGULVNVIRUFKLOGPDOWUHDWPHQW YDQ,-]HQGRRUQHWDO)5HVHDUFKHUVLQ
Brazil have studied whether the presence of a stepfather constituted a risk factor for
SK\VLFDODEXVHRIFKLOGUHQDVUHSRUWHGE\WKHLUPRWKHUV&KLOGUHQZLWKVWHSIDWKHUV
had almost 3 times the risk for abuse as children in two genetic parent households
(Alexandre et al. ). Interestingly, the mothers in many cases indicated that they
ZHUHWKHDEXVHUQRWWKHVWHSIDWKHU7KHUHVHDUFKHUVFRQFOXGHGWKDW³%UD]LOLDQPRWKers professed to abuse their own children at substantially higher rates when their
PDOHSDUWQHUVZHUHVWHSIDWKHUVWRWKHIRFDOFKLOGDVFRPSDUHGWRJHQHWLFIDWKHUV´
(p. 959). These studies indicate that children face a heightened risk of violence in
households that include stepparents.
This conclusion is further supported by studies that indicate discrimination
against stepchildren that falls short of physical abuse. Several studies reveal that
VWHSFKLOGUHQLQWKH86$UHFHLYHOHVVVXSSRUWWKDQJHQHWLFFKLOGUHQIRUKLJKHUHGXcation, regular medical care, and food, and that both parents and children express
WKHYLHZWKDWVWHSSDUHQWV¶OHYHORISDUHQWDOinvestment is lower than that of genetic
SDUHQWV &DVH DQG 3D[VRQ  &DVH HW DO  =YRFK 1999). Stepparents appear to manifest lower parental emotional investment, higher parental resentment,
and higher parental jealousy, indicating the presence of stepparental antagonism
2¶&RQQRUDQG%RDJ; Anderson et al. 1999).
In summary, research findings support the hypothesis that children living in
households with unrelated adults face a higher risk of maltreatment. Although many
genetically unrelated adults provide at least adequate care and invest heavily in the
well-being of the children with whom they reside, the risk of violence is higher for
children in stepparent households. Thus, one would reasonably be more concerned
for children living with an unrelated adult than children living solely with a genetic
parent or parents.
&KLOGZHOIDUHODZSROLF\DQGSUDFWLFHLVLQODUJHSDUWDPDWWHURISUHGLFWLRQ
For example, in determining whether a child can safely remain in a particular family
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home or must be removed to foster care, a caseworker, his or her supervisors, and
eventually a judge must predict behavior within the family home. This is the essence of risk assessment, and the findings on the risk presented by stepparent care
can contribute in this area.
2ZHQ-RQHVKDVSURYLGHGDORQJOLVWRIVSHFLILFSRVVLELOLWLHVIRUWKHXVHRIWKLV
new knowledge, noting that the implications extend throughout the child welfare
SURFHVV -RQHV1997). To begin, child welfare system personnel could train mandaWRU\FKLOGDEXVHUHSRUWHUVWRUHFRUGWKHSUHVHQFHRIDQXQUHODWHGDGXOWLQWKHFKLOG¶V
KRXVHKROG &KLOG ZHOIDUH LQWDNH ZRUNHUV FRXOG LQFRUSRUDWH WKLV LQIRUPDWLRQ LQWR
their decision-making process, with households that include an unrelated adult
PRUHOLNHO\WREHLQYHVWLJDWHGIXUWKHUZKHQDOOHOVHLVHTXDO'XULQJDQLQYHVWLJDtion, caseworkers could use an actuarial risk assessment tool that properly scores
WKHULVNSUHVHQWHGE\DQXQUHODWHGDGXOW5HODWHGO\FKLOGZHOIDUHDJHQF\DGPLQLVtrators could work to develop and implement such a risk assessment tool, training
caseworkers on how to score research-based risk factors (Yampolskaya ).
To be more concrete, caseworkers could consider the presence of an unrelated
adult in making placement decisions for a specific child. In the early stages of a
case, caseworkers are often called on to make relatively swift decisions on whether
a child should remain in his or her current home or be placed in another home. In
cases in which the presence of an unrelated adult presents a significant risk of harm
to the child, a caseworker could request that the unrelated adult move out of the
house. If the family refuses, the caseworker could offer the family in-home services
that would allow the agency to monitor the home and the child so as to reduce the
risk of harm to an acceptable level. If the family refuses such services, then the
caseworker could seek a court order mandating such services or could seek court
approval to place the child in a foster home.
If such a case proceeded to court, the judge could consider this risk factor in
making decisions on the four essential legal issues. First, the judge must decide
if the child welfare agency has made reasonable efforts to prevent removal of the
child from the family home. Thus, the judge could require the agency to work
ZLWKWKHJHQHWLFSDUHQWWRUHPRYHWKHXQUHODWHGDGXOWUDWKHUWKDQWKHFKLOG2UWKH
judge could mandate that the agency provide services that allow caseworkers to
adequately monitor the household.
Second, if the judge finds that the agency has made reasonable efforts, he or
she must determine whether removal of the child is warranted in light of the risks
(Yampolskaya ). As the research indicates, the presence of an unrelated adult
is relevant to this assessment.
Third, if placement is warranted, the judge must determine visitation. The judge
may consider the presence of an unrelated adult in determining where visits should
take place (e.g., the family home and the child welfare office), who should be allowed to participate (e.g., all members of the household or genetic relatives only),
and whether the visits should be supervised by a third party (e.g., a neighbor or a
child welfare agency worker).
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Fourth, the judge must determine the services the agency will be required to provide to the family to achieve family reunification. The judge may want to consider
services designed to educate genetic parents and nongenetic caretakers about the
psychological dynamics and risks associated with an unrelated adult caring for a
child. The judge may also want to order the agency to work carefully toward reunification and to monitor the situation closely (Yampolskaya ).
It is important to make clear that the research findings do not mandate these
legal, policy, and practice measures. The research merely provides knowledge to
lawmakers and policymakers for their consideration. It does not provide the answer
as to what should be done with this knowledge. For example, policymakers may
decide that the consideration of stepparent status as a risk factor stigmatizes that
status to an unacceptable degree in a society such as ours in which stepparenthood
has become prevalent. They may decide that the avoidance of some child maltreatment is not worth the cost of such stigmatization. This is a legitimate choice, but the
important thing is that policymakers make this choice with a fuller realization of the
SRWHQWLDOFRQVHTXHQFHV -RQHV1997).
The research to date also has implications for future research in this area. For example, researchers have tended to conduct bimodal comparisons between all genetic
fathers and all other fathers (i.e., stepfathers). This latter group potentially includes
PDQ\GLIIHUHQWW\SHVRI³VWHSIDWKHUV´ZKRZDUUDQWVHSDUDWHH[DPLQDWLRQVXFKDV
VWHSIDWKHUVPDUULHGWRWKHFKLOG¶VJHQHWLFPRWKHUPRWKHU¶VOLYHLQER\IULHQGDGRStive fathers, foster fathers, not to mention more distant kin such as grandfathers and
XQFOHV +HUULQJD). Well-designed studies may help reveal specific father-types
that present relatively high risks of child maltreatment.
In addition, researchers could attempt to address broader questions that differentiate stepparent family situations. For example, researchers could address whether
the risk of maltreatment is elevated in families with two nongenetic parents, such as
DGRSWLYHSDUHQWIDPLOLHVDQGIRVWHUSDUHQWIDPLOLHV5HVHDUFKHUVFRXOGDOVRH[DPLQH
gay and lesbian parent families (Adler-Baeder ).
5HJDUGOHVVRIKRZWKHUHVHDUFKLQWKLVDUHDSURFHHGVWKHSRWHQWLDOFRQWULEXWLRQ
of evolutionary theory to the construction of actuarial-based risk assessment tools
extends beyond the relatively well-researched area of unrelated adult caretakers.
2QHDUHDRIGHYHORSLQJUHVHDUFKLOOXVWUDWHVWKLVSRLQW
7KLV LOOXVWUDWLRQ RI HYROXWLRQDU\ WKHRU\¶V SRWHQWLDO WR FRQWULEXWH LQ WKH DUHD RI
risk assessment draws on the concepts of sexual selection and parental investment.
Women select men as sexual partners based on numerous factors. Evolutionary theRU\SRVLWVWKDWRQHIDFWRUUHOHYDQWWRDZRPDQ¶VVHOHFWLRQRIDORQJWHUPPDWHLVKHU
FRQVFLRXVDVVHVVPHQWRIDPDQ¶VOLNHO\OHYHORILQYHVWPHQWLQFKLOGUHQ 6XJL\DPD
; Anderson et al. 1999) )URP WKLV FRQFHSWXDO SHUVSHFWLYH D PDQ¶V SDUHQWDO
investment is, in part, a form of mating effort (Van Schaik and Paul 1997) 2QH
could predict that as long as this aspect of mating effort yields positive results in
WHUPVRIDPDQ¶VUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKDZRPDQLWZLOOHYRNHVXVWDLQHGSDWHUQDOLQYHVWPHQWDQGEHWWHUWUHDWPHQWRIFKLOGUHQ2QHFRXOGDOVRSUHGLFWWKDWLIWKHUHODWLRQVKLS
is troubled or uncertain, it will yield worse treatment of children, including higher
UDWHVRIPDOWUHDWPHQW +HUULQJD).
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5HVHDUFKVXSSRUWVWKHVHK\SRWKHVHV0HQLQDUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKWKHPRWKHURI
their children report higher levels of parental investment than men who are not
(Apicella and Marlowe ; Anderson et al. 1999)2EVHUYDWLRQVRISDUHQWFKLOG
interactions indicate that there is a relationship between marital satisfaction and a
PDQ¶VWUHDWPHQWRIDQGHQJDJHPHQWZLWKFKLOGUHQ +RIIHUWKDQG$QGHUVRQ;
Geary )&KLOGUHQRIPDUULHGSDUHQWVFRQVLVWHQWO\UHFHLYHKLJKHUOHYHOVRIPDOH
parental LQYHVWPHQW WKDQ FKLOGUHQ RI XQPDUULHG SDUHQWV +RIIHUWK DQG $QGHUVRQ
).
7KHUHVHDUFKDOVRLQGLFDWHVWKDWPHQ¶VDVVHVVPHQWRIWKHLUPDWHV¶ILGHOLW\DSRVsible cue to both paternity and to the quality of the relationship, predicts male parental investment (Apicella and Marlowe )2QHVWXG\H[DPLQHGWKHUHODWLRQVKLS
EHWZHHQ PHQ¶V SDWHUQLW\ FRQILGHQFH DQG WKHLU LQYHVWPHQW LQ FKLOGUHQ $QGHUVRQ
et al. ). The researchers found that low confidence in paternity reduces paternal
investment on two of three measures—the time men spend with a child in a group
DQG LQYROYHPHQW ZLWK WKH FKLOG¶V HGXFDWLRQDO SURJUHVV 7KH\ FRQFOXGHG WKDW WKH
UHVXOWV VXJJHVW WKDW ³SDWHUQLW\ FRQILGHQFH SOD\V DQ LPSRUWDQW UROH LQ LQIOXHQFLQJ
PHQ¶VUHODWLRQVKLSVZLWKWKHZRPHQZKREHDUWKHLUFKLOGUHQDQGZLWKWKHFKLOGUHQ
WKHPVHOYHV´ $QGHUVRQHWDO at 9).
Based on these findings, a team of researchers hypothesized that the risk of a
PDQ¶VSK\VLFDODEXVHRIFKLOGUHQZLOOEHKHLJKWHQHGE\FXHVRIQRQSDWHUQLW\ $Oexandre et al. )7KH UHVHDUFKHUV XVHG D PDQ¶V IDLOXUH WR FRKDELWDWHZLWK WKH
mother of his putative child at the time of conception as a cue of paternity uncertainty and an indicator of relationship quality. Based on interviews with mothers in
Brazil, the researchers found that failure of parents to live together at conception
quadrupled the risk of child physical abuse by fathers who subsequently coresided
with the mother and child (Alexandre et al. ).
In another study, the researchers used a different measure of relationship quality—intimate partner violence during pregnancy—to determine if there was a link
WRVXEVHTXHQWFKLOGPDOWUHDWPHQWE\DPDQ &KDQHWDO)&RQGXFWLQJDORQJLWXGLQDOIROORZXSVWXG\RI&KLQHVHZRPHQZKRKDGH[SHULHQFHGLQWLPDWHSDUWner violence during pregnancy, the researchers found that such violence predicted
subsequent physical abuse of children but not subsequent neglect of children. The
odds of subsequent abuse were about twice as high as those for non-abused women
&KDQHWDO).
,QDGGUHVVLQJWKHULVNSRVHGWRFKLOGUHQIURPSRRUUHODWLRQVKLSVEHWZHHQDFKLOG¶V
mother and her partner, legal scholars, lawmakers, and policymakers have focused
primarily on the occurrence of domestic violence ( see, e.g., Weithorn ). Studies
indicate that children face a heightened risk of maltreatment in households where
GRPHVWLFYLROHQFHRFFXUV /HHHWDO5XPPHWDO$SSHODQG+ROGHQ
1998). There is also support for the proposition that children are harmed by witnessing violence between their mother and her partner (Weithorn ). Thus, the legal
and policy focus on this risk factor appears appropriate.
+RZHYHUHYROXWLRQDU\theory and behavioral research indicate that this focus is
too narrow. Any situation that indicates poor relationship quality between a mother
and her male partner may present a heightened risk of child maltreatment. Thus, it
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may be useful for lawmakers and policymakers to consider relationship quality as
a factor in risk assessment. More research needs to be done in this area concerning
indicators of paternity uncertainty and poor relationship quality, but such research
could lead to the further development of actuarial-based risk assessment tools and
the related legal and policy protocols.

Foster Care Placement Decisions: The Prediction
of Parental Investment
State laws authorize public child welfare agencies, working under court supervision, to remove a child from parental custody if the child faces a substantial risk of
PDOWUHDWPHQW2QFHSXEOLFRIILFLDOVGHFLGHWRUHPRYHDFKLOGIURPDIDPLO\WKH\
PXVWSODFHWKHFKLOGLQDQRWKHUKRPHPRVWRIWHQDIRVWHUFDUHKRPH&DVHZRUNers must often make a placement decision in chaotic, emergency situations. Both
caseworkers and judges face severe constraints of time and resources. In addition,
child welfare agencies and the courts have largely failed to develop specific criteria
RUJXLGHOLQHVLQWKLVDUHD&DVHZRUNHUVDQGMXGJHVDUHRIWHQOHIWWRH[HUFLVHZLGH
unguided discretion in making placement decisions. Working in this context, caseworkers often simply look for any open bed that they can find for a child. Moreover,
DOWKRXJKWKHFRXUWVUHYLHZWKHFDVHZRUNHU¶VGHFLVLRQWRUHPRYHDFKLOGIURPSDUHQWDOFXVWRG\WKH\XVXDOO\IDLOWRUHYLHZWKHFDVHZRUNHU¶VGHFLVLRQWRSODFHDFKLOGLQ
DSDUWLFXODUIRVWHUKRPH +HUULQJ).
Within such a decision-making environment, caseworkers and judges need
research-based criteria that are straightforward and easy to use in a time-constrained
and complex setting. Aspects of evolutionary theory and behavioral research could
support the development of such criteria—criteria that are based on more than intuition and the pressure of limited resources.

Example #2: Placement of Children with Kin
Foster Parents
&KLOGZHOIDUHODZVQRZVWURQJO\IDYRUWKHSODFHPHQWRIFKLOGUHQZLWKIRVWHUSDUHQWV
ZKRDUHNLQ7KH)RVWHULQJ&RQQHFWLRQVWR6XFFHVVDQG,QFUHDVLQJ$GRSWLRQV
Act requires states to identify, locate, and notify relatives in a timely manner when
a child is removed from parental custody.3 The notice must explain the opportunity
IRUWKHUHODWLYHWRVHUYHDVWKHFKLOG¶VIRVWHUSDUHQWDQGWKHVXSSRUWDYDLODEOHWRWKHP
7KHODZJLYHVVWDWHVGLVFUHWLRQWRGHILQH³UHODWLYH´WRLQFOXGHGLVWDQWJHQHWLFNLQDQG
even individuals who simply have an established relationship with the child, but
3

)RVWHULQJ&RQQHFWLRQVWR6XFFHVVDQG,QFUHDVLQJ$GRSWLRQV$FWRI3XE/±
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no genetic relationship. The law also allows states to waive non-safety foster care
licensing standards for relatives on a case-by-case basis, thus eliminating potential
barriers to kinship placement. In addition, the law gives states the option to use
federal funds to provide financial assistance to kin foster parents who commit to
VHUYLQJDVDFKLOG¶VSHUPDQHQWOHJDOJXDUGLDQ *UDQGIDPLOLHV6WDWH/DZDQG3ROLF\
5HVRXUFH&HQWHU)&RPPHQWDWRUVKDYHHQFRXUDJHGDWWRUQH\VDQGMXGJHVWRHQsure that the child welfare agency has exercised due diligence to identify and notify
all relatives, including both paternal and maternal relatives (Wentz and Beck ).
As a result of this legal and policy support for kin placements, these types of placePHQWVKDYHEHFRPHSUHYDOHQWHVSHFLDOO\LQODUJHXUEDQDUHDV +HUULQJHWDOE).
,QHQDFWLQJWKHODZDQGSUHYLRXVODZVWKDWHQFRXUDJHNLQIRVWHUSODFHPHQWV
&RQJUHVVKDVIDLOHGWRH[SODLQFOHDUO\WKHEDVLVIRULWVNLQSODFHPHQWSUHIHUHQFHD
preference that is a break from past practice. Kin placements had been perceived
as risky because they returned a child to an extended family within which maltreatment had occurred. The new preference for kin foster parents, thus, indicates a
change in view concerning the risks and benefits of such placements, with many
child welfare officials and lawmakers perceiving significant benefits arising from
the familiarity and continuity offered by kin. The preference for kin also provides a
placement decision rule that is relatively easy for resource-poor child welfare agenFLHVDQGZRUNHUVWRDSSO\ +HUULQJ).
&KLOG ZHOIDUH UHVHDUFKHUV KDYH EHHQ H[DPLQLQJ WKLV SUHIHUHQFH E\ FRPSDULQJ
kinship placements to non-kin placements. To date, this research has not been guidHGE\DQ\FRKHUHQWWKHRUHWLFDODSSURDFKRUIUDPHZRUN +HUULQJ)5HVHDUFKHUV
are now beginning to draw on evolutionary theory to fill this void (Perry et al. ;
=LQQ+HUULQJHWDOE; Testa ). This theoretical perspective has the
potential to raise novel questions and produce knowledge that would support more
sophisticated foster care placement policies, possibly alleviating concerns about,
and improving practice related to, kinship foster care placements.
For example, evolutionary concepts support the formulation of two testable hySRWKHVHVFRQFHUQLQJNLQVKLSIRVWHUFDUHSODFHPHQWV +HUULQJ). The first is that,
on average, children are likely to experience better treatment and outcomes in kinship foster care than in non-kin foster care. The concepts of degree of relatedness
and inclusive fitness give rise to this hypothesis. These concepts begin with the
premise that an individual benefits both from his or her own reproductive success
and from the reproductive success of his or her genetic kin through the passing of
VKDUHGJHQHVWRIXWXUHJHQHUDWLRQV +DPLOWRQ1964). Because of the indirect benefits
realized from the reproductive success of kin, a mutation for kinship altruism will
VSUHDGLIWKHUHSURGXFWLYHFRVWVLQFXUUHGE\WKHDOWUXLVW & DUHOHVVWKDQWKHUHSURductive benefits realized by the recipient (B) discounted by the degree of relatedness
LHWKHSUREDELOLW\WKDWWKH\VKDUHVSHFLILFJHQHV  U &< Br. This condition often
existed within the ancestral evolutionary environment, favoring kinship altruism
+DPLOWRQ1964; Trivers 1985). The conceptual result is that one would reasonably
expect individuals to favor close kin, especially in areas that impact reproductive
VXFFHVV HJSURYLVLRQRIIRRGDQGFKLOGFDUH  +DPLOWRQ1964). As to child care
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specifically, one would reasonably expect higher levels of investment from close
kin in comparison to more distant kin, and certainly in comparison to non-kin.
Empirical research provides support for the first hypothesis. An early comprehensive review found that despite the fact that kinship foster homes received less
support and monitoring, they produced outcomes similar to those produced by nonNLQIRVWHUKRPHV &XGGHEDFN). In addition, several studies indicate that kinship placements are more stable, with stability an important indicator of positive
RXWFRPHV &XGGHEDFN  &KDPEHUODLQ HW DO ). Subsequent studies have
confirmed this finding. For example, researchers expressly drawing on evolutionary
concepts found that genetic kin placements are more stable than both nongenetic
kin placements4 and non-kin placements (Perry et al. ).
Several researchers have begun to examine specific child well-being outcomes
and levels of parental LQYHVWPHQW UHODWHG WR GLIIHUHQW W\SHV RI IRVWHU KRPHV 2QH
study using a national longitudinal data set found that children placed in kinship
care exhibited a higher level of mental health and well-being than children placed
LQQRQNLQFDUH 5XELQHWDO). Another study using the same national data set
compared parenting provided by grandmothers to that provided by non-kin foster
SDUHQWVILQGLQJWKDWJUDQGPRWKHUVKDGEHWWHUSDUHQWLQJVFRUHV 'RODQHWDO).
The second hypothesis that arises from evolutionary concepts is that children
in kinship foster care are likely to experience, on average, better treatment and
outcomes when placed with some types of kin rather than others. Two additional
concepts give rise to this hypothesis. The first is the concept of paternity uncertainty
DQGWKHODWHUDOLW\HIIHFW +HUULQJ). There is a difference in certainty of genetic
relationship to a child for men versus women. Women can be virtually certain that
the child they care for is their genetic child, whereas men cannot be so certain (Buss
). Thus, the patrilineal line is less certain and one would expect, on average, the
parental investment of matrilineal kin to be higher than that of patrilineal kin (Buss
; Gaulin et al. 1997). For example, one could expect behavioral tendencies that
yield, on average, a higher level of investment in grandchildren by maternal grandmothers than by paternal grandmothers.
7KH VHFRQG UHOHYDQW HYROXWLRQDU\ FRQFHSW LV D VH[ HIIHFW +HUULQJ ). Because women, on average, have a greater genetic stake in their children than do
men, women have evolved a tendency to invest more in their children and men have
evolved a tendency to invest more in mating effort and less in childcare (Buss ;
Gaulin et al. 1997). This difference also impacts behavior toward other kin. For
example, as women age and their fertility decreases, investing in close kin enhances
WKHLUQHWLQFOXVLYHILWQHVVZKHUHDVROGHUPHQFDQSXUVXHDGGLWLRQDOPDWLQJ +XEHU
and Breedlove ). The conceptual result is that women tend to invest more in kin
than men. For example, one could expect a maternal grandmother to invest more in
her grandchild than would a maternal grandfather.
5HVHDUFKRQJUDQGSDUHQWLQYHVWPHQWVXSSRUWVWKHK\SRWKHVLVFRQFHUQLQJGLIIHUHQWW\SHVRINLQSODFHPHQWV2QHOLQHRIJUDQGSDUHQWLQYHVWPHQWVWXGLHVH[DPLQHV
4

In the child welfare field, the definition of kin includes individuals who have a prior relationship
with a child, but who are not genetically related to the child.
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SRSXODWLRQ UHJLVWULHV LQ WHUPV RI FKLOG QXWULWLRQ DQG PRUWDOLW\ 5DJVGDOH ;
-DPLVRQHWDO; Voland and Beise ; Sear et al. ). A study using a regLVWU\IURPDYLOODJHLQFHQWUDO-DSDQLVUHSUHVHQWDWLYH7KHUHVHDUFKHUVVWXGLHGWKH
HIIHFWVRIJUDQGSDUHQWDOSUHVHQFHRQWKHSUREDELOLW\RIDFKLOG¶VGHDWKILQGLQJWKDW
DFKLOGZDVOHVVOLNHO\WRGLHLIKLVRUKHUPDWHUQDOJUDQGPRWKHUZDVSUHVHQWLQ
the household. The presence of the paternal grandmother and both types of grandfaWKHULQFUHDVHGWKHOLNHOLKRRGRIFKLOGGHDWK -DPLVRQHWDO).
Two comprehensive reviews of these population studies have been completed.
Sear and Mace () reviewed 45 studies and concluded that maternal grandmothers have consistent beneficial effects in terms of child survival, whereas paternal
grandmothers have a more variable effect—sometimes beneficial, sometimes harmful. Grandfathers do not appear to affect child survival (Sear and Mace ). In
UHVSRQVHWR6HDUDQG0DFH¶VZRUN6WUDVVPDQDQG*DUUDUG )completed a metaanalysis of 17 core studies, concluding that both maternal grandparents have beneficial effects, whereas both paternal grandparents have negative effects (Strassman
and Garrard ).
7KHGHEDWHDQGUHVHDUFKLQWKLVDUHDFRQWLQXHV+RZHYHUWKHUHVHDUFKWRGDWHLQdicates that maternal grandmothers have a positive effect. There may be no positive
effects from other grandparents, with the possibility of negative effects for some
grandparents.5
Another line of studies asks subjects to characterize the level of investment made
by their grandparents. The early studies used young adults, with respondents indicating that maternal grandmothers invested the most, followed by maternal grandfathers and paternal grandmothers. Paternal grandfathers invested the least (Euler and
Weitzel 1996). Subsequent studies have replicated these results, which remain robust when controlling numerous variables such as physical distance between grandparent and grandchild residence (Pollet et al. /DKDPHWDO). Two studies
RI QRWH KDYH XVHG H[WHQVLYH GDWD VHWV WR JHQHUDWH VLPLODU ILQGLQJV 'DQLHOVEDFND
et al. ; Pollet et al. )5HVHDUFKHUVKDYHDOVRIRXQGODWHUDOLW\HIIHFWVDQGVH[
HIIHFWVZKHQH[DPLQLQJLQYHVWPHQWE\DXQWVDQGXQFOHVDQGE\FRXVLQV -HRQDQG
Buss ; McBurney et al. ; Gaulin et al. 1997).
In the child welfare context, researchers have begun to examine different types
of kin foster placements. An early study in this area examined whether there were
different levels of parental commitment exhibited by different types of foster parents (Testa ). The only differences were by degree of relatedness between foster parent and foster child. For example, as to intent to raise a child to adulthood,
grandparents and aunts and uncles (second-degree kin) were more likely than more
distant relatives, who were more likely than nonrelatives, to raise the foster child to
adulthood (Testa ). These findings support an inquiry concerning distinctions
among genetic kin rather than a simple bimodal inquiry comparing all genetic kin
WRDOOQRQJHQHWLFNLQ +HUULQJ).
5

It should be noted that this research fails to identify the mechanism for these grandparent effects.
&RQWHPSRUDU\ORQJLWXGLQDOVWXGLHVRIGLIIHUHQWJUDQGSDUHQWJUDQGFKLOGUHODWLRQVKLSVPD\KHOSDGdress this gap in knowledge.
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2QH UHVHDUFKHU KDV SXUVXHG WKLV OLQH RI LQTXLU\ 8VLQJ FOXVWHU DQDO\VLV =LQQ
() has identified four distinct types of kin placement. The degree and type
of kinship relationship between the foster parent and child is one of two primary
indicators of caregiver competence.6 The first study that compares the four kinship
placement types has found differences in terms of the timing and type of placement
RXWFRPH HJGLVUXSWLRQUHWXUQWRRULJLQDOIDPLO\RUDGRSWLRQ  =LQQ).
This line of research begins a worthwhile inquiry, but evolutionary concepts suggest that finer distinctions among kin-types may exist. This possibility raises the
potential for additional fruitful research in this area.
In the meantime, the conceptual and empirical work to date has produced knowledge that has implications for child welfare law and policy. First, this work appears
to support the current trend to use kin as foster parents. More controversially, this
work may support the current situation in which child welfare agencies provide less
service to kinship foster families. In an environment of severely limited time and
resources, it may offer a justification for the kind of difficult choices that policymakers may have to consider.
The research may support distinctions between close kin and relatively distant
kin in making placement decisions. It may also support distinctions among seconddegree kin. For example, all else being equal, child welfare agencies and the courts
may be warranted in favoring placements with maternal grandmothers over placements with paternal grandmothers. More generally, these actors may rationally prefer matrilineal relatives over patrilineal relatives.
5HVHDUFKHUVPXVWFRQGXFWPRUHVWXGLHVWKDWFRPSDUHGLIIHUHQWW\SHVRINLQIRVWHU
parents before child welfare officials implement such placement policies, because
the research to date does not yet provide robust support for these placement policies
+HUULQJHWDOE). The current research may, however, support the less radical
policy of using kinship type to determine the level of support services. For example, all else equal, child welfare agencies and the courts are likely warranted in
considering the provision of higher levels of monitoring and support services to a
paternal grandmother foster parent than to a maternal grandmother foster parent.
Placements with paternal relatives would not be precluded, but the agencies and the
courts could respond to such placements with higher levels of support and scrutiny.
Such an approach may help achieve an optimal allocation of severely limited service resources.
In the meantime, research in this area must continue. For example, researchers
FRXOGXVHWKHODUJHORQJLWXGLQDOGDWDVHWIURPWKH1DWLRQDO6XUYH\RI&KLOGDQG$GROHVFHQW:HOOEHLQJ 16&$: WRFRPSDUHSODFHPHQWVZLWKPDWHUQDOJUDQGPRWKHUV
to those with paternal grandmothers. This data set would allow for a comparison of
numerous parental investment and child outcome measures ( see, e.g.'RODQHWDO
). Findings from such an analysis may justify a primary data collection project
designed to test a series of hypotheses derived from evolutionary theory concerning
kinship care.

6

The other primary indicator is number and age of non-foster children in the home.
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/HDGLQJILJXUHVLQWKHILHOGRIHYROXWLRQDU\SV\FKRORJ\DQGWKHILHOGRIVRFLDO
work support further inquiry in this specific area. Evolutionary scholars Martin
'DO\DQG*UHWFKHQ3HUU\KDYHDGYRFDWHGIRUWKHFRQVLGHUDWLRQRINLQVKLSLQFKLOG
ZHOIDUHUHVHDUFKDQGSROLF\ 'DO\DQG3HUU\). Moreover, social work researchHUV5LFKDUG%DUWKDQG0DU\+RGRURZLF]KDYHDVVHUWHGDVLPLODUSRVLWLRQLQUHODWLRQ
WRIRVWHUFDUHDQGDGRSWLYHSODFHPHQWV %DUWKDQG+RGRURZLF]). These contributions add intellectual energy and depth to the inquiry. Together, they identify the
opportunity for rich interdisciplinary research that has significant implications for
child welfare law, policy, and practice.
The potential contribution of evolutionary theory and behavioral research in this
area is not limited to the consideration of NLQVKLSW\SHV2QHOLQHRILQTXLU\LOOXVtrates this point. An essential component of kinship altruism is an ability to recognize kin. A behavioral tendency to perceive certain signals as indicators of kinship
serves this function. These kinship cues often operate at an unconscious level, and
because these cognitive mechanisms are fallible, an individual may unconsciously
and erroneously perceive another as kin (Park et al. ).
2QHFDWHJRU\RINLQVKLSFXHVUHOLHVRQSKHQRW\SLFUHVHPEODQFH7KHVHFXHVLQclude resemblance of facial features, shared attitudes, and similar body odor (Park
et al. ; Burnstein ). According to evolutionary theory, such cues may
evoke favorable treatment whether or not the individuals are genetic kin (Park et al.
). In addition, in light of paternity uncertainty these cues are likely to affect
patrilineal relationships more than matrilineal relationships because kin with uncertain genetic links are more likely to depend on external signals of kinship (Park
et al. ; Platek et al. , , ).
5HVHDUFKHUV KDYH WHVWHG WKH SUHGLFWLRQV UHODWHG WR WKHVH NLQVKLS FXHV 6HYHUDO
UHVHDUFKHUV KDYH FRQGXFWHG VWXGLHV WKDW XVH DUUD\V RI SKRWRJUDSKV RI FKLOGUHQ¶V
IDFHVZLWKRQHSKRWRJUDSKEHLQJDPRUSKRIDFKLOG¶VIDFHZLWKWKHVXEMHFW¶VIDFH
The researchers have consistently found that adults favor a child with a face that
has been morphed with their own facial features (Platek et al. , , ;
'H%UXLQH ). Some studies indicate that this behavioral tendency is stronger
for men (Alvergne et al. , ; Platek et al. , , ). For example,
studies have found that men place much more emphasis on perceived resemblance
between self and child than women in considering the adoption of an unrelated
FKLOG 9RON DQG 4XLQVH\ , )$GGLWLRQDO VWXGLHV KDYH IRXQG WKDW PHQ¶V
actual resemblance to their putative children as assessed by objective observers is
SRVLWLYHO\FRUUHODWHGZLWKPHQ¶VOHYHORISDUHQWDOinvestment (Alvergne et al. ,
; Prokop et al. ).
This type of research has implications for foster care placement policy and practice. The recent work suggests that objective third parties can assess foster parent/
child facial resemblance so as to predict levels of parental investment (Alvergne
et al. ). This raises the possibility that child welfare agency caseworkers could
consider and assess facial resemblance in placing children with a particular set of
foster parents, especially in regard to the foster father.
2IFRXUVHWKHFRQVLGHUDWLRQRIIDFLDOUHVHPEODQFHZRXOGQRWQHFHVVDULO\EHGHWHUPLQDWLYH+RZHYHULIDFDVHZRUNHUSODFHVDFKLOGLQDVHWWLQJZLWKOLWWOHSDUHQWDO
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child resemblance, the caseworker would be on notice that the placement may present a risk of relatively low parental investment. In such a situation, it may be appropriate for the caseworker to consider enhanced support and monitoring services.
This research may also have implications for federal law that precludes the consideration of race in making placement decisions.75DFHFHUWDLQO\KDVLPSOLFDWLRQV
for facial resemblance, with different-race placements possibly increasing the risk
of low parental investment. A legal mandate to ignore this factor when deciding
ZKHUH WR SODFH D FKLOG PD\ H[SRVH WKH FKLOG WR DQ LQFUHDVHG ULVN RI KDUP &RQversely, the consideration of race in making placement decisions may enhance child
well-being. (It should be noted that the benefits of considering race extend beyond
the reduction in the risk of harm theorized here, and include, for example, enhanced
guidance from adult caretakers who have personal knowledge and direct experience
ZLWKWKHVRFLDODQGFXOWXUDOHIIHFWVRIWKHFKLOG¶VUDFH&RPPRQVSHFLILFH[DPSOHVLQ
the field include the capacity for black foster parents to provide a black child with
guidance on hair care and on the likelihood of racial profiling by police. This capacity for enhanced parental guidance provides benefits to the child, allowing him or
her to more effectively navigate a society in which race matters.) Thus, this type of
behavioral research may support not only the development of policy and practice,
EXWDOVRODZUHIRUPLQWKLVDUHD +HUULQJ).

Conclusion
The two primary examples included in this chapter illustrate the potential for evolutionary theory and behavioral research to produce knowledge relevant to child welfare law, policy, and practice. This knowledge may contribute to the construction
of research-based risk assessment tools by identifying conditions or situations that
increase the risk of violence and other forms of maltreatment towards children. The
research in this area may also contribute to the delineation of criteria for foster care
placement decisions by identifying factors that predict the level of parental investment. In addition, the knowledge concerning conditions, situations, and factors that
present a relatively high risk of maltreatment and/or low parental investment may
guide child welfare caseworkers and agencies, along with judges, in making decisions concerning the appropriate type and level of support and monitoring services.
This would assist actors in the child welfare system in their attempts to wisely allocate severely limited resources.
There is great potential for additional useful research in this area. New developments in evolutionary theory and behavioral research may have implications
IRUFKLOGZHOIDUH2QHH[DPSOHLVSURYLGHGE\WKHUHVHDUFKUHODWHGWRWKHSRVVLEOH
GRZQVWUHDP HIIHFWV RI WKH ;FKURPRVRPH 7KLV UHVHDUFK VXJJHVWV WKDW SDWHUQDO
grandmothers may have evolved a behavioral tendency to favor granddaughters at
the expense of grandsons (Fox et al. -RKRZHWDO). Further research in
7
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this area could have implications for kin foster care placement policy and practice
because, on average, placing boys with paternal grandmothers may increase the risk
of harm and the likelihood of low parental investment. This line of inquiry calls for
interdisciplinary research, with researchers from the fields of evolutionary science,
law, and social work collaborating to produce knowledge that is relevant to child
welfare law, policy, and practice.
This area of research presents a rich opportunity for researchers from several
ILHOGVWROHDUQDERXWRQHDQRWKHU¶VLVVXHVDQGDSSURDFKHVWRDGGUHVVWKHSKHQRPenon of violence. Evolutionary theory and behavioral biology research can serve as
the coalescing force for initiatives that may yield significant benefits in the field.

References
$GOHU%DHGHU)  :KDWGRZHNQRZDERXWWKHSK\VLFDODEXVHRIVWHSFKLOGUHQ"$UHYLHZRI
the literature. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 44±
$OH[DQGUH*&1DGDQRYVN\30RUDHV&/ 5HLFKHQKHLP0  7KHSUHVHQFHRID
VWHSIDWKHUDQGFKLOGSK\VLFDODEXVHDVUHSRUWHGE\DVDPSOHRI%UD]LOLDQPRWKHUVLQ5LRGH
-DQHLURChild Abuse & Neglect, 34±
$OH[DQGUH*&1DGDQVN\3:LOVRQ0'DO\00RUDHV&/ 5HLFKHQKHLP0  
&XHVRISDWHUQDOXQFHUWDLQW\DQGIDWKHUWRFKLOGSK\VLFDODEXVHDVUHSRUWHGE\PRWKHUVLQ5LR
GH-DQHLUR%UD]LOChild Abuse & Neglect, 35±
$OYHUJQH$)DXULH& 5D\PRQG0  'LIIHUHQWLDOIDFLDOUHVHPEODQFHRI\RXQJFKLOdren to their parents: who do children look like more? Evolution and Human Behavior, 28,
±
$OYHUJQH$)DXULH& 5D\PRQG0  )DWKHURIIVSULQJUHVHPEODQFHSUHGLFWVSDWHUQDO
investment in humans. Animal Behaviour, 78±
$OYHUJQH$)DXULH& 5D\PRQG0  $UHSDUHQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQVRIRIIVSULQJIDFLDOUHsemblance consistent with actual resemblance? Effects on parental investment. Evolution and
Human Behavior, 31±
$QGHUVRQ . * .DSODQ +  /DQFDVWHU - %   3DWHUQDO FDUH E\ JHQHWLF IDWKHUV DQG
VWHSIDWKHUV,5HSRUWVIURP$OEXTXHUTXHPHQEvolution and Human Behavior, 20±
$QGHUVRQ . * .DSODQ +  /DQFDVWHU - %   &RQILGHQFH RI SDWHUQLW\ GLYRUFH DQG
investment in children by Albuquerque men. Evolution and Human Behavior, 28±
$SLFHOOD&/ 0DUORZH):  3HUFHLYHGPDWHILGHOLW\DQGSDWHUQDOUHVHPEODQFHSUHGLFWPHQ¶VLQYHVWPHQWLQFKLOGUHQEvolution and Human Behavior, 25±
$SSHO$( +ROGHQ*:  7KHFRRFFXUUHQFHRIVSRXVHDQGSK\VLFDOFKLOGDEXVH$
review and appraisal. Journal of Family Psychology, 12±
$XVWLQ0-'¶$QGUDGH$/HPRQ.%HQWRQ$&KRZ% 5H\HV&  5LVNDQGVDfety assessment in child welfare: Instrument comparisons. Bay area social services consortium
HYLGHQFHIRUSUDFWLFHVHULHVZZZEDVVFQHW$FFHVVHG6HSW
%DLUG& :DJQHU'  7KHUHODWLYHYDOLGLW\IRUDFWXDULDODQGFRQVHQVXVEDVHGULVNDVsessment systems. Children and Youth Services Review, 22±
%DUWK5 +RGRURZLF]0  )RVWHUDQGDGRSWHGFKLOGUHQZKRGLHIURPILOLFLGH:KDWFDQ
we learn and what can we do? Adoption Quarterly, 14±
%XUQVWHLQ(  $OWUXLVPDQGJHQHWLFUHODWHGQHVV,Q'0%XVV (G The handbook of evolutionary psychology SS± +RERNHQ1--RKQ:LOH\ 6RQV,QF
%XVV'  Evolutionary psychology: the new science of the mind. Pearson/Allyn and Bacon,
Boston, MA.

 (YROXWLRQDU\3HUVSHFWLYHVRQ&KLOG:HOIDUH/DZ

69

&DVH$ 3D[VRQ&  0RWKHUVDQGRWKHUV:KRLQYHVWVLQFKLOGUHQ¶VKHDOWK"Journal of
Health Economics, 20±
&DVH$/LQ,) 0F/DQDKDQ6  +RZKXQJU\LVWKHVHOILVKJHQH"Economic Journal,
110±
&KDPEHUODLQ33ULFH-05HLG-%/DQGVYHUN-)LVKHU3$ 6WRROPLOOHU0  
Who disrupts from placement in foster and kinship care? Child Abuse and Neglect, 30±

&KDQ./%URZQULGJH'$)RQJ'<77LZDUL$/HXQJ:& +R3&  9LRlence against pregnant women can increase the risk of child abuse: A longitudinal study. Child
Abuse & Neglect, 36±
&XGGHEDFN*6  .LQVKLSIDPLO\IRVWHUFDUH$PHWKRGRORJLFDODQGVXEVWDQWLYHV\QWKHVLV
of research. Children & Youth Services Review, 26±
'DO\0 3HUU\*  +DVWKHFKLOGZHOIDUHSURIHVVLRQGLVFRYHUHGQHSRWLVWLFELDVHV"Human Nature, 22±
'DO\0 :LOVRQ0  $EXVHDQGQHJOHFWRIFKLOGUHQLQHYROXWLRQDU\SHUVSHFWLYH,Q5
'$OH[DQGHU ':7LQNOH (GV Natural selection and social behavior1HZ<RUN&KLURQ
'DO\0 :LOVRQ0  &KLOGDEXVHDQGRWKHUULVNVRIQRWOLYLQJZLWKERWKSDUHQWVEthology & Sociaobiology, 6±
'DO\0 :LOVRQ0  Homicide+DZWKRUQH1<$OGLQHGH*UX\WHU
'DO\0 :LOVRQ0  6RPHGLIIHUHQWDWWULEXWHVRIOHWKDODVVDXOWVRQVPDOOFKLOGUHQE\
stepfathers versus genetic fathers. Ethology and Sociobiology, 15±
'DO\0 :LOVRQ0  The truth about Cinderella/RQGRQ:HLGHQIHOG 1LFROVRQ
'DO\0 :LOVRQ0  $QDVVHVVPHQWRIVRPHSURSRVHGH[FHSWLRQVWRWKHSKHQRPHQRQRI
nepotistic discrimination against stepchildren. Annales Zoologici Fennici, 38±
'DQLHOVEDFND07DQVNDQHQ$2-RNHOD0 5RWNLUFK$  *UDQGSDUHQWDOFKLOGFDUH
in Europe: Evidence of preferential investment in more certain kin. Evolutionary Psychology,
9±
'H%UXLQH/0  5HVHPEODQFHWRVHOILQFUHDVHVWKHDSSHDORIFKLOGIDFHVWRERWKPHQDQG
women. Evolution and Human Behavior, 25±
'RODQ00&DVDQXHYD&6PLWK.5 %UDGOH\5+  3DUHQWLQJDQGWKHKRPHHQvironment provided by grandmothers of children in the child welfare system. Children & Youth
Services Review, 31±
(XOHU+$ :HLW]HO%  'LVFULPLQDWLYHJUDQGSDUHQWDOVROLFLWXGHDVUHSURGXFWLYHVWUDWHgy. Human Nature, 7±
)R[0-RKRZ- .QDSS/$  7KHVHOILVKJUDQGPDJHQHWKHUROHVRIWKH;FKURPRsome and paternity uncertainty in the evolution of grandmothering behavior and longevity.
International Journal of Evolutionary Biology, 2011±
*DPEULOO (  6KORQVN\$   5LVN DVVHVVPHQW LQ FRQWH[W Children and Youth Services
Review, 22±
*DXOLQ6-&0F%XUQH\'+ %UDNHPDQ:DUWHOO6/  0DWULODWHUDOELDVHVLQWKH
investment of aunts and uncles: a consequence and measure of paternity uncertainty. Human
Nature, 8±
*HDU\'&  (YROXWLRQDQGSUR[LPDWHH[SUHVVLRQRIKXPDQSDWHUQDOLQYHVWPHQWPsychological Bulletin, 126±
*UDQGIDPLOLHV6WDWH/DZDQG3ROLF\5HVRXUFH&HQWHU  -XGJHV¶UROHVLQLPSOHPHQWLQJIRVWHULQJFRQQHFWLRQV5HODWLYHFDUHJLYHUSURYLVLRQVChild Law Practice, 31±
+DPLOWRQ:'  7KHJHQHWLFDOHYROXWLRQRIVRFLDOEHKDYLRU,,,Journal of Theoretical
Biology, 7±
+DUULV*7+LOWRQ1=5LFH0( (NH$:  &KLOGUHQNLOOHGE\JHQHWLFSDUHQWV
versus stepparents. Evolution and Human Behavior, 28±
+HUULQJ'-  &KLOGSODFHPHQWGHFLVLRQV7KHUHOHYDQFHRIIDFLDOUHVHPEODQFHDQGELRlogical relationships. Jurimetrics, 43±
+HUULQJ'-  7KHPXOLWHWKQLFSODFHPHQWDFW7KUHDWWRIRVWHUFKLOGVDIHW\DQGZHOOEHLQJ
University of Michigan Journal of Law Reform, 41±

70

'-+HUULQJ

+HUULQJ'-  .LQVKLSIRVWHUFDUH,PSOLFDWLRQVRIEHKDYLRUDOELRORJ\UHVHDUFKBuffalo
Law Review, 56±
+HUULQJ'- D )DWKHUVDQGFKLOGPDOWUHDWPHQW$UHVHDUFKDJHQGDEDVHGRQHYROXWLRQDU\
theory and behavioral biology research. Children and Youth Services Review, 31±
+HUULQJ'-  (YROXWLRQDU\WKHRU\DQGEHKDYLRXUDOELRORJ\UHVHDUFK,PSOLFDWLRQVIRUODZ
,Q6&5REHUWV (G Applied Evolutionary Psychology2[IRUG2[IRUG8QLYHUVLW\3UHVV
+HUULQJ'-6KRRN--*RRGNLQG6 .LP.+ E (YROXWLRQDU\WKHRU\DQGNLQVKLS
foster care: An initial test of two hypotheses. Capital University Law Review, 38±
+RIIHUWK6/ $QGHUVRQ.*  $UHDOOGDGVHTXDO"%LRORJ\YHUVXVPDUULDJHDVDEDVLV
for paternal investment. Journal of Family and Marriage, 65±
+XEHU%5 %UHHGORYH:/  (YROXWLRQDU\WKHRU\NLQVKLSDQGFKLOGELUWKLQFURVV
cultural perspective. Cross-Cultural Research, 41±
-DPLVRQ&6&RUQHOO//-DPLVRQ3/1DND]DWR+  $UHDOOJUDQGPRWKHUVHTXDO"$
UHYLHZDQGDSUHOLPLQDU\WHVWRIWKH³JUDQGPRWKHUK\SRWKHVLV´LQ7RNXJDZD-DSDQAmerican
Journal of Physical Anthropology, 119±
-HRQ- %XVV'0  $OWUXLVPWRZDUGVFRXVLQVProceedings of the Royal Society B,
274±
-RKRZ-)R[0.QDSS/$ 9RODQG(  7KHSUHVHQFHRIDSDWHUQDOJUDQGPRWKHU
lengthens interbirth interval following the birth of a granddaughter in Krummhorn (18th and
19th centuries). Evolution and Human Behavior, 32±
-RQHV2'  (YROXWLRQDU\DQDO\VLVLQODZ$QLQWURGXFWLRQDQGDSSOLFDWLRQWRFKLOGDEXVH
North Carolina Law Review, 75±
.OHYHQV-%D\RQ0& 6LHUUD0  5LVNIDFWRUVDQGFRQWH[WRIPHQZKRSK\VLFDOO\
DEXVHLQ%RJRWD&RORPELDChild Abuse & NeglecW±
.QRNH' 7URFPH1  5HYLHZLQJWKHHYLGHQFHRQDVVHVVLQJULVNIRUFKLOGDEXVHDQG
neglect. Brief Treatment and Crisis Intervention, 5±
/DKDP60*RQVDONRUDOH. YRQ+LSSHO:  'DUZLQLDQJUDQGSDUHQWLQJ3UHIHQWLDO
investment in more certain kin. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 31±
/HH/&.RWFK-% &R[&(  &KLOGPDOWUHDWPHQWLQIDPLOLHVH[SHULHQFLQJGRPHVtic violence. Violence and Victims, 19±
0F%XUQH\'+6LPRQ- *DXOLQ6-&  0DWULODWHUDOELDVHVLQWKHLQYHVWPHQWRI
DXQWVDQGXQFOHV5HSOLFDWLRQLQDSRSXODWLRQSUHVXPHGWRKDYHKLJKSDWHUQLW\FHUWDLQW\Human Nature, 13±
2¶&RQQRU$ %RDJ6  'RVWHSSDUHQWVH[SHULHQFHPRUHSDUHQWDODQWDJRQLVPWKDQELRlogical parents? A test of evolutionary and socialization perspectives. Journal of Divorce and
Remarriage, 51±
3DUN - + 6FKDOOHU 0  9DQ 9XJW 0   7KH SV\FKRORJ\ RI KXPDQ NLQ UHFRJQLWLRQ
+HXULVWLFFXHVHUURQHRXVLQIHUHQFHVDQGWKHLULPSOLFDWLRQVReview of General Psychology,
12±
3HUU\*'DO\0 .RWOHU-  3ODFHPHQWVWDELOLW\LQNLQVKLSDQGQRQNLQIRVWHUFDUH$
&DQDGLDQVWXG\Children and Youth Services Review, 34±
3HZ5HVHDUFK&HQWHU  $SRUWUDLWRIVWHSIDPLOLHV3HZ6RFLDO 'HPRJUDSKLF7UHQGVZZZ
SHZVRFLDOWUHQGVRUJDSRUWUDLWRIVWHSIDPLOLHV$FFHVVHG6HSW
3ODWHN60%XUFK5/3DQ\DYLQ,6:DVVHUPDQ%+ *DOOXS**-U  5HDFWLRQVWRFKLOGUHQ¶VIDFHV5HVHPEODQFHDIIHFWVPDOHVPRUHWKDQIHPDOHVEvolution and Human
Behavior, 23±
3ODWHN60&ULWWRQ65%XUFK5/)UHGHULFN'$0\HUV7( *DOOXS**-U
 +RZPXFKSDWHUQDOUHVHPEODQFHLVHQRXJK"6H[GLIIHUHQFHVLQK\SRWKHWLFDOLQYHVWPHQW
decisions but not in the detection of resemblance. Evolution and Human Behavior, 24±
3ODWHN605DLQHV'0*DOOXS**-U0RKDPHG)%7KRPVRQ-:0\HUV7(
HWDO  5HDFWLRQVWRFKLOGUHQ¶VIDFHV0DOHVDUHPRUHDIIHFWHGE\UHVHPEODQFHWKDQIHPDles are, and so are their brains. Evolution and Human Behavior, 25±
3ROOHW791HOLVVHQ0 1HWWOH'  /LQHDJHEDVHGGLIIHUHQFHVLQJUDQGSDUHQWDOLQYHVWment: Evidence from a large British cohort study. Journal of Biosocial Science, 41±

 (YROXWLRQDU\3HUVSHFWLYHVRQ&KLOG:HOIDUH/DZ

71

3ROOHW 7 9 1HWWOH '  1HOLVVHQ 0   0DWHUQDO JUDQGPRWKHUV GR JR WKH H[WUD PLOH
Factoring distance and lineage into differential contact with grandchildren, Evolutionary Psychology, 5±
3URNRS32EHUWRYD= )HGRU3  3DWHUQLW\FXHVDQGPDWLQJRSSRUWXQLWLHV:KDWPDNHV
fathers good? Acta Ethologica, 13±
5DJVGDOH*  *UDQGPRWKHULQJLQ&DPEULGJHVKLUH±Human Nature, 15±
317.
5XELQ''RZQHV.2¶5HLO\$0F.RQQHQ5/XDQ; /RFDOLR5  ,PSDFWRI
kinship care on behavioral well-being for children in out-of-home care. Archives of Pediatric
Adolescent Medicine, 162±
5XPP3'&XPPLQJV3.UDXVV05%HOO0$ 5LYDUD)3  ,GHQWLILHGVSRXVH
abuse as a risk factor for child abuse. Child Abuse & Neglect, 24±
5\FXV-6 +XJKHV5&  Issues in risk assessment in child protective services: Policy
white paper&ROXPEXV2+1RUWK$PHULFDQ5HVRXUFH&HQWHUIRU&KLOG:HOIDUH
6FKQLW]HU3* (ZLJPDQ%*  &KLOGGHDWKVUHVXOWLQJIURPLQIOLFWHGLQMXULHV+RXVHhold risk factors and perpetrator characteristics. Pediatrics, 116±
6HDU5 0DFH5  :KRNHHSVFKLOGUHQDOLYH"$UHYLHZRIWKHHIIHFWVRINLQRQFKLOG
survival. Evolution and Human Behavior, 29±
6HDU50DFH5 0F*UHJRU,$  0DWHUQDOJUDQGPRWKHUVLPSURYHQXWULWLRQDOVWDWXV
and survival of children in rural Gambia. Proceedings of the Royal Society of London B, 267,
±
6WUDVVPDQQ%, *DUUDUG:0  $OWHUQDWLYHVWRWKHJUDQGPRWKHUK\SRWKHVLV$PHWD
analysis of the association between grandparental and grandchild survival in patrilineal populations. Human Nature, 22±
6XJL\DPD/6  3K\VLFDODWWUDFWLYHQHVVLQDGDSWDWLRQLVWSHUVSHFWLYH,Q'0%XVV (G 
The Handbook of Evolutionary Psychology SS± +RERNHQ1--RKQ:LOH\ 6RQV
7HVWD0)  7KHTXDOLW\RISHUPDQHQFH²ODVWLQJRUELQGLQJ"6XEVLGL]HGJXDUGLDQVKLSDQG
kinship foster care as alternatives to adoption. Virginia Journal of Social Policy & Law, 12,
±
7RROH\*$.DUDNLV06WRNHV0 2]DQQH6PLWK-  *HQHUDOLVLQJWKH&LQGHUHOOD
effect to unintentional childhood fatalities. Evolution and Human Behavior, 27±
7ULYHUV5  Social evolution0HQOR3DUN&$%HQMDPLQ&XPPLQJV3XEOLVKLQJ&RPSDQ\
YDQ,-]HQGRRUQ0+(XVHU(03ULQ]LH3-XIIHU) %DNHUPDQV.UDQHQEXUJ0-  
Elevated risk of child maltreatment in families with stepparents but not with adoptive parents.
Child Maltreatment, 14±
9DQ6FKDLN&3 3DXO$  0DOHFDUHLQSULPDWHV'RHVLWHYHUUHIOHFWSDWHUQLW\"Evolutionary Anthropology, 5±
9RODQG( %HLVH-  2SSRVLWHHIIHFWVRIPDWHUQDODQGSDWHUQDOJUDQGPRWKHUVRQLQIDQW
survival in historical Krummhorn. Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiology, 52±
9RON$ 4XLQVH\9/  7KHLQIOXHQFHRILQIDQWIDFLDOFXHVRQDGRSWLRQSUHIHUHQFHV
Human Nature, 13±
9RON$  4XLQVH\ 9 /   3DUHQWDO LQYHVWPHQW DQG UHVHPEODQFH 5HSOLFDWLRQV UHILQHments, and revisions. Evolutionary Psychology, 5±
:HHNHV6KDFNHOIRUG 9$  6KDFNHOIRUG 7 .   0HWKRGV RI ILOLFLGH 6WHSSDUHQWV DQG
genetic parents kill differently. Violence and Victims, 19±
:HLWKRUQ/$  3URWHFWLQJFKLOGUHQIURPH[SRVXUHWRGRPHVWLFYLROHQFH7KHXVHDQGDEuse of child maltreatment statutes. Hastings Law Journal, 53±
:HQW]50 %HFN./  0DLQWDLQLQJIDPLO\UHODWLRQVKLSVIRUFKLOGUHQLQWKHFKLOG
welfare system. Child Law Practice±
:LOVRQ0'DO\0 :HJKRUVW6-  +RXVHKROGFRPSRVLWLRQDQGWKHULVNRIFKLOGDEXVH
and neglect. Journal of Biosocial Science, 12±
<DPSROVND\D6*UHHQEDXP3( %HUVRQ,5  3URILOHVRIFKLOGPDOWUHDWPHQWSHUpetrators and risk for fatal assault: A latent class analysis. Journal of Family Violence, 24,
±



'-+HUULQJ

=LQQ$  $W\SRORJ\RINLQVKLSIRVWHUIDPLOLHV/DWHQWFODVVDQGH[SORUDWRU\DQDO\VHVRI
kinship family structure and household composition. Children and Youth Services Review, 32,
±
=LQQ$   .LQVKLS IRVWHU IDPLO\ W\SH DQG SODFHPHQW GLVFKDUJH RXWFRPHV Children and
Youth Services Review, 34±
=YRFK.  )DPLO\W\SHDQGLQYHVWPHQWLQHGXFDWLRQ$FRPSDULVRQRIJHQHWLFDQGVWHSSDrent families. Evolution & Human Behavior, 20±

