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of selective placement was strong enough to 
encourage a fourth wave of research in the 
nature-versus-nurture debate—studies on iden-
tical twins separated at birth.

Twins Separated at Birth
The fourth, and final, wave of research that 
examined the relative influence of biological 
and environmental influences on individuals’ 
criminality was twins separated at birth stud-
ies. Until recently, studies of identical twins
separated at birth were virtually impossible 
because it was so difficult to find enough iden-
tical twins separated early in life. But since
the early 1990s, such examinations have been 
possible. Readers should keep in mind that
for many of the identical twin pairs studied 
in these investigations, the individuals did not 
know they had a twin. Furthermore, the envi-
ronments in which they were raised were often 
extremely different, such as one twin being 
raised by a poor family in an urban environme
middle- to upper-class family in a rural environmet.

tendencies for criminality, sometimes m
tical twins raised together.10 This finding 
and heredity,

The studies on identical twins separated at 
birth—the most notable of these conducted at 
the University of Minnesota—found that the 
twin pairs often shwed extremely similar ore 
than those seen in concordance rates for iden-
upported the profound influence of genetics  

which is not surprising to most well-read 
scientists who now acknowledge the extreme 

importance of the inheritance of 
physiological and psychological aspects of 

human behavior. Perhaps more surprising was why separated identical twins who never 
knew they had a twin, and who were often raised in extremely different circumstances,
had just as similar or even more similar concordance rates than did identical twins raised 
together.

The leading theory for this phenomenon is that identical twins who are raised together 
go out of their way to deviate from their natural tendencies in an effort to form their own
identity separate from that of their identical twin, with whom they have spent their entire 
life. No significant criticism of this methodology has been presented. Thus, at this point,
it is somewhat undisputed in the scientific literature that the studies of identical twins 
separated at birth have shown that genetics has a significant impact on human behavior, 
especially regarding criminal activity.

Ultimately, taking all the nature-versus-nurture methodological approaches and subse-
quent findings together, the best conclusion that can be made is that genetics and hered-
ity both have a significant impact on criminality. After all, environment simply cannot 
account for all the consistent results from comparisons of identical twins and fraternal 
twins, nor for those of identical twins separated at birth, nor for those of adoptees with 
criminal biological parents versus those with noncriminal biological parents. Despite the 
taboo nature of and controversial response to the findings of such studies, it is quite clear 
that when nature and nurture are compared, biological factors, rather than environmen-
tal factors, tend to have the most influence on the criminality of individuals. Still, the 
authors of this book hope that readers will emphasize the importance of the interaction 
between nature and nurture (better stated as nature via nurture). After all, we hope that 

Some of the most 
advanced twin studies 
examine identical twins 
who were separated 
as infants, grew up in 
different environments, 
and yet often ended up 
sharing many personality 
traits and behavior 
patterns.

twins separated 
at birth studies: 
studies that examine 
the similarities between 
identical twins who were 
separated in infancy.
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