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parents are criminal (yes or no). The final question is what percentage of youths in each 
of these four cells end up becoming criminal.

This study, as well as virtually all others that have examined adoptees in this light, found 
that the highest predictability for future criminality by far was for adopted youths whose 
biological parents and adoptive parents were both convicted criminals. On the other 
hand, the adopted children for whom neither set of parents was criminal were the least 
likely to become criminal. Although these results should be the highlight for the studies, 
the researchers did not portray the results in these terms. Readers should realize that these 
findings support the major contentions of the authors of this textbook, because they fully 
back up the “nature-via-nurture” argument as opposed to the “nature-versus-nurture” 
argument; they support the idea that both biological and environmental factors contrib-
ute to the future criminality of youth.

Unfortunately, the researchers who performed these studies focused on the other two 
groups (or cells) of youth—namely, only those who had either criminal biological parents 
or criminal adoptive parents. As can be seen in Table 6.1, the adoption studies found that 
the adoptees who had only criminal biological parents had a much higher likelihood of 
becoming criminal compared with the youths who had only criminal adoptive parents. 
In other words, when the influence of biological versus adoptive parents was compared, 
the biological parents had far more influence on the youth’s future criminality. This was 
used to support the genetic influence in predisposing one toward criminality; however, 
this methodology was subject to criticism.

Perhaps the most notable criticism of adoption studies was that adoption agencies typi-
cally incorporated a policy of selective placement. Selective placement is when adoptees 
are placed with adoptive families similar to their biological parents in terms of demo-
graphics and background. Such selective placement of adoptees could bias the results of 
the adoption studies. However, recent analyses that have examined the impact of such 
bias have concluded that even when accounting for the influence of selective placement, 
the ultimate findings of the adoption studies are still somewhat valid.9 Specifically, the 
biological parents of adopted children likely have more influence on the children than 
do the adoptive parents who raise the child from infancy to adulthood. Still, the criticism 

adoption studies: 
studies that examine the 
criminality of adoptees 
as compared with 
the criminality of their 
biological and adoptive 
parents.

selective placement: 
the argument that 
adoptees tend to be 
placed in households that 
resemble those of their 
biological parents; for 
example, adoptees from 
rich biological parents are 
placed in rich adoptive 
households.

“Cross-Fostering” Analysis: Percentage of Adoptive Sons Who Have 
Been Convicted of Criminal Law Offenses

TABLE 6.1

ARE BIOLOGICAL PARENTS CRIMINAL?

ARE ADOPTIVE PARENTS CRIMINAL?

NO YES

No 13.5%

(of 2,492)* 

14.7%

(of 204)

Yes 20.0%

(of 1,226)

24.5%

(of 143)

*Note: The numbers in parentheses are the numbers of cases in each cell, for a total sample of 4,065 adopted
males.

Sources: Adapted from Mednick, S. A., Gabrielli, W. F., & Hutchings, B. (1984). Genetic influences in criminal 
convictions: Evidence from an adoption cohort. Science, 224, 891–894. Also reported in Wilson, J. Q., & 
Herrnstein, R. J. (1985). Crime and human nature. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, p. 96.


