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How difterent children from the same family can be is well
illustrated by the famous Mitford family. The six sisters from this
upper-class English family were brought up in the twenties and
thirtics under very similar conditions: Not allowed to go to
school or to have friends outside the family, they were all
educated at home. Two sisters became convineed fascists. Unity
lived in Germany as a member of Hitler's inner circle until the
war broke out and Diana married the head of the British Union
of Fascists. Of the other sisters, two did not secem to have any
interest in polities, Nancy flirted a little with socialism, and
Jessica became a devoted member of the American Communist
Party. In her own account of these events Jessica Mitford (1977,
p. 24) asks: “What propelled us in these different directions?”
Her answer is “the Zeitgeist of the thirties.” And in “Unity
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Mitford: A Quest,” David Pryce-Jones (1976, p. 4) writes: “Out
of this childhood . . . the one evolved as a fascist and the other
as a communist: one experience, but two outcomes.”

Plomin & Daniels’s (P&D’s) target article is an important
contribution towards understanding such differences among
children of the same family. They have performed a useful
service in demonstrating that behavior-genetic methods can be
used, not only to estimate genetic variance, but also to partition
environmental variance into a part shared by family members
and a part unique to each individual. Their discussion of re-
search on psychological characteristics can be supplemented
with other examples: The importance of nonshared environ-
mental factors is also evident in physiological measures such as
lipid and lipoprotein levels (e.g., Namboodiri, Kaplan, Heuch,
Elston, Green, Rao, Laskarzewski, Glueck, & Rifkind 1985) and
blood pressure (e.g., Iselius, Morton & Rao 1983).

When various measures seem to show such a consistent
picture of large unique influences and absence of shared family
environment then either the phenomenon is real or there is a
chance that our methods somehow underestimate the impor-
tance of shared environmental factors. One crucial assumption
in behavior-genetics research is that all participating groups
represent a random sample of all genotypes and environments
presentin the population. If nonparticipation is spread along the
entire range of family environments, no problem arises. If
certain groups are less likely to participate, however, then the
effects of shared environment will be underestimated. In gener-
al, because children are adopted by parents of above average 1Q
and socioeconomic status, there is a fair chance that adoption
studies are biased against detecting the influence of shared
family environment. Alternatively, the absence of shared en-
vironmental effects in the American population may be caused
by the large degree of uniformity of the environment produced
by the schools and other public agencies (Woodworth 1941, in
Scarr & Carter-Saltzman 1983, p. 219-20). In his discussion of a
French adoption study by Schiff, Duyme, Dumaret, Stewart,
Tomkiewicz, and Feingold (1978), Willerman (1979) also sug-
gested that the standard deviation of environments sampled in
American adoption studies may be too narrow to provide a test
of social class environmental effects. Schiff et al. compared
adopted children reared in high sociocconomic environments
with their own full or half siblings who were brought up by their
true mother in a lower social class. Adopted children had higher
1Q (110.6 versus 94.7) and less failure in school (13% versus
55%). This contrast is close to that in the general population
between children of upper-middle-class parents and unskilled
workers. Schiff et al. emphasized that the adopted children and
their own siblings are biologically equivalent so that the contrast
between them is mainly of environmental origin.

Even if nonshared environmental factors are important in
explaining sibling differences, nonshared environment is not
the only part of the answer to the question posed in the title of
P&D’s article. Only for differences between identical twins are
nonshared environmental factors the sole explanation. Jinks and
Fulker (1970) showed how genetic variance may also be parti-
tioned into genetic effects between and within families. If the
behavior we study is influenced by genetic factors then the other
part of the answer is genetic factors that are not shared by family
members.

Finally, P&D’s question of whether most nonshared variance
is systematic or specific may be answered by multivariate
behavior-genetics methods such as those developed by Martin
and Eaves (1977) and Fulker (1979). Martin and Eaves found, in
their analysis of monozygotic (MZ) and dizygotic (DZ) twins on
five of Thurstone’s Primary Mental Abilities, that most non-
shared environmental variance was specific. That is, the en-
vironmental factors not shared by family members were also
specific to different mental abilities. In contrast, the influence of
shared environmental (and genetic) factors was more systematic
in that they had a general influence on all abilities. Fulker (1979)
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provides a multivariate analysis of specific cognitive skills.
According to his analysis of Lochlin and Nicols’s large twin study
of the National Merit Scholarship Qualifying Test, social en-
vironment appears to be very important in cognitive develop-
ment. His analysis also suggests that shared family environmen-
tal effects are of a similar nature, whatever cognitive skills are
involved, and that nonshared family influences exert little gen-
cral effect. In the same article Fulker also carried out a multi-
variate genetic analysis of Taubman’s twin data on schooling,
occupation, and carnings. In this example, the general nature of
shared family environment was even clearer. Moreover, this
example showed that genetic and shared environmental factors
that influence schooling subsequently influence adult occupa-
tional status and income. Nonshared environmental factors had
little later influence. However, large independent genetic and
nonshared environmental effects played the major role in ex-
plaining later differences in occupation and income.
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