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Preface

Behavior genetics addresses one of the most complex questions in science: What causes behavior?

Specifically, researchers in behavior genetics seek to understand the role of genetic differences in

individual differences in behavior. The complexity of this problem cannot be overstated, especially

when the most informative experimental approaches may be ethically off-limits.

In this book I focus on the basic concepts and methods in behavior genetics, warts and all,

and try not to oversell the findings. In the last thirty years we have seen unprecedented advances in

biotechnology and computing that have been put to good use in behavior genetics. Such techno-

logical advances seem to generate recurring cycles of optimism and disappointment as new avenues

of inquiry reveal unexpected complexity. We tend to extol the virtues of the new approaches,

sometimes bash the old approaches, and hope to learn from our mistakes. It is important to

recognize that the details of some of today’s most exciting findings will likely fall short under

future scrutiny. That is how science progresses. Students must learn to appreciate how science works

in a way that strengthens their confidence in the process. This book focuses on concepts and

methods that have been historically important and will hopefully engender some humility when

considering how much we know about one of the most complex problems in science.

We live in an era when editing the human genome is not only possible but has been

accomplished. We also live in a time when survivors of state-sponsored forced sterilizations still

walk among us. We cannot permit the same scientific hubris concerning heredity–behavior relations

that justified wholesale human rights abuses to permeate the next generation of scientists and

citizens. It seems that the time is ripe for a book in behavior genetics to embrace the twenty-first

century without ignoring the twentieth.

I have conducted behavior genetic research since the late 1980s and have been teaching it

for nearly as long. In graduate school my research focused on geotaxis in fruit flies. As a

postdoctoral fellow, in the mid-1990s, I began conducting candidate gene association studies in

humans. This book covers methods used in both animal and human behavior genetic studies and

emphasizes the crucial role of convergent evidence throughout.

This book contains:

• Boldfaced key terms (defined in glossary)

• Interim review questions (i.e., “Check-ups”) for each main section

• Boxes with additional detail in each chapter

• A list of recommended readings in each chapter

• Bulleted summaries of each chapter

The perspective of this book is that while it is important to describe statistical associations

between heredity and behavior, it is imperative that we consider the biological mechanisms through

which those associations are manifest. Accordingly, this book relies more on neuroscience than on

advanced statistical models for understanding pathways from genes to behavior.
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The chapter lineup in Foundations of Behavior Genetics covers four major themes. The

first three chapters (Fundamentals) cover the history of behavior genetics and the basics of non-

molecular genetics. The next three chapters (Molecules and Cells) discuss molecular genetics, and

neurogenetics. The next five chapters (Behaviors and Behavioral Disorders) discuss topics such as

schizophrenia, learning and cognition, emotion, depression, anxiety, and substance use disorders.

The final four chapters (Health, Social Behavior, and Implications) discuss topics such as obesity,

social behavior, behavior genetics in real life, and eugenics. The material in the first six chapters

should be covered in sequence before moving on to material in the final nine chapters. However, the

final nine chapters could be covered in whatever order suits the reader.

The intended audience for this book is advanced undergraduate psychology majors.

Courses such as Introduction to Psychology, Research Methods & Statistics, and Biopsychology,

or their equivalents should be considered prerequisites to a Behavior Genetics course taught with

this book. Other courses such as Developmental Psychology, Social Psychology, and Abnormal

Psychology would be desirable, but should not be considered prerequisite.

Supplementary material included in the Instructor’s Package includes a Test Bank with at

least twenty multiple choice items per chapter, and all artwork as JPEGs or PNGs (many in color) for

use in lectures.

xxii Preface
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