Reply to David Buller by Martin Daly & Margo Wilson

The subgtantia excessrisk of abuse and homicide incurred by stepchildren has been abundantly
documented in dozens of studies using diverse methodol ogies (see companion document “The
Cinderdla effect”). Nevertheless, philosopher David Buller (2005a,b) has recently attempted to call the
exigtence of this phenomenon into question by proposing “that all of the evidence cited in support” of it
(Buller 2005h: 282; emphasisin origind) can be explained away as products of a“reporting bias” such
that abusive behaviour by stepparentsis more likely to be detected and recorded than identical abusive
behaviour by genetic parents.

What the papers that Buller citesin support of this conjecture actudly contain is very different from what
he says they contain. But before going into those detalls, it is first worth noting how big this imagined
bias would have to be in order to make Buller’ s speculation work.

Why reporting bias cannot possibly explain Cinderel la effects

Daly & Wilson (2001) estimated rates of fatal batterings of Canadian children under 5 years of agein
1974-1990 at 2.6 desths per million child-years at risk for those residing with and killed by their
(presumed) genetic fathers (based on 74 desthsin 28.3 million child-years at risk) vs 321.6 per million
child-years at risk for those residing with and killed by stepfathers (55 in 0.17 million child-years at
risk). The latter rate is more than 120 times higher than theformer. To give Buller's argument its best
chance, suppose for the moment that stepfathers were always caught whereas genetic fathers often got
away with murder; even o, for the “true’ rate of fatd batterings by genetic fathers to equd that for
sepfathers, there would have to have been more than 500 undiscovered paternal murders each year in
addition to the annua average of 4 that were detected. It'stimefor aredlity check: there aren’'t even
enough deed children! According to Vitd Statigtics, fewer than 400 Canadian children under 5 years
of age died annually in 1974-1990 from all causes other than diseases and congenital abnormadities (i.e.
homicides plus accidenta injuries plus unknown causes). Thus, Buller’ s fantasy requires that in each of
the 17 years, dl the accidenta and unknown-cause deaths, plus more than 100 others that were
attributed to diseases or congenita conditions, were realy successfully covered-up paternd beatings.

As regards nonletha abuse, Buller’s conjecture is again implausible, notwithstanding the fact that such
abuse mugt often go undetected. The principle evidence justifying this conclusion comes from
victimization surveys, which conastently reved large differences in the experiences of personsraisedin
gepfamilies vs two-genetic-parent families, indeed just aslarge or larger than those that would be
inferred from the child abuse case reports that Buller imagines to be fraught with recording bias.
Congder just three examples taken from the pages of Child Abuse & Neglect: an International
Journal. Russdll (1984) surveyed a representative sample of San Francisco women and reported that
17% of those who said that a stepfather had been their primary father figure before age 14 dso said
they had been sexudly abused by him by that age, whereas the comparable figure for girls raised by
their fathers was 2%." Example# 2: on the basis of asurvey of Korean primary school children, Kim &

1 Russell (1986) elaborates on her stepfather/biological father comparison by noting regretfully that she failed
to ask for greater detail about having lived with stepfathers, and that the incidence of reported abuse by more
transient and later-appearing stepfathers was sufficiently high to indicate that the observed Cinderella effect
would “probably” be even larger if she had collected full household composition histories.
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Ko (1990) reported that 40% of those living with mother and stepfather and an identical 40% of those
living with father and stepmother were severdly beaten, compared to 7% of those living with two
“natural” parents. Example# 3: Sariola & Uutda (1996) reported that 3.7% of 15-year-old Finnish
schoolgirls currently living with a stepfather affirmed on a questionnaire that he had abused them
sexudly, compared to 0.2% of those living with their genetic fathers.

The estimates from these victimization surveys don’t depend on anyone other than the victims
themselves detecting and recording the abuse, so Buller’ s conjecture that stereotypes induce
professonds to expect abuse in sepfamilies and to overlook it in genetic parent familiesisirrdevant.
Buller can, of course, resort to further speculation and propose that responses to victimization surveys
are a0 biased againgt stepparents. However, amodest bias will not suffice: in order to equalize the
highly disparate rates, it would have to be the case that the vast majority of sepchildren who dlam to
have been abused are lying, or the vast majority of those who are actualy abused by their genetic
parents are lying when they deny it, or both. Unfortunately for Buller, there is no evidence-based
rationae for giving credence to such an insulting blanket dismissal of the vdidity of victims' reports.

The alleged evidence for recording biases

Istherein fact any evidence for the existence of recording biases againgt stepparents of the sort that
Buller imagines? The supposed evidence that he citesin support of this speculaion isnot at dl ashe
portraysit. For example, Buller (2005a,b) cites papers that merely speculated that such biases might
exis as demondrations that they do exist. More importantly, he discusses at length and with
quantitative specificity severd reports by Child Fatality Review Panels that have addressed
“underascertainment” of child abuse mortdity in the United States, yet misrepresents their findingsin
multiple details. What these studies do in fact report is that when al childhood desths that were not
clearly disease-rdated were reviewed and classified with respect to whether there was an eement of
parenta matreatment or serious negligence in the precipitating events, then the number of matreatment-
related desths was gpproximately doubled over what one would have inferred from the causes of desth
recorded by coroners and/or pursued as crimina matters. This does indeed suggest that there may be
serious problems with U.S. mortality satistics® However, it fals far short of the level of
underascertainment required by Buller’ s argument, for reasons laid out above. What is more interesting,

2 Buller asserts repeatedly, on no basis other than his own intuition, that there is no reason to doubt that the
shortcomings of official U.S. records will apply to Canada, too. If he had asked anyone who knows anything
about the subject, he would have discovered plenty of reason to doubt this. It iswell known that U.S.
national homicide archives are the worst in the developed world, in terms of omissions and random data entry
errors, whereas those for Canada are excellent. And why child fatality review panelsin the U.S. have
uncovered large numbers of additional “maltreatment deaths’ is because the U.S. is unique among devel oped
countries in initially recording the cause of death as “undetermined” for large numbers of child fatalities. Itis
particularly ludicrous that Buller (2005a: 404) should cite the incompleteness of the FBI's Uniform Crime
Reports with innuendo implying that this constitutes an argument against us, since we have discussed their
shortcomings in print more than once (Wilson 1989; Daly et al. 2001), and, unlike many other homicide
researchers, have therefore eschewed their use.
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and isignored by Buller, isthat the very studies he cites provide additiona confirmation of the existence
of very large Cinderella effects, after the Fatdity Review Panels had done their work and the
“underascertainment” had been rectified.

The first such paper that Buller (2005a0 403-406) discusses at length is areport by members of the
Missouri Child Fatdity Review Pand (Ewigman et al. 1993), in which al 384 cases in which a child
under 5 years of age died of externa causesin 1983-1986 were re-examined. Only 58 of these desths
had been recorded as “homicides’ on the desth certificate, and yet the panel concluded that 121 were
“definite matrestment fatdities’. Thismuch Buller getsright. What he failsto mention isthat the
Missouri team proceeded to address the question of who actualy killed children in a subsequent “case-
control” study (Stiffman et d. 2002): after Child Fatdity Review of dl injury-related deaths had
identified the fatal matreatment cases, there were 15 stepfathers (married and de facto) among the
identified killers of children under 5 years of age (plus 2 non-coresiding mothers boyfriends) vs 11
putative genetic fathers. Comparing the madtreatment cases to natura deaths (the “ case controls’), 22%
of the former dwelt with a stepfather compared to 4% of the latter (a percentage thet is lill,
interestingly, higher than would be expected for the population-at-large).

The Missouri Child Fatdity Review Panel team cites previous andyses by ourselves (Wilson et d.

1980; Day & Wilson 1985) and emphasizes that their own results, usng a different satistica method,
are fully supportive of ours. We know that Buller did not overlook the Stiffman et al. report, because
he citesit, and he could not have read the paper and failed to notice its documentation of alarge
Cinderdla effect, because as far as the authors are concerned, that was their main finding: the abstract’s
“Reaults’ and “Conclusons’ section refer to nothing else. It takes considerable chutzpah to cite this
Child Fatdity Review Pand’swork in support of an argument againgt the redlity of Cinderella effects,
while avoiding mention of the fact that further documentation of such effects, after death review and
using anove case-control methodology, was the Pand’s primary empirica finding!

The next paper that Buller (2005a: 406) discussesis a North Carolina study by Herman-Giddens et al.
(1999), which identified 220 “child-abuse homicides’ in which the victims were under 10 years old, of
which only 68 had been recorded as “homicides’ in the stat€' s Vitd Statistics. Characteridticaly, Buller
again neglects to mention that the paper reports the identities of the perpetrators, who included 67
genetic fathers and 45 stepfathers or mothers' boyfriends. This represents alesser proportion of
gepfathers than in the Missouri study, but il far higher than in the age-matched population-at-large,
and so this study, too, demongtrates a very large Cinderella effect after child fatdity review.

Next comes the paper that Buller (2005a,b) most stresses, and most blatantly misrepresents. a
Colorado study by Crume et al. (2002), which is unique among the Child Fatdity Review Pand
invedtigations that he citesin that it presents explicit comparisons between matreatment-related deaths
that wereinitidly “ascertained” as such and those that were added as aresult of the review process.
Buller (2005a 409) assertsthat this study “found that a case of fata mdtreatment is more than eight
times more likely to be recorded as such if perpetrated by a (commonlaw) stepfather than if perpetrated
by agendtic parent”, aclam that is Sartlingly a odds with the actud data. One way in which Buller's
statement is afasehood isthat “ (commonlaw) stepfathers’ were not even distinguished from neighbours,
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clergymen, strangers, and other unrelated personsin the data presented, nor, according to a persond
communication from the paper's senior author, can they be distinguished retrospectively. More
remarkably, when one reads the paper one discovers that 43% of the cases ultimately attributed to
genetic parents were initidly “recorded as such”, making it hard to imagine what “more than eight times
more likely to be recorded as such” could possibly mean!

As regards perpetrators, what Crume et al. (2002) actudly report isthis. only 43% of 152
maltreatment degaths that the review pand attributed to “parents’ wereinitidly recorded as such,
compared to 47% of 36 deemed to have been committed by “ other relatives (including step- parents)”,
and 86% of 51 deemed to have been committed by “other unrelated (including boyfriend)”. In other
words, the initid ascertainment rate for the category including stepparents was scarcely different from
that for “parents’, and the initid ascertainment rate for the category including mothers “boyfriends’ was
exactly two (not “more then eight”) times higher than that for “parents’.®

There is an additiond twigt to this story, which isaso ignored by Buller. The *underascertainment” of
Colorado child matreatment desths documented by Crume et al. occurred overwhelmingly in casesin
which the dleged matreatment took the form of negligence (e.g. degthsin house fires, car accidents,
and drownings while unattended), rather than assaults. The reason why thisisimportant is that genetic
parents are likely to be deemed the “ perpetrators’ in such cases by definition (i.e. by virtue of having
faled in ther duty of care), leaving it up in the ar whether there was any detection bias at dl with
regards to perpetrator identity in truly comparable cases. Nevertheless, Buller (2005a 409), after
pointlessy comparing the imaginary 8-fold difference to the relative risk of abuse by stepfathers versus
genetic mothers in another sample -- why? -- triumphantly concludes that “the degree of diagnogtic bias
exposed by Crume and her colleagues is more than sufficient to account for the greater abuse by
depfathersin officid casereports’. Of coursg, it would not be anywhere near sufficient to account for
the 100-fold and greater Cinderella effects that have been documented in child maltreastment desths,
evenif Crumeet al. actudly had “exposed” an 8-fold reporting bias, which they did not.

The truth of the maiter is that no-one knows for sure whether there is even adight reporting bias against
stepparentsin officid child abuse reports, and there are reasons to suspect that such biases asexist
might even run the other way. One of the reasons for suspecting this derives from studies of sexud
abuse dlegations that were eventudly substantiated by medica examination and/or perpetrator
confession: it turns out that girls who disclosed the abuse to their mothers were most likely to be
disbdieved, and their dlegations therefore ignored, if the abuser was a sepfather. InaU.S. study,
Sirles & Franke (1989) reported that 86% of girls who disclosed paterna abuse to their mothers were

3 Where the “more than eight times more likely” claim comes from is misinterpretation of an “odds ratio”:
86% vs 43% is trandated into “odds’ of 86:14 vs 43:57, and then divided like this. [(86/14)/(43/57] = 8.1.
Crume et al. do indeed trandate such ratios into statements of relative “likelihood”, but this does violence to
the ordinary English meaning of “x times more likely”. (To see the absurdity of this use of “likely”, consider
that if 100% of stepfather homicides were detected vs “only” 99.99% of those by genetic fathers, then by
Buller’s logic, the former would be “infinitely more likely” to be detected.) More importantly, Buller
deceptively uses the phrase “8 times more likely” to create the illusion that a 2-fold difference in rates of
recording could account for an 8-fold difference in incidence rates, which it could not.
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believed, as were 92% of those who disclosed abuse by other relatives, but only 56% of those who
disclosed abuse by stepfathers. A subsequent Canadian study (Cyr et al. 2002) produced almost
identical results: 90% of girls who disclosed paternal abuse to their mothers were believed, as were
86% of those who disclosed abuse by a brother, but only 61% of those who disclosed abuse by
depfathers. The samples were large and the results satistically significant in both cases. What these
data suggest isthat at least in cases of sexud abuse, matreatment by genetic fathers may actudly be
more likely to be reported to authorities, and hence to find its way into officid records, than
maltrestment by stepfathers.

Like other researchers, we have long been inclined to guess that reporting biases in physica abuse
would probably operate againgt stepfathers, thinking aong the following lines:

“Suppose that you lived next door to a child who exhibited recurrent, suspicious bruising, and that you (like
everyone else) were familiar with the stereotype of step-parental cruelty. Isn't it possible that your
likelihood of assuming the worst and calling a child protection agency might be affected by knowing that
the man in the house was a stepparent?’ (Daly & Wilson 1998: 27)

An ambitious Canadian study of 135,573 investigations of child matreatment alegations conducted by
child welfare workers (Trocmé et al. 2002) suggests, however, that reporting biases may actudly
operate againg genetic fathersingtead. After investigation, the alegations were classfied as
substantiated, suspected but unconfirmed, or “unsubstantiated” (i.e. conclusively disconfirmed: “thereis
sufficient evidence to conclude that the child has not been mdtreated”). Disconfirmed alegations were
not rare, congtituting 43% of physical abuse reports and 40% of sexua abuse reports; about 10% of the
disconfirmed alegations were judged to be “madicious’ (knowingly fase), and about 90% to be * honest
mistakes’. Those sources whose dlegations were most likely to turn out to be false were anonymous
phone cdlers, followed by neighbours, and then school personnel. For present purposes, the most
griking result of this massve nationd study is that areport of dleged abuse by a genetic father was
ggnificantly more likdly to turn out to be fase than a report against a stepfather: 43% of 19,486
dlegations of physicd or sexud abuse againg “biologica fathers’ were disconfirmed by investigation
(and 35% substantiated), compared to 34% of 5667 dlegations againgt stepfathers disconfirmed (and
39% substantiated).

These results seem to indicate that when third parties suspect abuse on the basis of shaky evidence, they
are more willing to blow the whigtle if the suspected perpetrator is a genetic father than a stepfather.

But could it redlly be the case that there is areporting bias against genetic fathers rather than
sepfathers? A possible reason why there might beisthat child welfare workers and teachers may
“bend over backwards’ in response to the steady stream of materials to which they are exposed
exhorting them to not succumb to “the myth of the crudl stepparent”. That, of course, is speculation.
Wheat can be said with confidenceisthis

(1) that no-one knows whether a reporting bias against stepparents even exigs,

(2) that Buller grossy misrepresents the research that he cites to support his claim that such a bias not
only exigsbut islarge; and

(3) that even if areporting bias were as large as Buller fantasizes, it would not be nearly large enough to
explain away observed Cinderella effects, which are often more than an order of magnitude greeter ill.
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Buller’s own study

In addition to his distorted accounts of U.S. Child Fatdity Review Pand studies, Buller (2005a)
presents some nove tabulations from a 1993 U.S. data base, the Third National Incidence Sudy of
Child Abuse and Neglect. When he triesto put case counts by age and household type (Table 7.3, p
378) together with population-at-large estimates (Table 7.4, p 379) to generate estimates of abuse rates
(Table 7.5, p 379), Buller’ sarithmeticd skillsfail him and the numbersin his tables cannot be made to
gibe with one another.” Neverthdless, Buller does acknowledge that his data, like those in the peer-
reviewed literature, exhibit alarge Cinderella effect, whereupon he embarks on adistraction, stressing
that his data exhibit asgnificantly smaller overrepresentation of stepparents than was found in a city-
level study that we conducted in Canada (Daly & Wilson 1985).> Thisisared herring because no
theory predicts tha the Cinderdla effect’ s magnitude should be invariant, and it isa particularly pointless
digraction given, fird, that a Cinderdlla effect of greater magnitude iswhat is typicaly found when
analysisis confined to more severe abuse cases, asit was in the Day & Wilson (1985) study, and
secondly, that Buller's U.S. estimates closaly match those that we reported 25 years ago on the basis of
amuch larger U.S. sample of smilar provenance (Wilson et al. 1980).

Cinderella effects typically decline in magnitude as a function of the child' s age

One of the firgt things we discovered in our research on child abuse and homicide is that with the
exception of sexud abuse, rates gppear to be maxima in infancy and to decline monotonicdly asa
function of the child’'sage. Thismay be explained in part by the fact that smaller children are more likely
than older children to be serioudy injured by blows of equa force, and aso by the fact that older
children can more readily escape, but it is noteworthy nonetheless when one considers that abuse of
preschoolers must often be easier to hide and that adolescents are supposedly more overtly conflictua
with their parents than toddlers.

More remarkable is the fact that this age-related diminution of both letha and nonlethd violence againgt
children has amuch steeper dope for stepchildren than for those living with birth parents, such that the
overrepresentation of stepchildren asvictimsis maxima in infancy and declines sharply (eg. Wilson et
al. 1980; Daly & Wilson 1985, 1988a). In one study, for example, children under 5 years of age were
40.1 times more likely to be regigtered victims of serious abuse if living with a genetic parent and
sepparent than if with two genetic parents, but this ratio of risk fell to 19.4 for those 5-10 years old,

4. For example, athough infants and toddlers in “two genetic parent” households outhnumber those in “genetic
father plus stepmother” households in the population-at-large by aratio of 163:1 (Table 7.4) and the
corresponding ratio of victimsis only 33:1 (Table 7.3), Buller somehow erroneously computes a higher abuse
rate in the former household type than in the latter.

5. As he consistently does when citing empirical research reports, Buller mischaracterizes the Daly & Wilson
(1985) study. He asserts, falsely and on no apparent basis, that things like “failing to secure a child with a
seat belt” were included as “abuse”, and he complains that sexual abuse distorts the picture and that analysis
should have been confined to physical abuse, yet neglects to mention that the study explicitly reported that
Cinderella effects were clear and large within both categories.
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and to 9.8 for those 11-17 (Day & Wilson 1985).

Aswe have noted in various discussions, this result has two important implications. Thefirgt istha
conflict in stepfamilies cannot plausibly be blamed merely on stroppy adolescents. As Day & Wilson
(1988b: 90-91) put the argument:

“Much of the popular literature on stepfamilies takes it for granted that conflict derives primarily from the
children’s rgjection of the substitute parent, rather than the reverse. From [our] perspective... this
interpretation rings false. Surely it is the stepparent who is likely to resent the pseudoparental obligation
thrust upon him, and any rejection by the child may be interpreted as reflecting a well-founded
apprehension of that lack of genuine solicitude.

“These aternative hypotheses lead to contrasting predictions about the effects of age upon the risk of
violence. If it isthe child who refuses the new parent, then any problems that are peculiar to
steprel ationships may be most severe with adolescents. At the least, such problems should be absent in
the very youngest infants. If, on the other hand, the problem resides in the substitute parent’s resentment
and disinclination, then the elevation of risk should be worst when the anticipated dependency and
obligation is maximal. We would then see the greatest difference between stepparent and natural-parent
homes in the maltreatment not of adolescents, but of infants.

“The facts support the latter view.”

The second important implication of the observed age-related risk pattern isthis: proposing that
sepparents treat children poorly in comparison to genetic parents because they were late arrivalsin the
children’slives and failed to bond with them as infantsis not going to work. And other evidence
supports the same conclusion. For example, Ferri (1984) reported that British children had significantly
poorer relationships with stepparents than with genetic parents, and that this difference was not at al
diminished in cases in which the stepparent had come on the scene when the stepchild was an infant.
The mog griking evidence on this point comes from an observationa study in Trinidad, in which
anthropologist Mark Hinn (1988) had enough cases in which a stepfather had moved in with the mother
during her pregnancy, and had therefore resided with his stepchild from birth, to compare their

rel ationships with those involving later arriving stepfathers aswell as (putetive) genetic fathers. The
findings were that those stepfathers who had been present from the child’ s birth were significantly more
antagonidtic to the children than later arriving stepfathers, who were in turn significantly more
antagonigtic than genetic fathers.

Buller cites severd sources in which we have documented and discussed the age patterns noted above,
S0 we assume that he read them, and yet he presents the diminution in risk to stepchildren asthey age as
if it were his own nove discovery (Buller 2005a: 413-414). Moreover, he pretends that the observed
age patterns condtitute a chalenge to our account of the matter, by fasdy attributing to usthe very
“critica period” hypothesis (i.e. that stepparents differ from genetic parents merely in having missed out
on early bonding experiences) which we have rejected for the reasons stated in the last paragraph.

Buller’s pervasive misrepresentation of our own writings

Thislast point is just one of severd ingtances in which Buller fabricates smple-minded hypotheses and
attributes them to us, knowing full well that they contradict what we have actualy written in the works
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he cites. Some additiond examples are the following.

We have hypothesized that stepparents love their wards less, on average, than genetic parents, and
therefore are more likely to mistreat them in pretty much any way you can think of. For example, Ddy
& Wilson (1985: 207) wrote:

“We consider such a criterion [having been registered in a provincial child abuse registry] particularly apt,

because psychological constructs such as * child-specific parental solicitude’ afford the best level of
abstraction for evolutionary theoretical analyses...

“Lapses of parental solicitude include, but are not confined to, direct violence. Neglecting a child and
ddiberately inflicting injury are certainly different, but both betray a failure of parental love. The caretaker
who is truly concerned for a child’'s welfare will furthermore not normally use that child as a sexual
object.”

Citing this very discussion, Buller (2005b) nevertheless attributes to us a smple-minded theory whereby
the only difference in the motivations of genetic parents and stepparents is that the former are inhibited
againg physicaly assaulting the child, and pretends that sexud abuse should not count asadomain in
whichwe predicted a“ Cinderdlla effect”. It most certainly is such adomain, and it exhibits amassve
overrepresentation of stepparents, just as nonsexua abuse does.

Buller (2005a: 382-383) dso pretends that our view of the evolution of parental sentiments predicts
high rates of abuse in adoptive families, and tries to encompass thisimplication in the phrase “Day &
Wilson's *most obvious prediction’”, which he lifts out of the context of a genera theoretica preamble
(Day & Wilson 1988b: 83) and repests literally dozens of times. In fact, we have repeatedly explained
why we would not expect to see high levds of abusein families practicing modern * adoption by
sranger”, including an explicit trestment of thisissue just two pages after the source of the phrase that
Buller repeatedly quotes. In brief, the most important reasons are that prospective adoptive parents are
screened, largely precluding the worst sorts of exploitative adoption known from other times and places,
that they enter into the relaionship with the explicit intention of Smulating the experience of genetic
parent families; that they are not comparable to genetic-parent or stepparent families with respect to
other risk factors, especialy socioeconomic status; and that whereas stepparenthood is a cross-
culturdly universal phenomenon that has presumably existed in ancestra environments for many
millennia and exerted some sdective pressure, adoption by stranger is amodern novelty. The prediction
that adoptive families should exhibit high rates of abuseis Buller's, not ours, and it is derived from his
ampligtic notion of what a Darwinian theory of parenta motives must be.

Buller (2005a: 388-390) dso pretends that our analysis of the steprelationship will somehow be
damaged if it turns out that some fraction of the excessrisk in stepfather families derives from the genetic
mother hersdf rather than the stepfather. Not only isthis possibility entirely consstent with our
trestment of the topic, but we have explicitly explaned why thisislikely to be the case, in materid that
Buller cites. The basic ideais that single mothers who wish to re-enter the marriage market have
reduced vaue in that market, and often face acruel bind in which they must choose whether their
primary dlegianceisto their children or to a new mate who wants no part of them. Aniconic caseis
that of Susan Smith, the U.S. mother who drowned her children in 1994 when her new partner told her
that he didn’t want to see them there when he got home.
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Buller (2005a: 390-396) furthermore pretends that the proposition that stepparenta investment may be

understood as “ mating effort” (i.e. as an investment in establishing a reaionship with anew mate) isan
dternative to our views, and is somehow damaging to them. Thisdigtortion is particularly bizarre
because this proposition is central to our view of stepparenthood (e.g., Day & Wilson 1996a,b, 1998).

Indeed, we were perhaps the first to propose this with reference to human stepparenting, and one of us
is a co-author on the most thorough comparative trestment of this hypothesis (Rohwer et al. 1999). As
Daly & Wilson (1998: 64-65) put the matter:

“ Step-parents are primarily replacement mates, and only secondarily replacement parents. They assume
their pseudo-parental obligations in the context of a web of reciprocities with the genetic parent, who is
likely to recognize more or less explicitly that the new mate' s tolerance and investment constitute benefits
bestowed on the genetic parent and the child, entitling the step-parent to reciprocal considerations. And
once having opted into this situation, why shouldn’'t a well-appreciated step-parent be kindly, and even
affectionate? After al, violent hogtility is episodic and amicableness is frequent even among non-relatives.
People thrive by the maintenance of networks of reciprocity and by establishing reputations that will make
them attractive exchange partners, with the result that the desire to be generous and humane, and to be
seen as generous and humane, is as human and as functional as more conflictual motives. There is thus
no great conundrum in the fact that people treat their stepchildren quite tolerantly, nor even in their
accepting some share of the costs of raising those children. But the fact of such investment cannot be
taken to imply that step-parents will often come to feel the same sort of love and commitment asis
ordinarily felt by genetic parents.”

A few final remarks

The accompanying document (The Cinderdlla effect) reviews the some of the vast body of evidence that
stepchildren incur eevated rates of abuse and homicide. Skepticism isavirtue in science, perhaps
especidly in socid science, but the redity of Cinderdlla effectsis not controversid. We hope we have
conveyed how Buller' s effort to make it controversia relies on misrepresentation of the research
literature that he cites; if you doubt us, you can look up the cited papers for yoursdf. We aso hope we
have conveyed how pervasively he caricatures the theory of discriminative parenta solicitude that has
helped guide our discoveries. What we have scarcely conveyed, however, is the tone of Buller’'s
attack.

Hereis an exemplary passage in which we (Day & Wilson 1988b: 83) laid out how we think about the
evolutionary basis of parental solicitude and the complications of steprelationships.

“In most relationships between two people, reciprocity is carefully monitored by both parties. If either
seems regularly to take more than he or she gives, the imbalance is resented as exploitative. Parental
atruism is different — unique in fact — in that the flow of benefits is prolongedly, cumulatively, and
ungrudgingly unbalanced. Why this should be so is evident: Organisms have evolved to expend their very
lives enhancing the fitness prospects of their descendants...

“What, then, of the party who steps into a ‘ parental’ relationship with a child not his or her own? With all
the good will in the world, the substitute parent is likely to find the situation difficult. Child-specific
parental love is the emotional mechanism that permits people to tolerate — even to rejoice in — those long
years of expensive, unreciprocated parental investment. Substitute parents are less likely than natural
parents to experience the emotional rewards that make the costs of parenthood tolerable.”
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Elaborating on this framework to suggest why it may be the case that it is specificaly with respect to the
rare phenomenon of letha angry outbursts againg infants and toddlers that we see Cinderdlla effects of
the grestest magnitude, Daly & Wilson (1998: 32) wrote:
“Little children are annoying after all: they cry and soil themselves and sometimes refuse to be consoled. A
caretaker with a heartfelt, individualized love for a squalling baby is motivated to tenderly dleviate its

distress, but a caretaker who is merely playing the part without emotional commitment — and who might
even prefer that the child had never been born — is apt to respond rather differently.”

And hereisBuller’'s (2005a 411-412) sneering caricature of these proposas:

“According to this picture of human psychology, we all have the inclination to throttle the screaming
infant on the plane, but only its parents are sufficiently besotted by love for the despicable creature ‘to
tenderly dleviate its distress’ rather than silence it permanently.”

Enough said.
Martin Daly & Margo Wilson
Department of Psychology, Neuroscience & Behaviour
McMasgter University
Hamilton, Ontario, Canada L8S 4K 1
<daly@mcmaster.ca> <wilson@mcmaster.ca>
References

Buller DJ (20058) Adapting minds. Cambridge MA: MIT Press.

Buller DJ (2005b) Evolutionary psychology: the emperor’s new paradigm. Trendsin Cognitive
Stiences 9: 277-283.

Crume TL, DiGiuseppi C, Byers T, Sirotnak AP & Garrett CJ (2002) Underascertainment of child
maltrestment fatdities by deeth certificates, 1990-1998. Pediatrics 110 (2), €18. (DOI:
10.1542/peds110.2.€18)

Cyr M, Wright J, McDuff P& Perron A (2002) Intrafamilial sexud abuse: brother-sister incest does
not differ from father-daughter and stepfather-stepdaughter incest. Child Abuse & Neglect 26: 957-
973.

Day M & Wilson MI (1985) Child abuse and other risks of not living with both parents. Ethology &
Sociobiology 6: 197-210.

Day M & Wilson MI (19883a) Evolutionary socid psychology and family homicide. Science 242:
519-524.
Ddy M & Wilson MI (1988b) Homicide. New Y ork: Aldine de Gruyter.

Day M & Wilson MI (1996a) Evolutionary psychology and marital conflict: the relevance of
stepchildren. Pp. 9-28 in DM Buss & N Maamuth, eds., Sex, power, conflict: feminist and
evolutionary perspectives. New York: Oxford University Press.

Day M & Wilson M1 (1996b) Violence against stepchildren. Current Directions in Psychological



The Cinderdla effect - 11

Stience 5: 77-81.

Ddy M & WilsonM (1998) The truth about Cinderella. London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson.

Day M & WilsonM (2001) An assessment of some proposed exceptions to the phenomenon of
nepotigtic discrimination againgt stepchildren. Annales Zoologici Fennici 38: 287-296.

Ddy M, Wilson M, Sdmon CA, Hirawa-HasegawaM & Hasegawva T (2001) Sblicide and seniority.
Homicide Sudies 5: 30-45.

Ewigman B, Kiviahan C & Land G (1993) The Missouri child fatdity study: underreporting of

matreatment fatalities among children younger thanfive years of age, 1983 through 1986. Pediatrics
91: 330-337.

Ferri E (1984) Sepchildren: a national study. Windsor UK: NFER-Medon.

Finn MV (1988) Step and genetic parent/offspring relationshipsin a Caribbean village. Ethology &
Sociobiology 9: 335-369.

Herman Giddens ME, Brown G, Verbiest S, Carlson PJ, Hooten EG, Howell E & Butts JD (1999)
Underascertainment of child abuse mortdity in the United States. Journal of the American Medical
Association 281: 463-467.

KimK & KoB (1990) Anincidence survey of battered children in two elementary schools of Seoul.
Child Abuse & Neglect 14: 273-276.

Rohwer S, Herron JC & Day M (1999) Stepparentd behavior as mating effort in birds and other
animds. Evolution & Human Behavior 20: 367-390.

Russdl DEH (1984) The prevaence and seriousness of incestuous abuse: stepfathers vs. biologica
fathers. Child Abuse & Neglect 8: 15-22.

Russdll DEH (1986) The secret trauma: incest in the lives of girlsand women. New York: Basic
Books.

SariolaH & Uutda A (1996) The prevaence and context of incest dbusein Finland. Child Abuse &
Neglect 20: 843-850.

SrlesEA & Franke PJ (1989) Factorsinfluencing mothers reactionsto intrafamily sexua abuse.
Child Abuse & Neglect 13: 131-139.

Stiffman MN, Schnitzer PG, Adam P, Kruse RL & Ewigman BG (2002) Household composition and
risk of fatd child matrestment. Pediatrics 109: 615-621.

TrocméN et 12 alia (2000) Canadian incidence study of reported child abuse and neglect. Ottawa:

Public Hedth Agency of Canada.
<http://www.phac-aspc.ge.calpublicat/cisr- edirf/index.html>

Wilson M (1989) Spousd conflict and violence in evolutionary perspective. In RW Bell & N Bdll,
eds. Sociobiology and the Social Sciences. Lubbock: Texas Tech University Press.

Wilson Ml, Daly M & Weghorst SJ (1980) Household composition and the risk of child abuse and
neglect. Journal of Biosocial Science 12: 333-340.



