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A B S T R A C T   

Two novel parenting terms are introduced into the literature on parent-child relationships. The first term, as-
sortative parenting, references a familiar, but poorly defined concept regarding parental affinity for a given child. 
The second term, assortative cross-parenting, denotes a previously unrecognized relationship phenomenon, namely 
parental attraction to a child who displays favored qualities expressed by the parent's partner. These terms 
derived from interviews with same-sex couples, but easily apply to heterosexual couples, as well. The proposed 
concepts and labels should initiate new lines of inquiry that can illuminate unstudied aspects of family dynamics. 
Given that improved reproductive techniques and revised societal attitudes are continually creating novel family 
structures, studies of personal relationships and the families in question would benefit by admitting these con-
cepts into ongoing research programs.   

“I liked to think that Bonnie was you, a little girl again. She was so 
like you, so willful, so brave and gay and full of high spirits, and I 
could pet her, and spoil her–just as I wanted to pet you.” 

Rhett Butler, in Gone with the Wind [1] 

1. Introduction 

The origins of parental preference for selected children in a family 
have been investigated and debated by human developmental re-
searchers. Studies have variously found that birth order, sex, genetic 
relatedness, health, quality of sibling relations and perceived parent- 
child similarities and differences in appearance, personality, interests, 
and talents are associated with “parental favoritism,” as judged by 
adolescent and adult child respondents [2–4]. I will argue that parental 
favoritism is an inappropriate label for a broad concept that fails to 
capture some vital factors influencing parent-child relations. Another 
caveat is that research in this area has been based largely on the views of 
children, rather than their parents. 

Assigning a name to a principle, concept or process facilitates con-
trol, communication and clarity [5]. “New conceptions require new 
terms.” (p. 181) [6]. These two citations reference developments in 
mathematics and social justice, respectively, but I will cite examples 

from the field of evolutionary psychology. This is done for illustrative 
purposes and because evolutionary concepts relevant to the present 
paper will be considered in the discussion. 

The term evolutionary psychology was most likely used by Ghiselin in 
1973 [7] and later popularized by Barkow, Cosmides, and Tooby in 1992 
[8]. Barkow et al. (1992) explain that “Evolutionary psychology is 
psychology informed by the fact that the inherited architecture of the 
human mind is the product of the evolutionary process.” (p. 7). Mayr, in 
1961 [9], popularized terms distinguishing between two forms of 
causation: proximate (immediate, individual level causes of develop-
ment or physiology) and ultimate (historical, population-level statistical 
causes in evolutionary biology), both used today. Hamilton's 1963 the-
ory of altruism was assisted by Maynard Smith's 1964 term kin selection, 
to denote the self-sacrificing behaviors performed by individuals for the 
benefit of genetic relatives [10]. 

This commentary introduces two new terms into the early human 
developmental literature: assortative parenting and assortative cross- 
parenting. These terms derive from the well-known phenomenon of as-
sortative mating, namely the non-random pairing of significant others, 
based mostly on behavioral similarities, such as verbal cognition and 
values [11]. These new terms emerged from interviews I conducted with 
several married same-sex male couples who became fathers of twins via 
egg donation and surrogacy. In two cases, each father had contributed 
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sperm for the creation of one of the two embryos, yielding hetero-
paternal twins; these twins are genetically related as half-siblings, 
sharing 25 % of their genes, on average, by descent. This assisted 
reproductive procedure replays the natural process of superfecundation. 
In a third case, the twin embryos were created with sperm from each 
father, but with eggs provided by different donors. These twins share no 
common genes by descent. It is theoretically possible, but practically 
impossible, for such twins to occur naturally [12]. A family with het-
eropaternal twins is displayed in Fig. 1. 

Superfecundation occurs naturally, yielding heteropaternal twins if a 
woman engages in sexual relations with different men within a given 
window of time. Specifically, once eggs are released they can last for 
twelve to forty-eight hours, while sperm are viable for seven to ten days 
[13,14]. Of course, if a woman engages in sexual relations with the same 
partner close in time, she may conceive twins that are superfecundated, 
but not heteropaternal. Superfecundation is presumed to be rare, but 
some cases may be unreported or even undetected. 

2. Novel concepts 

Assortative parenting denotes the attraction and affinity experienced 
and expressed by a mother or father toward a child in whom that parent 
perceives shared characteristics. Such feelings have been expressed by 
parents of very young children, even within the first two years of life. 
This concept is not unrecognized, yet has been poorly defined in the 
extant literature. It does not imply favoritism over other children in the 
family, but rather a unique like-mindedness felt by the parent toward a 

particular child that may eventuate in enhanced mutual support and 
understanding. Relevant to this discussion is the extended twin-family 
research design, a method of choice for exploring genetic and environ-
mental influences on behavioral traits [15]. It arises when monozygotic 
(MZ) and dizygotic (DZ) twins and their unrelated partners conceive and 
raise children. In these families, MZ twin aunts/uncles segue into the 
“genetic mothers/fathers” of their co-twin's children, while DZ twin 
aunts/uncles maintain conventional family relationships. Research 
shows that MZ twin aunts/uncles express great social closeness toward 
nieces/nephews, relative to DZ twin aunts/uncles, possibly rooted in 
their perceptions of behavioral resemblance [16]. 

Assortative cross-parenting, in contrast, is a label for a novel phe-
nomenon. It conveys the previously overlooked concept that a parent 
can feel a special affinity with a child who expresses traits that are 
common to his or her significant other. In fact, such traits are likely to be 
those that initially attracted the parent to the partner and which the 
parent continues to value. Examples include calmness, exuberance, and 
happiness. Again, this feeling by a parent does not imply favoritism or 
differential love for one child over another. Instead, it implies a partic-
ular facet of the parent-child relationship that may lay the basis for a 
unique form of attraction and/or affiliation that is not shared with other 
children. 

Assortative parenting and assortative cross-parenting are not limited to 
same-sex couples and/or to families with twins. However, the fact that 
each gay father I spoke with created just one twin possibly allowed the 
traits of his partner to be perceived with greater clarity than might be 
true of heterosexual couples who conceive jointly. The quote at the start 

Fig. 1. Heteropaternal twins with their parents. Photo credit: Images of Life by Ashli.  
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of this essay, albeit from a work of fiction, beautifully captures the 
sentiments that a parent may feel toward a child whose behavioral 
predispositions are reminiscent of the other parent. Of course, given the 
random combination of genetic factors transmitted across generations, 
as well as changing environmental contexts and contingencies, it is 
possible that some parents do not perceive their partner's traits in a 
child. The members of one same-sex male couple with whom I spoke 
failed to find such commonalities, but both fathers understood the 
concept and endorsed its credibility. 

3. Twins and another informative pairing 

3.1. MZ twins 

MZ twins show greater resemblance than any other pair of in-
dividuals, yet twin studies of intelligence, personality and other be-
haviors consistently yield correlations equal to less than 1.0. Therefore, 
environmental effects, including prenatal (e.g., intrauterine growth re-
striction), perinatal (e.g., mode of delivery), and/or postnatal influences 
(e.g., illnesses) can variously conspire to create early differences be-
tween MZ cotwins [17]. (Recent work has revealed genetic differences 
between MZ twins, although full significance of these differences has not 
been described [18]). DZ cotwins also show early differences due to the 
events listed above, but also due to genetic differences between them. 

Observational data have found that mothers of prematurely born 
infant twins consistently responded more positively toward their 
healthier baby at eight months of age, relative to his or her less healthy 
cotwin. The psychological mechanisms driving this behavior are un-
certain, especially given the small sample size, but they align with 
predictions from evolutionary approaches, i.e., parental investment 
theory [19]. For example, care for a particular child should maximize 
parental reproductive fitness, while reducing care for another child. 
However, the possibility that mothers perceive greater trait resemblance 
between themselves (or their partners) and features of the healthier twin 
cannot be dismissed; it is likely assortative parenting and/or assortative 
cross-parenting work in concert with other factors. Longitudinal MZ 
twin research has found that three-year-old twins who experienced less 
negative parental feelings than their cotwin showed greater self-control 
at age seven. Similarly, twins' self-control differences at age four pre-
dicted negative parental feelings at age seven, suggesting a bidirectional 
effect. (This association was not detected between the ages of seven and 
nine years [20].) Again, differential parental perceptions of similarity 

toward a child, between themselves and/or their partner, may be linked 
to cotwin differences in relatively positive and negative parental feelings 
and actions. 

3.2. Biracial twins 

The label biracial twins is an unfortunate choice for DZ twins born to 
mixed race couples. That is because these twins are equally biracial, but 
have inherited different sets of genes from their parents, causing them to 
look quite different in appearance and to possibly resemble one parent or 
partner more than the other in behavioral and physical characteristics 
[21]. (Nontwin siblings born to biracial couples can also inherit different 
sets of genes underlying appearance and behavior.) I have been studying 
a small, but growing, sample of biracial twins to better understand the 
twins' different life experiences and associated parenting challenges. 
Such twins are also well-suited to examining assortative parenting and 
assortative cross-parenting, especially given opportunities to track 
parent-child relations during early infancy and beyond. Two pairs of 
biracial twins are shown in Fig. 2a and b. 

It is possible that physical resemblance is a more salient factor for 
parental affinity when infants are young, but may change over time as 
children's abilities and personalities emerge with greater clarity during 
development. At present, firm conclusions regarding parental attraction 
to a specific biracial cotwin cannot be drawn, but several parents have 
emphasized the importance of similarity in personality, rather than 
appearance, as a factor affecting time spent with one young twin. 
Various family members (e.g., grandparents, aunts and uncles) also ex-
press views regarding which twin resembles which parent, possibly 
contributing to assortative parenting and assortative cross-parenting 
processes. 

4. Summary: rethinking family dynamics 

Assortative parenting and assortative cross-parenting are not mutually 
exclusive processes. Parents may experience the former with one child, 
the latter with another child, or both with a single child. Either could 
conceivably foster envy or jealousy by one child toward another if he or 
she witnessed exceptional understanding between a sibling and a parent. 
This understanding, if present, would most likely apply only to selected 
behavioral domains or activities. It is also conceivable that a parent 
might experience assortative parenting and/or cross-parenting with an 
adopted child whose traits mimic those of the self or partner. Regardless, 

Fig. 2. a. These same-sex dizygotic “biracial” male twins have a Caucasian mother and African American father. 
b. These opposite-sex dizygotic “biracial” twins have a Caucasian mother and Black Hispanic/Latino father. Photo courtesies: The twins' families. 
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at the practical level, acknowledging and embracing children's indi-
vidual differences remains an essential component of effective 
parenting. 

Assortative parenting and cross-parenting are meaningful at multiple 
theoretical levels. Proximal interpretations would acknowledge the 
happiness and satisfaction parents derive from nurturing the interests 
and talents of a child that they see in themselves and/or their partner. 
They would also enjoy the close attachment likely to emerge from that 
association. Ultimate explanations might acknowledge the increased 
chance of altruism directed toward a particular child, given the genetic 
relatedness of parent and child, i.e., 50 %. Greater altruism might also be 
directed toward a child who expresses traits shared with the part-
ner–such traits may be those that explain the couple's attraction, both as 
a companion and co-parent. However, while greater altruism is not 
necessarily implied, it is conceivable as a consequence of the like- 
mindedness and mutuality arising from assortative parenting and 
cross-parenting. 

4.1. Future lines of inquiry 

The concepts and labels described herein promise to initiate new 
lines of human developmental inquiry for understanding early and 
evolving family dynamics. This is especially true today, given the novel 
families that are continually evolving, due to improved reproductive 
techniques and revised societal outlooks [22]. Researchers might track 
the allocation of resources by parents to children for evidence of dif-
ferential distribution. For example, a sports-minded parent might sup-
port the interests of an athletically talented child at the expense of a 
child inclined toward more sedentary activities (assortative parenting). 
It would also be worth exploring if a parent, who was enamoured of and 
benefitted from their partner's extraordinary emotional understanding, 
perceived this ability in a child and made concerted attempts to nurture 
it (assortative cross-parenting). Parents' recordings of time spent alone 
with each child and the nature of the activity would be another infor-
mative approach to isolating these processes. Comparing outcomes from 
assortative parenting and cross-parenting in adoptive and biological 
children raised together could be insightful. Interestingly, but not sur-
prisingly, successful adoptions are more likely those in which children 
and parents perceive similarities between them [23]. 

These proposed studies would benefit from an indirect approach-
—parents rarely admit to favoritism or preference when it comes to their 
children. Furthermore, as stated above, I believe that concepts such as 
like-mindedness that eventuate in unique forms of parent-child support 
and understanding are more refined reflections of assortative parenting 
and cross-parenting than preference or favoritism. 

Parents may be unaware of, or even deny, treating children in ways 
that align with their own traits and/or their partner's traits. Their actions 
may masquerade as favoritism, causing specific children to feel vari-
ously overlooked and dejected. Parental knowledge of assortative 
parenting and assortative cross-parenting may help parents apply rear-
ing practices in more balanced fashion, thus mitigating unfavorable 
child reactions. Professional awareness of these new terms and concepts 
may assist them in alleviating family tensions. It is my hope that giving 
names to these family processes will provide the control, communica-
tion and clarity they deserve. 

Funding sources 

This work was not supported by any sponsor or funder. 

Author contributions 

The author was solely responsible for the crafting of this brief report. 
This included conceiving the idea, conducting the literature search and 
composing the manuscript. 

CRediT authorship contribution statement 

Nancy L. Segal: Conceptualization, Data curation, Project adminis-
tration, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. 

Declaration of competing interest 

The author has no conflict of interest to declare. 

Acknowledgments 

The author wishes to acknowledge Dr. Jeffry Simpson, Chair of the 
Department of Psychology, University of Minnesota, for a critical 
reading of an early version of this manuscript. 

References 

[1] M. Mitchell, Gone With the Wind, Macmillan, NY, 1936, p. 1018. 
[2] P.A. Rohde, K. Atzwanger, M. Butovskaya, A. Lampert, I. Mysterud, A. Sanchez- 

Andres, F.J. Sulloway, Perceived parental favoritism, closeness to kin, and the rebel 
of the family: the effects of birth order and sex, Evol. Hum. Behav. 24 (4) (2003 Jul 
1) 261–276. 

[3] J. Fitness, Favouritism and rejection in Families: black sheep and golden-haired 
children, in: Proceedings of the Australian Psychology Society’s Psychology of 
Relationships Interest Group (4th Annual Conference) 63, 2004 Nov 8, pp. 63–67. 

[4] Y. Zhao, F. Chen, C. Yuan, R. Luo, X. Ma, C. Zhang, Parental favoritism and mobile 
phone addiction in Chinese adolescents: the role of sibling relationship and gender 
difference, Child Youth Serv. Rev. 120 (2021 Jan 1), 105766. 

[5] L. Graham, The power of names, Theol. Sci. 9 (1) (2011) 157–164. 
[6] P. Sands, East West Street: On the Origins of “Genocide” and “Crimes Against 

Humanity”, Vintage, Visalia, CA, 2016. 
[7] M.T. Ghiselin, Darwin and evolutionary psychology: Darwin initiated a radically 

new way of studying behavior, Science 179 (4077) (1973 Mar 9) 964–968. 
[8] J. Tooby, L. Cosmides, J. Barkow (Eds.), The Adapted Mind. Evolutionary 

Psychology and the Generation of Culture, Oxford University Press, New York, 
1992. 

[9] R.L. Brown, Proximate versus ultimate causation and evo-devo, in: L. Rosa, 
G. Müller G. (Eds.), Evolutionary Developmental Biology: A Reference Guide, 
Springer, Cham, 2021, pp. 425–433. 

[10] A. Gardner, S.A. West, G. Wild, The genetical theory of kin selection, J. Evol. Biol. 
24 (5) (2011 May) 1020–1043. 

[11] V.S. Knopik, J.M. Neiderhiser, C. DeFries, R. Plomin, Behavioral Genetics, 7th ed., 
Worth Publishers, New York, 2017. 

[12] N.L. Segal, Gay Fathers, Twin Sons: The Citizenship Case That Captured the World, 
Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham, MD, 2023. 

[13] E. Ambach, W. Parson, C. Brezinka, Superfecundation and dual paternity in a twin 
pregnancy ending with placental abruption, J. Forensic Sci. 45 (1) (2000 Jan 1) 
181–183. 

[14] New Jersey Judge Rules Twin Girls Have Different Fathers. https://www.cnn.com 
/2015/05/08/us/new-jersey-twins-two-fathers/index, 2015. (Accessed 8 
November 2023). 

[15] T. Baier, E.M. Eilertsen, E. Ystrøm, I.M. Zambrana, T.H. Lyngstad, An anatomy of 
the intergenerational correlation of educational attainment–learning from the 
educational attainments of Norwegian twins and their children, Res. Soc. Stratif. 
Mobil. 79 (2022 Jun 1), 100691. 

[16] N.L. Segal, D.A. Arch, K.S. Preston, W.D. Marelich, Social closeness revisited in 
monozygotic and dizygotic twin families: aunt/uncle-niece/nephew relations, 
Personal. Individ. Differ. 157 (2020 Apr 15), 109815. 

[17] xxxx N, Twin Mythconceptions: False Beliefs, Fables, and Facts About Twins, 
Academic Press, New York, 2017. 

[18] H. Jonsson, E. Magnusdottir, H.P. Eggertsson, O.A. Stefansson, G.A. Arnadottir, 
O. Eiriksson, F. Zink, E.A. Helgason, I. Jonsdottir, A. Gylfason, A. Jonasdottir, 
Differences between germline genomes of monozygotic twins, Nat. Genet. 53 (1) 
(2021 Jan) 27–34. 

[19] J. Mann, Nurturance or negligence: maternal psychology and behavioral 
preference among preterm twins, in: J. Barkow, L. Cosmides, J. Tooby (Eds.), The 
Adapted Mind: Evolutionary Psychology and the Generation of Culture, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 1992, pp. 321–344. 

[20] C.A. Cecil, E.D. Barker, S.R. Jaffee, E. Viding, Association between maladaptive 
parenting and child self-control over time: cross-lagged study using a monozygotic 
twin difference design, Br. J. Psychiatry 201 (4) (2012 Oct) 291–297. 

[21] xxxx, ‘Biracial’-looking twins: a new twin type?, Twin Res. Hum. Genet. 20 (3) 
(2017) 260–265. Jun. 

[22] S.A. Grover, Z. Shmorgun, S.I. Moskovtsev, A. Baratz, C.L. Librach, Assisted 
reproduction in a cohort of same-sex male couples and single men, Reprod. 
BioMed. Online 27 (2) (2013 Aug 1) 217–221. 

[23] Adoption: dealing with genetic differences. https://www.familyeducation.com/ki 
ds/adoption/adoption-dealing-genetic-differences, 2022. (Accessed 21 November 
2023). 

N.L. Segal                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Descargado para Biblioteca Medica Hospital México (bibliomexico@gmail.com) en National Library of Health and Social Security de ClinicalKey.es por Elsevier en 
enero 16, 2024. Para uso personal exclusivamente. No se permiten otros usos sin autorización. Copyright ©2024. Elsevier Inc. Todos los derechos reservados.

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0065
https://www.cnn.com/2015/05/08/us/new-jersey-twins-two-fathers/index
https://www.cnn.com/2015/05/08/us/new-jersey-twins-two-fathers/index
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0090
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0090
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0090
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0090
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0378-3782(23)00199-8/rf0110
https://www.familyeducation.com/kids/adoption/adoption-dealing-genetic-differences
https://www.familyeducation.com/kids/adoption/adoption-dealing-genetic-differences

	Assortative parenting and assortative cross-parenting: New views of parental preference for selected children
	1 Introduction
	2 Novel concepts
	3 Twins and another informative pairing
	3.1 MZ twins
	3.2 Biracial twins

	4 Summary: rethinking family dynamics
	4.1 Future lines of inquiry

	Funding sources
	Author contributions
	CRediT authorship contribution statement
	Declaration of competing interest
	Acknowledgments
	References


