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(continued from p05)

siblings, and first born sons
would get more attention and
better nourishment in families
with limited financial resources.

The Resource Dilution Model8

offers a simple explanation both
for higher IQ scores of first born
children and for
their
overrepresentation
among the college
population of the
eminent.  It
depends upon
three
assumptions: 1)
Parental resources are finite, 2)
Additional siblings reduce the
share of parental resources
received by any one child; 3)
Parental resources have an
important effect on their
children’s educational success.

The Confluence Model9 was
proposed by R.B. Zajonc and
Markus (1975) and Zajonc
(1976; 2001), and explains the
first-born IQ advantage in terms
of the ever-changing intellectual
environment within the family. It
uses a simple formula to
compute the relative advantages
and disadvantages of various
factors such as later-born sibling
competition for parental
attention, explaining the Belmont-
Marolla finding that first borns
from smaller families have higher
IQs than first borns from larger
families. First borns are also
exposed to more adult-level

vocabulary than their siblings,
affecting their performance on
verbal scales of intelligence tests.
The linguistic immaturity of first-
born children’s brothers and
sisters also gels with the finding
that children from larger families
have lower IQ scores.10

First borns (and
older siblings in
general) often
have to answer
questions and
explain things to
their younger
siblings. It is

believed this act of tutoring helps
the older children to cognitively
process information. With rare
exceptions, younger siblings do
not get the opportunity to tutor
their brothers and sisters,
effectively explaining why only
children usually do not have a
higher IQs than first borns.

If first borns do indeed have
higher IQs than their siblings, this
fact may not be important. Recent
studies suggest that intelligence is
not the most important factor in
the achievement of eminence.
Several studies have indicated that
personality traits such as
consciousness and openness to
experience are up to ten times
more important than IQ.
Additionally, in studies showing a
statistically significant advantage
for first borns, birth order
accounts for only one percent of
the variance in IQ. First born IQ

advantage is tiny - about one point
higher than the second sibling,
two points higher than the third,
and so on. A minute difference of
one or two points on an IQ test is
meaningless, since it is within the
margin of error, and is highly
unlikely to be a significant
predictive factor in the pursuit of
greatness in any intellectual
endeavour.11

1 London: Macmillan, 1874.
2 Galton did not count female children
when he reported the results, so,
theoretically, a boy could be
considered the “first born” even if he
was the last born, providing that his
older siblings were all females.
3 A longitudinal study is a
correlational research study that
involves repeated observations of the
same items over long periods of time,
often many decades.
4 Page, EB. & Grandon, G. (1979).
“Family configuration and mental
ability: Two theories contrasted with
U.S. data.” American Educational
Research Journal, 16, 257-272.
5 Cross-sectional studies (also known
as Cross-sectional analysis) form a
class of research methods that involve
observation of some subset of a
population of items all at the same
time in which groups can be
compared at different ages with
respect of independent variables, such
as IQ and memory. The fundamental
difference between cross-sectional and
longitudinal studies is that cross-
sectional studies take place at a single
point in time and that a longitudinal

“...first borns from
smaller families have
higher IQs than first
borns from larger
families.”
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7 Research shows that IQ gains have
been mixed for different countries. In
general, countries have seen
generational increases between 5 and
25 points. The largest gains appear to
occur on tests that measure fluid
intelligence (Gf) rather than crystallized
intelligence (Gc).  
8 The resource dilution model posits
that parental resources are finite and
that as the number of children in the
family increases, the resources accrued
by any one child necessarily decline.
9 Zajonc, R.B. & Markus, G. (1975).
“Birth order and intellectual
development.” Psychological Review,
82, 74-88
10 As more children enter the family, the
general intellectual environment
becomes less mature.
 11 Even within science, IQ is only
weakly related to achievement among
people who are intelligent enough to
become scientists. Research has shown,
for example, that a scientist who has an
IQ of 130 is just as likely to win a
Nobel Prize as a scientist whose IQ is
180 (Hudson, L., 1966). Contrary
Imaginations: A Psychological Study of
the English Schoolboy. London:
Methuen.

(continued from p06)

study involves a series of measurements
taken over a period of time. Both are a
type of observational study.
6  Hally, Thomas (September, 2008 issue
number 518). “Are we smarter than our
ancestors?” Mensa International Journal
pp. 01-02.   

Land Bridge
ScienceDaily.com, 9 June 2009.
Archaeological Evidence of
Human Activity Found Beneath
Lake Huron.  (Proceedings of
the National Academy of
Sciences)
When stone age hunters went
after caribou, with primitive
weapons, they needed to know
where the animals would be. To
achieve this, they  constructed
“drive lanes” to direct the
animals into ambushes.
Scientists from University
of Michigan think they have
found such a drive lane on a
submerged ridge 100 feet under
Lake Huron between Alpena,
Michigan and Ontario, Canada.
The quarter mile long row of big
rocks terminates with boulders
that could have concealed
paleolithic hunters 9,000 years
ago, when the Great Lakes were
much lower. Underwater
exploration of the area will
continue this summer using
sonar and remotely operated
vehicles. The scientists hope to
find more evidence of ancient
habitation.

Conspiracies
Science News, 20 June 2009, p.
11. Tracing the Inner World of
Suspicion. (Applied Cognitive
Psychology)
Do you know anyone who
steadfastly believes in conspiracy
theories? Ever wonder what
makes them tick? A team of
psychologists in England has put

together a profile of people who
believe in the alleged 9/11
conspiracy. Such folks practise
selective skepticism in that they
accept information that
supports their ideas while
shutting out any contradictory
facts. They use their strong
belief in one conspiracy as
support for a belief in other
conspiracies, while rejecting all
contrary information.  They
think they can discover the
“truth” and share it with the
world. Experts say  conspiracy
believers suffer from feelings of
powerlessness and low self
esteem.

The Old Skin Game
New Scientist, 4 July 2009, p.
10. Dinosaur ‘Cells’ Shed Light
on Life 66 Million Years Ago.
(Proceedings of the Royal
Society B)
Ten years ago, a 66 million year
old mummified hadrosaur
thrilled paleontologists. It was
so well preserved that they
could even see the pattern of
scales in its skin. Now, the long
dead creature is providing even
more information. Scientists
think they have found traces of
amino acids in its skin along
with cell-like structures they
identified with an electron
microscope. The amino acids
could represent the remains of
ancient proteins, which could
probably not survive intact for
millions of years.

thomas_hally@yahoo.com
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Bellibone (a woman excelling in
both goodness and beauty),
biggin (a silver coffeepot with
separate heater which holds the
coffee as it’s heated),
bumblepuppy (a game played
with a tennis ball tied to a post)
and battology (the continuous
repetition of words or phrases in

speech or writing) – just a few
of the unusual words in a great
little book, Peter Bowler’s The
Superior Person’s Little Book of
Words.

Where else would you find such
exotic words for the more
commonplace ‘foolish or empty
chatter’ (bavardage), ‘to grow
dull or stupid’ (hebetate),
‘stretching and yawning ‘
(pandiculation), or to bruise
(suggilate)?  And how fabulous
to be able to say, in apparent
admiration, to the pompous
bloke next door as you enter the
new mansion he is inordinately
proud of, “My goodness, Mr
Pemberton-Smythe, your home
is perfectly nosopoetic!” How

useful for your teenager
to be able to say, “Sorry,
Mum, can’t do the
washing-up tonight; I
have to attend a symposium.” (Wish
I’d known that one when I needed
it!).

And to all our older members, be
ready to bristle when someone says
enviously, “Heavens, I’m years
younger than you but don’t have a
complexion nearly as rugose as
yours! How do you do it!”

Nosopoetic: producing disease,
unhygienic, infected; symposium:
(originally) a post-prandial
drinking party with dancers and
music; rugose: corrugated with
wrinkles.

Ever been guilty of repeating
yourself unnecessarily? Ever had
someone look at you with that
raised eyebrow when you’ve
talked about SAM missiles and
PIN numbers? Well, if it’s good
enough for Shakespeare to be
pleonastic, you’re in good
company! And noone should be
raising their eyebrows anyway
since some pleonasms have
become so much an idiom of the
language, that their usage is
hardly noticed: safe haven, she
wept tears of joy, and HIV virus,
for example.

Pleonasm which is the
unnecessary repetition - or
redundancy - of words, such as
new recruit, join together, climb
up, anonymous stranger, tuna
fish and free gift, is often used -
as by the Bard in the most
unkindest cut - for poetic
effect, to reinforce a point or
simply to make communication
clearer and easier to understand.

However, if you’re like me (and
William Strunk Jr, author of The
Elements of Style, 1918), I’m
all for the argument that too

much pleonasm is a detraction
from meaning and obstructive to
communication. As Strunk wrote,
Vigorous writing is concise. A
sentence should contain no
unnecessary words, a paragraph no
unnecessary sentences, for the same
reason that a drawing should have
no unnecessary lines and a machine
no unnecessary parts. This requires
not that the writer make all his
sentences short, or that he avoid all
detail and treat his subjects only in
outline, but that every word tell.

Why I’ve always been
fascinated by words is a
complete mystery to me, but
every time I stumble across a
plethora of new (to me,
anyway) words, I’m
unaccountably thrilled! So you
can imagine my delight when a
friend - who clearly recognised
my predeliction - presented me
with a whole bevy of additions
to my lexicon.

The most unkindest cut of all...

Symposium anyone?...

Hear, hear, Mr Strunk!


