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We examine the heritability of psychological
resilience among US adults aged 25 to 74

years. Using monozygotic and same sex dizygotic
twin pairs from the National Survey of Mid-Life
Development in the United States (MIDUS) we
show that positive affect is equally heritable among
men (h2 = .60) and women (h2 = .59). We then esti-
mate the heritability of positive affect after
controlling for an exhaustive list of social and inter-
personal stressors, and we operationalize the
residual for positive affect as resilience. According
to this specification, the heritability of resilience is
higher among men (h2 = .52) compared to women
(h2 = .38). We show that self-acceptance is one of
the most important aspects of psychological func-
tioning that accounts for the heritability of resilience
among both men and women. However, compared
to women, men appear to derive additional benefits
from environmental mastery that may enable other-
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics for all Variables Used in the Analyses

Male Female Male Female

MZ DZ MZ DZ

Positive Affect 0.02 0.10 –0.01 –0.08 
(.97) (.94) (1.02) (1.05) 

Demographic controls 
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the only psychological resource that significantly
impacted the heritability measure was environmental
mastery. Although the heritability of resilience among
men remained statistically significant, this one item
explained nearly 40 per cent of the effect; this mediat-
ing effect was statistically significant. Environmental
Mastery consists of three questions that evaluate one’s
appraisal of their ability to meet external demands and
responsibilities. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the ability to
maintain a sense of empowerment and competency, and
a positive view of oneself in the face of psychosocial
stressors appears to constitute a substantial portion of

Table 2

DeFries-Fulker Regression Estimates Among Same Sex MZ and DZ
Twin Pairs: The Heritability of Resilience By Sex

Men Women 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Twin 2 score (T2) 0.08 0.04 0.18+ 0.07
(0.09) (0.08) (0.10) (0.08) 

Genetic association (G) –0.24 –0.30+ –0.06 0.01
(0.16) (0.16) (0.13) (0.14) 

T2 * G (H2) 0.60* 0.52* 0.59* 0.38* 
(0.23) (0.21) (0.24) (0.19) 

High spouse strain –0.19 –0.35** 
(0.11) (0.10) 

Children strain –0.05 –0.04+ 
(0.03) (0.02) 

Has a child 0.29* 0.01 
(0.15) (0.13) 

Parent strain 0.00 –0.06* 
(0.04) (0.02) 

Job strain –0.04 –0.19*
(0.08) (0.08)

Job support 0.13+ 0.16*
(0.07) (0.08)

Friend/family strain –0.27** –0.07
(0.09) (0.10)

Friend/family support 0.26** 0.37**
(0.08) (0.09)

Financial strain –0.13* –0.09+
(0.06) (0.05) 

Negative health –0.31** –0.30**
(0.07) (0.07)

Childhood SES –0.11+ 0.00
(0.06) (0.05)

Perceived neighborhood quality 0.15+ 0.17*
(0.09) (0.09)

Constant 0.40* –0.94 0.40** –1.80**
(0.16) (0.69) (0.14) (0.60)

R-squared 0.10 0.32 0.16 0.39

Note: ** p < .01, * p < .05, + p < .10. Cell entries represent unstandardized regression
coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Models 2 and 4 include con-
trols for sociodemographic characteristics (e.g., age, marital status, employment
status, and education), controls for the equal environment assumption, and a
dummy variable indicating if any sociodemographic covariates were imputed. All
data come from the twin sample of the National Survey of Midlife Development
in the United States (MIDUS), 1995–1996 (Brim et al., 1996). A total of 527 twin
pairs are used in these analyses (MZm(129); MZf(155); DZm(104); DZf(139)).

psychological resiliency for men. Further, while this
reduction was only marginally significant (p < .09),
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to stressors involving friends and family due to their
social roles as caregivers. For example, Kendler et al.,
(2001) show that, compared to men, women are no
more susceptible to stressful life events in general.
However, they show clear differences in sensitivity to
specific life events including divorce, housing prob-
lems, and relationship conflicts. Many of the strains
and supports included in our models were interper-
sonal in nature, assessing one’s role as a spouse,
parent, child, or employee; the relationship-oriented
variables witnessed the most differences among men
and women. Further, the relationship strains only con-
sider problems experienced by a spouse, child, parent
or interpersonal relationships among friends and
family. If women are more sensitive to the problems of
friends, these models may not specify these sources of
stress, acting to make female twins more discordant
and reducing heritability estimates for women.

A second possibility is that women use different
coping strategies than men. Our analysis considers
psychological functioning, but not repertoires of
coping strategies. A number of studies document dif-
ferences in the coping styles of men and women, with
many noting a more active style among men compared
to women (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978; Nolen-
Hoeksema, 1987). Notably, active styles have been
found to be more protective against the ill-effects of
stressors (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). Nolen-Hoeksema

This is important because it suggests that the medi-
ating role of psychological functioning — as a
determinant of sex differences in the genetic effects of
resilience — is social rather than biological in origin.
That is, it appears as though men are better able to
‘cash in’ on this genetically oriented resource.
Accounting for this phenomenon goes beyond the
scope of this paper, but it is likely that men have
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