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an increased rate of miscarriage, infant mortality,
and morbidity (/-3). Conversely, consanguin-
eous unions may confer greater completed
fertility through earlier age at marriage, as well
as the socioeconomic advantages associated with
preserving land and wealth within extended
families. (4, 5). In other species, lower fitness
has been observed in offspring of distantly re-
lated individuals, which appears to be a result of
the breakdown of coadapted gene complexes (6).

Previous studies examining the relationship
between kinship and fertility in humans have fo-
cused on relatively close relationships between
couples, rarely evaluating relationships more dis-
tant than second cousins (who share two great-
grandparents) (4). Such studies have tended to be
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Previous studies have reported that related human couples tend to produce more children than
unrelated couples but have been unable to determine whether this difference is biological or
stems from socioeconomic variables. Our results, drawn from all known couples of the

Icelandic population born between 1800 and 1965, show a significant positive association
between kinship and fertility, with the greatest reproductive success observed for couples related at
the level of third and fourth cousins. Owing to the relative socioeconomic homogeneity of
Icelanders, and the observation of highly significant differences in the fertility of couples
separated by very fine intervals of kinship, we conclude that this association is likely to have a
biological basis.
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Consanguineous unions among humans increase
the probability of a zygote receiving the same
deleterious recessive alleles from both parents,
with a possible adverse effect on fertility through

about the impact of kinship or consan-
guinity between spouses on the total num-
ber of offspring they produce (completed fertility).

There has been long-standing uncertainty
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