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Please join us for the Gruter Institute’s annual PlumpJack conference from May 18-21, 2025 on Evolving Slowly, 
Changing Fast: Human Behavior and Evolutionary Mismatch.   
 
It has long been recognized that the conditions of modern life differ in many ways from the conditions under which 
human behavior and psychology evolved. For most of our evolutionary history, humans roamed open spaces, lived 
in face-to-face, kin-based networks, and faced resource scarcity and dangers that helped to shape everything from our 
fight-or-flight instincts to our cravings for sugar and status. Today, we swipe for mates, sit for hours, and stare at 
screens, yet our neural hardware may still run on Paleolithic neural code. In short, human brains and behavior may have 
evolved for a world that no longer exists. 

While evolution’s concept of the Environment of Evolutionary Adaptedness ("EEA") invites discussion around the notion 
of any given “fixed” EEA or precisely what it looked like, most agree that the concept helps us contemplate a probable lag 
in the rate of humans adapting to our contemporary cultural, technological, and institutional environments.  This is the 
essence of “evolutionary mismatch” — the widening gap between what our minds and bodies were built for and the 
breakneck speed of cultural, technological, and institutional change. 

The rate of change in culture, technology and institutions has only increased in recent decades, and thus the aperture of 
the evolutionary mismatch appears to be broadening. The consequences are everywhere: Our diets don't suit our 
phenotype. Our tech-mediated social interactions do not meet our need for human contact. The apparent epidemic of 
youth mental health challenges may be the result. Our five senses, social biomes, and immune systems may sometimes 
be under-stimulated and other times over-stimulated. Our individual choices about fertility, mate selection, parental 
investment, diet, human development, digital interactions, technological innovation, employment, education, energy 
use, work, etc., may have unanticipated individual, group, and even national and global consequences. 
 
This year's Gruter Institute Conference will challenge us to grapple with these issues.  We will explore the mismatch 
concept itself - how big, important, universal, and well supported is it?  We will look at specific challenges that 
evolutionary mismatch may cause for individuals and society more generally. Can human cognition and culture close the 
gap, or are we heading for deeper dissonance? As we explore potential solutions — whether through law, economics, 
culture or other institutions — we will also weigh the costs to liberty and autonomy, and the possibility of winners and 
losers. 

       I.     The potential for evolutionary mismatch and trade-offs in human reproduction.  Reproductive 
success and inclusive fitness are the mainstay of evolution as long-theorized by Darwin, Hamilton and other 
theorists. So, what are we to make of modern changes in mate selection, fertility rates, parental investment, and 
cooperative child-rearing strategies? Today, reproduction occurs within a fundamentally altered landscape—a 
world of delayed childbirth, declining fertility rates, economic pressures that shift parental investment patterns, 
and digital platforms that reshape courtship, bonding, and family structure. Have modern incentives and 
institutions decoupled human reproduction from our evolved drives? How do novel reproductive technologies, 
digital/modern mate choice, and changing gender roles interact with our ancient reproductive psychology? 

    II.      The potential for evolutionary mismatches and tradeoffs in consumption and social complexity: 
how do contemporary preferences in nutritional consumption and digital “diets” affect health, mental health, 
social behavior, and cognition? In a world in which dopamine can easily be “hijacked” via sugar, drugs, social 
media, and hours spent isolated on screens, what are the short- and long-term effects on human behavior, health, 
mental health and human reproduction trends? While Ozempic-like drugs may help our addiction to sugar, with 
the attention economy running at full steam to attract eyes to screens, and countless other addictive substances 
and activities more available than ever before, what institutions might play a role with other areas of addiction? 

  III.      What other current issues can be illuminated by applying the mismatch model? 

  IV.      What are appropriate responses to the above forms of mismatch? Can human cognition and culture 
close the gap, or is mismatch a permanent feature of our future? What roles should law, economics, and policy play 
in managing these shifts? Should governments intervene to promote fertility, redesign education systems, or 
regulate digital platforms? What trade-offs emerge when we attempt to "correct" mismatch through policy? Are we 
preserving human flourishing or constraining autonomy? 



  
 
 

Arrival Day (Sunday, May 18) 
 
6:30pm  Reception and Dinner  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Day 1 (Monday, May 19) 

 
7:30am  Breakfast 

 

 
9:00am   Welcome and Introductions 

Monika Cheney, Oliver Goodenough, Isabel Behncke & Andrew Torrance  
 
 

9:30 - 11:00 Session I: Human Reproduction in Evolutionary Perspective 
Reproductive success and inclusive fitness are the mainstay of evolution as long-theorized by Darwin, 
Hamilton and other theorists. What do evolutionary theory suggest we would expect? What does 
history show us? 

 
Chair: Monika Cheney 
 
Speakers: David Haig, Andrew Torrance, Debra Lieberman 
(please plan on 25 min per talk including Q&A time) 
 
Sample Topics: 
• Reproductive Success & Inclusive Fitness 
• Mate selection 
• Parental investment and cooperative child-rearing 
• Fertility Rates 
• Epigenetics 
• Synthetic Biology and Gene Editing 
• Bioengineering 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  
 
11:00 - 12:00 Session II:  Culture, Contemporary Society and Human Reproduction: Evolutionary Mismatch? [Session 

II continues after lunch] 

How has culture and contemporary society affected mate selection, fertility rates, parental investment, 
and cooperative child-rearing strategies? Does human reproduction now occur within a fundamentally 
altered landscape—a world of delayed childbirth, declining fertility rates, economic pressures that shift 
parental investment patterns, and digital platforms that reshape courtship, bonding, and family 
structure? Have modern incentives and institutions decoupled human reproduction from our evolved 
drives? How do novel reproductive technologies, digital/modern mate choice, and changing gender 
roles interact with our ancient reproductive psychology? 

 

Chair: Andrew Torrance 
 
Speakers: Mary Shenk, Pam Gordon 
(please plan on 20 min per talk including Q&A time) 

 
Sample Topics: 
 
• Delayed Childbirth 
• Fertility Rates 
• Mate Choice and Courtship 
• Bonding and Family Structure 
• Reproductive Technologies 

 

12:00 - 1:00 Lunch 

1:00 - 2:00 Session II Continued: Culture, Contemporary Society and Human Reproduction: Evolutionary 
Mismatch? 

Isabel Behncke & Oliver Goodenough, Rebecca Purdom, Debra Lieberman: update from KissCon 
conferences I and II (20 minutes) 

 

2:00 - 3:30 Session III: Consumption in Evolutionary Perspective 

What do evolutionary theory and neuroscience suggest about human consumption, from nutritional 
consumption to consumption in the “attention economy?” What do we know about historical 
attentional consumption patterns and time budgets? 
 
Chair: Susan Dudley 
 
Speakers: Bradley Johnston, Penny Riggs, Pete Richerson, Andrew Torrance, Isabel Behncke  
(please plan on 15-20 min per talk including Q&A time) 
 
Sample Topics: 
• Nutrition and Dietary Consumption in Evolutionary Perspective 
▪ Attentional Consumption in Evolutionary Perspective (time allocations of work/free-time/play) 
 

** Breaks taken as needed 
 
6:30pm  Reception and Dinner  

 



  
 
Day 2 (Tuesday, May 20) 
 
 
7:30am  Breakfast 
 
9:00 - 11:30  Session IV:  Contemporary Society, Social Complexity and Consumption: Evolutionary Mismatch? 

 

How do contemporary preferences in nutritional consumption, digital “diets,” and changes in 
social complexity affect health, mental health, social behavior, and cognition? In a world in 
which dopamine can easily be “hijacked” via sugar, drugs, social media, and hours spent 
isolated on screens, what are the short- and long-term effects on human behavior, health, 
mental health and human reproduction trends? While Ozempic-like drugs may help our 
addiction to sugar, with the attention economy running at full steam to attract eyes to screens, 
and countless other addictive substances and activities more available than ever before, which 
impacts might ensue? 

Chair: Isabel Behncke 
 
Speakers: Oliver Goodenough, Daniel Barcay, Dan Katz, Pierce Kelaita, Paul Zak, John Chisholm, Roland 
Vogl, Brian Mannix 
(please plan on 15-20 min per talk including Q&A time) 
 
Sample Topics: 
• Dietary Consumption, Neurotransmitters and Health 
• Drug Consumption, Neurotransmitters and Health 
• AI, Social Media, Digital Consumption and Human Isolation and Mental Health 
• AI, Social Media, Digital Consumption and Trust and Cooperation  
• Future Design of Technology in the “Attention Economy:” Are There Any Incentives for 

Designing Technology That Does Not Isolate and/or that Promotes Cooperation and Trust? 

 

11:30–12:00 Session V:  Institutions and Evolutionary Mismatch [Session V continues after lunch] 

If evolutionary mismatches exist both in human reproduction and in consumption, what role might 
institutions play in course correcting? 

 
Chair: Rebecca Purdom 
 
Speakers: Colin Camerer, Gillian Hadfield, Kevin McCabe, Chris Jaeger, Andy Morriss, Susan Dudley, Siri 
Terjesen, Karol Boudreaux, Rebecca Purdom. Claire Hill 
(please plan on 15 min per talk including Q&A time) 
 
Sample Topics: 

 
• Economic Systems/Markets 
• Legal Systems/Policy 
• Work, Education and Cities/How We Live  
• Education 
• Private Institutions 

 



  
 
 

 

12:00 - 1:00 Lunch 

 

 

1:00 - 3:30  Session V Continued:  Institutions and Evolutionary Mismatch 

 
** Breaks taken as needed 
 
 
6:30  Wine Reception & Festive Dinner  

 

 

Day 3 (Wednesday, May 21) – Departure Noon 
 
 
7:30am Breakfast 
 
 
9:00 - 10:30  Session VI: Open Forum Speed Round for Current Projects (sign up for time with Organizers) 
 
 
10:30 - 11:30 Debrief Session 
 
 
Noon   Departure/Check-Out 
 
 
 
 

 


