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Introduction

Evolution of populations is one of the most captivating and foundational topics in biology. Chapter 16 of most

introductory biology textbooks delves into the mechanisms that shape genetic variation within and among

populations over time. Whether you’re a student preparing for exams, a teacher looking for a fresh way to present

concepts, or simply a curious reader, this article provides a thorough review of the essential vocabulary, key forces,

and practical examples that bring the chapter to life. By the end of this guide, you’ll have a clear grasp of how

alleles drift, how natural selection sculpts traits, and how the math behind Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium helps

predict future genetic states.  Let’s explore the dynamic world of population evolution together.

Chapter 16 Overview: Evolution of Populations

Key Concepts

•  Allele – A variant form of a gene at a specific locus.

•  Genotype – The complete set of alleles an individual carries.

•  Phenotype – Observable traits resulting from genotype and environment.

•  Population Genetics – The study of allele frequency changes over generations.

•  Evolutionary Forces – Natural selection, genetic drift, mutation, and gene flow.

•  Hardy–Weinberg Equilibrium – A baseline model predicting allele frequencies in an idealized population.

Why This Chapter Matters

Understanding the evolution of populations equips biologists with the tools to answer questions ranging from how

antibiotic resistance emerges to how species adapt to climate change. The vocabulary and models introduced in

Chapter 16 are the building blocks for advanced studies in evolutionary biology, conservation genetics, and even

medical genetics. By mastering these concepts, you’ll be able to interpret genetic data, design experiments, and

appreciate the invisible forces that have shaped life on Earth.

Core Vocabulary Review

Allele

An allele is a specific version of a gene located on a particular chromosome. For example, the gene for eye color

might have alleles for blue, brown, or green. Alleles can be dominant, recessive, or co �dominant, influencing how

traits manifest in offspring.

Genotype

The genotype refers to the complete set of alleles an individual possesses for a given gene. In a diploid organism,

this includes two alleles per locus. The genotype determines the potential phenotypic expression but is modulated

by environmental factors.

Phenotype



Phenotype is the observable physical or biochemical characteristics of an organism, such as height, blood type, or

enzyme activity.  It results from the interaction of genotype with environmental influences.

Population Genetics

Population genetics focuses on the distribution and changes in allele frequencies within and between populations

over time. It integrates principles from Mendelian genetics, molecular biology, and statistical analysis to predict

evolutionary trajectories.

Hardy–Weinberg Equilibrium

This principle states that allele and genotype frequencies in a large, randomly mating population will remain

constant across generations in the absence of evolutionary forces. Deviations from this equilibrium indicate that

one or more forces are acting.

Natural Selection

Natural selection is the differential survival and reproduction of individuals due to differences in phenotype. It acts

on genetic variation, favoring alleles that confer a selective advantage in a particular environment.

Genetic Drift

Genetic drift is a stochastic process that causes random changes in allele frequencies, especially in small

populations.  It can lead to fixation or loss of alleles independent of their adaptive value.

Mutation

Mutation is the source of new genetic variation. It can be point mutations, insertions, deletions, or larger

chromosomal rearrangements, and may be neutral, deleterious, or beneficial.

Gene Flow

Gene flow, or migration, involves the transfer of alleles between populations through the movement of individuals or

gametes.  It tends to homogenize genetic differences between populations.

Selective Pressure

Selective pressure refers to any environmental factor that influences reproductive success, such as predation,

resource availability, or climate.  These pressures shape which alleles become more common.

Allele Frequency

Allele frequency is the proportion of a specific allele among all allele copies at a locus within a population. It is a

key metric for measuring evolutionary change.

Evolutionary Forces Explained

Natural Selection

Natural selection operates through three primary mechanisms: directional selection (favoring one extreme 

phenotype), stabilizing selection (favoring intermediate phenotypes), and disruptive selection(favoring both

extremes). The strength of selection is quantified by the selection coefficient (s), where s = 1 – (fitness of selected

allele / fitness of reference allele).  A higher s indicates stronger selection pressure.

Genetic Drift

Genetic drift’s impact is inversely proportional to population size (N). In small populations, random sampling can

lead to rapid allele loss or fixation. The probability of fixation for a neutral allele is simply its initial frequency (p). In



large populations, drift is negligible, and allele frequencies change slowly.

Mutation

Mutation rates vary across organisms and genomic regions. In humans, the average mutation rate is

approximately 1.2 × 10-8 per base pair per generation. While most mutations are neutral or deleterious, a small

fraction can provide adaptive advantages, especially in rapidly changing environments.

Gene Flow

Gene flow can be modeled by the migration rate (m), the proportion of individuals in a population that are migrants

each generation. The change in allele frequency due to migration is 9G� = m × (pmigrant – president). High gene

flow reduces genetic differentiation (FST), whereas isolation increases divergence.

Mathematical Models and Calculations

Hardy–Weinberg Equilibrium

In a diploid population with two alleles (A and a), the genotype frequencies under Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium are:

•  AA = p2

•  Aa = 2pq

•  aa = q2

where p + q = 1. Deviations from these expected frequencies can be tested using a chi-square (<{"• statistic to infer

the presence of evolutionary forces.

Population Growth and Allele Frequency Change

When selection is acting, allele frequency change per generation can be approximated by the equation:

9G
�Ú�‡

z��
z�·:
z�ƒ�	j��š	j�*
z��Ò’�ò�ƒ�	j�:
z��Ç7W�ã#Â÷7W�ê	j�*
z��Ç7W�ã#Â÷7W�â•

where s is the selection coefficient for allele A and r for allele a. This formula helps predict how quickly

advantageous alleles rise in frequency.

Effective Population Size (Ne)

Ne is a theoretical construct that reflects how genetic drift behaves in a real population. It accounts for unequal sex

ratios, fluctuating population sizes, and variance in reproductive success. A small Ne accelerates drift and can lead

to inbreeding depression.

Case Studies and Examples

Human Evolution

One classic example is the evolution of lactase persistence in human populations. The allele that allows adults to

digest lactose (LP) rose to high frequencies in pastoral societies due to the selective advantage of milk

consumption. Population genetics analyses reveal a selective sweep: the LP allele increased from near zero to

over 60% frequency within a few thousand years.

Microbial Resistance

Antibiotic resistance in bacteria exemplifies rapid evolution under strong selective pressure.  The emergence of 

methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) involved a single point mutation in the mecAgene, conferring

resistance. Gene flow via plasmids spreads this trait across species, demonstrating both mutation and horizontal



transfer.

Island Biogeography

Darwin’s finches on the Galápagos Islands provide a textbook case of adaptive radiation. Different islands host

finches with distinct beak sizes and shapes, each optimized for local food sources. Gene flow between islands is

limited, allowing drift and selection to drive divergence.

Conservation Genetics

Endangered species such as the Florida panther exhibit reduced genetic diversity due to small population size and

inbreeding. Genetic rescue—introducing individuals from other populations—has been used to increase

heterozygosity and improve fitness. This case underscores the importance of maintaining gene flow in

conservation strategies.

Review Questions and Practice

1.  Define the difference between allele, genotype, and phenotype.

2.  Explain the Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium and list its assumptions.

3.  Describe how natural selection can lead to a selective sweep.

4.  What is genetic drift, and why does it have a greater effect in small populations?

5.  How does gene flow influence genetic differentiation between populations?

6.  Calculate the expected genotype frequencies for a population where allele p = 0.6 and allele q = 0.4.

7.  Discuss how mutation rates contribute to genetic variation in a population.

8.  Provide an example of a selective pressure in a marine environment.

9.  Explain how effective population size differs from census population size.

10.  Design a simple experiment to test for the presence of natural selection in a plant population.

Conclusion

Chapter 16 of evolutionary biology textbooks offers a comprehensive framework for understanding how populations

change over time. By mastering the vocabulary—allele, genotype, phenotype, and the core evolutionary forces—

you can interpret real-world examples, from human lactase persistence to antibiotic resistance. Mathematical tools

like Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium and effective population size provide quantitative insight into these processes.

Whether you are studying for an exam, conducting research, or simply fascinated by the hidden dynamics of life,

this review equips you with the knowledge to navigate the complex and ever-evolving tapestry of biological

populations.
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