Empathy 'can be inherited' - Telegraph http://www telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/6582091/Empath...

Jobs

Dating

Games
Offers

Empathy 'can be inherited’

Empathy can be inherited, scientists have discovered.

By Kate Devlin (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/journalists/kate-devlin/) , Medical Correspondent
Published: 7:00AM GMT 17 Nov 2009

Carriers of certain genes are better able to read people’s feelings than others.

The genes could also affect how they deal with stress, experts believe.
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They are linked to the way in which the body processes oxytocin, otherwise known as the “cuddle hormone” in the
brain.

Naturally released in the body the hormone is believed to be one of the reasons why humans beings develop
emotional bonds with one another.

Researchers tested the effects of the genes on 200 university students, who were all shown pictures of faces and
asked to infer emotions from the photographs.

The study found that those with the gene variant were almost a quarter more likely to identify the correct emotion.

"In general, women do better on this test than men," said Sarina Rodrigues, an assistant professor of psychology
at Oregon State University, who led the study.

"But we found a stark difference in both sexes based on the genetic variation."
The results of the study also suggest that the genes are linked to how carriers cope with stress.

Volunteers were subjected to a series of tests in which loud noises were played down headphones after a
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countdown on a screen.
The heart rates of all the students increased during the tests, but those of the carriers rose less than the others.

The researchers hope that the discovery of the genes could lead to a better understanding of conditions like
autism, in which sufferers often struggle to understands how others are feeling.

A previous study has shown that a nasal oxytocin spray can increase the ability of autism sufferers to understand
others emotions and feelings.

But the team, who published their findings in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences
(PNAS), caution against reading too much into their discovery.

Lots of people without the gene variation are able to understand and care about other people’s emotions,
Rodrigues said.

"l tested myself and while | am not in the group, I'd like to think that | am a very caring person with empathy for
others," she said.

"These findings can help us understand that some of us are born with a tendency to be more empathetic ... than
others, and that we should reach out to those who may be naturally closed-off from people because social
connectivity and belongingness benefits everyone."
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