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Scientists identify gene that influences

quality of personOs empathy

Mark Henderson, Science Editor

RECOMMEND? (1)

A gene that influences both the empathy people show towards
others and their own responses to stress has been identified, in
research that could shed new light on human psychology and
disorders such as autism.

Scientists in the United States have discovered that people who
inherit a particular version of a gene called the oxytocin receptor
score significantly better on an empathy test, while reacting less
strongly to stressful stimuli.

The findings, from a team led by Sarina Rodrigues, assistant
professor with Oregon State University, and Laura Saslow, of the
University of California, Berkeley, suggest a mechanism by
which individuals’ genetic profiles may affect how well they
recognise and respond to others’ emotions.

This may be significant for understanding autism, which is
characterised by problems with empathy, as well as illuminating
differences in human behaviour.

The gene, however, is not a “gene
for” empathy, and most people
who have the version associated
with lower scores on the test are
still perfectly empathtic and caring
individuals.
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Dr Rodrigues, indeed, does not

herself have the GG version of
the gene that was linked to a better ability to identify others’
mental states. “| tested myself and while | am not in the GG
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 empathic and stress reactive than
others, and that we should reach out to those who may be
naturally closedoff from people because social connectivity and
belongingness benefits everyone.”

The study, which is published in the journal Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, also reinforces the importance of
oxytocin, a chemical that works as both a neurotransmitter and a
hormone, in human psychology.

Oxytocin is already well-known as a “attachment hormone” that
is widely active in the brain, and has been linked to romantic
love and bonding between parents and their children. People
who are exposed to elevated oxytocin levels also tend to show
lower stress and higher degrees of trust in others.

In the study, Dr Rodrigues and her colleagues decided to
examine the oxytocin receptor gene because of the chemical's
known associations, and links made in other research between
the receptor gene and autism and parenting styles.

The gene comes in three varieties, known as AA, AG and GG,
and people with the AA or AG variants are more likely to develop
autism or to show less spontaneous warmth towards their
children.
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of Cambridge as a measure of empathy skills, people are shown
a series of photographs of pairs of eyes, and asked to judge the
emotional state of the person in the picture.

On average, women score better than men on this mind-reading
task, and the study revealed that people of both sexes with the
GG genetic type performed significantly better than those with
type AA or AG. They were on average 22.7 per cent less likely to
make a mistake.

Both men and women with the GG genetic type also showed
lower increases in heart rate during the stress task, indicating a
degree of greater resistance to stress and anxiety.

The findings suggest that variations in the oxytocin receptor
gene may affect individual differences in capacity for empathy
and response to stress, though many other genes as well as
environmental factors will also be involved.

“Our data lends credence to the claim that this genetic variation
of oxytocin influences emotional processing and other-oriented
behaviour,” Dr Rodrigues said.
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