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NUS study finds certain genes could hold key to better
social skills, with male participants more affected

Samantha Boh

Husbands, what do you say when
your wives ask you that question:
DoIlookfat?

Your answer might reveal more
than you think.

Those who end up sleeping on the
couch (for saying “yes”) might
share some similarities on the cellu-
larlevel, in two genes to be exact.

Called CD38 and CD157, they
regulate a specific hormone that
could play a role in social compe-
tence. Researchers from the Na-
tional University of Singapore
(NUS) who studied some 1,300 Chi-
nese adults here found that those
who expressed less of the gene
CD38 found it difficult to read be-
tween the lines, making them easy
prey to the wife’s tricky question.

They also had fewer close friends
and were less prone to social
chit-chat.

This association was more stark
in male participants, said Dr Anne
Chong from NUS’ department of

psychology, who co-led the study.

“(In contrast) male participants
with higher gene expressions (of
CD38) displayed greater sociality,
such as preferring activities involv-
ing other people over being alone,
and better communication and em-
pathy-related skills, compared with
the other participants,” she said.

The findings were published in
the scientific journal Psychoneu-
roendocrinology earlier this year.

The study, conducted over three
years, also found that variations in
the CD157 gene sequence corre-
lated with how interested and ap-
preciative the participants were of
supportive, caring and empathic
friendships, Dr Chong said.

One of the variants, more com-
mon in participants who scored
lower in this measure, was also
often found to be more common in
people with autism in an earlier
Japanese study.

CD38 and CD157 regulate the re-
lease of oxytocin, the paramount
social hormone that influences so-
cial behaviours such as child-rear-
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ing, empathy and trust.

Professor Richard Ebstein, also
from the NUS department of psy-
chology, the other co-leader of the
study, said knowing the important
role oxytocin plays in such
behaviours prompted the team to
study the oxytocin network in rela-
tion to the social skills that are im-
portantin forming friendships.

“We measured the level of the

hormone in blood, and we found
that some of the structural changes
in CD157 were related to plasma
oxytocin levels,” he said.

“We can now say the gene prod-
uct increases social skills,and prob-
ably because it is increasing the
level of oxytocin.”

Altogether, the higher expression
of the CD38 gene and differencesin
the CD157 gene sequence explained

14 per cent of the differences in so-
cial skills among the participants.

This is high - typically less than
2 per cent of findings in be-
havioural genetic association stud-
ies rely on genetic variations alone,
theresearchers said.

Prof Ebstein added that the find-
ings could aid the development of
future intervention therapies, or tar-
geted treatments to help individu-
als with special needs in terms of
their relationships with others.
These include drugs that mimic or
enhance the functions of CD38 and
CD157.

Dr Ruth Feldman of the Baruch
Ivcher School of Psychology in Is-
rael, who was not part of the re-
search, said the study is important
as it links, for the first time, multi-
ple components of the overarching
oxytocin system that underpins
sociality in mammals.

“The study will enhance our un-
derstanding of the neurochemical
basis of human social relationships
that may assist in specifying tar-
getedinterventions,” she said.

For now, there is still hope for the
genetically challenged who might
otherwise often find themselves on
the couch.

The silver lining, Dr Chong
pointed out, is that while expressed
genes can influence behaviours,
one’s own experiences can, in turn,
influence the expression of genes.

“For most people, being in
healthy social environments, such
as having loving and supportive
families, friends and colleagues,
would most likely lessen the
effects from disadvantageous
genes,” she said.
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