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Letter from the Director

“Oh, oxytocin makes people good,” my 
nine year old daughter Alexandra said 
after I described new research at CNS.  
She captured the essence of what we do: 
we use neuroscience to understand why 
people are and feel good.  If we under-
stand why, we can reverse-engineer what.  
By this I mean we can effectively design 
organizations and policies to achieve 
greater trustworthiness, increased gener-
osity, or heightened moral cognition; all 

these make peo-
ple feel—and 
do—good. 
In July and 
August, I ex-
plored new 
applications of 
our research 
by teaching a 
course at Cla-
remont’s Peter 
F. Drucker 
and Masatoshi 
Ito School of 

Management called “Moral Leadership 
and the Brain”.  My goal was to teach 
students a set of tools using the neuro-
science of morality so they could better 
address the moral dilemmas they will 

face as business 
leaders.  I be-
lieve the class 
achieved this 
goal as student 
response was 
strongly posi-
tive. 
My summer 
travels took me 
to a conference at the Australian National 
University where I exposed our research 
to a group of philosophers.  They provid-
ed critical feedback on several subtle is-
sues on the philosophy of mind that will 
improve our work.  Being at an event in 
a field far from my training brought to 
mind a quote from one of our funders, 
Sir John Templeton, who recently passed 
away at age 95, “If we become increas-
ingly humble about how little we know, 
we may be more eager to search.”  This 
is the approach we take, which keeps us 
moving forward in researching the big 
questions of life. 
  
I hope you will enjoy this edition of 
Flourish, 
  
Paul J. Zak 

If we become 
increasingly 

humble about 
how little we 

know, we may be 
more eager to 

search.
- Sir John Templeton
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The Economist		  August 14th, 2008

A Touch of Generousity:  
Touch Can Inspire Munificence Towards Those You Trust 
A recent CNS experiment shows that touch is a powerful primer for oxytocin release 
after one is trusted. This research reveals the power of touch.

Time Magazine		 July 21st, 2008	
Can Oxytocin Ease Shyness? 
Oxytocin plays a role in human social interactions. But how central is that role? Discus-
sion includes a “reality check” from Dr. Zak along with suggestions for the endogenous 
and intentional release of oxytocin.  
 
ABC News 		  June 25th, 2008

Trust Drug “Oxytocin Unbelievable For Now
An extensive foray into the “oxytocin craze” as well as the rise and fall of market-
oriented “therapies” resulting in part from FDA intervention.

The Science of Compassionate Love: Theory, Research, and Applications 
Compassionate acts: Motivations and correlates of volunteerism among older adults
In this chapter, CNS researcher Jorge Barraza and his co-author seek to connect research 
on volunteerism and the Volunteer Process Model to recent theorizing on compassion-
ate love.  Throughout the chapter the conceptual and empirical analyses suggest impor-
tant implications for expressing compassionate love through volunteerism.
Omoto, A M., Malsch, A. M., & Barraza, J. A. (2008). 
Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing 2008
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A touch of generosity  
Aug 14th 2008  
From The Economist print edition 

 
 
Touch can inspire munificence towards those you trust 

PEOPLE touch each other a lot, even strangers. We shake hands, slap backs, kiss and caress. Such behaviour can 
increase co-operation, which is good from an evolutionary point of view. It has even been shown that waitresses 
who touch patrons tend to be tipped more generously.  

It is known that stroking rats can raise the level of oxytocin, a hormone active in the brain and implicated in 
various social interactions, such as maternal attachment. In humans higher oxytocin levels have been linked to 
physiological phenomena like contractions during childbirth, or orgasm. But the link to physical contact is so far 
unclear. Interestingly, the level of hormone appears to rise in people who are trusted. And more of it seems to 
inspire greater generosity towards strangers. 

This prompted Vera Morhenn of the University of California, San Diego, and her colleagues, to examine the 
physiological mechanism underlying this and to see whether munificence towards strangers could be manipulated 
through touch. In their experiment, published in Evolution and Human Behavior, they split 96 male and female 
graduate students into three groups. The first and second received a professional massage but the third did not. 
Then the first and third group took part in a “trust game”. 

Participants were paired at random and seated in front of a computer, physically removed from their anonymous 
partner. Each also got $10 in cash, supposedly for showing up. The rules stipulated that for each pair, one person, 
the giver, could cede a part of their money to the other, the trustee. This amount would then be tripled and 
credited to the trustee, who was subsequently prompted by the computer to sacrifice a part of his stash by 
returning some to the giver.  

Standard game theory predicts that in an anonymous one-off exchange like this the trustee ought to keep the gift 
and not reciprocate. The giver, too, ought to refrain from donating, since his sacrifice is bound to remain 
unrequited. Yet that is not what tends to happen with real people. Givers often give and trustees frequently return 
the favour. (Studies of identical and non-identical twins suggest that co-operative behaviour in trust games is 
heritable.) In effect, the giver’s donation reflects his confidence in the trustee’s willingness to reciprocate. In other
words, it signals trust.  

To test the physiology, Dr Morhenn took blood samples at the start and end of each game and looked for changes 
in oxytocin levels. She found no effect in the massaged group who did not participate in the game, implying that 
trust does indeed act as some sort of trigger. But in the players the hormone rose in those who were massaged 
and fell slightly in those who were not.  

Despite receiving statistically identical trust signals from givers, the massaged trustees with their higher oxytocin 
levels returned a whopping 243% more than their unrubbed counterparts. A clue to why evolution might favour 
such a double-trigger mechanism may come from the other finding that women appear more susceptible than 
men to tactile manipulation. Perhaps that is to ensure maternal care of their own brood. If so, such effects seem 
to extend beyond the mother’s bosom.  
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'Trust Drug' Oxytocin Unbelievable For Now
Researchers Balk at Media Reports Hyping 'Love Drug' Hormone's Effects

By DAN CHILDS
ABC News Medical Unit

June 25, 2008 —

For the past few days, Paul Zak's phone has been ringing off the hook.

Normally, this would not be a problem. Zak, a professor of economics and the founding director of the Center 
for Neuroeconomics Studies at Claremont Graduate University in Claremont, Calif., is generally happy to talk 
about his research, which focuses on the effect of the hormone oxytocin on mood and emotion.

But lately, the phone calls have been less about his research and more about media reports that have elevated 
the status of the oxytocin nasal spray his team devised to that of a truth serum, a trust drug -- even a love 
potion.

"I have gotten an enormous number of calls from patients," says Zak, adding that one e-mail he received was 
from a woman whose social phobia had confined her to her house for the past 10 years. She hoped the 
oxytocin spray would help her overcome her fear of socializing.

"What do you write back to that kind of message?" Zak says.

The impetus for these calls and e-mails, he says, is his being quoted in a story that ran in the U.K. press. The
article sported the provocative headline "Scientists Find Childbirth Wonder Drug That Can 'Cure' Shyness."

"They were very much too hyperbolic," Zak says of the piece. "I think media around the world have started to 
use the word 'cure.' & This hormone does not cure anything."

But that might not always be the case.

Zak says that more than a dozen studies at his lab, as well as several other projects at other institutions, are 
taking aim at the hormone with the hope of teasing out therapeutic benefits in the years and decades to come.

But to some Internet marketers, news of the sprayable hormone's development in 2005 already carried the 
sweet smell of success.

Improved Social Live, Career

A Google search reveals at least two proprietary formulation nasal sprays containing oxytocin. One spray,
OxyCalm, is touted as a relaxation aid that helps users kick the smoking habit. The other, marketed under the 
name Liquid Trust, purports to improve users' social lives and careers.

Nowadays, however, the "love drug" manufacturers don't seem to be feeling the love. Mike Delaney, a 
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Probably because of the media attention oxytocin research is 
receiving (see pg. 2), we have been flooded with inquiries from 
researchers, medical doctors and the public about applications 
of our work to problems people face.  From claims that spray-
ing oxytocin on clothes will make a person more trusting, to the 
hope that it can lift paralyzing anxiety and cure autism, much 
has been going around about this now popular neurochemi-
cal.  No wonder this ancient peptide has launched into popular 
science stardom. And with all the claims made by for-profit 
companies with oxytocin related products, it seemed neces-
sary to present what we do and do not know about the role of 
oxytocin in humans. 
  
Research from CNS published this month in the journal 
Evolution and Human Behavior has shown that receiving a 
massage primes the brain to release oxytocin when the mas-
sage is followed by a safe social interaction.   This research also 
indicates that massage may help reduce anxiety for those who 
are anxious in social settings because of the boost in oxytocin. 
The lab-proven relationship between touch and social interac-
tions got a real world test recently when The Times of London 
ran a lead article on oxytocin and shyness quoting Dr. Zak. Not 
long after the article appeared, Dr. Zak received a call from a 
British woman whose daughter was suffering from crippling 
social anxiety and was, consequently, unable to continue her 
corporate employment. The woman was hoping to get help for 

?
and other interesting 

questions we often get asked

Social anxiety 

affects millions of 

Americans  in every 

age group.
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her daughter. Dr. Zak related to her the CNS research, and 
summarized the practical applications of the results: con-
nect with friends and family, get a dog, or give or receive 
massages.   The woman was instantly relieved, saying that 
her daughter recently enrolled in massage school and now 
experiences deep peace and connection to others especially 
when giving massages.  Take home lesson: Safe and nurtur-
ing physical contact boosts oxytocin and reduces anxiety. 

Shyness is not a disorder yet in extreme forms it causes sig-
nificant problems such as difficulty initiating and sustain-
ing social interactions, finding a mate, attending school, 
and working with people. Oxytocin alone cannot undue 
personality traits, yet in both animal and human studies 
oxytocin motivated a desire to interact socially. It does this 
by reducing anxiety involved when interacting with others, 
including strangers.  Oxytocin by itself cannot “cure” au-
tism, either, although preliminary studies have shown that 
oxytocin can increase social contact and increase other-
centered perception (such as empathy and social cues). 
Socializing with close friends and family is often easier 
because of familiarity, and can be a step toward reducing 
social anxiety in general. Take home lesson:  Be social. 
   
Preliminary CNS research shows that oxytocin levels spike 
when a person receives a “signal of trust”, such as someone 
giving money; donating to worthy causes can do the same 
thing. Go ahead and donate to the Center for Neuroeco-
nomics Studies or another non-profit organization, and 
experience the magic for yourself. This will not only cause 
a release of the pro-social neurochemical for you and for 
us, it will also fuel more research in this crucial area. Take 
home: Donate to worthy causes. 
  
Humans, being social creatures, are “programmed” to 
release pleasurable neurochemicals in the presence of other 
humans during positive social interactions. Positive social 
experiences motivate us to increase our social interactions 

Taking care of 

a pro-social 

animal (such as 

a dog) boosts 

oxytocin levels 

for people and 

pets.

Massage has 

been shown 

to be an 

effective primer 

for oxytocin 

release in 

humans.
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and allows us to extract value from others by cooperating. 
Negative social contact leads to anxiety or fear and mo-
tivates us to avoid people. So is touch a cure for shyness? 
Safe touch like hugs are pervasive during social interac-
tions, yet physical interactions must be genuine and not 
forced to cause oxytocin release; people are highly sensitive 
to inauthenticity.  Dogs are open to petting and grooming 
at almost any time as are some cats, making them excellent 
companions and oxytocin boosters for people.

In summary, oxytocin has not been shown to be a panacea 
for curing social problems, yet the activities themselves 
that increase oxytocin in the body include the positive 
elements of social life  and self-affirming experiences that 
make up a  full and complete life. 

share  
YOUR  

Story!
If you have a story you’d 

like to share about how 

massage, having pets, 

being consciously more 

social, or donating your 

time or money has 

improved your life, we’d 

love to hear it!  

Please email us at  

info@ 

neuroeconomicstudies.org 

(don’t worry, all email is 

confidential).
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We continue our profiles of those 
associated with the Center for 

Neuroeconomics Studies with this feature 
about our friend and supporter Mr. Paul 
Wheeler.  He is the source of many of the 
ideas for CNS development and his en-
thusiasm encourages and energizes us; we 
are thrilled to profile Paul in this issue of 
Flourish. 

Paul Wheeler is a well-known southern 
California architect, fourth generation 
Claremont native, and the person who 
designed many of buildings on the Cla-
remont Consortium campus and in the 
city of Claremont. For example, Paul de-
signed the recently built Trader Joe’s store 
on Foothill Boulevard in Claremont which 
incorporates art from Claremont’s past, 
much of it recreated from Paul’s own col-
lection of historical photographs. 

We recently had the 
opportunity to speak 
with him and learn 
more about why CNS 
research matters to him. 

A former Boy Scout 
leader and ardent believ-
er in transmitting values 
through the generations, 
Mr. Wheeler sees the 
central role trust plays in 
his work as a designer of 

living spaces and learning communities.  
Paul mentioned how fascinating it is 

that architecture, contracting and build-
ing projects take place with little or no 
oversight or control from outside agencies 
and how honest the building industry is 
on the west coast. He said that most of his 
work depends on the values of the people 
involved and that is reassuring to know 
that his collaborators are trustworthy. This 
is why Paul appreciates the applicable re-
search on the biology of human virtue and 
flourishing done at CNS. 

When asked why he cares about the type 
of research we do at CNS he answered “You 
don’t see people getting together to talk 
about physics, it isn’t as engaging; CNS 
research is both interesting and important 
work.” Paul is encouraging us to think 
about how the design of environments 

create a sense of com-
munity and transmit 
values, especially to 
young people, a form 
of positive institu-
tional design.  We are 
extraordinarily grate-
ful to Paul Wheeler 
for his friendship, 
energy, and support 
for CNS. 

You don’t see people 

getting together and 

talking about physics, it isn’t 

as engaging; CNS research 

is both interesting and 

important work.“

Board Member
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