
Social Experiences Affect Our Genes and Health

March 20, 2013

Prevailing wisdom suggests that our genes remain largely fixed over
time. But, an emerging field of research is beginning to prove this intuition wrong. Scientists are
uncovering increasing evidence that changes in the expression of hundreds of genes can occur as a result
of the social environments we inhabit. As a result of these dynamics, experiences we have today can
affect our health for days and even months into the future.

Psychological researchers George Slavich and Steven Cole of University of California, Los Angeles,
refer to this blossoming field as “human social genomics.” In an article published in Clinical
Psychological Science, they assert that certain genes can be “turned on” and “turned off” by different
social-environmental conditions — especially our subjective perceptions of those conditions.

Slavich and Cole point to a number of studies that have connected external conditions to our genomic
profiles. For example, in 2007 Cole found that, compared to socially connected individuals, people who
experience chronic social isolation show reduced antiviral immune response gene activity, which leaves
them vulnerable to viral infections like the common cold. These individuals also showed increased
expression of genes involved in inflammation, which underlies the progression of chronic diseases like
metabolic syndrome, heart disease, certain cancers, and Alzheimer’s disease.

Other social conditions that have been found to influence human gene expression include being socially
evaluated or rejected, which can have different consequences for different people depending on their
sensitivity to social threat.

The researchers also point to social influences that may regulate gene expression at a collective group
level. This suggests, they say, the existence of a metagenome, wherein the activity of one person’s
genome is influenced by the genomic activity of surrounding individuals.

In their article, Slavich and Cole acknowledge that they focused on gene programs involved in innate
immunity. They call for more research on other types of genes, as well as other social factors that may
regulate human gene expression, such as culture, social attachment, prejudice, and social hierarchies.
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Slavich is an assistant professor of psychiatry and biobehavioral sciences at UCLA, where he directs the
Laboratory for Stress Assessment and Research (www.uclastresslab.org), and Cole is a professor of
medicine and psychiatry and biobehavioral sciences at UCLA, where he directs the Social Genomics
Core Laboratory.
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