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the neuroscientist

Meet Paul Zak,

by Mirjam RBroekhoff

He would prefer to be working quietly
in the lab. Doing sound research aimed
at improving the quality of people’s
lives. His career chose another path.
Paul Zak spends a lot of time travelling,
promoting neuroscience, talking about
his book, raising funds and teaching.
And, yes, occasionally he still manages
to spend time in his lab. However,
nowadays his colleagues at the

Center for Neuroeconomics Studies

at Claremont Graduate University in
Southern California do the actual

lab work.

I spoke to Paul by Skype to maohile phone. Ted.com
reports that his TedX talk of November zor1, about
compassion and trust, has been watched by 986,000
people (hup://bit.ly/UsRz3t). On the internet, [ came
across films of Paul performing reseatch in New
Guineq, tuking blood samples from very unkempt and
nearly naked Papuoa Indianns for research purposes.
Anather clip shows Paul leaping From a plane (o prove
his scientific point. And [wareh him mking blood sam-
ples immediately before and after a wedding ceremony
in England. Both the wedding couple and their guests
devote a lot of ume to him on this very special necasion,
e certainly succeeds in bringing neuroscience to
people’s doorsteps.

The Origin of “Dr Love”

In 2010, 2 journalist chrisrened Paul Zak “Dr Love!,
The name has stuck ever since. How does he feel abour
this? “When 1 first saw this nickname, it disturbed

me a bit. My aim is to conduct serious research in the
field of neuroscience and this name implies something
different, as if1am a kind of purn, However, T must
admit that this is not completely wrong, [nomy lals,

our mission is 1o help people Aourish, Wewant 1o do
acuonable research, to make science truly valuable for
sociery. Many of our projects are designed to improve
business practices and help people on an individual
level to enhance cheir lives. When | acquired my nick-
name, | talked with the reporter about the fact that
good relationships and real love are essential for the
well-being of the human individual. After that, the title
*“Dr Love” became a kind of persona that Tusc when |
am doing speeches and public presentations. [t sup-
ports me and [ use itas munning gag: I hug people and
tell audiences about the research my lab has done that
shows that emotional actachments and physical coneact
will improve their lives, Thatall provides them with a
nice show, but thac really is not a purpose in itself, Lact
out these performances with a elear poal: explaining the
meaning of scientific neuroresearch to a broad public
and creating a platform of enthusiastic and supportive
peaple.”

“As a private individual, I am highly involved with

the subject of morality. This may be an output of my
childhood. My mother used to be a nun. She remained
very religious; in her view mortlity was "doing what the
bible savs’. Whea [ grew up, T started thinking aboul
the behavior of other people, some doing good, others
real bad. [ observed thatthere was not a real one-tosone
connection beoween religious beliefs and morally bad
or good behavior. This led to a lot of discussion with
myv mother, which helped me a lotin developing a clear



who was nicknamed “Dr Love”

thinking. I enjoyed the opportunity 1o think freelyand
test my opinions. This background led to my interest
in oxytocin. Twas the first person to link the brain's
release of oxytocin to their ability to trust other people.
My research revealed that oxytocin makes people
behave more generously and cooperatively. Individuals
will take different decisions about, for instance, sharing
money with others or lending to total stangers. | have
also found that many ritnals increase oxytocin levels
and stimulate moral behavior. For instance, giving and
receiving hugs leads to more oxytocin, But massage,
dancing, prayving and even using social media will also

“l was the first to link the
release of oxytocin to trust”

raise oxvtocin levels, 1 did an experiment ata wedding
where | took blood from 12 people, including the

bride and groom, It showed that during the wedding
ceremony; the level of oxytocin rose for many people,
bt ina very particular pattern. The highest increase
was found In the bride, followed by her mother, the
bridegroom and less, buralso significantly higher levels
occwrred with fanuly and friends. The effect of the
wedding ceremony is this increase and thatleads toa
further bonding between all those taking part In 2o02, 1
ran an experiment to test if coupons stimulate oxytocin
release in the Brain (- in the sidebar), A the moment,
Paul and his team work with a broad range of research
rechnigues. For example, they are measuring the impact
of oxytocin on the brain, heart and vagus nerve.

Independent research

“My tearmn and | want to work with the best research
method possible in every situation. This means that
we choose the method that is based on the bestway to

measure brain activity to understand the situatdon we

are studying. This should result in obtaining the best
possible predictions of behavioral outcomes in real
life. Only too often, what vou see is that the available
technology steers the choice of research subjects and
the approach taken to research. That is not 4 correet sci-
entific way of doing things. Tn order to take the correct
scientific approach, we worlowith various different me-
thods: skin-eonduetance, eye-tracking, EEG and fMRI.
But we also use blood rests, for example; [ did soin

my research on oxvtocin. We are currently performing
many studies that measure heart activity. We are also
doing genetic research, Nevertheless, we rent the EMR]
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The effect of coupons

The company coupons.com asked Paul Zak 1o study the
effect of coupons on the people that receive them. A
coupon is a discount on a specific product or service to
be bought at selected stores or from one or more service-
providers. Coupons are awell known phenomenon all
over the world and the global company Groupon has

put them firmly on the marketers’ minds. The aim of
this study was to measure the impact of coupons on the
human body. The researchers worked with two groups of
participants: half of the group would receive an online
coupon after shopping online, the other half would not.
The total number of participants was 35.The treatment
group received a § 10 coupan after grocery shopping
online. The effect of the coupon was evaluated through
multiple measurements: the level of hormones in the
blood, cardiac activity using an electrocardiogranm,
respiration and perspiration and mood when receiving
the coupon. All the reported results are statistically
significant at standard levels. The respondents were paid
for their participation, time and effort.

Basad on this study, Paul Zak concludes the following.
“We found three main results. When comparing the
group receiving a coupon to the control group, we
found that oxytocin levels increased by an average of
38%, which is very high. Respiration rates fell by 32%,
heart rates dropped by 5% and the sweat levels on the
pzim of the hand were 20 times lower. This convincingly
illustrates that stress levels decreased. Participants rated
their own happiness on a scale from o - 10 and those who
received a coupon were 11% happier. | think this shows
that coupons have a significant, positive impact on the
brain and on mood. This insight is particularly valuable
for marketers who want to use coupons during the
fostive seasons, such as Christmas and Easter. Coupons
will be received very well, even when stress levels tend to
be at an all time high.” It shows that the brain processes
coupons as if they are a gift from another person. The
release of oxytocin makes the coupon receiver want to
reciprocate after receiving this gift by purchasing from
the retailer. The gift reduces stress and makes us just as
happy as if a friend had given us an unexpected gift.
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scanner we use: calculadons showed that investing in solid and reliable results. And funding agencies will not
our own scanner would not be cost effective. Actually, spend money on projects that do not have reliable out-
this is a very pleasant situation, quite unlike when I comes. [owever, on second thoughts - 1 think it does

started doing neuroeconomics research, 12 years ago.
At the Hme, T had to stan from scrarch and borrow lab

“My research revealed that oxy-
tocin makes people behave more
generously and cooperatively”

space and equipment. Then Claremont built me 2 lab
four years ago. My job was to find the funding, attract
the staft and organize the equipment, T started out with T —
a few assistants and now there are 30 people working at - .
the lab!", says Paul Zak.

It seems paradoxical: being Dr Love on one hand and help. My image as 'Dr Love', being a very minor cele-

1 serious scientist on the other. Does Paul £ak’s image brity, demonstrate to our funders and colleagues thut
help his scientific work? "My first instinct 1s to say no. we are serious about doing research with an impact. We
When [ want to do funded research, [ talk with highly genuinely want to help people to improve their lives and
cducared people. They know everything about control give them more options to choose from, My team and |
conditions, sample size, research design and so on. | do really care about prople. The fact that this is widely
am judged by my record of research that is published known will help us to acquire the necessary means for
in leading scientific journals. Big funders, such as, sound scientific research.”

for instance, the Department of Defense, want to have

Trust is an economic asset

Inzo008, Paul Zak edited the book Moral Markets: The }'HE M u R A [
Critical Role of Values in the Ecanomy, with a foreword

by Michael Jensen, This werk established that the

degree of personal trust in a country is closely related to
its prosperity. For example: 75% percent of Nonwegians M u l E c u L E
trust other people, 45% of Americans doand enly 2 %

of Columbians. Trust is very important as it broadens
the circle of people you can interact with. i :
Inaculture tpi'lé.tPEKhihitS a lesser degree of trust, this THE SOURCE OF I. D V E
.group is limited to the people you know very well:
your family and a few intimate friends. In this case, AND P R [] s P E R I T'}!
there are fewer opportunities to engage in economic
transactions, When the state structure is sound, when _
the judicial system and the palice are well established PAUL J. ZAK
and when their interventions are not often needed, it is
possible to trade and do business with total strangers.

!I|‘||||i Economist Adam Smith was the first person to formu- The research on oxytocin pravided important input for Faut Zak's
1 late this theory, when he developed the theary of moral ook The Moral Molecule bhich was published in May 2o
sentiments in 1759. Itis amazing that the man who The book is ant enarmous siiccess, Paul spentthe last feur months
||| “| became known as the author of The Wealth of Nations travetling the world, giviag lectures and promoting the baok. Ald
| ‘ ‘ already recopnized that humans are social creatures with siccass: the book is beimy tronslated inle ten langudages nt
and that this has huge influence on their economic the moment, including Spanish, Portuguese fapanese, Chinese and
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