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Read the following article and say whether the following statements are right (R) or wrong 

(W) by ticking the correct box. You do NOT have to justify your choices.  

 

Love hormone could banish shyness 
Scientists believe that a new nasal spray could help banish excessive shyness. 

Roger Highfield reports. 

 

A new treatment for excessive shyness is being tested after the discovery that people can be made 

to trust strangers, even after being betrayed by them, after inhaling a chemical that is naturally 

produced in the brain. 

 

Also nicknamed the "cuddle chemical", or the "love hormone", oxytocin has been shown by a wide 

range of work to play a role in social relations and maternal bonding, and is also released in sex. 

 

Now it has been shown to turn people into trusting pushovers and brain scans reveal the reason 

why: inhaling the hormone lowers activity in the amygdala - a region linked with fear and danger - 

according to a study in the journal Neuron by Dr Thomas Baumgartner, Prof Markus Heinrichs and 

Prof Ernst Fehr at the University of Zurich. 

 

The same brain circuits identified in the study could play a role in social disorders. 

 

Tests are now under way to follow up the findings to see if the hormone, introduced as a nasal 

spray, could overcome feelings of awkwardness, wariness and anxiety felt by many in social 

situations, from parties to meetings. 

 

So called social phobia is the third most common psychiatric disorder after depression and 

alcoholism, affecting around one in 10 adults. 

 

Trials of the nasal spray are under way on 120 patients to help treat the pathological shyness by 

one of the team, Prof Heinrichs. 

 

Sufferers usually receive therapy of some kind and the trial aims to see if oxytocin can speed up 

the process. Results are expected later this year. 

 

The hormone could also be a candidate for treating patients with autism, adds Dr Baumgartner. 

 

"People with autism also have a fear of social situations and have problems interacting, so it is 

very likely that oxytocin could help," he says, adding that studies at the Mount Sinai School of 

Medicine in New York suggests it can help adult sufferers recognise emotions. 

 

Earlier studies by the Swiss team showed that a nasal spray makes people more trusting, in 

specially designed games. 

 

 



For the new study, two games were played by 49 participants as they were being scanned during 

two games. 

 

In one, the trust game, subjects were asked to contribute money, with the understanding that a 

human trustee would invest the money and decide whether to return the profits, or betray the 

subjects' trust and keep all the money. 

 

In the second, risk game, the subjects were told that a computer would randomly decide whether 

their money would be repaid or not. The subjects also received doses of either oxytocin or a 

placebo via a nasal spray. 

 

The scans show that in the trust game, but not the risk game, the hormone reduced activity in two 

brain regions: the amygdala, which processes fear, danger and possibly risk of social betrayal; and 

an area of the striatum, part of the circuitry that guides and adjusts future behaviour based on 

reward feedback. 

 

In the study, they also show that such is the power of oxytocin that it can outweigh the effects of 

rumour and gossip about the lack of trustworthiness. 

 

"Oxytocin has a very powerful effect," says Dr Baumgartner. 

"The subjects who received oxytocin demonstrated no change in their trust behaviour, even though 

they were informed that their trust was not honoured in roughly 50% of cases." 
 

 
1. To fight excessive shyness, a new medicine containing oxytocin has been 

tested. 
R  W  

2. Oxytocin, the “love hormone” reduces people's fear. R  W  

3. The hormone, introduced as a nasal spray, could treat people affected by social 

disorders, such as feelings of awkwardness, wariness and anxiety. 
R  W  

4. 10% of  adults are reported to be affected by social phobia. R  W  
5. 120 pathologically shy patients are undergoing therapy involving oxytocin. R  W  
6. Dr Baumgartner also thinks the “love hormone” could treat autistic patients. R  W  

7. The Swiss team of scientists has already tested the effects of oxytocin in two 

specially designed games, called the trust game and the risk game. 
R  W  

8. In the first game, based on trusting people with your money, oxytocin made the 

subjects more willing to trust other people. 
R  W  

9. In the second game, which is based on chance, oxytocin had no effect. R  W  
10. The last sentence of the text alludes to the fact that, thanks to oxytocin, people 

may learn from experience. 
R  W  

 


