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Abstract

Complex social cognitive processes underlie social behavior. Oxytocin has long been
recognized as crucial in social behavior in animals, but its role in regulating human
social cognition and behavior is less clear, particularly with regard to endogenous
oxytocin. The aims of this thesis were to investigate (i) how endogenous oxytocin
affects face and emotion recognition in humans, (ii) how it may modulate social
impairments in autism spectrum disorder and antisocial behavior, (iii) how exogenous
(intranasal) oxytocin may influence the salience of human faces, and finally (iv) the
role of endogenous oxytocin in zebrafish social behavior.

We investigated endogenous oxytocin by studying genetic variation in oxytocin-
related genes, and found that oxytocin influences social cognition in humans,
specifically via modulation of face recognition (Paper I) and via modulation of
emotion recognition in women (Paper II). In addition, we found tentative associations
between variation in oxytocin-related genes and autistic-like traits in the general
population (Paper III), and showed that variation in the oxytocin receptor gene is
associated with antisocial behavior in men (Paper IV). We also showed that exogenous
(intranasal) oxytocin acts to increase the salience of human faces (Paper V), a
mechanism that may underlie its behavioral effects. Finally, we demonstrated that an
oxytocin receptor antagonist decreases social preference in adult and larval zebrafish
(Paper VI).

In conclusion, this thesis confirms the importance of endogenous oxytocin for social
cognition in humans, and demonstrates one mechanism by which exogenous oxytocin
may act. Furthermore, we established an animal model for future research on the
oxytocin system.
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