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Study finds link between genes and body odour

A joint study from The Twin Research Unit at Guy’s and St Thomas’ NHS Foundation Trust and Newcastle University has found that genes play a significant part in determining body odour and therefore every person’s odour is completely individual to them.

The findings of the new study, published in Chemical Senses journal recently, adds to a growing body of evidence which suggests that genetics can determine individual differences in body odour and that there could be the potential to develop the use of chemical analysis of body odour for forensic or diagnostic applications. 

The study, which involved human ‘sniffers’ attempting to match pairs of twins from sets of five different body odours, found that the human nose could not differentiate between separate samples from identical twins and two samples from the same person. Identical twins who share all their genes were rated as much more similar than pairs of non-identical twins who only share 50% of their genes like brothers or sisters.

The study also tried to rule out environmental factors which may influence body odours by using only twins who lived apart. All participants also had to undergo a strict hygiene regime prior to the experiment, which meant they couldn’t eat certain types of food which have strong smells and they weren’t allowed to use any perfumed products for 24 hours.

Professor Tim Spector, Director of the Twin Research Unit at St Thomas’ Hospital, says: “This study adds to the increasing evidence that genetics play an important factor in body odour and in the future discovery of the genes involved has the potential to be used to aid forensic investigations and help with non-invasive diagnostic tests - and may one day possibly make people smell nicer!”

 The study was conducted as part of a collaborative study with the University of Newcastle who are investigating the chemical basis of smell: “The results of our study are exciting as we, as far as possible, eliminated any environmental factors which might cause twins’ body odours to smell the same and the human nose still treated identical twins as the same person” added Professor Spector.

Call for volunteers

If you are a twin (identical or particularly non-identical) aged over 15 who would like to volunteer for a whole range of medical and scientific tests and a chance to meet other twins please contact the Twin Research Unit at St Thomas’ Hospital on 020 7188 5555 or log on at www.twin-research.ac.uk to find out more.
- ends -

Note to editors:

1. Contact: Katie Fleming, Communications Manager, Guy’s and St Thomas’ NHS Foundation Trust tel: 020 7188 5577 or e-mail: katie.fleming@gstt.nhs.uk. Out of hours, please call the hospital switchboard on 020 7188 7188 and ask for the site nurse practitioner.

2. Guy’s and St Thomas’ provides ¾ million patient contacts in acute and specialist hospital services every year. As one of the biggest NHS Trusts in the UK, it employs over 8,500 staff.  The Trust also works in partnership with the Schools of Medicine, Dentistry, Nursing and Biomedical Sciences of King’s College London and other Higher Education Institutes to deliver high quality education and research.  Website: www.guysandstthomas.nhs.uk
3. Copies of the study paper and interviews with one of the authors, Professor Tim Spector are available on request.

4. The research paper – ‘Body Odor Similarity in Noncohabiting Twins’ by S. Craig Roberts (Newcastle University), L.M Gosling (Newcastle University), T.D.Spector (Twin Research Unit, St Thomas’ Hospital), D.J. Penn (Konrad Lorenz Institute for Ethology, Austria) and M. Petrie (Newcastle University) was published in Chemical Sciences on Wednesday September 14 2005. 
5. The Twin Research Unit was originally set up at St Thomas’ Hospital in  1992 to look at the role that genes play in the development of rheumatic diseases in older women and has now expanded to look at most common diseases, behaviours and traits. 

