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ABSTRACT
Background: Neural responses to highly energetic food cues are
robust and are suppressed by eating. It is not known if neural re-
sponsiveness to food cues is an inherited trait and possibly even one
that mediates the genetic influences on body weight that have been
previously observed.
Objective: We investigated the inherited influence on brain re-
sponses to high-calorie visual food cues before and after a meal.
Design: With the use of a monozygotic twin study design, 21
healthy monozygotic twin pairs consumed a standardized breakfast
and, 3.5 h later, underwent the first of 2 functional MRI (fMRI)
scans with the use of visual food cues. After the first fMRI session,
twins consumed a standardized meal, which was followed by the
second fMRI. Serial ratings of appetite and food appeal were ob-
tained. An ad libitum buffet was used to measure total caloric and
macronutrient intakes. Intraclass correlations (ICCs) were used to
test for inherited influences by comparing whether intrapair simi-
larity was greater than interpair similarity.
Results: Body mass index was highly correlated within twin pairs
(ICC: 0.96; P , 0.0001). ICCs also showed a strong intrapair sim-
ilarity for the meal-induced change in hunger (ICC: 0.41; P = 0.03),
fullness (ICC: 0.39; P = 0.04), and the appeal of fattening food
(ICC: 0.57; P , 0.001). Twins ate a similar number of kilocalories
at the buffet (ICC: 0.43; P = 0.02). Before the meal, the global brain
activation across regions involved in satiety processing was not
more similar in twins than in unrelated individuals. However, sig-
nificant ICCs were present after the meal (ICC: 0.39; P = 0.04) and
for the meal-induced change in activation by high-calorie visual
food cues (ICC: 0.52; P , 0.01).
Conclusion: Inherited factors influence both satiety perception and
the effect of a meal to alter regional brain responses to images of
highly energetic food. This trial was registered at clinicaltrials.gov as
NCT02483663. Am J Clin Nutr 2016;103:314–22.
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INTRODUCTION

In the modern food environment, cues for highly energetic
foods are abundant. We (1, 2), and other authors (3–8) have used
functional MRI (fMRI)11 to show that visual images of food
powerfully stimulate brain areas that are active in regulating

energy homeostasis and reward processing. Neural responses to
visual food cues are accentuated by fasting (8, 9), modified by
appetite-regulating hormones (10–12), and reflect the overall
state of energy balance (5, 11). In addition, when food is in-
gested, the strength of the brain response to high-calorie visual
food cues provides a robust, neurobiological measure of satiety
in humans (2). Previous studies have reported that visual food
cues evoked differential brain responses in obese than in lean
subjects (6, 13), and such differences have been hypothesized
to represent an inherited predisposition toward weight gain.
However, whether polygenic inheritance, which is the impact of
multiple genes inherited together across the genome and the
predominant mode of transmission of obesity risk, influences
neural responses to visual food cues has not been established to
our knowledge. We used a twin methodology to address this gap.

Twin studies provide compelling evidence for both the in-
herited influence on body weight (14–16) and the critical role
of environmental factors in promoting obesity in people with
a propensity to gain weight (17–19). Because the genetic simi-
larities of twins are easily understood, twins are useful for
elucidating the contribution of inherited factors to illness and
health (20, 21). Monozygotic twins are genetically identical, of
the same sex, and exactly matched for age. Although traditional
twin studies were used to parse genetic and environmental in-
fluences on traits, monozygotic twin pairs can be used to com-
pare the within-pair variance with the between-pair variance. If
the between-pair variance is larger, twins are presumed to re-
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spond more similarly because of inherited and familial factors
(22, 23). In the hands of Bouchard et al. (24, 25), these designs
established the genetic basis for physiologic responses to over-
feeding (24) and a negative energy balance (25). Since these
seminal studies were completed, advances in neuroimaging
technology have allowed brain systems that underlie the appe-
titive behavior in humans to be queried in novel ways. There-
fore, we used a study design that was based on that of Bouchard
et al. (24, 26) and integrated fMRI to test if inherited factors
contribute to individual differences in meal-induced satiety and
the brain regulation of appetite. We hypothesized that satiety,
particularly meal-induced changes in the brain response to high-
calorie visual food cues, would show inherited and familial in-
fluences.

METHODS

Participants

Monozygotic twin pairs were recruited from the community-
based University of Washington Twin Registry (27). Mono-
zygotic pairs who met the inclusion criteria [age: 18–50 y; BMI
(in kg/m2): 18.5–50; and raised together until $15 y of age]
were selected in a block-randomized manner to achieve equal
numbers of male and female pairs. The following exclusion
criteria were applied: major medical problems, including di-
abetes; allergies to study foods; lactose intolerance or inability
to taste; consuming a vegetarian or vegan diet; daily smoking
or heavy alcohol consumption; use of medications that impact
appetite (e.g., atypical antipsychotics); a lifetime history of
weight loss surgery or eating disorders; excessive exercise;
night work; pregnancy or breastfeeding; current participation in
a weight loss program or use of weight-loss medications; and
a contraindication to MRI. The University of Washington Hu-
man Subjects Committee approved all study procedures. Twins
provided written informed consent.

Study invitation letters were sent to 122 pairs of twins who
were living in Washington State. Ninety individuals completed
phone screenings for eligibility, of whom 20% were ineligible
because of health or habits (i.e., smokers, medication use, having
food allergies, or having BMI ,18.5) and 6% were ineligible
because of a contraindication to MRI (e.g., having braces, re-
tainers, or piercings). Twenty-one monozygotic pairs were en-
rolled. One eligible participant completed the study procedures,
but appetite and fMRI data were excluded because of the re-
porting of substantial nausea during the study. One eligible
participant was excluded only from fMRI analyses because of
a scanner artifact, and another subject was excluded from fMRI
analyses because of spurious fMRI data (i.e., physiologically
improbable parameter estimates). The sample size included 20
complete monozygotic twin pairs (41 individuals) for appetite
analyses and 18 complete pairs (39 individuals) for fMRI anal-
yses (Supplemental Figure 1).

Study procedures

Study procedures are detailed in Figure 1. Participants began
fasting at 2130 h the night before the study visit and arrived at
the University of Washington Clinical Research Center the next
morning at 0630. All study procedures were completed on the

same day for each pair. The twin order was assigned by a stat-
istician who did not interact with the subjects; BMI was coun-
terbalanced to ensure that the heavier twins within the pairs were
distributed equally between twin 1 and twin 2 assignments.
Height and weight were measured in a hospital gown. At 0800,
twin 1 received a standardized breakfast (15% protein, 35% fat,
and 50% carbohydrate) of egg and cheese on an English muffin
and orange juice. The standardized breakfast was titrated to
represent 10% of estimated daily caloric requirements (calculate
with the use of the Mifflin-St. Jeor equation and a standard
activity factor of 1.3). Twins completed questionnaires and un-
derwent a whole-body dual-energy X-ray absorptiometry scan
(General Electric Lunar Prodigy) to assess their body compo-
sitions. At 1130, twin 1 underwent the first fMRI scan and, di-
rectly after at 1200, completed appetite and food-appeal ratings
and a post-MRI memory test that was used to encourage at-
tention to the task (mean 6 SD percentage of answers correct:
88% 6 8%). After these measures, twin 1 consumed, within
15 min, a standardized meal of macaroni and cheese that was ti-
trated to meet 20% of his or her estimated daily caloric needs
(10% protein, 50% fat, and 40% carbohydrate). After the stan-
dardized meal, at 1230, twin 1 underwent a second fMRI, which
was followed by repeated appetite and food-appeal ratings and
a post-MRI memory test (mean 6 percentage of answers cor-
rect: 84% 6 8%), and was taken to a private room where he or
she had 30 min to select and consume food at an ad libitum
buffet. Participants were not informed that the buffet was part of
the study procedures or that their food consumption was mon-
itored until the study was concluded. Twin 2 followed the same
procedures 30 min after twin 1. Twins were separated during all
meals.

Measures

Visual analog scale appetite ratings

Visual analog scale appetite ratings were completed every
30 min and included ratings of hunger, fullness, satisfaction, and
prospective food intake (28). The change in the visual analog
scale score (postmeal minus premeal) was calculated.

FIGURE 1 Study protocol. Twin pairs completed the study visit on the
same day with twin 1 receiving breakfast at 0800, and twin 2 receiving
breakfast at 0830. A DXA scan was used to measure body composition.
VAS appetite ratings were completed throughout the study day, and appeal
ratings were done after each fMRI session. A standardized breakfast and
standardized meal were given to each participant and were titrated to rep-
resent 10% and 20% of the estimated daily caloric need of participants. After
the last fMRI session, participants were presented with an ad libitum buffet.
DXA, dual-energy X-ray absorptiometry; fMRI, functional MRI; VAS, vi-
sual analog scale.
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Food-appeal ratings

Twins viewed 42 photographs that were a subset of those
viewed during the fMRI (2, 29). Twins marked the number that
“best describes how appealing the food shown in the photograph
appears to you right now” on a 10-point Likert scale that ranged
from “not at all” to “extremely” appealing.

Ad libitum buffet meal

Food was presented in an amount that exceeded estimated
energy needs (w5000 kcal total). Food was varied in its caloric
and macronutrient contents as well as hedonic appeal and in-
cluded items such as pizza, bagels, fruit (e.g., grapes and ba-
nanas), chips, lunchmeat with bread for sandwiches (e.g., turkey,
salami, and cheese), vegetables (e.g., carrots and tomatoes),
cookies, and orange juice. All uneaten food was weighed to
determine the total kilocalories and macronutrient percentages
that were consumed (ProNutra; Viocare Technologies) (2).

Eating behavior

The Revised Restraint Scale, which is a 10-item self-report
questionnaire, was used to identify individuals with chronic
dieting and weight concerns (30). The Three-Factor Eating
Questionnaire Revised 18-item version (31, 32) was used to
assess 3 subscales of eating behavior (e.g., cognitive restraint,
uncontrolled eating, and emotional eating).

Images

The selection and validation of study images have been de-
scribed previously (2, 29, 33). Briefly, fattening foods included
those that were rated as unacceptable to eat while dieting to lose
weight and were characteristically high in calories, fat, and sugar
(e.g., candy, desserts, and pizza). Nonfattening foods were rated
as acceptable to eat while dieting (e.g., fruit, vegetables, and
chicken breast). Nonfood images consisted of easily recognizable
objects (e.g., books, furniture, and electronics).

Imaging paradigm

The imaging paradigm used in the current study has been
described elsewhere (2). Each fMRI session included a distinct
set of 13 blocks of 10 images each (7 nonfood blocks that were
alternated with 3 fattening and 3 nonfattening food blocks). The
order of blocks was counterbalanced between pairs, but each twin
pair viewed the blocks in the same order.

Image acquisition and processing

Scans were acquired with a 32-channel SENSE head coil
on a 3-Tesla Philips Achieva MR System (Philips Medical
Systems) with Dual Quasar Gradients (80 mT/m at a slew
rate of 110 mT $ m21 $ s21 or 40 mT/m at a slew rate of
220 mT $ m21 $ s21). In both sessions, a 133-volume, T2*-weighted
single-shot echo-planar imaging (EPI) time series [44 ascending
axial slices; 2.75 3 2.75 3 3.00-mm voxels; repetition time (TR):
2400 ms; echo time (TE): 30 ms, SENSE factor: 2] was acquired
during passive picture viewing. A B0 field map (TR: 10 ms;
minimum TE: 2.8 ms; D TE: 1.0 ms; flip angle: 108) with the same
geometry was acquired for the distortion correction of the EPI data.
A three-dimensional magnetization-prepared rapid gradient-echo

image with 176 sagittal slices (TR: 7.5 ms, TE: 3.5 ms; flip
angle: 78; SENSE factor: 2; matrix: 256 3 256; and 1-mm
isotropic voxels) was also acquired for anatomic registration.

Time-series data were processed with the use of software
packages from the Oxford Centre for FunctionalMRI of the Brain
(FMRIB) Software Library (www.fmrib.ox.ac.uk/fsl), FreeSurfer
(http://surfer.nmr.mgh.harvard.edu/), and the Analysis of Func-
tional NeuroImages, http://afni.nimh.nih.gov/afni). The follow-
ing preprocessing steps were applied: a simultaneous application
of fieldmap-based EPI unwarping that was calculated in FUGUE
(FMRIB’s Utility for Geometrically Unwarping EPIs) (34, 35)
and motion correction that was calculated with MCFLIRT
(Motion-correction FMRIB’s Linear Image Registration Tool)
(36); a bias-field correction with FAST (FMRIB’s Automated
Segmentation Tool) (37); the removal of spike artifacts with the
Analysis of Functional NeuroImages’s 3dDespike; correction
for slice timing differences with the use of Fourier space-time
shifting implemented in slicetimer; mask-based removal of non-
brain tissue; spatial smoothing with SUSAN (Smallest Univalue
Segment Assimilating Nucleus) with and full width half maximum
equal to 5 mm; grand-mean intensity normalization with the use of
a single multiplicative factor; and high-pass temporal filtering of
90 s. The time-series statistical analysis was performed with
FMRIB’s Improved Linear Model with local autocorrelation cor-
rection (38). The regression model included covariates for the
fattening and nonfattening stimulus conditions as well as mean-
centered nuisance covariates (average signal time courses in white
matter and lateral ventricles defined by FreeSurfer segmentation,
motion variable estimates, and the first derivative of each motion
estimate). Each block of fattening and nonfattening visual stimuli
was modeled with the use of a boxcar convolved with a g function
and its temporal derivative. Condition effects were estimated from
the average response across blocks for our contrast of interest (i.e.,
fattening compared with nonfattening).

FMRI data for each session were registered to the participant’s
high-resolution structural scan with the use of a boundary-based
registration procedure (39). The high-resolution structural scans were
registered at the Montreal Neurological Institute template space
(ICBM152) with FMRIB’s linear image registration tool (36). For
each participant, the derived transformations were concatenated and
applied to the statistical images to allow for group-level analyses.

A region-of-interest (ROI) approach was applied with the
use of masks that were established in an independent study of
normal-weight subjects to be markers of satiety or predictors of

TABLE 1

Twin characteristics

Mean 6 SD

Age, y 27 6 8

Weight, kg 79 6 21

BMI, kg/m2 27 6 6

Restraint Scale1 12.8 6 4.3

Cognitive restraint2 13.5 6 4.0

Uncontrolled eating2 19.5 6 4.3

Emotional eating2 6.2 6 2.0

1Restraint Scale has a theoretical range of 0–35 (30).
2Subscale scores were assessed with the use of the Three-Factor Eating

Questionnaire Revised 18-item version. The subscales have the following

theoretical ranges: cognitive restraint, 6–24; uncontrolled eating, 9–36; and

emotional eating, 3–12 (31, 32). n = 21 twin pairs (11 male pairs).
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food choices (2). ROIs included the left and right ventral striatum
(nucleus accumbens), the left and right amygdala, the left and right
dorsal striatum (caudate and putamen), the left and right insula, and
the medial orbital frontal cortex (mOFC). In addition, an ROI for
the ventral tegmental area (VTA) was created for use in the current
study and was anatomically bounded inferiorly by the decussation
of the cerebellar peduncles and medially, laterally, and superiorly
by the midpoint of the superior colliculus, the substantia nigra, and
the red nucleus (40, 41) (Supplemental Figure 2).

Similar to recent publications (42), we established a global
average of brain activation within our a priori satiety-related
ROIs for each participant. This method allowed us to determine
a genetic influence on the meal-induced change in the brain’s
response to visual food cues after a standardized meal. With this
information, we explored if the genetic influence was driven by
any particular region within our a priori ROIs, which included
the following: the mOFC and the bilateral amygdala, ventral
striatum, dorsal striatum, and insula.

Statistical analysis

Means6 SDs are reported unless otherwise specified. Intraclass
correlations (ICCs) were used to test hypotheses regarding in-
herited influences on satiety perception. All ICCs were adjusted
a priori for sex because both male and female pairs were included
in the sample. Significant ICCs indicated that twins were more
similar to each other than to unrelated individuals and could be
interpreted as supporting inherited or familial influences on
the phenotype. ICCs were calculated with the use of a linear

mixed-effects model with the use of restricted maximum likelihood
estimations to allow for covariates and to account for missing data
(43). A generalized estimating equation regression was used to
assess differences in eating behavior scores as well as meal-
induced changes in subjective satiety. An independent working
correlation structure was used with a sandwich variance estimator
to account for the nonindependence of the twin sample. Statistics
and graphing were completed with the use of STATA program
(13.1; StataCorp LP), R statistical programing language (version
3.0.1) (44) [packages lme4 (45) and nlme (46)], and GraphPad
Prism software (Version 6.00 for Windows; GraphPad Software).

RESULTS

Twin characteristics

Of 21 monozygotic pairs, 11 pairs were men. Self-reported
race was 88%white, 5% Asian, and 7%more than one race. Twin

FIGURE 2 Inherited influences on adiposity. BMI (A) and total body
fat mass (B) were highly correlated in twin pairs. Total fat mass was mea-
sured with the use of dual-energy X-ray absorptiometry. n = 21 twin pairs.
Lines represents 100% within-pair agreement (i.e., the closer the data point
is to the line, the more similar the twins were to each other). P values were
calculated with the use of linear mixed models, and models were adjusted for
sex. ICC, intraclass correlation.

FIGURE 3 Meal-induced changes in subjective satiety and appeal rat-
ings. All study meals (arrows) induced a significant reduction in mean 6
SEM hunger ratings (A) and an increase in mean 6 SEM fullness ratings
(B). The standardized meal (administered at T = 240 min) reduced subjective
hunger (C) and increased fullness (D) more similarly between twins than in
unrelated individuals. Postprandial changes in the appeal of fattening (E) and
nonfattening (F) foods were also more similar in twin pairs than in unrelated
individuals. Models were adjusted for sex and included 20 pairs and one
individual twin who had missing data for the co-twin (i.e., the unpaired
individual only contributed to the between-pair variance). P values for
panels A and B (n = 41 individuals) were determined with the use of
a generalized estimating equation regression. In panels C–F (n = 20 twin
pairs), lines represent 100% within-pair agreement, and P values were cal-
culated with the use of linear mixed models. *P , 0.0001. ICC, intraclass
correlation; VAS, visual analog scale.
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characteristics are shown in Table 1. There were no differences
between men and women in mean age, BMI, or restrained or
emotional eating scores. Women tended to weigh less than men

did (73 6 21 compared with 85 6 20 kg, respectively; P = 0.09)
and scored higher in measures of cognitive restraint (15 6 3
compared with 12 6 4, respectively; P = 0.02) and lower in
measures of unrestrained eating (18 6 4 compared with 21 6 4,
respectively; P = 0.02).

Body weight and adiposity

Seventeen pairs had a BMI within the same category. There
were 10 normal-weight pairs, one overweight pair, and 6 obese
pairs. Twin correlations were extremely similar in BMI and
adiposity (Figure 2).

Satiety, food appeal, and caloric intake

As expected, the standardized meals and ad libitum buffet
decreased hunger and increased fullness (Figure 3A, B). When
fasted, twins were not more similar to each other than to un-
related individuals in their appetite scores [hunger ICC: 0.00
(95% CI: 0.00, 1.00; P = 1.00); fullness ICC: 0.14 (95% CI:
0.00, 0.88; P = 0.28)]. However, the effect of the standardized
breakfast to induce fullness was more similar in the twins than
in unrelated individuals (ICC: 0.36; 95% CI: 0.10, 0.75; P ,
0.05), but the ICC was NS for self-reported reductions in hunger
(ICC: 0.01; 95% CI: 0.00, 1.00; P = 0.48). After a 4-h intermeal
interval, the standardized meal of macaroni and cheese was
provided, and ICCs were again significant for meal-induced
changes in subjective appetite (Figure 3C, D). Furthermore,
meal-induced changes in the self-reported appeal of fattening
and nonfattening food (Figure 3E, F) were also more similar
between twins than between unrelated individuals.

On average, twins consumed 51% 6 3% of their estimated
daily caloric needs at the ad libitum buffet meal. This amount
did not differ on the basis of the BMI category or sex (Figure
4A, B). At the ad libitum buffet, total caloric intake as well as
the percentage of estimated daily needs consumed showed
consistent inherited and familial influences (Figure 4C, D). Food
choice at the buffet, in terms of macronutrient composition, did
not show significant evidence for inherited influences although
trends were present for protein intake (Figure 4E–G). Sensitivity
analyses that included total body fat mass in models did not
substantively change these ICCs or CIs (data not shown), which

FIGURE 4 Inherited influences on food intake. Mean 6 SEM ad libi-
tum buffet intake did not differ on the basis of BMI (A) or sex (B). Stan-
dardized meals are indicated with hash marks in panels A and B. Significant
ICCs were shown for total kilocalories consumed (C) and for the proportion
of calculated daily needs consumed (D) at the ad libitum buffet. Twins did
not consume a similar amount of calories from fat (E) at the buffet but did
show trends for consuming a similar percentage of calories from carbohy-
drates (F) and protein (G). Daily caloric needs were estimated with the use of
the Mifflin-St. Jeor equation and an activity factor. Models were adjusted for
sex and included 20 pairs and one individual twin who had missing data for
the co-twin (i.e., the unpaired individual only contributed to the between-pair
variance). P values for panels A and B (n = 41 individuals) were determined
with the use of a generalized estimating equation regression. In panels C–G
(n = 20 twin pairs), lines represent 100% within-pair agreement, and P
values were calculated with the use of linear mixed models. ICC, intraclass
correlation.

FIGURE 5 Inherited influences on satiety as assessed by brain activation to fattening food cues before (A) and after (B) a standardized meal. Global
average brain activation within satiety-related regions (Supplemental Figure 2) was not more similar within twin pairs before the standardized meal (A). After
the meal, brain activation to fattening food cues was significantly more similar between twins than in unrelated individuals (B). Twins were also significantly
more similar in their changes in brain activation (postmeal minus premeal values) elicited by a standardized meal than were unrelated individuals (C). n = 18
twin pairs. Lines represent 100% within-pair agreement. Models were adjusted for sex and included 18 pairs and 3 individual twins missing data for their co-
twin (i.e., unpaired individuals only contributed to the between-pair variance). P values were calculated with the use of linear mixed models. ICC, intraclass
correlation.
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provided support that the intrapair similarity in food intake was
not solely due to the intrapair resemblance in body composition.

Inherited influences on the brain response to fattening
visual food cues

We first assessed for inherited influences on the brain re-
sponse to food cues with the use of a global average of activation
across regions established to participate in satiety processing (2)
(Supplemental Figure 2). Before the standardized meal, the
global activation by fattening food cues was not significantly
more similar between twins than between unrelated individuals
(Figure 5A). However, after the meal, the ICC was significant
for the brain response to fattening compared with nonfattening
food cues (Figure 5B). The ICC for the global change in brain
activation to fattening food cues induced by the meal was highly
significant (Figure 5C), which provided support of inherited
influences on meal-induced changes in the brain response to
food cues.

We examined individual ROIs to determine whether inherited
influences on brain responses were widespread or limited to
particular anatomic regions. ICCs were NS in any brain region
premeal (Table 2). Postmeal, significant ICCs were found for the
right dorsal striatum and VTA. Moreover, the intrapair similarity
was greater than the interpair similarity for the change in acti-
vation induced by the meal within the right amygdala, right
dorsal striatum, mOFC, and VTA (Figure 6, Table 2).

DISCUSSION

As shown by Bouchard et al. (22, 24) and other authors (47,
48), body weight is a strongly inherited trait even within a
changing environment. The current findings reinforce these
classic studies and, to our knowledge, provide new evidence that
the degree of satiety induced by a meal might be an inherited
influence on appetite regulation. Our findings also support
inherited influences on the change in food appeal induced by
a meal and on caloric intake at an ad libitum buffet meal. Results
from these behavioral measures were reinforced by findings from
the fMRI examinations. With the use of fMRI, we showed that the
change in activation by fattening food cues induced by a meal in
regions associated with satiety was more similar between the
genetically identical twins than in unrelated individuals. Par-
ticular regions implicated most strongly were the right amygdala,
right dorsal striatum, mOFC, and VTA. These findings describe
inherited influences on satiety perception including within
neuroregulatory systems that control appetite, which perhaps
underlie the robust inheritance of body weight.

Our monozygotic twin design allowed us to test for inherited
and familial influences on satiety perception. The design used in
this study and by Bouchard et al. (23) subjected both members of
monozygotic twin pairs to the same experimental stimulus and
compared intrapair (within family and genotype) and interpair
(between genotypes and families) variances in response to the
experimental manipulation. The design aimed to elucidate
whether a genetic background influences the response to
a stimulus such as the visual images during fMRI or the stan-
dardized meals provided in the current study. The interpretation
assumes that, when the intrapair similarity in responses is greater T
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than the interpair similarity is, a genetic or family background
acts to influence the response to the stimulus.

In the current study, there was a significantly greater intrapair
similarity than interpair similarity for self-reported changes in
appetite and food appeal induced by a standardized meal. Fur-
thermore, twins ate a similar number of calories and a similar
percentage of their daily needs at an ad libitum buffet meal.
Neither BMI nor sex was related to the percentage of daily needs
consumed at the buffet. Taken together, these findings support
hypotheses that the degree of subjective satiety experienced when
eating may be an inherited component of human eating behavior
(49), and we expand the literature by documenting the relevance
of inherited factors to actual food intake.

Inherited influences on satiety perception were also present at
the level of the brain, which was a finding that may underlie the
similarity of twins in the subjective perception of satiety (2). In
normal-weight adults and children, consumption of a meal
generally induces the suppression of the BOLD signal in brain
regions associated with satiety (2, 50). However, there is con-
siderable individual variability. Our findings of a significantly
greater intrapair similarity in brain responses to visual food cues
after the meal and, notably, a robust intrapair similarity in the
degree to which eating altered the response to fattening food cues
suggest that genetic factors underlie a portion of this individual
variability. Individual anatomic regions that typify the inherited
satiety response are the amygdala, dorsal striatum, mOFC, and
VTA. The amygdala is a critical region that encodes the reward
and emotional values of stimuli, which, together with the mOFC,
directs attention to the most-relevant reward on the basis of
physiologic or other needs (51, 52). Opioid pathways within the
amygdala (along with the nucleus accumbens and lateral hy-
pothalamus) are thought to specifically stimulate the preference
and consumption of highly palatable food (53, 54). Another
region that showed potential inherited influence was the VTA,
which houses a portion of the neuronal cell bodies of the
mesolimbic dopamine pathways that enhance the motivation to

obtain rewards (55, 56). Similarly, dorsal striatal reward re-
sponses have previously been implicated in obesity (57) and as
inherited traits with the potential to influence future weight gain
(58, 59). Our sensitivity analyses did not reveal that twin simi-
larity was solely explained by body fat mass, and additional work
is needed to contextualize the current findings relation to
inherited risk of obesity. In sum, the current study supports
inherited influences on satiety responsiveness within brain re-
gions that potently direct appetitive behavior via our experience
of motivation for food, food reward, and attention to food cues in
our environment.

However, we showed no evidence to suggest an inherited basis
for the premeal neural responses to fattening food cues in our
a priori ROIs. This finding was somewhat surprising, because of
the twins’ similarity in many other arenas and in previous
studies that showed heritability in the brain structure (60) and
function in tasks such as working memory (61) and arithmetic
(62). However, studies in individuals with the at-risk fat mass-
and obesity-associated genotype also report dysregulation in the
brain response to visual food cues only after a meal or an oral
glucose load (63, 64). We interpret these findings as supporting
a model in which inherited influences shape the meal-induced
suppression of motivation for highly energetic foods as opposed
to setting a basal level of responsiveness to environmental food
cues.

There were limitations to the current study. The monozygotic
twin design could not distinguish between genetic and familial
factors. A classic twin study that includes both monozygotic and
dizygotic pairs is required to parse genetic and family envi-
ronmental influences or to estimate the heritability of a pheno-
type. Thus, the monozygotic twin design used in the current study
was a powerful approach that allowed us to evaluate evidence for
inherited influences on meal-induced satiety and neural responses
to visual food cues but could not rule out that familial influences
were present. Moreover, we focused on regions that have been
determined to be biomarkers of satiety (2); therefore, it is possible

FIGURE 6 Region-by-region analysis of inherited influences on meal-induced changes in brain activation. Significant ICCs were present for changes in
brain activation to fattening compared with nonfattening visual food cues in the right amygdala (A), right dorsal striatum (B), medial orbital frontal cortex (C),
and ventral tegmental area (D). n = 18 twin pairs. Lines represent 100% within-pair agreement. Models were adjusted for sex and included 18 pairs and 3
individual twins who were missing data for their co-twins (i.e., unpaired individuals only contributed to the between-pair variance). P values were calculated
with the use of linear mixed models. ICC, intraclass correlation.
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that we excluded other brain regions that may have inherited or
familial responses to visual food cues, such as the hypothalamus.
It is also possible that a larger sample size would have detected
smaller effects or provided more precise estimates of ICCs. In
regards to the fMRI analyses, a strength of this study was that we
applied anatomic masks to all individuals that were based on
a prior study. This approach avoided the introduction of bias that
is solely based on twin similarities in neuroanatomy (60) or the
accuracy of warping into the determination of ICCs for our fMRI
outcomes.

In conclusion, the current research extends previous work and,
to our knowledge, provides new data that the inherited influence
on the perception of satiety may be partially orchestrated by the
brain’s response to high-calorie visual food cues. These results
imply that inherited differences in the degree to which attention
to and motivation for high-calorie food is altered by a meal
could contribute to risk of obesity in an environment of abundant
energy-rich food. Future research should focus on this im-
plication and on identifying genotypes or single nucleotide
polymorphisms that may be associated with impaired satiety
perception (65), thereby promoting obesity.
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