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60-SECOND SCIENCE COLLECTED BY  

January 1, 2008 

Another Ellipse Around the Sun 

The last year took you far--hundreds of millions of miles, in fact. Steve Mirsky reports. 

Happy New Year!  And don’t feel bad about taking today off.  After all, you’ve traveled 
far.  And I’m not talking about the trip home from the party last night.  According to NASA, 
just by being on the planet earth in the last year, you’ve zipped about 584 million miles around 
the sun to get back where you were.  At an average speed of about 67,000 miles per 
hour.  Again, not talking about the drive home last night. 

Of course, the trip was not a perfect circle.  As Kepler showed, the earth’s orbit is an ellipse, 
with the sun at one of the two focal points.  He also figured out the planet goes faster when 
it’s at perihelion, nearer the sun, than when it’s at aphelion, its furthest distance.  Which 
would explain why summer seems to zip by, except the seasons are a function of the tilt of the 
earth’s axis, not its different distances from the sun.  And the earth rotated 365 and a quarter 
times during its sweep around the sun.  The trip took 8,766 hours.  Or 31,557,600 
seconds.  Or 525,960 minutes just like this one. 

—Steve Mirsky 
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January 2, 2008 

Cat Fleas Abhor a Vacuum 

Vacuuming not only sucks up cat fleas, it kills them in the process. Karen Hopkin 
reports 

If you don’t subscribe to the Dutch journal Entomologia Experimentalis et Applicata, you might 
have missed the news about fleas: the best way to get rid of a house full of cat fleas is to 
reach for the vacuum cleaner. The old upright is not only lethal to adult bugs, but it completely 
wipes out their young. Scientists from Ohio State University had set out to determine what 
additional measures might be needed to kill a bunch of Hoovered-up fleas: burning, freezing, 
poisoning, maybe even a little good old fashioned stomping. But it turns out that getting 
sucked into a vacuum bag does the whole job.  
 
The researchers were so surprised by the results, they repeated the study several times. In 
each experiment, they sprinkled a kitchen carpet with 100 cat fleas, either adults or juveniles. 
And they found that the vacuum snuffed out pretty much all of them. What makes vacuuming 
so deadly is hard to say. The researchers admit that they did not conduct a postmortem on 
any of the deceased. But they think it was the physical trauma of being sucked through the 
brushes that gave fleas a one-way ticket to the chitin-yard. Now, if only scientists could come 
up with a safe way to vacuum the cat. 
 
--Karen Hopkin 
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January 3, 2008 

Science Societies Urge Education 

A consortium of scientific societies wants the scientific community to get more 
involved in science education, including evolution--before it's too late. Steve Mirsky 
reports.  

The scientific community needs to be involved in promoting science education, including 
evolution.  So says the January issue of the FASEB Journal.  FASEB is the Federation of 
American Societies for Experimental Biology.  Sixteen other organizations also signed on to 
the recommendation, including the National Academy of Sciences and the American Institute 
of Physics.  The article notes that the introduction of nonscience, such as creationism and 
intelligent design, undermines fundamentals of science education—such as using the 
scientific method, understanding how to reach scientific consensus and telling scientific 
explanations for natural phenomena apart from nonscientific ones.  
 
The article included a survey of a thousand likely US voters.  Those able to answer simple 
questions about plate tectonics, proper antibiotic use and prehistory were far more likely to 
support evolution education.  Said journal editor Gerald Weissman, “The bottom line is that 
the world is round, humans evolved from an extinct species, and Elvis is dead. This survey is 
a wake-up call for anyone who supports teaching information based on evidence rather than 
speculation or hope; people want to hear the truth, and they want to hear it from scientists.” 
 
—Steve Mirsky 
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January 4, 2008 

Docs Make Fake Pills Real Meds 

A new study finds that a significant number of physicians will on occasion knowingly 
prescribe a placebo. Cynthia Graber reports. 

By now we’ve all heard about the placebo affect: just by thinking a pill will help cure what ails 
you, it often does. Well, it turns out doctors sometimes take advantage of the placebo affect. 
Yes, doctors  at least doctors in Chicago, occasionally purposely prescribe placebos. That’s 
according to a study in the Journal of General Internal Medicine. 
 
Of 231 internists in Chicago who answered a survey, 45 percent say they’ve used placebos 
on occasion. The medicines of choice included antibiotics, vitamins, ibuprofen, and amounts 
of medication too small to be therapeutic.  All prescribed for situations in which those pills 
shouldn¹t have had an effect on the patient’s particular complaint. 
 
About a third of the doctors told patients that the pills might help and certainly won’t 
hurt.  About 20 percent simply tell them that it’s medicine. So even though prescribing 
placebos remains controversial, clearly some docs are doing it. Decades ago, physicians 
prescribed placebos to distinguish who had a real problem and who was faking it. Today, they 
recognize the reality of the mind-body connection, and that placebos can sometimes be just 
what the doctor ordered. 

–Cynthia Graber  
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January 7, 2008 

Tinnitus Sufferers Should Tune Out 

Distraction appears to be an effective technique to avoid the phantom noise of tinnitus. 
Chelsea Wald reports. For more on the latest tinnitus research, check out the 
November 1, 2007, edition of the 60-Second Psych podcast at sciam.com/podcast  

No one ever sits in silence these days. But if we did, many of us would experience 
tinnitus—that is, phantom noise. It’s normally a high ringing like this: [tone]. But it can sound 
like crickets [crickets sound], or buzzing [buzzer sound], or music [music clip]. Now a Brazilian 
study has found that people won’t hear these noises as much if they simply aren’t listening. 
Volunteers with normal hearing were put in soundproofed rooms. When they focused on 
listening, almost 70 percent heard phantom noises. But when they focused on seeing, only 45 
percent heard noises. And when solving a puzzle, only 20 percent heard noises. 
 
Some people have constant, debilitating tinnitus. For them, this study suggests that therapies 
to divert attention from hearing could help. For everyone else, well, the best way to avoid 
tinnitus might be just not to listen very hard. In fact, you should probably forget about this 
program altogether. Oh, and don’t think about pink elephants. 
 
—Chelsea Wald 
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January 8, 2008 

Kids and Adults Share Nightmares  

Children who are more "difficult" and who have more behavior issues also have more 
nightmares. Which makes them like adults, who also express emotional issues as bad 
dreams. Cynthia Graber reports.  

How frequent are nightmares for toddlers, and what causes them? Those are questions 
researchers at the University of Montreal hoped to answer. They asked parents of about a 
thousand children to estimate the occurrence of their child’s nightmares from age two and a 
half through age six. The parents were also questioned about their child’s disposition. 
 
First, it turns out nightmares aren’t so frequent. About a third of the parents reported no 
nightmares at all. And then there’s the second result. Kids who were called “difficult” as early 
as 5 months were more likely to suffer from nightmares as toddlers. And the ones who at a 
year and a half were more anxious, more likely to cry, and more difficult to calm down were 
also more likely to have bad dreams. 
 
The study authors say this means children may be, well, like little adults.  It’s already well 
established that adults tend to express real-live stress and emotional problems as nightmares. 
The researchers suggest that focusing on the kids’ day-time issues, and on parenting 
techniques, may help banish night-time demons. 
 
—Cynthia Graber 
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January 9, 2008 

Invading Ants Go On Diet 

Argentinian ants have successfully invaded California by being aggressive and flexible 
in their diets. Steve Mirsky explains, with reporting by Harvey Black.  

If you’re an invading, meat-eating Argentinian ant, and you run out of prey, there’s only one 
thing to do if you want to keep invading—become a vegetarian. And that’s just what the 
carnivorous Argentinian ants that have invaded California did.  They switched and began to 
eat vegetable matter.  No, these two-millimeter long critters didn’t develop moral qualms 
about eating meat and they aren’t trying to save the planet.  They just ran out of their first 
choice, native ants.  Researchers writing in the Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences say that these ants gobbled up the native ants, which can be ten times their size. 
The newcomers then had no choice but to carbo-load, switching over to such sweet treats as 
honeydew nectar produced by aphids. The ants, which are believed to have arrived in 
California on ships carrying coffee and sugar from Argentina in the 1890s, have caused 
problems for big creatures as well. The coastal horned lizard, which dined on domestic ants, 
has declined in numbers by about half recently.  Apparently because the lizard doesn’t 
particularly care for Argentinian food. 

—Steve Mirsky, with reporting by Harvey Black  
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January 10, 2008 

Founder Mutations Stay In The Family  

Some mutations, including those responsible for genetic diseases, can be traced back 
to the first individual who exhibited the new genetic construct. Cynthia Graber reports.  

Some genes that contribute to diseases can be traced back to what’s known as a founder 
mutation. It’s the first instance of that specific mutation, which then gets carried by all 
subsequent generations. Mutations in one specific gene are known to give carriers a 69 
percent greater risk of colon cancer by the age of 80.  But it can be tough to figure out who 
has it.  Luckily the Mormon church keeps great family records. 
 
Researchers at the University of Utah were able to figure out that this mutation occurred in 
only two extended families, one in Utah and one in New York. So they suspected that 
somewhere in history lurked a founder. They used colonoscopy information, genetic analysis 
of family members, and genealogical data and Mormon archives to trace the mutation all the 
way back to one couple.  When Mr. And Mrs. George Fry came to America from England in 
about 1630 they had no idea that they were bringing along the colon cancer risk 
gene.  Fortunately, the Frys’ hundreds of 21st century descendants can be monitored and 
treated at the first sign of the disease. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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Naps Improve Memory of New Tasks 

A 90-minute nap improved the ability of volunteers to remember a sequence of finger 
movements better than non-snoozers. --Cynthia Graber reports.  

If you feel the urge to lay your head down on the desk for an afternoon nap, here’s something 
to tell your boss: a 90 minute snooze will actually help you remember that new task you just 
learned. Researchers at the University of Haifa published the results of their nap study in the 
journal Nature Neuroscience. They tested two groups—each was asked to learn to bring their 
thumb and finger together in a specific sequence. One took a 90-minute nap afterwards, the 
other didn’t. The group that slept had learned the sequence better by nightfall. By morning the 
two groups had evened out, but researchers say the nappers improved more rapidly the next 
day. 
 
Then the scientists took another two groups. Both learned two different thumb-to-finger 
sequences over a few hours. One group took a nap in between the two tasks. At night-time, 
there was no difference between the groups. But by the morning, the nappers had learned the 
first task better. Scientists say this shows siestas help engrave new tasks into our long-term 
memory. Turns out that if you snooze, you win.  
 
--Cynthia Graber 
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Moms Better Recyclers Than College Kids 

Maybe it's just easier because they're putting it out on the curb rather than finding 
on-campus recycling centers, but moms are more earth-friendly than their kids at 
college. Karen Hopkin reports.  

If I asked you to picture someone who recycles, you might come up with an image of an 
idealistic young naturelover—someone who has the time and energy to take a personal 
interest in the environment. At the very least, you’d probably picture more Earth mother than 
soccer mom. But a new study from the University of Granada suggests you’d be wrong. 
Because scientists there have found that housewives are more ecologically aware than 
undergrads…in that they’re more willing to recycle. 
 
The researchers assessed the recycling skills of some 500 university students and 150 
homemakers. And they found that the housewives separate glass from their garbage more 
often than the students—even though students say they’re pro-environment. So why are 
housewives better friends to the planet than students? The researchers say that maybe it’s 
because it’s easier for them. Students have to haul their vast stockpiles of recyclables some 
distance to the proper receptacle, whereas housewives presumably just deposit their bottles 
at the curb. The researchers suggest that students could be encouraged to recycle by 
programs that emphasize how recycling is an ethical imperative for those who care about the 
earth. Or maybe the schools could just put a few extra recycling bins in the halls. 
 
--Karen Hopkin 
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Price Can Make Wine Taste Better 

Study subjects rated the same wine as tasting better when they were told it was more 
expensive. And their brains reacted differently to it when they thought it was pricier. 
Cynthia Graber reports.  

You’d think we enjoy something based on its intrinsic qualities. Food should taste good 
because we its molecules tickle our tongues. But it’s much more complicated than that. 
 
For example, one study has shown that knowing the ingredients and name brand of a beer 
can increase the drinker’s pleasure. What’s going on in our brains that allows that to happen? 
 
Researchers at the California Institute of Technology recently investigated our neural 
response to these non-intrinsic stimuli. Twenty subjects tasted what they thought were five 
different wines. They were given the price for each. But in reality, there were only three wines. 
Two were offered twice, once at an alleged low price and once at a much higher price. And 
the subjects consistently said they enjoyed what they thought were expensive wines more. 
 
A functional MRI showed that there was no change in activity in the taste centers of the brain 
when the subjects drank what they thought were costlier wines.  But the MRI also revealed 
increased activity in the brain’s pleasure centers.  So somehow our brains combine both the 
actual taste and what we expect about the taste—in this case that it’ll be better because it’s 
pricier.  In vivo veritas! 
 
—Cynthia Graber 
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January 16, 2008 

CEO's Face Correlates with Company's Fortune 

Subjects ranked photos of CEOs in terms of apparent competence and other 
parameters--and the rankings matched that of the companies. Karen Hopkin reports.  

Any successful business person can tell you about the importance of “face time”—actually 
sitting down with clients, coworkers, maybe even competitors. But there may be even more to 
this whole face-to-face business than meets the eye—or exactly as much as meets the eye. 
Because a new study from Tufts University suggests that the success of a corporation rests 
squarely on the face of its CEO. 
 
The researchers took photos of 50 CEOs from the highest and lowest ranked Fortune 1000 
companies. And they showed these pictures to a group of undergrads. They asked the 
students to rate each face on whether its owner looked competent, dominant, likeable, mature 
or trustworthy. What they found is that the students’ impressions tracked with company profits. 
The more powerful and leaderlike the CEO appeared, the more successful the 
corporation—even though the CEOs are all pretty much middle-aged white guys in ties. 
 
The study, which will appear in the February issue of Psychological Science, does not indicate 
whether profitable companies tend to promote people who look like leaders or whether 
successful CEOs grow to look the part.  Either way, looks like a company’s financial 
about-face can actually be about face. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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No Clowning For Hospitalized Kids 

A British study finds that kids in hospitals hate the images of clowns that are often put 
on ward halls. Steve Mirsky reports.  

Remember the Seinfeld where the lunatic in the clown costume asked Kramer if he was still 
afraid of clowns?  And Kramer said, “Yeah.”  Well, he’s not the only one.  A study of 
hospitalized kids in England found that they positively hate clowns, which are often depicted 
on the walls in children’s wards.  Researchers from the University of Sheffield took the novel 
approach of actually interviewing children, rather than relying on adult ideas about what kids 
like.  They spoke to 255 kids between the ages of 4 and 16.  And none of them liked 
clowns.    
 
According to the magazine Nursing Standard, one researcher said, “We found that clowns are 
universally disliked by children. Some found them frightening and unknowable.” Some 
representative comments from the kids were, “the clowns are scary,” and “they’re kind of 
creepy, the clowns.”  Yeah.  On the other hand, kids do like images of the Simpsons, 
Spongebob Squarepants, characters from Monsters Inc. , pictures of local teams and athletes 
and photos of the local region.  The researchers created a guide to kid-friendlier  hospital 
environments, at tinyurl.com/ypzofx 
 
—Steve Mirsky 
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Aggression Is Its Own Reward 

Mice will engage in behavior that brings an intruder into a cage to be attacked--the 
mice appear to find increased dopamine levels associated with the aggression to be 
rewarding. Steve Mirsky explains, with reporting by Harvey Black.  

Gonna watch the NFL conference championship games on Sunday?  You’ll see evidence for 
a new finding: aggression is rewarding. In what scientists from Vanderbilt University say is the 
first study of its kind, they report that aggressive behavior triggers dopamine, a 
neurotransmitter in the brain that is known to be part of a reward system. Dopamine levels 
increase when people and animals get food, sex, and drugs like cocaine. 
 
The researchers report in the online edition of the journal Psychopharmacology that when a 
caged male mouse was faced with an intrusive male mouse that replaced a female previously 
in the cage, the first male got aggressive. He bit and boxed the interloper. But when the 
intruder was removed, the mouse would engage in behavior the he learned would bring his 
target back.  The researchers think that aggression was its own reward.  
  
More evidence: when the mouse that was deprived of his female companion got a drug that 
inactivated dopamine receptors, he brought the intruder back less frequently.  So remember 
that when Michael Strahan is smashing into Brett Favre, he really, really likes it. 

—Steve Mirsky, with reporting by Harvey Black 
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Palm's Magnificent Death May Save Its Life 

A Madagascar palm tree, Tahina spectabilis, that is new to science flowers itself to 
death--a performance that may ensure its conservation. Adam Hinterthuer reports.  

Talk about a desperate cry for attention—a palm tree discovered in Madagascar literally 
flowers itself to death. At the end of its life cycle, a pyramid of hundreds of tiny white flowers 
spring from the top of the tree. The flowers drip with nectar, announcing the palm’s swan song 
to swarms of birds and insects. Once pollinated, the tree sends all remaining nutrients to its 
flowers as they develop into fruit. Then it collapses and dies. 
 
According to the Kew Royal Botanical Gardens in London, which announced the discovery, 
the tree also has a remarkable life. It stands fifty feet above the ground and has fan-shaped 
leaves that, at fifteen feet in diameter, rank among the largest of any flowering plant. It’s 
Madagascar’s most massive palm tree and can even be spotted on Google Earth. What’s 
more, DNA analysis shows it’s not just a new species, but an entirely new genus. This 
discovery comes right in time—fewer than a hundred of the palms still exist. Conservationists 
are now scrambling to find survivors and harvest seeds. Lucky for the tree, it puts on one 
can’t-miss performance. 

—Adam Hinterthuer  
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Mice Legs Longer With Batty Gene Regulation 

When a gene responsible for controlling limb development in rodents is switched on 
more in mice, they take a step toward bathood--on longer legs. Karen Hopkin reports.  

When you hear things like: human DNA differs from chimp DNA by only a couple percent, you 
can’t help but wonder, how can that be? How can so few changes make such a big difference? 
Researchers working with fruit bats and mice think they have an answer. And it lies less in the 
animals’ genes than in the short snippets of DNA that control when and where and how 
vigorously genes are turned on. 

If you’ve ever thought that a bat is basically just a rodent with wings, you’re not too far from 
the mark. One of the most obvious differences between bats and mice is their forearms. Mice 
have these stubby little legs, and bats have these large leathery wings. But even those 
differences are not as major as you might imagine. Mice and bats both have a gene called 
Prx1, which regulates limb development. But the gene is more active in the budding wings of 
bats. So the researchers took the piece of DNA that controls Prx1 activity from a bat and stuck 
it into a mouse. The result pictured in the January 15 issue of Genes and Development: mice 
that have longer front legs. Ok, they didn’t sprout wings, but the study shows that even small 
changes can have big consequences. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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Genome-Based Medical Choices Draw Nearer 

A study of over 38,000 hypertension patients (the ALLHAT study, for Antihypertensive 
and Lipid Lowering Treatment to Prevent Heart Attack Trial) finds that individuals 
respond better to some drugs than to others, based on their personal genetics. Steve 
Mirsky reports. 

It’s the kind of thing we can look forward to more in the coming years: personalized drug 
regimens based on our individual DNA.  An example of this new kind of personalized 
medicine is illustrated by a study in the January 23rd issue of the Journal of the American 
Medical Association.  Researchers found that hypertension patients had better results with 
different drugs depending on the patient’s genetic profiles.  Currently, for the most part, 
doctors will put people with high blood pressure on a standard bp medication and see if it 
works.  If it doesn’t, they’ll try another drug, until this trial and error system finds a good 
one.  But genetic profiling could let physicians know immediately which patient will respond to 
which drug.  
 
This study of genetics and bp meds included over 38,000 subjects with high blood pressure in 
the US and Canada who are taking part in a large multicenter trial.  With personalized 
genomic sequencing becoming affordable in the next few years, many of us should finally 
know in advance, not just our risks for disease, but what medications will be most effective. 
 
—Steve Mirsky 
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Snake Hearing Is Connected To The Jawbone 

Snakes see heat with their noses and smell with their tongues--now researchers find 
that they hear with their jaws. Karen Hopkin reports.  

Most schoolkids know that snakes can “see” with their noses. Vipers in particular have these 
organs on their noggins that allow them to see heat, which helps them find their 
warm-blooded prey. If that’s not wild enough for you, now physicists from Germany and 
Kansas say that snakes can hear with their jaws, an idea they present in an upcoming issue of 
Physical Review Letters. 
 
See, snakes don’t have actual ears. At least not on the outside. But they do have fully formed 
inner ear systems, complete with a cochlea, the fluid-filled bone that harvests sound. But in 
snakes, the cochlea is connected to…the jawbone. So, if you walk past a snake that’s resting 
with its head on the ground, the vibrations from your footsteps jiggle the snake’s jaw, which 
shakes the snake’s cochlea, so the snake can hear you move. In fact, the physicists found 
that this whole listening-with-your-mouth setup can sense even the tiny vibrations made by 
scampering rodents or other small prey. And because snakes can unhinge their jaws one side 
at a time, they may be able to hear in stereo. Which means that tapping on the glass of the 
rattlesnake exhibit is actually twice as annoying as anyone ever realized. 
 
—Karen Hopkin  
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Comet Dust Seems More Asteroidy 

The NASA Stardust mission sampled dust from a comet and brought it back to 
earth--where the now studied dust seems more like what asteroids should be made of. 
Chelsea Wald reports.  

Remember the good old days when we understood our solar system? Then we found out 
Pluto wasn’t a planet. And now a new study puts comets in question. The data come from 
NASA’s Stardust mission—that’s the one that scooped up particles from comet Wild 2 and 
returned to earth two years ago. The conventional wisdom is that comets originated in the 
outer solar system, then the sun or a planet nudged them into weird orbits. 
 
Well, this study in the journal Science contradicts that wisdom. Turns out that the particles 
from Wild 2 look like they belong not to a comet but to an asteroid from the inner solar system. 
In fact, Stardust didn’t capture any of the pre-solar-system stuff that comets should be made 
of. This means that the distinction between asteroids and comets may be surprisingly blurry. 
Some comets might have migrated out from the inner solar system. Or there could be lots of 
inner solar system stuff in the outer solar system. Either way, it’s time to start rewriting those 
astronomy textbooks…again. 
 
—Chelsea Wald 
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Same Old Song May Sound Different To Individuals 

Neurons in the brain's hearing center reacted differently to the same sounds in 
different test subjects--so different people may hear the same sound differently. 
Cynthia Graber reports. 

Our ears are highly attuned to sounds in the world around us. It’s not just the frequency of the 
sound itself. There are also subtle differences and shifts in loudness and pitch. That’s what 
tells us, for instance, whether that baby crying belongs to us and just where it’s located. But 
according to a recent study, what you and I hear may not sound the same.  
  
Scientists at the University of Oxford are trying to understand how the ears and the brain work 
together. They fit ferrets with auditory implants, trained them to respond to sound, and then 
looked at the way their neurons reacted. It turns out that each ferret’s neurons in the auditory 
cortex responded to changes in gradual differences in sound  but each ferret responded 
differently.  
  
The researchers say this is applicable to humans. They say this means that our brains are 
wired to process sounds depending on how our ears deliver that sound. So if you suddenly 
heard the world through my ears, it might sound quite different. The scientists say this 
research could help in the quest to design better hearing aids and speech recognition systems. 
 
—Cynthia Graber 
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Beauty Affects The Eye of the Consumer 

Consumers were more enthusiastic about purchasing an article of clothing when they 
saw a good-looking person handling it first. Steve Mirsky explains, with reporting by 
Harvey Black. 

Pay attention, retailers.  For a fatter bottom line, you might want to have some hunks and 
hotties on hand.  That’s what Jennifer Argo and her colleagues say.  She teaches business 
at the University of Alberta.  The research team did a study to be published in an upcoming 
issue of the Journal of Consumer Research.  The result: customers were more enthusiastic 
about clothing when they saw good-looking people handling the clothes.  
 
The team studied responses of 300 shoppers who were sent to a store to try on a specific shirt. 
When the shoppers saw a planted average-looking person trying on the shirt they came for, 
they weren’t that interested in buying it.  But when a fetching model of the opposite sex was 
seen to sport the shirt, the shoppers said they were then actually willing to spend more for it.  
  
Regular Joes and Janes, don’t take that as meaning you have no future on the sales 
floor.  Argo says that retailers can still get more appearance-connected sales mileage from 
their average-looking staff just by making sure the employees stay well-groomed to give a 
natty appearance. 

—Steve Mirsky, with reporting by Harvey Black  
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Reptile Sex Determination Is Hot Topic 

The sex of many reptiles is determined by the temperature in the nest where the eggs 
incubate. Now researchers have shown that the offspring's temperature-dependent sex 
assignment is connected to their later reproductive success. Karen Hopkin reports. 

Every expectant mother gets asked the same question: boy or girl? For mammals like us, it’s 
an easy call. Two X chromosomes you get pink booties. X and a Y you get blue. But for some 
reptiles, the answer depends on the weather. Well, on the temperature to be precise. For 
many lizards and turtles and gators, the sex of the hatchlings depends on the temperature in 
the nest where the eggs incubate.  
  
But why would animals bother with such a seemingly slapdash system for assigning sex? The 
only logical answer is: there must be some benefit. Each sex must fare better at the 
temperature that tends to produce that sex. A fine theory, but no one has been able to test it. 
Until now.  
  
In the January 20 online issue of Nature, scientists at Iowa State University describe how they 
used hormones to produce lizards with the “wrong sex”—animals that came out male even 
though they were incubated at the female temperature. And vice versa. They found that 
females born and raised at the female temperature made more babies than females hatched 
at the wrong, male temperature. Ditto for the males. Call it the Goldilocks principle.  You’re 
born at a temperature that’s just right—at least if you’re a lizard. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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