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Katie Campbell

A recent study conducted by Michigan State University 
researchers, in conjunction with University of Chicago 

and Indiana University, has concluded that the United States 
ranks in the top ten most empathetic countries. The study, 
published in the Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, ana-
lyzed data from an online survey completed by more than 
104,000 people in 63 countries.

The survey measured each participant’s compassion and 
their inclination to imagine life from someone else’s point 
of view. Ecuador was ranked as the most empathetic coun-
try, followed by Saudi Arabia, Peru, Denmark, and Korea, 
among others. Many of the researchers were surprised that 
three of the most highly ranked countries — Saudi Arabia, 
United Arab Emirates, and Kuwait — were in the Middle 
East because the recent history of tension and violence in 
these areas may seem to suggest otherwise to many people 
in the U.S. However, researchers recognize that the results of 

Climate Change & Forest Fires
Dominic Kleinknecht

Climate change is best known for increasing global tem-
peratures. Western U.S. forests saw a 2.5 degree Fahren-

heit increase in average temperatures since 1970, and tem-
peratures are expected to keep rising. Warmer air can hold 
more moisture, which dries out trees, other vegetation, and 
soil. For forests, this has considerable negative effects, includ-
ing higher risks of forest fire. Climate change has led to an 
abrupt increase in forest fires in the western U.S. since the 
1980s, such that the fire season has lengthened. Since 1984, 
fires have spread across areas of 16,000 square miles — an 
area larger than Connecticut and Massachusetts combined. 

A recently conducted study is the first of its kind to quan-
tify the effects of human-made climate change on forest fires. 
It looked into eight different rating systems of forest aridity to 
compare them to observations of actual fires and large-scale 
climate models that estimate the human-made warming. 
They found that climate change has increased aridity since 
2000 and is projected to continue to do so. The scientists con-
cluded that 55% of the measured increase in fuel aridity that 
caused wildfires could be attributed to human-made warm-
ing. However, the scientists recognize that this is a conserva-
tive assumption, since their model does not account for other 
additional factors that are offshoots of climate warming, such 
as the decline in spring soil moisture. With no improvements 
in sight for the near future, and while climate change will take 
years to be effectively contained, scientists can only offer one 
piece of advice for those affected: stay out of the fire’s way.

Jetlag Fix Through O2

Julia Zubiago

The development of jetlag happens when someone trav-
els to a location where the indicators of time (light, tem-

perature, activity) differ from their bodily cycle. Eventually, 
of course, the body resets to the new environment when 
given enough exposure to new time indicators. However, 
new research from the Weizmann Institute of Science by Gad 
Asher, Yaarit Adamovich, and Benjamin Ladeuix has shown 
that oxygen levels may also cue circadian rhythms, since rate 
of oxygen absorption varies with certain time indicators.

Their research showed that changing the concentration of 
oxygen in cells by 3%, twice a day, can synchronize mouse 
cells to a particular circadian rhythm. Mice were also used to 
conduct experiments on jetlag. In an air-controlled environ-
ment, the mice were left to eat, sleep, and run on their wheels. 
The alteration of oxygen levels in their environment did not 
change their pattern of behavior to indicate jetlag, but altering 
the light in the environment to mimic a 6-hour shift ahead 
was sufficient to induce jetlag. Variations of oxygen levels in 
the environments helped the mice adapt their behavioral hab-
its to a new time.

This research may have implications for design of com-
mercial airplanes, since cabins are currently pressurized to 
the same air density as a city that is high above sea level. This 
drop in oxygen level often causes airsickness in patients, so 
some airlines are considering increasing pressure and, there-
fore, oxygen. In light of these findings, however, such a design 
change might lessen passengers’ ability to recover from jetlag.

the overall study may include biases since the survey did not 
measure compassion toward people inside one’s own country 
compared to compassion of those in other countries as part 
of the data.

Interestingly, research published in 2011 by some of 
the authors of this paper has suggested that the increase in 
social media, violence and bullying, new parenting styles, 
and heightened pressure to succeed has decreased compas-
sion and empathy in students in the US. The authors of the 
recent study warn that even though a 2016 ranking as number 
seven in empathy for the United States appears promising, the 
country is in an era of rapid individualization that may lead to 
a drastic change in its ranking in the next half-century. Over-
all, this empathy study, which was the first of its kind, may 
develop over time to concretely show how cultures and coun-
tries are constantly evolving on the individual level, which, in 
turn, impacts the societal level.

How Empathetic is the U.S.?
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The Aging of Humans
Sumedha Sahay

Recent research has provided evidence that suggests that 
humans are not capable of living past 125 years. While it 

is true that the average life expectancy has steadily risen since 
the 19th century, a new study, published in Nature by Albert 
Einstein College of Medicine, has shown evidence that human 
life cannot extend past the oldest ages already recorded. Dr. 
Jan Vijg, Ph.D., of Einstein College of Medicine, and his 
colleagues analyzed information from the Human Mortal-
ity Database, which contains data from over 40 countries. 
While this data suggests an upward increase in average life 
expectancy, upon examining life expectancy increases since 
1900 in people over 100 years old, scientists discovered that 
life expectancy quickly decreased after reaching a maximum 
of 100 years. The scientists found additional support for this 
when they examined figures from the International Database 
on Longevity, specifically when they looked into the “maxi-
mum reported age at death.” While the oldest humans’ age of 
death rose in the 70s and early 90s, the maximum age reached 
a steady number around 1997. 1997 marked the death of the 
oldest person to ever live, at 122 years old. The scientists cal-
culated an average maximum life expectancy to be 115 years 
and the absolute maximum possible age for human life to be 
125 years. Dr. Vijg postulated that, while average life expec-
tancy may increase with advancements in medicine, this 
progress will not increase the maximum human lifespan; we 
should direct our resources and research to focus on quality 
of life and good health during old age.  

Eight Glasses a Day Make The Doctor Stay?
Alexander Pan

Drinking eight glasses of water a day against your own 
thirst signals can lead to water intoxication, or hypona-

tremia, which results from critically low sodium levels in the 
body. Symptoms of over-drinking include lethargy, convul-
sions, nausea, and a possible coma. Researchers at Monash 
University uncovered ‘swallowing inhibition,’ a brain mecha-
nism prevents over-drinking. Usually, this brain mechanism 
initiates the ‘swallowing reflex’ as a physical resistance to 
prevent excess water intake. Functional magnetic resonance 
imaging (fMRI) was used to measure activity in the brain to 
observe how swallowing inhibition works. The researchers 
discovered increased activity in the frontal cortex of the brain 
when subjects drank more than they needed to. This increased 
activity shows that the subjects were trying to resist the swal-
lowing inhibition brain signals by forcibly drinking more 
than they had to. Another experiment from Monash Univer-
sity tested the resistance to drinking water of one group that 
exercised beforehand compared to another group that was 
persuaded to drink excess water. The three-fold increase in 
resistance in drinking water from the second group shows the 
‘swallowing reflex’ mechanism of water regulation in action. 
So, then, what is the standard amount of water that every-
one should drink each day? That all depends on each indi-
vidual person! Associate Professor Farrell states, “just drink 
according to thirst rather than an elaborate schedule.” Staying 
healthy depends on the individual’s decision to satisfy their 
thirst levels without under-drinking or over-drinking. 

References for News Briefs can be found at 
TuftScope.squarespace.com

Nicole Loranger

In an effort to observe the long term effects of exercise on 
longevity and health, the Norwegian University of Science 

and Technology recently released an analytical study exam-
ining the role of fitness and exercise in the cardiovascular 
health of sedentary adults. The activity levels of 874 partici-
pants were measured over a one week long period, and their 
risk factors for cardiovascular disease were evaluated in a 
variety of categories, including waist circumference, elevated 
blood triglycerides, elevated blood pressure, and treatment 
for hypertension.

The most sedentary men and women, who sit for up to 
15 hours a day, were 63% and 83% more likely to display 
risk factors for cardiovascular disease than their less seden-
tary counterparts, respectively. The fittest 40% of the group, 
however, was found to have the lowest risk overall for car-
diovascular disease — a statistic that did not include adults 
who are physically active but those who are cardiovascularly 

unfit. This suggests that maintaining physical fitness can, in 
fact, offset the negative impact of long hours spent sitting, 
which, as some studies have concluded,  kills as many people 
as smoking. Unfortunately, sitting for prolonged periods of 
time is a reality for many adults; the average adult in the U.S. 
spends 9-11 hours sitting daily, a statistic that only increases 
with age. Even this study’s fittest group of participants were 
found to sit for 12-13 hours per day.

Since this sedentary lifestyle appears to be a consequence 
of culture, it is unlikely that a decrease in these hours will 
be seen anytime soon. According to the results of this study, 
however, adults may be able to find a balance between ful-
filling their daily responsibilities while maintaining physical 
health for long-term positive results.

Fitness Can Offset Negative Effects of a Sedentary Lifestyle


