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Physical attraction linked to genes that
control height, study finds

January 19 2016

A depiction of the double helical structure of DNA. Its four coding units (A, T,
C, Q) are color-coded in pink, orange, purple and yellow. Credit: NHGRI
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Some may believe that chance brings you together with your loved one,
but scientists have found a far less romantic reason. Mate choice is
influenced by our genes, in part by those responsible for our height,
according to research published in Genome Biology.

An analysis of the genotype of more than 13,000 human heterosexual
couples found that genes that determine your height also influence your
choice of mate by height. This provides more understanding into why we
choose partners of a similar height.

Over the last century, numerous studies have found that height was a key
trait when choosing a mate, but until now there has been no explanation
for this preference. This study investigates both, individual physical
traits in relation to mate choice and the role played by underlying genetic
variation.

Lead author, Albert Tenesa, from University of Edinburgh, says, "Our
genes drive our attraction for partners of similar height to ours, i.e. tall
people pair with tall people. We found that 89% of the genetic variation
affecting individual preferences for height and one's own height are
shared, indicating that there's an innate preference for partners of similar
height."

Our height is determined by a combination of genetic and environmental
factors. Using height as a model physical trait of attractiveness, the
researchers sought to determine whether sexual attraction is driven by
genes controlling a preference for a mate's height. They investigated
whether the genes controlling your own height influence your preference
for a mate of similar height to you.

Our genes can be used to predict the height of our partner. Albert Tenesa
says, "Using one partner's genes for height, we estimated the height of

the chosen partner with 13% accuracy. The similarity in height between
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partners is driven by the observed physical appearance of the partner,
specifically their height, rather than influenced by the social or genetic
structure of the population we live in."

Using white-British male and female pairs the team analyzed to what
extent attraction to a mate of similar height was explained by a person's
genetic make-up. The analysis provided correlations between one's own
height and one's genetic make-up. These correlations indicated that
genotype (one's genetic make-up) determines not only phenotype (one's
physical appearance), but also one's preference for a mate with a
particular appearance.

Mate selection driven by one's height is more than just a chance event
and has important social and biological implications for human
populations. The mating pattern observed for height is known as
assortative mating, a mating pattern where individuals of similar physical
characteristics mate more frequently than expected by chance.
Assortative mating influences how DNA variation is arranged in the
genome, which may have important implications for other human traits
including disease susceptibility.

This study brings researchers closer to understanding the mechanisms
that govern sexual attraction and those that drive human variation.

More information: Albert Tenesa et al. Genetic determination of
height-mediated mate choice, Genome Biology (2016). DOL:
10.1186/s13059-015-0833-8
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