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Special International Autism Summit Report: Oxytocin and Autism  

Interview with Integrative Wellness Physician and Autism Expert Luis Martinez, M.D., MPH by 
Courtney Peretti, Associated Press Health Correspondent 

What is Oxytocin? 
Martinez: Oxytocin was discovered in 1906 by Sir Henry Dale. It is a peptide that functions as 
both a hormone and neurotransmitter and has broad influences on social and emotional 
processing throughout the brain and body. Oxytocin is a peptide of nine amino acids that is 
produced in the hypothalamus and released into both the brain and bloodstream. Functioning as 
both a neurotransmitter and hormone, oxytocin’s role throughout the body is widespread. 
Included is the hypothalamus, amygdala, hippocampus, brainstem, heart, uterus and regions of 
the spinal cord which regulates the autonomic nervous system, especially the parasympathetic 
branch. 
 
How Does it Work? 
Martinez: Many parts of the brain process positive interactions we have with other people. What 
links them is that they all can ‘take in’ oxytocin. There isn’t one, simple piece of the brain that 
embodies this calming, connection system. Pepperdine University psychologist Louis Cozolino 
has named the group of structures, the "social brain." That is a simple and effective way of 
thinking of it. 
 
What seems to happen in the brain is that when we get a positive signal like a smile from 
someone, the hypothalamus releases a small amount of oxytocin into the brain. This oxytocin 
stimulates cells in the social brain to release still more oxytocin. 
 
Oxytocin calms down the activity of the amygdala, reducing fear and anxiety and helping us to 
respond to the other person (Kuchinskas, 2009). 
 
In humans, oxytocin is released during hugging and pleasant physical touch. It plays a part in the 
human sexual response cycle.  It appears to change the brain signals related to social recognition 
via facial expressions, perhaps by changing the firing of the amygdala, the part of the brain that 
plays a primary role in the processing of important emotional stimuli.  In this way, oxytocin in 
the brain may be a potent mediator of human social behavior (Kain 2008). 

Reporter Maia Szalavitz wrote an article in the May 2008 edition for the journal New Scientist. 
In the article she states, "Oxytocin's ability to connect social contact with feelings of pleasure 
and well-being has got researchers excited about potential therapeutic uses, since so many mental 
illnesses involve disorders of sociability or empathy. An obvious starting point is autism, which 
is marked by difficulty understanding the minds of others, aversion to human contact, and 
repetitive behaviors such as rocking".  
 
According to the article, Eric Hollander of Mount Sinai School of Medicine in New York, is 
studying what happens when oxytocin is given to autistic adults. He found that a single 
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intravenous infusion produced improvements that lasted two weeks (Biological Psychiatry, vol. 
61, p.498).  
 
Oxytocin coordinates both the causes and effects of positive social interactions. During social 
interactions, oxytocin can be released by sensory stimuli perceived as positive, including touch, 
warmth and odors. The consequences of positive social interactions, such as reduced 
sympathoadrenal activity and enhanced parasympathetic-vagal activity, also may be mediated by 
oxytocin. Because the release of oxytocin can become conditioned to emotional states and 
mental images, the actions of this peptide may provide an additional explanation for the long-
term benefits of positive experiences (Moberg 1998). 
 
The Atlanta Center for the Study of Disease (1996) estimated that more than eighty percent of 
diseases are related to stress. To state this differently, if you listed all the conditions and diseases 
related to stress or aggravated by stress, you’d have to list nearly every known condition. 
Oxytocin is the “anti-stress” hormone. By easing stress, oxytocin supports the healing of all 
stress related conditions. (Robinson, 2008) 

What is Oxytocin Factor actually doing in the brains of these patients?  
Martinez: Unlike a healthy brain, when an individual with autism sees another human face their 
brain does not activate in the same manner your brain might. Instead they perceive the face as an 
inordinate object or any other object for that matter. Therefore reading facial cues and signals is 
voided for many people struggling with autism. If your face is angry an individual with autism is 
not likely to perceive your expression as anger, if he perceives it at all. To you it may seem as 
though he doesn’t even see you or acknowledge you, but this is in fact a misperception. By 
boosting levels of oxytocin with a supplement such as Oxytocin Factor, we are able to shift that 
problem, causing the autistic brain to respond to faces in a more normal way. 

In other words, the supplemental oxytocin actually dampens one area of the brain which is 
hyper-sensitive to stress thus creating an opportunity for the part of the brain which assists with 
social recognition to increase in its receptivity. This in turn allows the individual to calm down 
and experience less stress and anxiety in social situation. This is obviously a classic challenge for 
the sufferer of autism and creates quite a breakthrough in understanding. 

In our clinic we choose to see adults, children and even infants struggling with autism. The 
autism brain makes it difficult to recognize that another person is trying to create soothing so the 
attempts at soothing oftentimes get misinterpreted as threats. This creates a very negative 
feedback loop for all involved.  

When we administer oxytocin factor this changes. It is quite exciting though obviously we are 
continuing our research and more testing needs to be completed.  

Do people with autism have abnormally low levels of oxytocin?  
Martinez: It's very hard to measure oxytocin as it must be measured via blood-plasma or spinal 
fluid. Measurements with blood-plasma are highly variable because oxytocin is released 
intermittently throughout the day. Remember, we release oxytocin naturally as a response to 
stress hormones, so it is being released at many different times during a day. However, in our 
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own research as well as in research conducted by colleagues from around the world, it is now 
recognized that oxytocin levels in individuals with autism as well as those individuals having 
suffered early neglect and trauma have diminished oxytocin responses and heightened stress 
reactivity.  

Some research involving monkeys, where spinal taps have been conducted has shown that 
monkeys deprived of maternal love as infants tend to have chronically low levels of oxytocin 
throughout their lives. This appears to hold true for humans in instances of early deprivation, 
abuse, and neglect. However do let me emphasize, this research does not mean that autism can 
be blamed on a lack of effective mothering or on bad parents. I am merely making a correlation 
between the two as they both demonstrate deficiencies in oxytocin. In essence, this can help us 
understand that individuals struggling with autism can benefit from much of the same loving, 
supportive, stress-reducing relationships as children who’ve suffered abuse and neglect require.  

There are many behavior based therapies for individuals with autism. Is it possible that 
these therapies help to increase oxytocin? 

Martinez: Unfortunately, there are not any studies that have actually measured if there is an 
increase in oxytocin because of these therapies. We have been conducting a longitudinal study of 
a therapy model that has been used successfully with traumatized children for years and we 
believe the key component of this model is that it is geared towards releasing oxytocin during 
family interactions. We are combining the use of oxytocin factor with this therapy model and 
seeing tremendous results so far.   

Other therapies have been used for years that also prove to release oxytocin, deep pressure 
massage for one releases oxytocin, as does meditation, art and dance. It seems that rhythmic, 
patterned activity is also a trigger for oxytocin and may explain some of the repetitive rocking 
that can be seen with autism. Deep pressure seems to be one of the therapies using weighted 
blankets like a body blanket are also very effective as are acupuncture therapies.  

How long do the effects of the oxytocin factor last?  
Martinez: What’s interesting is that oxytocin readily breaks down in the blood plasma in a short 
period of time yet the results seem to persist for hours and even days. There is research that 
alludes to the possibility that supplemental oxytocin as little as a single dose can lead to changes 
as long lasting as two weeks or more. This is very exciting. Is it permanent? We don’t know this 
yet, but there appears to be little to no risk associated with supplemental oxytocin with great 
potential for positive benefit. When you compare this to the risk/reward factor of the most 
commonly utilized psychiatric medications, we believe this is definitely a scientific 
breakthrough. 

Is there a difference between the oxytocin factor spray versus the sublingual drops? 
Martinez: We’ve found that it is mostly a matter of preference. The spray seems to hit the brain 
immediately but dissipates quicker whereas the drops seem to take longer to become active in the 
system but last longer. A great number of people don’t care to spray a substance into their nasal 
passages so we created the drops as a viable option.  
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What about people who don’t have autism, how do they respond to oxytocin factor? 
Martinez: We are having excellent results with people who have suffered from depression, 
anxiety, and chronic stress conditions for years. Many of these people have experienced very 
little relief with other treatments and are reporting very positive feedback with the oxytocin 
supplement. 

Why is oxytocin factor not approved by the FDA?                                                                    
Martinez: First of all, oxytocin factor is only a supplement and is recommended as a 
supplemental addition to one’s stress management protocols. We are not claiming that it cures or 
even treats autism, but rather helps to lessen the symptoms associated with the condition. In this 
manner FDA approval is not required. Secondly, FDA approval costs millions of dollars and is a 
very lengthy and difficult process. Once pharmaceutical companies begin to run trials and create 
medications utilizing oxytocin it will most likely be priced out of reach for many and only 
obtainable with a prescription.  

Is there potential for abuse with oxytocin factor?  
Martinez: What’s exciting is that oxytocin factor is not a “feel good” supplement. It is very 
subtle and many just barely notice the effect unless they are paying attention. There is a very fine 
line with the supplement as too much causes it to become ineffective much the same as a 
homeopathic and too little doesn’t give the body what it needs. So abuse potential is very low. 
Using more will not create a better effect. We have tested many varying dosage levels and 
believe we have found the optimal level. 

Thank you Dr. Martinez.   

Martinez: My pleasure. 
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