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not in Asian diets. One answer could be cultural prefer-
ences. However, a more complete answer includes the 
fact that Northern Europeans have a gene that allows 
them to continue digesting milk products after the tradi-
tional time of weaning.

A person with such a gene would have had an advan-
tage in Northern Europe, since dairy products are a high-
quality food source, and over time—probably less than 
10,000 years—that advantage would have allowed these 
genes to be passed on to almost all of the European popu-
lation. Today, 98% of all individuals in Sweden have this 
gene. In the United States, with its large European migra-
tion, 88% of white Americans are lactose tolerant, mean-
ing they can digest milk products. Native Americans, on 
the other hand, are lactose intolerant. Overall, this sug-Genetics: How do genes 

influence the environment, and 
how does the environment 
influence genes?
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