Empathy and Pro-Social Behavior in Rats
Inbal Ben-Ami Bartal, et al.
Science 334, 1427 (2011);
DOI: 10.1126/science.1210789

This copy is for your personal, non-commercial use only.

If you wish to distribute this article to others, you can order high-quality copies for your
colleagues, clients, or customers by clicking here.

The following resources related to this article are available online at
www.sciencemag.org (this infomation is current as of December 15, 2011 ):
Updated information and services, including high-resolution figures, can be found in the online
version of this article at:
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/334/6061/1427.full.html
Supporting Online Material can be found at:
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/suppl/2011/12/07/334.6061.1427.DC1.html
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/suppl/2011/12/09/334.6061.1427.DC2.html
A list of selected additional articles on the Science Web sites related to this article can be
found at:
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/334/6061/1427.full.html#related
This article cites 22 articles, 4 of which can be accessed free:
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/334/6061/1427.full.html#ref-list-1
This article has been cited by 1 articles hosted by HighWire Press; see:
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/334/6061/1427.full.html#related-urls
This article appears in the following subject collections:
Psychology
http://www.sciencemag.org/cgi/collection/psychology

Science (print ISSN 0036-8075; online ISSN 1095-9203) is published weekly, except the last week in December, by the
American Association for the Advancement of Science, 1200 New York Avenue NW, Washington, DC 20005. Copyright
2011 by the American Association for the Advancement of Science; all rights reserved. The title Science is a
registered trademark of AAAS.

Downloaded from www.sciencemag.org on December 15, 2011

Permission to republish or repurpose articles or portions of articles can be obtained by
following the guidelines here.

REPORTS
fluctuations in population density provide important information to guide decisions on disease
control strategies, international aid and humanitarian responses, and assessments of economic
development.
References and Notes
1. M. J. Ferrari et al., Proc. Biol. Sci. 277, 2775 (2010).
2. M. J. Ferrari et al., Nature 451, 679 (2008).
3. W. P. London, J. A. Yorke, Am. J. Epidemiol. 98, 468
(1973).
4. D. P. Word, J. K. Young, D. A. T. Cummings, D. C. Laird,
paper presented at the 20th European Symposium on
Computer Aided Process Engineering— ESCAPE20,
Ischia, Naples, Italy, 6 to 9 June 2010.
5. S. S. Hutchins et al., Am. J. Epidemiol. 132, 157
(1990).
6. S. Altizer et al., Ecol. Lett. 9, 467 (2006).
7. N. C. Grassly, C. Fraser, Proc. Biol. Sci. 273, 2541
(2006).
8. R. M. Anderson, R. M. May, Infectious Diseases of
Humans: Dynamics and Control (Oxford Univ. Press,
New York, 1991).
9. M. Keeling, P. Rohani, Modeling Infectious Diseases in
Human and Animals (Princeton Univ. Press, Princeton,
NJ, 2008).
10. R. M. Prothero, Glob. Change Hum. Health 3, 20 (2002).
11. J. L. Aron, I. B. Schwartz, J. Theor. Biol. 110, 665 (1984).
12. M. J. Keeling, B. T. Grenfell, Science 275, 65 (1997).
13. R. H. Faulkingham, P. F. Thorbahn, Popul. Stud. 29, 463
(1975).
14. D. Rain, Eaters of the Dry Season: Circular Labor
Migration in the West African Sahel (Westview Press,
Boulder, CO, 1999).
15. C. D. Elvidge, K. E. Baugh, E. A. Kihn, H. W. Kroehl, E. R. Davis,
Photogramm. Eng. Remote Sensing 63, 734 (1997).
16. P. Sutton, D. Roberts, C. D. Elvidge, K. E. Baugh, Int. J.
Remote Sens. 22, 3061 (2001).

Empathy and Pro-Social
Behavior in Rats
Inbal Ben-Ami Bartal,1 Jean Decety,1,2,4 Peggy Mason3,4
Whereas human pro-social behavior is often driven by empathic concern for another, it is unclear
whether nonprimate mammals experience a similar motivational state. To test for empathically
motivated pro-social behavior in rodents, we placed a free rat in an arena with a cagemate trapped in a
restrainer. After several sessions, the free rat learned to intentionally and quickly open the restrainer
and free the cagemate. Rats did not open empty or object-containing restrainers. They freed cagemates
even when social contact was prevented. When liberating a cagemate was pitted against chocolate
contained within a second restrainer, rats opened both restrainers and typically shared the chocolate.
Thus, rats behave pro-socially in response to a conspecific’s distress, providing strong evidence for
biological roots of empathically motivated helping behavior.
ro-social behavior refers to actions that are
intended to benefit another. One common
motivator of pro-social behavior in humans is empathic concern: an other-oriented
emotional response elicited by and congruent
with the perceived welfare of an individual in
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distress (1, 2). Sharing another’s distress via
emotional contagion can result in overwhelming
fear and immobility unless one’s own distress
is down-regulated, thus allowing empathically
driven pro-social behavior (3, 4). Building on
observations of emotional contagion in rodents
(5–10), we sought to determine whether rats
are capable of empathically motivated helping
behavior. We tested whether the presence of a
trapped cagemate induces a pro-social motivational state in rats, leading them to open the restrainer door and liberate the cagemate.
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Rats were housed in pairs for 2 weeks before
the start of testing. In each session, a rat (the free
rat) was placed in an arena with a centrally located restrainer in which a cagemate was trapped
(trapped condition, n = 30 rats, 6 females). The
free rat could liberate the trapped rat by applying
enough force to tip over the restrainer door (Fig.
1A). If a free rat failed to open the door, the experimenter opened it halfway, allowing the trapped
rat to escape and preventing learned helplessness.
Rats remained in the arena together for the final
third of the session. Door-opening only counted
as such if the free rat opened the door before
the experimenter opened it halfway. Sessions
were repeated for 12 days. Control conditions
included testing a free rat with an empty restrainer (empty condition, n = 20 rats, 6 females)
or toy rat–containing restrainer (object condition,
n = 8 males). As an additional control, for the
number of rats present, we tested a free rat with an
empty restrainer and an unrestrained cagemate
located across a perforated divide (2+empty
condition, n = 12 males). Free rats’ heads were
marked and their movements were recorded with
a top-mounted camera for offline analysis (11).
Free rats circled the restrainer, digging at it and
biting it, and contacted the trapped rat through
holes in the restrainer (Fig. 1B and movie S1).
They learned to open the door and liberate the
trapped cagemate within a mean of 6.9 T 2.9 days.
Free rats spent more time near the restrainer in
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As with any method, there are limitations to
the use of nighttime satellite imagery; the exact
association between brightness and population
density varies between locations and is affected by
environmental (15) and economic factors (25–27).
Additionally, images must be selected carefully
to avoid contamination from solar and lunar illumination and cloud cover (SOM part 1).
Measuring the drivers of seasonal variability
in transmission rates, particularly in areas with
sparse disease surveillance and strong epidemic
nonlinearities (2), is critical for improving the
design of epidemiological control measures. It
is now possible to improve outbreak response
strategies based on fluctuations in population
density and disease transmission, as we have
shown for a recent measles outbreak in Niamey.
This would be particularly useful in areas with
repetitive seasonal fluctuations in density where
targeted campaigns could maximize the number
of individuals present during vaccinations. It is
also possible that this method could be adapted
for near–real-time analyses, as images are uploaded
from the satellite within ~48 hours (although the
usability of individual images is sensitive to environmental conditions).
The advantages of understanding changes in
population density are broadly applicable. This information can aid in estimating population changes
caused by large-scale human movements—i.e.,
displacement due to conflict (17) or recurring
movements such as the Hajj. Measurements of
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the arena center [P < 0.001, mixed model analysis (MMA), Fig. 1C] and showed greater movement speed (hereafter termed activity, P < 0.001,
MMA, Fig. 1D) than did control rats. Before
learning to open the restrainer door, free rats in
the trapped condition stayed significantly more
active in the second half of sessions relative to
the first half than did rats in control conditions
[P < 0.001, MMA, protected least significant
difference (PLSD) test, Fig. 1E]. Thus, rats were
motivated to move and act specifically in the
presence of a trapped cagemate.
In the trapped condition, the proportion of rats
that opened the door increased (Fig. 2A), and the
latency to door-opening decreased (Fig. 2B and
movie S2) across sessions, which is evidence of
learning. Significantly more rats in the trapped
[23 out of 30 (23/30)] than control (5/40) conditions were classified as “openers” by the end of
the experiment (P < 0.001, c-square test), opening the door within minutes of placement in the
arena (11). A sharp increase in the free rat’s activity was observed at the time of door-opening
(Fig. 2C), suggesting that the liberation of a
trapped cagemate is a salient event.
Initially, rats in the trapped condition opened
the door in any of three ways: tipping the door
over from the side or top or pushing it up with
their heads. However, on days 6 to 12, they consistently opened the door with their heads (Fig.
2D). Furthermore, whereas rats initially froze
after the door fell over, later on they did not
freeze (Fig. 2E), demonstrating that door-opening
was the expected outcome of a deliberate, goaldirected action.
Ultrasonic (~23 kHz) vocalizations were collected from multiple testing arenas with a batdetector and were analyzed to determine whether
rats emitted alarm calls. Significantly more alarm
calls were recorded during the trapped condition
(13%) than during the empty and object conditions [3 to 5%, P < 0.05 analysis of variance
(ANOVA), PLSD < 0.05, Fig. 2F] in randomly
sampled files from all days of testing. Alarm calls
occurred more frequently (20 to 27%) on days
1 to 3, when door-opening was rare. In 90% of
files containing alarm calls on day 1, the trapped
rat was identified as the source; in the remaining
samples, we were not able to identify the caller.
These data suggest that trapped rats were indeed
stressed.
A greater proportion of female rats (6/6) than
male rats (17/24) in the trapped condition became
door-openers (P < 0.05, c-square), which is consistent with suggestions that females are more
empathic than males (7, 12, 13). Further, female
rats in the trapped condition opened the restrainer
door at a shorter latency than males on days 7 to
12 (P < 0.01, MMA, Fig. 3A). Female rats were
also more active than males in the trapped condition (P < 0.001, ANOVA) but not in the empty
condition (Fig. 3B).
To examine whether individual differences in
boldness influenced door-opening, we tested the
latency for approach to the ledge of a half-opened
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Fig. 1. (A) Top views of the trapped and 2+empty conditions and side views of the restrainer and door.
(B) The locations (0.5 frames per second) of representative free rats with respect to the restrainer (red box)
are plotted for each condition on day 1 of testing. (C) Rats in the trapped condition spent more time
(mean T SEM) in the arena center (>5 cm away from the wall) than did rats in control conditions. (D) The
velocity (mean T SEM) of rats in the trapped condition was greater than that of control rats throughout the
session. (E) The ratio of the average activity during the second half of sessions relative to the average
activity during the first half (mean T SEM) was greater for rats in the trapped condition on days 1 to 6 than
for rats in control conditions.

Fig. 2. (A) The proportion of rats in the trapped condition that opened the door increased across the days
of testing. (B) Only rats in the trapped condition opened the door at decreasing latencies across days of
testing. (C) Rats in the trapped condition showed a sharp increase in activity when the restrainer door was
opened (time 0). (D) Across days, free rats in the trapped condition developed a consistent opening style,
lifting the door up with their heads. (E) As rats learned to open the door, they stopped freezing in response
to door-opening. (F) More alarm calls were recorded in the trapped condition (n = 67 sample files) than in
empty (n = 64) or object (n = 67) conditions.
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cage before the experiment (11). Animals who
became openers had lower approach latencies
than nonopeners (P < 0.01, t test), suggesting that
successful opening behavior correlates with boldness scores (fig. S1). This demonstrates that individual trait differences may factor into the
expression of pro-social behavior.
To determine whether anticipation of social
interaction is necessary to motivate door-opening,
we tested rats in a modified setup in which the
trapped animal could only exit into a separate
arena (separated condition, Fig. 4, A and B). Rats
(12 pairs) were first exposed to the trapped condition (12 days); three rats did not open the door
on any of the last 3 days and were not tested
further. Next, rats were placed in the separated

setup with a restrainer that was either empty (separated empty) or contained a cagemate (separated
cagemate) for 29 days of testing. Finally, conditions were reversed so that rats previously in
the separated cagemate condition were tested in
the separated empty condition and vice versa,
for 27 days. Thus, all nine rats were tested in
counterbalanced order with both an empty and a
full restrainer. Rats placed in the separated cagemate condition either continued or returned to
opening the door at short latency as they had in
the trapped condition. In contrast, when rats were
placed in the separated empty condition, they
stopped opening the door of the empty restrainer
(P < 0.001, MMA, PLSD, Fig. 4, A and B). Thus,
rats opened the door of a cagemate-containing

Fig. 3. (A) Females in the
trapped, but not empty,
condition opened the door
at consistently shorter latencies than did males on
days 7 to 12. (B) Activity
was greater for females
than males in the trapped,
but not empty, condition.

Fig. 4. (A and B) Rats opened the door for a trapped cagemate even when no
social interaction was possible between the two animals after door-opening. Dooropening was extinguished when the restrainer was empty but either resumed (A) or
persisted (B) when the restrainer contained a cagemate, regardless of the order of
www.sciencemag.org
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restrainer but not of an empty restrainer, indicating that the expectation of social contact is not
necessary for eliciting pro-social behavior.
In order to examine the relative value of liberating a trapped cagemate, we tested a cohort of
rats in a cagemate versus chocolate paradigm.
When given a choice, these non–food-deprived
rats ate an average of >7 chocolate chips and no
rat chow, indicating that they found chocolate
highly palatable. The free rat was placed in an
arena with two restrainers, one containing the
trapped cagemate and the other containing five
chocolate chips (chocolate cagemate condition,
Fig. 4, C and D). As a control, one restrainer was
empty while the other contained chocolate (chocolate empty condition). For rats in the chocolate cagemate condition, there was no difference
in the door-opening latencies for the two restrainers during days 6 to 12 (Fig. 4C). In contrast, rats in the chocolate empty condition opened
the chocolate-containing restrainer more quickly
than the empty one (P < 0.01, t test, Fig. 4D).
These results show that the value of freeing a
trapped cagemate is on par with that of accessing chocolate chips. Like rats in the trapped
condition, rats needed several days (5.8 T 2.1) to
learn to open the chocolate restrainer, which is
evidence that door-opening was neither easy nor
instinctual.
Although free rats in the chocolate cagemate condition could potentially eat all five
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testing [n = 4 rats, (A); n = 5, (B)]. (C) On days 6 to 12, the latencies at which rats
opened a restrainer containing a trapped cagemate and one containing chocolate
chips were not different. (D) Rats in the chocolate empty condition opened the
empty restrainer at significantly longer latencies than the chocolate restrainer.
VOL 334
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chocolate chips, they shared them in half of all
trials (52%) and in 61% of trials on days 6 to
12. Rats in the chocolate empty condition ate
virtually all the chips (4.8 T 0.7), whereas free
rats in the chocolate cagemate condition ate
fewer chips (3.5 T 1.5, P < 0.01, t test), which
allowed trapped rats to eat the remaining chips
(1.5 T 1.4).
Our study demonstrates that rats behave
pro-socially when they perceive a conspecific
experiencing nonpainful psychological restraint
stress (14, 15), acting to end that distress through
deliberate action. In contrast to previous work
(5, 9, 16, 17), the present study shows pro-social
behavior accomplished by the deliberate action
of a rat. Moreover, this behavior occurred in
the absence of training or social reward, and
even when in competition with highly palatable
food.
Our observations could have alternative
explanations. Rats may have acted to stop the
alarm calls of the trapped rats (18). Yet alarm
calls occurred too infrequently to support this
explanation. Alternatively, rats may have been
attracted to the trapped cagemate by curiosity.
However, door-opening in the separated cagemate condition persisted for over a month, a
time period over which curiosity extinguishes
(19). Finally, door-opening could be a coincidental effect of high activity levels. This is unlikely because once rats learned to open the door,
they did so at short latency, using a consistent
style, and were unsurprised by door-opening.
Additionally, door-opening is not easy, rendering accidental openings unlikely. Thus, the most
parsimonious interpretation of the observed helping behavior is that rats free their cagemate in
order to end distress, either their own or that of
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the trapped rat, that is associated with the circumstances of the trapped cagemate. This emotional motivation, arguably the rodent homolog
of empathy, appears to drive the pro-social behavior observed in the present study.
The presence of empathy in nonhuman animals is gaining support in the scientific community (20–26), although skeptics remain (27).
In the current study, the free rat was not simply
empathically sensitive to another rat’s distress
but acted intentionally to liberate a trapped conspecific. The ability to understand and actively
respond to the affective state of a conspecific is
crucial for an animal’s successful navigation in
the social arena (4) and ultimately benefits group
survival.
References and Notes
1. D. C. Batson, in The Social Neuroscience of Empathy,
J. Decety, W. J. Ickes, Eds. (MIT Press, Cambridge, MA,
2009), pp. 3–15.
2. J. Decety, P. L. Jackson, Behav. Cogn. Neurosci. Rev. 3,
71 (2004).
3. N. Eisenberg et al., J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 57, 55
(1989).
4. J. Decety, M. Svetlova, Devel. Cogn. Neurosci., 10.1016/
j.dcn.2011.05.003 (2011).
5. R. M. Church, J. Comp. Physiol. Psychol. 52, 132
(1959).
6. D. Jeon et al., Nat. Neurosci. 13, 482 (2010).
7. D. J. Langford et al., Soc. Neurosci. 5, 163 (2010).
8. C. Zalaquett, D. Thiessen, Physiol. Behav. 50, 221
(1991).
9. G. E. Rice, P. Gainer, J. Comp. Physiol. Psychol. 55, 123
(1962).
10. D. J. Langford et al., Science 312, 1967 (2006).
11. Materials and methods are available as supporting
material on Science Online.
12. T. Romero, M. A. Castellanos, F. B. de Waal, Proc. Natl.
Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 107, 12110 (2010).
13. C. Mohr, A. C. Rowe, O. Blanke, Br. J. Psychol. 101, 277
(2010).

9 DECEMBER 2011

VOL 334

SCIENCE

14. G. B. Glavin, W. P. Paré, T. Sandbak, H. K. Bakke,
R. Murison, Neurosci. Biobehav. Rev. 18, 223 (1994).
15. W. P. Paré, G. B. Glavin, Neurosci. Biobehav. Rev. 10,
339 (1986).
16. J. F. Lucke, C. D. Baton, J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 16, 214
(1980).
17. G. E. J. Rice, Psychol. Rec. 14, 165 (1964).
18. J. J. Lavery, P. J. Foley, Science 140, 172 (1963).
19. M. L. Reger, D. A. Hovda, C. C. Giza, Dev. Psychobiol. 51,
672 (2009).
20. F. B. de Waal, Annu. Rev. Psychol. 59, 279
(2008).
21. F. Warneken, M. Tomasello, Br. J. Psychol. 100, 455
(2009).
22. S. Preston, in Encyclopedia of Animal Behavior, Mark
Bekoff, Ed. (Greenwood Press, Westport, CT, 2004),
vol. 2, D-P.
23. G. D. Wills, A. L. Wesley, F. R. Moore, D. A. Sisemore,
Neurosci. Biobehav. Rev. 7, 315 (1983).
24. J. Decety, Ann. N. Y. Acad. Sci. 1231, 35 (2011).
25. E. Hatfield, R. L. Rapson, Y. C. Le, in The
Social Neuroscience of Empathy, J. Decety,
W. J. Ickes, Eds. (MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 2009),
pp. 19–30.
26. S. D. Preston, F. B. M. de Waal, Behav. Brain Sci. 25, 1,
discussion 20 (2002).
27. J. B. Silk, in The Oxford Handbook of Evolutionary
Psychology, R. I. M. Dunbar, L. Barrett, Eds. (Oxford Univ.
Press, Oxford, 2007), pp. 115–126.
Acknowledgments: This research was supported by
grants from the National Institute on Drug Abuse
(DA022978 and DA022429) to P.M. and from NSF
(BCS-0718480) to J.D. The assistance of I. Boni, A. Brimmer,
U. Fonio, K. Hellman, A. Logli, J. Peralta, K. Ragsdale,
D. Rodgers, M. Sales, J. Wang, A. Weiss, and K. Yuan is
gratefully acknowledged.

Supporting Online Material
www.sciencemag.org/cgi/content/full/334/6061/1427/DC1
Materials and Methods
Fig. S1
Table S1
Reference (28)
7 July 2011; accepted 18 October 2011
10.1126/science.1210789

www.sciencemag.org

Downloaded from www.sciencemag.org on December 15, 2011

REPORTS

