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EVIDENCE OF EMPATHY IN ANIMALS ACROSS TIME

by

JEF GAVEL

(Under the Direction of Janie Wilson)

ABSTRACT

Empathetic behaviors are characterized by a three-tiered hierarchical organization 

involving arousal, emotional contagion, and cognitive empathy. In the current study, we 

define each step in this hierarchy in order to build toward a paradigm that represents true 

cognitive empathy. We then examine the levels of empathy displayed by rats in previous 

paradigms and classify prior studies by level of arousal, emotional contagion, or 

cognitive empathy. Finally, we present two studies which examine the potential for 

empathetic display in rats. 

INDEX WORDS: Empathy, Emotional Contagion, Cognitive Empathy, Rats
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Empathy, from the German “Einfujhlung,” was first translated into English by 

Titchener in 1909 (Hornblow, 1980; Preston & de Waal, 2002). Titchener’s idea of 

empathy was that a person could project conscious awareness into another person’s 

environment from observing that person’s environment. Empathy was thought to involve 

insight into the motivations of other people’s behaviors. At that point in the history of 

psychology, insight into behaviors was the primary source of measurement in research 

(Nisbett & Wilson, 1977; Marcel, 2003). Because the idea that people could innately 

understand the human mind was a common notion of the time, empathy has always been 

a characteristic attributed solely to humans. 

The “perspective taking” necessary for empathy may only be accomplished with a 

broad cognitive understanding, which only humans may possibly possess. However, not 

all emotions involve a broad cognitive ability for understanding. Most of the earlier 

theories with regard to empathy ignored this fact. Until 1975, researchers focused on the 

depth of another’s perspective that empathy made perceivable. Some researchers thought 

that empathy might involve a shallow perspective like gaining an understanding of 

another’s mood (Greenson, 1960; Rogers, 1975), while others thought that empathy 

would allow more in-depth perspectives, allowing the understanding of covert behavioral 

motivation (Stotland, 1969).

In 1975, the first step at somewhat uniting the multitude of ideas on empathy was 

published by Feshbach. In his work, Feshbach addressed the distinction between 

cognitive empathy and empathy for state affect. Feshbach argued that both cognitive and 
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affective components contribute to feedback systems and that the affective component 

produces arousal, while the cognitive component simultaneously interprets the arousal. 

This view would posit that the two components are inseparable and that both are 

necessary for empathy. While this may indeed be true, we can examine the building 

blocks of empathy by looking first at arousal, then emotional contagion, and finally 

cognitive understanding, or what has been termed cognitive empathy.
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CHAPTER 2

LEVELS OF EMPATHY

Arousal

The first layer of empathetic behavior is arousal. When we are aroused our 

behavior changes. For example, Guerin (1986) lead participants into a room to complete 

either simple or complicated tasks.  A confederate in the room either paid no attention to 

the participant or watched the participant intently. Regardless of the confederate’s 

behavior, having a person in the room lead to increased arousal in the participants, and 

this arousal influenced participants such that they made more mistakes while completing 

complicated tasks and fewer mistakes while completing simple tasks. Results were more 

pronounced when the confederate was watching intently. Therefore, arousal can be the 

result of simply being in a social situation (Guerin, 1986); we are influenced by the 

presence of others.

Note that arousal of the participant’s emotion (which may or may not trigger 

behavior as in the above example) is not tied to the emotion of the confederate. Arousal 

in this case simply refers to increased sympathetic system activity in the presence of 

another; emotions of actor and observer need not match. This is the crucial difference 

between arousal and our next topic, emotional contagion. 

Emotional Contagion

When arousal leads to transference of state affect, emotional contagion occurs 

(Preston & de Waal, 2002). For example, when we hear someone laugh, we tend to laugh 

more ourselves (Young & Frye, 1966). When we hear happy or sad people speak, we 

tend to use a corresponding tone and mood when interacting with them (Neumann & 
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Strack, 2000). Also, Termine and Izard (1988) report that nine-month-old infants imitated 

facial expressions when the experimenters demonstrated sadness, joy, or anger, and that 

this imitation often resulted in the infant adopting the associated mood: sadness, joy, or 

anger. These studies demonstrate that emotional contagion reflects a match between 

emotions of actor and observer. 

Matching can best be illustrated in a study by Craig and Weiss (1971). In their 

study participants were given shocks at the same time as a confederate. The threshold at 

which subjects considered the shocks painful was determined. The subject and 

confederate were told to indicate pain intensity as shock intensity was increased. If 

confederates indicated that they were in pain quickly, subjects would also quickly reach 

threshold. If the confederate indicated that they could tolerate more intense pain, subjects 

would take longer to reach threshold. The threshold for responding to shock was 

dependant on the influence of similar social responding from others. In other words, we 

try to respond to stimuli the same way that other people respond. 

Some researchers postulate that responding similarly to each other serves as a 

“social glue” encouraging social relationships, and ultimately survival. Emotional 

contagion is quite useful when the environment is ambiguous. In the presence of others, 

people will respond to the environment using behavior that is appropriate to the group. 

Behaviors that are typical to the group are then utilized in an ambiguous environment. To 

further strengthen our tendency toward emotional contagion, we find it reinforcing when 

others respond similarly to us (Clayton, 1978). Further, when we match our own 

responses to those around us, we are reinforced. This social reinforcement can encourage 

the use of such social behaviors in future settings. When our emotional state is shaped by 
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prior social situations, emotional contagion is responsible. However, when understanding 

of those prior situations leads to understanding of an emotional state, cognitive empathy 

occurs. 

Cognitive Empathy

Cognitive empathy involves as its most basic component arousal, and it could be 

argued that emotional contagion exists as well. Additionally, when arousal leads to 

transference of state affect (emotional contagion) because of a cognitive understanding of 

the situation, cognitive empathy occurs (Preston & de Waal, 2002). During cognitive 

empathy, observation of an arousing situation leads to an understanding that often relies 

on previous personal experience. Any situation that one has experienced can potentially 

be understood. Thus, the understanding enabled by prior experience can facilitate 

cognitive empathy when another creature is in the same situation

Likewise, a lack of prior experience prohibits cognitive empathy because 

cognitive understanding is not available. For example, rhesus monkeys are typically able 

to communicate and read each others’ emotions through facial expressions (Miller, 

Banks, & Kuwahara, 1966). However, monkeys who had been isolated since birth had no 

social experience and therefore were incapable of reading affect through facial 

expressions (Miller, Caul, & Mirsky, 1967). They lacked the necessary prior experience 

to establish understanding of the emotions of others, so cognitive empathy could not 

occur.

In a telling experiment by Masserman and colleagues (1964), rhesus monkeys 

learned that pulling a chain would provide food and that pulling a second chain would 

provide twice as much food. Then, researchers paired pulling the more rewarding chain 
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with shock to the monkey’s conspecific, a same-sex, sibling monkey. Monkeys who had 

prior experience with shock showed a preference for the nonshock chain. Two of these 

monkeys stopped pulling chains altogether for days and nearly starved themselves to 

withhold pain from others.  Their unwillingness to inflict the shock they personally knew 

to be painful can be interpreted as cognitive empathy.
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CHAPTER 3

RODENT PARADIGMS INVOLVING EMPATHY

In an attempt to demonstrate “altruism,” or what the authors called empathy, Rice 

and Gainer (1962) trained rats to press a lever to lower a distressed, squealing rat 

suspended from the ceiling. In the control condition, a Styrofoam block was suspended. 

Subjects would not press a lever to lower a Styrofoam block, but they reliably pressed the 

lever to lower the squealing rat. The results were interpreted as an altruistic or empathetic 

response to the distress of another rat. However, Lavery and Foley (1963) argued that the 

squealing of the suspended rat may simply have been annoying, creating arousal that the 

lever-pressing rat chose to stop. Hence, the same results could be interpreted as mere 

arousal of the lever-pressing rat; in which case, lever pressing would simply be self-

serving.

As a direct follow-up to this study, Lavery and Foley (1963) trained mice to press 

a lever to turn off either a prerecorded squealing rat, or white noise. Rats in their study 

would reliably press a lever to eliminate sound in either condition. These results 

supported their hypothesis that the rats in the Rice and Gainer study were possibly only 

trying to relieve arousal. Pressing the lever could have been due to altruism, but was 

more likely directed at relieving personal arousal. Taken together, these studies 

demonstrate that early empathy research may actually have assessed arousal, and any 

responses likely occurred to reduce personal discomfort.

In another early attempt to create a rodent paradigm of empathy, Church (1959) 

trained rats by either shocking an observer rat while shocking a target rat, shocking an 

observer rat while not shocking a target rat, or not shocking the rat at all. Rats were 

16



recorded while bar pressing for reinforcement, and baseline measures were taken. Then, 

they were recorded while another rat was being shocked in front of them. Rats that had 

been shocked in the presence of a target rat being shocked decreased bar presses. The rats 

that had been shocked without the target rat being shocked also decreased the number of 

times they would press the bar. However, the latter group did not decrease bar presses as 

much as the former group. The control group that did not receive any shock during 

training decreased the number of times they pressed the bar, but only slightly. The 

difference in how much decrease was shown in bar presses was related to the strength of 

the emotional association to shock. The rats that were not shocked still had a significant 

emotional reaction to the emotional responses of the conspecifics; therefore, these results 

characterize emotional contagion. 

In a subsequent study by Rice (1964), researchers tried to show that observer rats 

would work to turn off the shock experienced by another rat. The observer rats were first 

trained to turn off their own shock by pressing a bar. Then the shock chamber was 

divided with a clear partition. The observer rat was placed in the side with the bar, while 

the target rat was placed in the other side. Only the target rat’s side was shocked. It was 

thought that the observer would observe the distress in the target and act to turn off the 

shock; however, this did not happen. Instead the observer rats displayed fear by retreating 

to the furthest corner of the chamber and freezing. This fear response was displayed by 

trained rats as well as untrained rats. The fact that untrained rats reacted with fear when 

they had never been subjected to shock shows that they were merely reacting to the 

emotional state exhibited by the target rats. Even when the observer rats were safe on the 
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non-shock side of the partition, they still reacted with emotional contagion when the 

shock was turned on. 

Although cognitive empathy might have been expected in the group that had prior 

experience with shock, this did not happen. Fear in this paradigm may have been too 

intense for the animal to do anything but freeze. Fear removes the ability to initiate a 

behavioral response, like bar pressing, as an indicator of stress. Therefore, a more 

accurate measure must be explored that might better indicate the stress of the animal. For 

example, a rat measure of stress could involve a hormonal measure.

Mogil (2006), showed such a trend towards the social impact of pain responding 

using the writhing test. In his study, mice were injected with either a low or high dose of 

acetic acid in the stomach. Animals that were given a low dose and paired with an animal 

that was given a high dose showed more writhing behaviors than when paired with an 

animal with an equal dose. Also, animals given a high dose and paired with an animal 

that was given a low dose showed less writhing behaviors than when paired with an 

animal with an equal dose. The results could be explained as emotional contagion, or a 

sharing of emotional responding to pain between the two animals. 

In a similar study with mice, Raber and Devor (2002) used animals selectively 

bred to display either a high pain response or a low pain response. Mice bred in the low 

response group consistently displayed a certain number of licking responses to a 

surgically induced injury. Animals bred to the high response group consistently displayed 

significantly more responses than the low response group. The different mice were put 

into groups with either two high responding mice and one low responding mouse, or two 

low responding mice and one high responding mouse. In the group with two high 
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responding mice, the low responding mouse displayed a significant increase in the 

number of responses to pain. In the group with two low responding mice, the high 

responding mouse displayed a decrease in the number of responses to pain. Individual 

subjects did not show any change when paired with mice of a similar pain response 

threshold. The increase or decrease can be seen as another example of emotional 

contagion.

All of the rodent studies outlined here can be explained as mere arousal or 

emotional contagion, with the latter two studies suggesting that emotional contagion is a 

“sharing” of emotion between two creatures. Note that the stress or pain responses of one 

animal were reduced when a less affected animal was present. Conversely, the stress or 

pain of one animal was increased when a more affected animal was present. Therefore, 

we sought to examine the idea of shared stress between two animals during emotional 

contagion by measuring circulating prolactin, a hormone known to be released in 

response to stress (Gala, 1990). Specifically, Wilson (2001) has shown that prolactin 

levels change in response to social cues during stress, although her emphasis was on 

social buffering rather than emotional contagion.

In the first experiment, we tested groups of rats in pairs of same-sex litter-mates. 

In our primary group of interest, one rat in the pair was trained to fear a chamber 

previously paired with footshock, and the other animal was trained to not fear the 

chamber. Two animals with no footshock training tested together and two animals trained 

to fear the chamber tested together served as our two comparison groups. Within the 

shock/no shock pair, we expected the shocked rats to have lower levels of stress (as 

measured by prolactin) compared with the control pair in which both rats were shocked, 
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as an indication of social buffering (Wilson, 2001). In addition, we expected the non-

shocked rats in the shock/no shock pair to have higher levels of prolactin compared with 

the comparison group with no shock.
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CHAPTER 4

EXPERIMENT 1

Method

Subjects and Apparatus. 60 (30 males and 30 females) adult, Long-Evans Hooded 

rats were used in this study. Lighting was on a reversed 12:12 light:dark schedule, with 

the light phase beginning at 6:00 p.m. under 75 watts of white light. Temperature was 

maintained at 21C, and humidity at 50%. Water and rat chow were available ad libitum. 

Rats were obtained by breeding animals from Harlan Sprague Dawley Laboratories. The 

day of birth was considered postnatal day (PD) 0. Litters were culled to 10 pups, and they 

remained with dams in Plexiglas cages (45.7 cm L x 23.5 cm W x 21.0 cm H) with pine 

bedding until weaning. On PD 21, juveniles were weaned and pair-housed with same-sex 

littermates in the same type of Plexiglas cages until testing in adulthood. Of each pair, 

one rat was randomly chosen to be marked with blue ink to facilitate behavioral scoring. 

All of the testing occurred between 11:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m. under 200 watts of red light. 

All animals were acquired, maintained, and tested in accordance with the National  

Institutes of Health Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals.

Apparatus

The shock chamber (Med Associated, Inc.) was made of metal on two sides with a 

Plexiglas front and back for viewing (25.4 cm L x 30.5 cm W x 29.2 cm H) and steel grid 

flooring through which 1 mA scrambled footshock was delivered.

Procedure

Between PD 90 and 100, rats were single housed in Plexiglas cages (25.4 cm L x 

22.9 cm W x 21.0 cm H) with pine bedding and randomly assigned to testing conditions. 
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In group 1, both rats in each pair were exposed to the chamber for 10 min which was then 

followed with a 10 sec foot shock. After training, the rats were returned to their home 

cages. In group 2, the first rat was exposed to the shock chamber for 10 min followed by 

a 10 sec foot shock. The second rat was exposed to the chamber for 10 min but no foot 

shock followed. In group 3, both rats were placed one at a time into the shock chamber 

but neither was shocked. Training continued for 3 consecutive days, followed by 1 day of 

testing. On test day, no shocks were administered. Each pair of rats was put into the 

shock chamber together for 10 min. Within 1 min after testing ended, each rat was 

decapitated. 

Hormonal Assays.  All assays followed the methodology prepared by ALPCO for 

their EIA kits. The limit of detection for this kit was 0.2 ng/ml, and intra-assay variability 

was acceptable.

Results 

A 2 x 4 (gender x treatment condition), between-groups ANOVA was used to 

analyze prolactin levels. Treatment conditions affected stress levels, F(3, 33) = 5.62, p < .

01, with an effect size of .34. When both rats were shocked, prolactin was higher (M = 

63.09, SEM = 11.00) than nonshock controls (M = 13.98, SEM = 4.40) and nonshocked 

rats in the experimental group (M = 16.28, SEM = 5.14). There were no main effects of 

gender, and there were no interaction effects between gender and treatment condition. 

However, means were in the predicted direction for social buffering and emotional 

contagion (see Figure 1).
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Discussion

The unshocked control animals had little fear of the situation. When they were in 

the testing apparatus together, both animals had low prolactin levels. The behaviors and 

prolactin levels of this group represented our definition of no fear. Conversely, when two 

of the animals were put together and both were shocked, both animals learned to fear the 

shock chamber. By both of them fearing the shock chamber and both of them displaying 

fear behaviors when tested, they possibly contributed to each other’s high stress levels 

because they were both responding in the same way. The behaviors and prolactin levels 

of this group represented our definition of fear. 

In our primary group of interest, one rat learned to fear the chamber, while the other rat 

learned that the chamber was safe. Because the shocked animal was displaying fear 

behaviors, the unshocked animal’s confirmation that the situation was safe was now in 

question, and emotional contagion should occur. Just as when a shocked rat is with a 

shocked rat the stress levels are elevated (both feel unsafe), the stress of an unshocked rat 
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Figure 1: Experiment 1 Results 
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should also be elevated by the presence of a shocked rat. Based on the prolactin means of 

our groups, we have some evidence for sharing of emotion during emotional contagion.

However, we do not yet have a paradigm to examine cognitive empathy in 

rodents. In the experimental group of our first study, the response of the shocked rat was 

the only influence that the unshocked rat had to raise its stress. The unshocked rat saw the 

behaviors of the shocked rat and that behavior was the only possible source of stress. This 

highlighted why the difference between the unshocked experimental and control rats was 

not significant. When the unshocked rat was in the chamber with the shocked rat and 

observed the behaviors of the shocked rat, it did not understand why that rat had fear for 

the chamber. Because the unshocked rat had no fear, it could not understand why the 

other rat would. It never saw the other rat being shocked. It never had any experience 

witnessing any fear related event within the chamber at all. Because of this it had no 

reason to be empathetic. 

Cognitive empathy can only occur if one rat’s prior experience facilitates 

cognitive understanding of a conspecific’s situation. In our first experiment, cognitive 

understanding was not facilitated in the subject rats. While the subject rats were exposed 

to the stress behaviors of the conspecifics, they never had any prior experience with the 

source of that stress, shock, and only experienced the shock chamber as a “safe” place. In 

order to have an empathetic response, subjects must have prior experience with the shock 

chamber. They also must be able to observe the conspecific being shocked.

We face two major obstacles in using this paradigm: fear and emotional contagion 

(which includes arousal). First, if the observer has been shocked in the shock chamber 

before, bringing the rat back into the room and putting the rat in close proximity to the 
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shock chamber will elicit a fear response. Hence we will simply be measuring fear. 

However, if the animal is subsequently kept in a safe chamber, fear should eventually 

habituate; therefore we will allow habituation of fear in experiment 2 across 2, 4 and 6 

days.  

Second, if an observer rat is continually exposed to a conspecific who is being 

shocked, there will be a constant source of arousal which should cause emotional 

contagion. Cognitive empathy could not have an influence on this animal’s stress unless 

the animal also has prior experience with the situation. Therefore, two groups are needed 

to distinguish between emotional contagion and cognitive empathy. In the emotional 

contagion group, observer rats will have no prior experience. In the cognitive empathy 

group, observer rats will have prior experience. Associations to stress brought out by 

prior experience, should increase the sympathetic activation in the nervous system 

increasing the flow of stress hormone. Thus, the cognitive empathy group should have 

higher sustained levels of stress hormone than the emotional contagion group.

In order to create a rat model of cognitive empathy, stress due to fear and 

emotional contagion must be taken into account as described above. We expect the 

prolactin levels of the cognitive empathy group to be greater than the levels of prolactin 

in the fear and emotional contagion groups. Further, this heightened prolactin should 

remain evident throughout the nine days of testing in experiment 2. (See Figure 2.)
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Figure 2: Anticipated Results of Experiment 2 
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CHAPTER 5

EXPERIMENT 2

Method

Subjects and Apparatus.  Seventy Seven (37 males and 40 females) juvenile 

Long-Evans Hooded rats were used in this study. Lighting was on a reversed 12:12 

light:dark schedule, with the light phase beginning at 6:00 p.m. under 75 watts of white 

light. Temperature was maintained at 21°C, and humidity at 50%. Water and rat chow 

was available ad libitum. Rats were obtained by breeding animals from Harlan Sprague 

Dawley Laboratories. The day of birth was considered postnatal day (PD) 0. Litters were 

culled to 10 pups, and they remained with dams in Plexiglas cages (45.7 cm L x 23.5 cm 

W x 21 cm H) with pine bedding until weaning. On PD 21, juveniles were weaned and 

rehoused with same-sex littermates in the same type of Plexiglas cages. All animals were 

acquired, maintained, and tested in accordance with the National Institutes of Health  

Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals.

Apparatus

The shock chamber (Med Associated, Inc.) was made of metal on two sides with a 

Plexiglas front and back for viewing (25.4 cm L x 30.5 cm W x 29.2cm H) and steel grid 

flooring through which 1 sec of 1 mA scrambled footshock was delivered at the end of 

every 30s for 10 min during training and testing sessions. All training and testing 

occurred between 11:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m. under 200 watts of red light. 

Procedure

On PD 28 and 35, rats were assigned to one of 3 experimental conditions: an 

empathy condition, an arousal condition, or a fear condition. In the empathy condition, on 
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the training days, rats were shocked in the shock chamber on 2 consecutive days to 

engender a cognitive appreciation for the stressor. During subsequent testing days, they 

observed a conspecific being shocked in the shock chamber. This condition was 

considered a model for empathy due to watching another rat being shocked and cognitive 

understanding of the shock discomfort.

In the arousal condition, on the 2 training days, rats were exposed to the shock 

chamber but were not shocked. During subsequent testing days, they observed a 

conspecific being shocked in the shock chamber. Their responses were considered a pure 

measure of the emotional contagion due to the pain behaviors of the conspecific. That is, 

the aroused rat had no personal fear of the chamber but only heard and observed the 

conspecific act as though a stressor was present. This should be arousing, disturbing, or 

even annoying to the observing rat. In the fear condition, on the training day, rats were 

shocked in the shock chamber to learn that the chamber was to be feared. During 

subsequent testing days, they observed the empty chamber to assess a pure measure of 

fear to the testing room. 

On all training days, rats were placed in the shock chamber; those in the empathy 

and fear conditions were shocked, and those in the arousal condition were not. On all 

testing days, rats in the 3 experimental conditions were placed in the testing room in 

cages containing bedding from their home cages. They were not placed in the shock 

chamber. Instead, their home cages were pushed up against the shock chamber, and they 

observed another rat in the chamber, or in the case of the fear condition, they simple 

observed the empty chamber that they had learned to fear.
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During testing, rats in the empathy and arousal conditions both observed the same 

shocked conspecific by placing the empathy and arousal home cages on either side of the 

shock chamber. This reduced the number of rats needed for the experiment and reduced 

the number of rats experiencing footshock. The conspecific (in the middle) received 

shocks as indicated above for a 10-min testing period. The entire experimental protocol 

extended across 2 training days and 6 testing days. One third of the animals were 

sacrificed on day 2, one third were sacrificed on day 4, and the final third was sacrificed 

on day 6 (see Appendix A).

Results

A 3 (days) x 3 (conditions) between-subjects ANOVA was used to analyze 

hormonal data. Testing day had an effect on stress level as indicated by prolactin (ng/ml), 

F(2, 4) = 4.06, p < .05. As time elapsed, stress levels attenuated (Mean total day 2= 

13.09, SD = 10.50; day 4 = 9.84, SD = 5.30; day 6 = 6.27, SD = 7.30). However, different 

treatment conditions did not display significant mean differences (p > .05). (See Figure 3 

for detailed mean information.) A 3 (days) x 3 (conditions) between-subjects MANOVA 

was used to analyze the behavioral data, with the following dependant variables: 

grooming duration, grooming occurrence, rearing, ambulation duration, and ambulation 

occurrence. Significant effects were further analyzed using Tukey’s post hoc 

comparisons (p < .05). Testing day did not affect behaviors (ps > .05); however, several 

behaviors were affected by treatment condition. 

Grooming duration was significantly different across treatment conditions, F(2, 

39) = 3.79, p < .05, η2 = .16, with animals grooming more in the arousal condition (M = 

32.53, SD = 56.68, n = 16) than the fear condition (M = 1.27, SD = 4.92, n = 15), and a 
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Figure 3: Interaction graph for prolactin 
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tendency toward more grooming in the empathy condition as well (p = .068, M = 4.15, 

SD = 15.18, n = 17). Similarly, grooming occurrences were significantly different across 

conditions, F(2, 39) = 3.38, p < .05, η2 = .15,  with animals in the arousal condition 

having more grooming occurrences (M = .69, SD = .79, n = 16) than those in the fear 

condition (M = .07, SD = .26, n = 15), and a tendency toward more grooming in the 

empathy condition (p = .087, M = .24, SD = .56, n = 17). ( See Figures 4 and 5)

Rearing was also significantly different across treatment conditions, F(2, 39) = 8.40, p < .

01,  η2 = .30, with rats in the fear condition rearing more times (M = 16.47, SD = 8.16, n 

= 15) than those in the empathy condition (M = 11.53, SD = 4.54, n = 17) and the arousal 

condition (M = 9.13, SD = 5.73, n = 16). (See Figure 6.) However, the rearing effect was 

qualified by an interaction across conditions on different test days, F(2, 39) = 3.19, p < .

05, η2 = .25. For rats in the empathy group, rearing did not significantly change across 

days of testing (ps > .05). Conversely, those in the arousal condition reared more on day 

4 (M = 11.71, SD = 6.95, n = 7) than on day 6 (M = 5.00, SD = 2.45, n = 4). In the fear 

condition, rats reared more on day 6 (M = 23.20, SD = 8.11, n = 5) than on days 2 (M = 

11.17, SD = 2.93, n = 6) and 4 (M = 16.00, SD = 8.76, n = 4). Specifically on day 6, the 

fear rats reared more than the empathy rats (M = 13.80, SD = 5.81, n = 5), who reared 

more than the arousal rats. (See Figure 7.) 

Correlations Among Dependent Variables

Prolactin was significantly correlated with ambulation occurrence, r(45) = .26, p < .05; 

more prolactin was associated with more ambulation activity. Further, ambulation 

occurrence was negatively correlated with rearing, r(46) = -.39, p < .01. Thus, increased 
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Figure 4: Grooming Occurrences
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Figure 5: Grooming Duration
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Figure 6: Rearing Main Effect Across Conditions
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Figure 7: Interaction graph for rearing 
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ambulation was associated with more prolactin and more stress. In the opposite pattern, 

increased rearing and grooming were associated with lower stress based on negative 

correlations between ambulation and the measures of rearing and grooming. (See Table 

1.) 

Discussion

The test results show that across days there are significant differences in prolactin; 

however, on each individual day there were not significant differences between testing 

conditions. Although this is the case, the group means are very telling. On day two, the 

fear group has the highest stress level. The first comparison that should be made is 

between this group and the empathetic group. The empathetic group on day two showed a 

mean prolactin concentration of about 11, while 14 was the mean prolactin concentration 

for the fear group. Eleven and 14 are not substantially different but the fact that there is 

any difference is odd because the fear animals and the empathetic animals both received 

the same treatment. Both groups received shock during the training period and were then 

placed beside the shock chamber. The fear animals subsequently were not subjected to 

another animal being shocked and for them there were no additional stressors during test 

days. The empathetic animals were subjected to other animals being shocked. It seemed 

that the empathetic animals being subjected to shock and then exposed to another stressor 

would have resulted in having higher stress levels. However they had lower 

concentrations compared to the fear animals that received exposure to no other stressor. 

This indicates that prior experience with shock had a lasting effect on the fear animals 

that was reduced in the empathetic animals.
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Table 1. Correlations Among Dependent Variables

Prolactin Ambulation
Duration

Ambulation
Occurrence

Rearing Grooming
Duration

Grooming
Occurrence

Prolactin r(54) = 
1.00

r(45) = .07 r(45) = .26* r(45) = -.06 r(45) = -.05 r(45) = .03

Ambulation
Duration

r(45) = .
07

r(46) = 1.00 r(46) = -.
34**

r(46) = .
52**

r(46) = -.40 r(46) = -.
41**

Ambulation
Occurrence

r(45) = .
26*

r(46) = -.
34**

r(46) = 1.00 r(46) = -.
39**

r(46) = -.09 r(46) = .01

Rearing r(45) = -.
06

r(46) = .52** r(46) = -.
39**

r(46) = 1.00 r(46) = -.11 r(46) = -.14

Grooming
Duration

r(45) = -.
05

r(46) = -.
40**

r(46) = -.09 r(46) = -.11 r(46) = 1.00 r(46) = .
74**

Grooming
Occurrence

r(45) = .
03

r(46) = -.
41**

r(46) = .01 r(46) = -.14 r(46) = .
74**

r(46) = 1.00
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The empathetic animal’s results were not very different from the arousal animals. 

These animals were not subjected to shock during the training period but were subjected 

to another animal being shocked on the testing days. The mean concentration for the 

arousal animals on day two was 12, while the concentration for the empathetic animals 

was 11. How can the empathetic animals have the most stressors and the lowest 

concentrations? Is it possible that having prior experience with shock, which was very 

stressful for the fear animals, reduced the stressfulness of observing another animal being 

shocked? Also, observing another animal being shocked had a stress-producing effect on 

arousal animals, but the empathetic animals seem to have been protected from this effect. 

I predicted that there would be an additive effect in the empathetic animals, but they 

ended up with the lowest concentrations of all.

In the fear animals, the lasting effect of training habituated by day 4 and 

continued to habituate through day 6; the arousal animals’ stress lowered for day 4 and 

then bottomed out at day 6. The empathetic animals’ stress levels lowered on day 4 but 

never became as low as the other two groups. The empathetic animals continued to have 

some stress throughout the testing period, whereas the fear animals and arousal animals 

became habituated. The fact that the empathetic animals continued to show elevated 

stress on days 4 and 6 show that although fear and arousal did not combine to produce an 

additive effect, they did produce a longer lasting stress response.

These results do not indicate that cognitive empathy produced increased stress. 

What they do indicate is that there seems to be some cognitive buffer from the stress. 

What this means is that by having an understanding of the situation that was occurring, 

the empathetic animals were able to understand that they were not in immediate harm. 
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This understanding possibly buffered them from the additive effect that we were looking 

for. However, it was not a buffer from maintaining a cognitive impression of shock which 

produced a longer lasting stress effect. Also this understanding did not extend to either 

fear or arousal animals. 

When the fear animals were first trained, they were taken into a room and 

shocked. On day 2, removing them from the colony and taking them into the room where 

they were shocked was stressful to them. This would explain why the fear animals had an 

increased stress level on day two of testing. The arousal animals who had never been 

subjected to shock did not understand the difference between being in the shock chamber 

and being in the home chamber. All they could understand was that there was a distressed 

animal present. The presence of that animal would indicate to them that the environment 

that they had been moved to is hazardous. This would explain why the arousal animals 

had an increased stress level on day two of testing. 

The empathetic animals had been in the shock chamber, and they knew what the 

environment in the shock chamber entailed. For example they knew that in the shock 

chamber there were metal bars that they stood on and that shock was delivered through 

those bars. But then when they were brought back into that room on test days, they were 

not subjected to that apparatus (e.g., no metal bars beneath their feet). They were not 

placed in the shock chamber; they were in the home chamber with wood shavings on the 

floor and in a cage that was associated with safety. It would be very easy for them to 

recognize the difference between being in the shock chamber and being in the home cage. 

In fact, they probably learned on the training days that when they were removed from the 

shock chamber and replaced in the home cage that they were no longer going to be 
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shocked. Being back in the home chamber would have been associated with being 

relieved from any more shock exposure. When those animals were brought in the room 

on testing days and had their home cage placed beside the shock chamber, they 

recognized immediately that they were not in any danger because they were not placed in 

the shock chamber. 

This understanding would have buffered their stress. It would have lowered their 

stress compared to what the fear animals felt while at the same time their stress levels 

would have been elevated slightly from being removed from the colony and being taken 

into that room. They did not realize that when I took them out of the colony that I would 

not place them in the shock chamber. Being placed in the shock chamber was still a 

possibility for them until I left them in their home cage. Being taken into the room would 

have been stressful, but then not being placed in the shock chamber would have relieved 

some of that stress. 

It is my speculation that the reason why the empathetic animals’ stress levels 

came out lowest of the three groups was because they initially had a stress response but 

that cognitive understanding buffered that stress, allowing it to abate. The arousal animals 

would not have had the benefit of that relief nor would they have had the fear that would 

have been elicited from being taken into that chamber. Thus, the arousal animals did 

display a pure measurement of arousal to being exposed to another animal being shocked. 

The fear animals showed a pure measurement of fear because they did not have the 

benefit of seeing that another animal was in the shock chamber. 

The primary problem with this study was that the animals were kept in their home 

cages during testing days. If instead the animals had been placed into cages that were 
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duplicates of the original shock chamber, we likely would have seen much higher stress 

responses in the fear animals and in the empathetic animals. Shock is not salient in the 

home cage. The animals recognized that being in the home cage was not going to be 

hazardous. Animals would have been more likely to feel fear if they had been in a 

chamber similar to the shock chamber. 

Also, if shock had been a possibility, then the empathetic animals would have 

thought that shock could come at any moment. Observing the other animal being shocked 

could have brought about an increased cognitive awareness of the salience of shock. 

Rather than the increase in awareness buffering their stress, recognizing that another 

animal is being shocked and recognizing that they are also in a position to be shocked 

would have increased their stress. 

The arousal animals were simply buffered by the fact that their home cage was a 

familiar environment. If they had been placed in chambers similar to the shock chamber, 

their stress would have also been elevated, but it would have habituated very quickly, but 

not as quickly as the fear animals who soon realized that even though they were in the 

room where they had been shocked, they were not going to be shocked anymore. They 

would have gone through extinction. The arousal animals would not have gone through a 

quick extinction because there would have been a distressed animal in that same 

environment. The empathy animals would have experienced the same thing, but the fear 

would have been much worse because they would have already understood that shock 

can come any second. Having knowledge of shock and having a fear that the shock could 

happen at anytime would have given them more stress than the arousal and fear animals. 
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In a future study, we will use this exact same paradigm except that we will 

construct two chambers that look just like the shock chamber. This way when the animals 

go into these cages they will not think that they are in a safe environment. The arousal 

animals will be in an unknown environment, while the fear and empathetic animals will 

recognize that the environment is hazardous. The fear animals will habituate to this 

environment quickly when they realize that no more shocks are going to be administered, 

while the empathetic animals will not make this realization because of the presence of the 

other distressed animal. 
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Appendix A: Study Groups (Independent Variables)

Training Day:

Empathy Rat

Shocked

Arousal Rat

No Shock

Fear Rat

Shocked

Testing Days: 1-6

Empathy 
Rat

Conspecific Arousal 
Rat

No 
Shock

Shocked No 
Shock

All 3 in testing room together.

Empty
chamber

Empty
chamber

Fear Rat

No 
Shock

One third of experimental rats will be sacrificed on Day 2, one third on Day 4, and one 
third on Day 6.

Independent Variable #1: Experimental Group (3 levels): Empathy, Arousal, 
& Fear
Independent Variable #2: Time (3 levels): Day 2, 4, & 6
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