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Abstract
Olfaction represents an ideal model system for the study of mammalian habituation given that it is
an anatomically relatively simple system with strong reciprocal connections to the limbic system,
driving both reflexive and non-reflexive (motivated) behaviors that are easily quantifiable. Data are
reviewed here demonstrating short-term habituation of the odor-evoked heart-rate orienting reflex
described according to the criteria for habituation outlined by Thompson and Spencer in 1966. A
necessary and sufficient mechanism of short-term habituation is then described, which involves a
metabotropic glutamate receptor mediated depression of afferent input to the piriform (primary
olfactory) cortex. Finally, evidence for, and a mechanisms of, dishabituation of the orienting reflex
and cortical adaptation are described.

Non-associative memory allows organisms to adjust their behavioral responses to sensory input
based on recent stimulation history. Habituation is a reduction in responsiveness to repeated
or prolonged stimulation and allows animals to filter biologically less relevant input, and in
turn devote more attention and processing energy toward more relevant or dynamic stimuli.
Dishabituation and sensitization both involve an increase in stimulus evoked responses
following a change in stimulation, such as introduction of an intense stimulus, and allow a
return of responsiveness (dishabituation) or heightened responsiveness (sensitization)
following an unexpected disturbance. Together, these three processes, habituation,
dishabituation and sensitization, allow rapid changes in neural activity and behavioral
expression, and are thus fundamental to normal neural circuit function.

The neural mechanisms of non-associative memory have been most thoroughly examined in
invertebrate preparations (see other articles in this issue). For example, changes in efficacy of
sensorimotor and interneuron synapses have been demonstrated to play necessary and
sufficient roles in habituation, dishabituation and sensitization in Aplysia (e.g., (Castellucci et
al. 1970; Ezzeddine et al. 2003; Kupfermann et al. 1970; Li et al. 2005)). The systems level
neurobiology of these processes in mammalian systems has also received considerable
attention (e.g., (Bespalov et al. 2007; Glanzman et al. 1972; Groves et al. 1972; Weber et al.
2002)), although direct causal connections between specific synaptic mechanisms and
behavioral habituation have been less evident.
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We have developed a model of habituation in the rat using odor-evoked heart rate orienting
responses that provides a tractable system for studying both circuit and synaptic mechanisms
of habituation in rodents. The mammalian olfactory system, as described in more detail below,
is a relatively simple circuit wherein second order neurons (mitral cells of the olfactory bulb)
receive direct input from olfactory receptor neurons and in turn project directly to the olfactory
(piriform) cortex. Both of these synapses are glutamatergic, and the synaptic physiology and
neural circuitry of the piriform cortex are well described (Neville et al. 2004). Importantly, the
olfactory system has strong interconnections with the limbic system and hypothalamus, and
the circuitry underlying odor-evoked cardiac orienting reflexes has been described (Kapp et
al. 1992). Furthermore, the olfactory system is the target of many neuromodulatory systems,
including the noradrenergic nucleus locus coeruleus, the serotonergic raphe nucleus and the
cholinergic nucleus of the diagonal band (Shipley et al. 1996).

Olfactory system
Compared to mammalian thalamocortical sensory systems, the olfactory pathway is relatively
simple. Odorant features are selectively transduced within the receptor sheet by a large family
of receptor proteins (Buck et al. 1991), and the features are refined by spatial and temporal
coding within olfactory bulb local circuits (Friedrich et al. 2004; Laurent 2002; Leon et al.
2003; Lin et al. 2006). The olfactory system second-order neurons, mitral cells are also the
output neurons of the olfactory bulb and project directly to the olfactory cortex. The olfactory
cortex is a 3-layered paleocortical structure, and composed of several anatomically distinct
subregions, the largest of which is the piriform cortex. Mitral cells form glutamatergic synapses
on piriform cortex pyramidal cells.

Phenomenally precise projections of olfactory receptor neurons to the olfactory bulb
glomerular layer, combined with restricted receptive fields of receptor neurons, produce odor-
specific spatial patterns of olfactory bulb activity (Johnson et al. 2004; Rubin et al. 1999; Sharp
et al. 1977). That is, a given chemical stimulus will evoke a unique spatial pattern of activity
across the olfactory bulb, while a different stimulus, activating different receptors, will induce
a different, though perhaps overlapping spatial activity pattern. Mitral cells, through direct
excitatory input from receptor neurons and extensive excitatory and inhibitory interconnections
within the bulb, translate this spatial pattern into a spatiotemporal code that is broadly
transmitted to the piriform cortex through extensive axonal projections (Neville & Haberly
2004). Mitral cell axons, forming the lateral olfactory tract (LOT), terminate in superficial layer
I of the piriform cortex onto the apical dendrites of layer II and III pyramidal cells. Individual
mitral cells terminate in broad patches or clusters in the piriform cortex (Buonviso et al.
1991; Zou et al. 2001). Piriform cortex pyramidal cells, in turn, make extensive associational
connections throughout the piriform cortex, back to the olfactory bulb and even to other cortical
structures (Chen et al. 2003; Johnson et al. 2000). The relatively diffuse afferent input combined
with a broad, extensive intra-cortical association fiber system creates a highly combinatorial
network, ideal for synthetic processing of complex feature ensembles (Haberly 2001). The
diffuse, combinatorial network array also results in a relatively weak spatial odorant
representation in cortex (Cattarelli et al. 1988; Illig et al. 2003; Rennaker et al. 2007; Zou et
al. 2005), in strong contrast to the spatial patterning in olfactory bulb. Both the olfactory bulb
and piriform cortex are targets of modulatory inputs including NE, ACh and 5-HT (Shipley &
Ennis 1996).

Behavioral assays of odor habituation
Several different assays of odor habituation have been developed. In humans, changes in odor
detection threshold or intensity ratings after repeated or prolonged odor exposure are generally
used (Dalton 2000). In animals, the most commonly used metric is the duration of investigation
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of a scented object (Cleland et al. 2002; Yadon et al. 2005). With prolonged continuous
exposure, or with repeated brief exposures, the length of time spent investigating the exposed
odor decreases. Introduction of a new odor initiates investigation of that new odor,
demonstrating stimulus specificity of the original habituation (Cleland et al. 2002; Mandairon
et al. 2006). A similar task measures the rearing or “head-up” response to odors presented from
above (King et al. 1990).

Both of these odor investigation-based tasks evoke a variety of differently motivated behaviors
in animals. The reduction in investigation over time, therefore, may be partly due to habituation
to the sensory stimulus, but also due to changes in motivational state unrelated to the perceived
stimulus per se. In attempting to identify neural correlates of odor habituation, therefore, it
may be most parsimonous to utilize odor-evoked behaviors that are more closely, or exclusively
driven by the odor, and based on relatively simple neural circuitry. Odor-evoked heart-rate
orienting reflexes (HROR) satisfies these two criteria and has been used in our laboratory to
explore the neural basis of short-term odor habituation (Fig. 1).

HROR are bradycardia responses to novel stimuli, and have been described for most sensory
modalities in a variety of species including humans (Sokolov et al. 1975). These responses
have a final common pathway involving the dorsal motor nucleus of the vagus and ACh release
onto cardiac pacemaker cells. Odor-evoked HROR are driven by direct olfactory bulb and
piriform cortex inputs to the amygdala, with intra-amygdaloid connections between the
basolateral and the central nucleus, which in turn projects to the brainstem (Fig. 2; (Kapp et
al. 1992)). We monitor HROR using surgically implanted electrocardiogram recording
telemetry devices (Data Sciences, International). This allows the rats to move freely without
any wires or restraint which could interfere with expression of the HROR. The rats are placed
in a darkened recording chamber and allowed to acclimate for several minutes, before an odor
is delivered from above. The odor pulse lasts 2-5 sec (in different experiments), and can induce
large (>30 beats/minute) drops in heart rate within 5-10 sec. Response duration is generally
20-30 sec (Fig. 1). Odorants we have tested range from complex mixtures to monomolecular
odorants such as ethyl esters.

Habituation of HROR occurs following repeated odor stimulation (Fig. 1)(Fletcher et al.
2001), spontaneously recovers with time (Sokolov & Vinogradova 1975), and shows stimulus
specificity, with very little cross-habituation between molecularly dissimilar odorants (e.g.,
(Fletcher & Wilson 2001)). The degree of cross-habituation is odor experience-dependent, i.e.,
cross-habituation is reduced between familiar odors and enhanced between unfamiliar odors
(Fletcher et al. 2002). Importantly, preliminary data demonstrate that odor-evoked HROR can
also demonstrate dishabituation, with nearly complete recovery of the habituated response
following a loud auditory stimulus (Smith, Shionoya & Wilson, in prep.).

Neurobiology of odor habituation
Prolonged exposure to an odorant can cause olfactory receptor adaptation (Kurahashi et al.
1997), as well as reductions in glomerular and second-order neuron responses (Scott 1977;
Verhagen et al. 2007; Wilson 1998a). However, piriform cortex responses show rapid,
pronounced response decrement (adaptation), exceeding that of more peripheral neurons and
often leading to complete cessation of responding (Wilson 1998a). Importantly, odor-evoked
HROR magnitude is significantly correlated with the magnitude of piriform cortex odor-
evoked activity recorded simultaneously (Best et al. 2005), and as described below,
pharmacological prevention of piriform cortex adaptation prevents odor-evoked HROR
habituation (Best et al. 2005). What follows is a description of piriform cortical correlates of
odor habituation placed in the context of Thompson and Spencer’s (1966) outline of critical
characteristics needed to define habituation and its neural mechanisms. We focus solely on
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short-term habituation and cortical adaptation, and thus those characteristics relevant only to
long-term effects are not included.

1) Repeated applications of a stimulus result in decreased responses
Odor stimulation induces single-unit responses in olfactory bulb mitral cells and in piriform
cortex pyramidal cells. With repeated stimulation at 30 sec ISI, responses in both areas adapt
(Fig. 3), although responses in piriform cortex show the most adaptation, often with complete
loss of evoked activity (Wilson 1998a).

The strong cortical adaptation despite relatively maintained responses in mitral cells is of
interest given that mitral cells form glutamatergic synapses on cortical pyramidal cells
(Haberly, 2001). In vivo intracellular recordings in our lab have demonstrated that cortical odor
adaptation is associated with depression of the mitral cell-pyramidal cell synapse (Wilson
1998b). Recordings in in vitro piriform cortex from our lab have demonstrated a similar
depression can be evoked with mitral cell axon stimulation patterned to mimic odor evoked
mitral cell activity (Best et al. 2004). This depression is homosynaptic and can be blocked by
the group III metabotropic glutamate receptor mGluRIII antagonist CPPG, as can adaptation
of cortical odor responses (Best & Wilson 2004). Pre-synaptic mGluR’s mediate synaptic
depression in several central circuits (Krieger et al. 2002; Weber et al. 2002), and are implicated
in habituation of other, potentially non-olfactory driven behaviors in rodents (e.g., (Bespalov
et al. 2007)). No changes in membrane potential (e.g., hyperpolarization) were observed in
vivo or in vitro, suggesting enhanced synaptic inhibition of pyramidal cells (e.g. from inhibitory
interneurons) does significantly contribute to cortical adaptation (Best & Wilson 2004; Wilson
1998b).

Importantly, cortical infusion of CPPG in awake rats also prevents adaptation of odor-evoked
piriform cortex local field potentials and odor-evoked HROR habituation (Fig. 4 (Best et al.
2005). Similar infusions also retard habituation of investigation of scented objects (Yadon &
Wilson 2005). Furthermore, preliminary data from our lab suggest that bilateral piriform cortex
infusions of the mGluRIII agonist AP4, induce a depression of odor-evoked HROR’s, similar
to the reduction seen after habituation.

Together, these results demonstrate that the odor-evoked HROR habituates, that this
habituation is correlated with adaptation of piriform cortex odor responses, that both HROR
habituation and cortical adaptation involve a pre-synaptic mGluRIII receptor-induced
depression of cortical afferent synapses, and that mGluRIII mediated changes within the
piriform cortex may be both necessary and sufficient for habituation of the odor-evoked HROR.

2) Withholding the stimulus produces recovery
Odor-evoked HROR responses spontaneously recover from habituation, as do odor-evoked
piriform cortex responses and piriform cortex afferent synaptic depression. The in vitro and
in vivo synaptic depression recovers with a similar time course as the odor-evoked cortical
responses (Best & Wilson 2004; Wilson 1998b). Recovery of all responses occurs over a time
course of a few minutes (Fig. 5).

3) Increased frequency of stimulation increases the rate of habituation induction
While we have not examined the effects of varying stimulation rate on HROR habituation, a
re-examination of our cortical odor response data (Wilson 1998a) suggests that continuous
odor exposure (actually repeated inhalations at 0.5 Hz) induces more rapid cortical adaptation
compared to that induced by short odor pulses separated by a 30 sec ISI (Fig. 6). Linear
regression on raw single-unit odor response magnitude data shows a 300% increase in
adaptation slope when stimuli are presented continuously (m = -1.175) compared to when
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presented at 30 sec ISI (m = -0.411). Thus, increasing the frequency of stimulation increases
the rate of cortical adaptation.

4) The rate or extent of habituation is inversely related to the stimulus intensity
To our knowledge, the effect of stimulus intensity has not been examined in either the HROR
habituation or cortical odor adaptation paradigms. We hypothesize that, as in other paradigms,
lower stimulus intensities will result in more rapid and/or complete habituation and cortical
adaptation. As odor intensity increases, olfactory receptor neuron tuning becomes less selective
(Malnic et al. 1999). Thus, a given odor may activate more neurons in the olfactory bulb and
piriform cortex at high intensity than at low intensity. Homosynaptic depression of a few
activated synapses during low intensity exposure, therefore, may be expected to have a more
pronounced effect on cortical and behavioral responses. In vitro, varying the intensity of
electrical stimulation of mitral cell axons did not influence the magnitude or recovery of
afferent synaptic depression (Best & Wilson 2004). It should be noted however, that olfactory
bulb mitral cell responses do not vary linearly with intensity (Hamilton et al. 1989; Meredith
1986; Wellis et al. 1989), thus intensity effects on cortical adaptation and habituation may not
be as simple as hypothesized. In humans, exposure to higher intensity odors induces more
adaptation to low intensity test odors than visa versa (Dalton 2000), as might be expected if
the extent of habituation is inversely related to stimulus intensity. Further work is needed on
this issue.

5) Habituation to one stimulus may generalize to other similar stimuli
Habituation to one odor induces cross-habituation to molecularly similar odors, as
demonstrated in a variety of behavioral assays in many species (Cain 1970; Cleland et al.
2002; Fletcher & Wilson 2001). However, the extent of cross-habituation is dependent on past
experience - familiar odors show less cross-habituation than novel odors (Cleland et al.
2002; Fletcher & Wilson 2002). Similarly, piriform cortical responses show cross-adaptation
to molecular similar odors, though with familiarity this cross-adaptation can be markedly
reduced (Wilson 2003; Wilson 2001). The extent of cortical cross adaptation may in part be
due to that fact that afferent depression is homosynaptic (Best & Wilson 2004; Linster et al.
2007; Wilson 1998b). However, the nature of piriform cortical circuitry allows the system to
learn previous patterns of input, and use these stored templates to complete degraded patterns
on subsequent stimulation (Haberly 2001; Hasselmo et al. 1990). This cortical sensory memory
is dependent on plasticity of intracortical association fibers, and pharmacological disruption
of normal association fiber synaptic plasticity results in enhanced cross adaptation at both the
cortical and behavioral levels (Fletcher & Wilson 2002; Wilson 2001).

6) Presentation of a strong stimulus may induce dishabituation
In humans, the extent of odor habituation is influenced by the expectations of the subject. For
example, being told that a novel odor may be hazardous delays/reduces habituation to that
odorant, compared to the level of habituation expressed by other subjects to the same stimulus
that were told the odor was beneficial or neutral (Dalton 2000; Kobayashi et al. 2007). This
suggests that central factors related to expectation, arousal and/or attention may influence odor
habituation.

In invertebrates, dishabituation (and short-term sensitization) can be induced by a stimulus that
causes release of the monoamine 5-HT onto sensory and motor neurons, as well as local
interneurons. Similarly, in the mammalian olfactory system an intense stimulus such as
footshock can facilitate respiration-entrained activity in PCX neurons (Bouret et al. 2002)(Fig.
7), suggestive of a dishabituation (or sensitization) effect. This cortical activation is correlated
with a footshock induced activation of the noradrenergic locus coeruleus, which heavily
innervates the olfactory bulb and cortex (Shipley & Ennis 1996), and preliminary microdialysis
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data in our laboratory suggest that footshock or a loud acoustic stimulus increases NE release
within the PCX (Smith, Shionoya & Wilson, in prep.). Furthermore, electrical stimulation of
the medial forebrain bundle can induce a similar effect in olfactory bulb mitral cells, an effect
blocked by NE ß-receptor antagonists (Wilson et al. 1991). Finally, medial forebrain bundle
stimulation can reduce mitral cell odor adaptation (Wilson et al. 1992), and tailpinch can cause
dishabituation of odor evoked unit responses in the rat olfactory system (Scott 1977).

Preliminary work in our lab (Smith, Shionoya & Wilson, in prep.) shows that the odor-evoked
HROR dishabituates following a loud acoustic stimulus. Specifically, the same acoustic
stimulus that elevated NE release within the PCX described above, causes nearly complete
recovery of the odor-evoked HROR after habituation to approximately 20% of initial
magnitude.

Together, these results suggest that intense stimuli (or cognitive factors such as implied danger)
may evoke dishabituation by activation of monoaminergic NE input to the olfactory system.
In fact, we have previously demonstrated that the NE ß-receptor agonist isoproterenol blocks
the mGluRIII mediated cortical afferent synaptic depression underlying cortical adaptation in
vitro, suggesting a possible mechanism for direct reversal of habituation by a dishabituating
stimulus (Best & Wilson 2004). Group III mGluR action has been shown to be inhibited by
activation of pre-synaptic ß-adrenergic receptors (see Fig. 8) (Cai et al. 2001). Furthermore,
NE input to the olfactory bulb can increase mitral cell responsiveness to receptor input (Jiang
et al. 1996), thus providing an upstream alternative or additive mechanism for odor
dishabituation. Interestingly, the locus coeruleus is most strongly responsive to novel stimuli
(Vankov et al. 1995). Thus, as the dishabituating stimulus is repeated, dishabituation effects
should also habituate, as proposed by Thompson and Spencer (Thompson et al. 1966). Work
ongoing in our lab is currently examining the behavioral neurobiology of odor dishabituation
and sensitization.

Summary
The work described here places short-term odor habituation within the framework described
by Thompson and Spencer in 1966. Those defining characteristics of habituation perfectly
overlay odor habituation at both the behavioral (autonomic reflex) and neural (cortical
adaptation) levels. Odor-evoked behavioral and cortical responses show decrement with
repeated stimulation, spontaneous recovery with time, stimulus frequency and intensity
dependence, stimulus specificity, and dishabituation. Importantly, pharmacological blockade
of cortical adaptation prevents behavioral habituation, and preliminary data suggest that
induction of cortical adaptation induces behavioral response decrement, providing both a
necessary and sufficient link between cortical adaptation and habituation in olfaction.
Furthermore, the mGluRIII mechanism described for short-term odor habituation includes a
mechanism for dishabituation, namely norepinephrine release within the olfactory system,
though further work is necessary in this area.

The mechanisms of both habituation and dishabituation described here in rats are notably
similar to that described in invertebrates such as Aplysia. A necessary and sufficient decrease
in pre-synaptic neurotransmitter release in the circuit linking sensory input to motor output
underlies habituation in both systems, while a monoamine mediated increase in transmitter
release mediates dishabituation in Aplysia and preliminary data suggest similarly in rats. While
there may be differences in the identity of specific components (e.g, serotonin involvement in
Aplysia dishabituation versus norepinephrine in rat), these two very divergent systems seem
to share similar basic tools for adapting sensory evoked responses to repetitive or redundant
sensory streams.
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Finally, while this review has emphasized mechanisms of short-term habituation, recent
behavioral pharmacology work has demonstrated a double-dissociation between short- and
long-term odor habituation, with long-term habituation of odor investigation relying on an
NMDA receptor-dependent mechanism, and as described here, short-term habituation relying
on an mGluRIII mechanism (McNamara et al. 2008). Together with the known relative
simplicity of the olfactory sensory pathway, these findings place olfaction as an ideal model
system for the study of the neurobiology of mammalian habituation.
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Fig. 1.
(A) Representative example of an odor-evoked HROR recorded from a freely moving rat using
telemetry. A two-second odor pulse is presented at each horizontal bar. The initial HROR
habituates after repeated stimulus presentations and subsequently recovers. The habituation is
odor specific. (B) Habituation of the HROR over repeated stimulus presentations. Data from
(Fletcher & Wilson 2001)).
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Fig. 2.
Hypothesized minimal circuitry required for odor-evoked heart-rate orienting reflexes.
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Fig. 3.
Single-unit piriform cortex (aPCX) responses adapt rapidly to repeated odor pulses despite
relatively maintained responses in mitral cells of the main olfactory bulb (MOB), the source
of cortical afferents. Data from (Wilson 1998a).

Wilson Page 12

Neurobiol Learn Mem. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 September 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Fig. 4.
Intra-cortical blockade of mGluRIII receptors prevents habituation of the HROR response. The
same compound blocks cortical afferent synaptic depression and cortical odor adaptation. From
(Best et al. 2005).
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Fig. 5.
Adapted cortical responses and the associated synaptic depression of cortical afferent synapses
recover within a few minutes. Habituated HROR responses also recover with a roughly similar
time course (not shown). Data from (Best & Wilson 2004).
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Fig. 6.
Effect of ISI on adaptation rate of single-unit cortical odor responses. Odor-evoked response
magnitude in response to continuous stimulation and to short odor pulses at 30 sec ISI are
shown. Data derived from (Wilson 1998a).
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Fig. 7.
(TOP) Footshock in an anesthetized rat produces transient activation of the locus coeruleus
followed by prolonged activation of piriform cortical cells (raster plots of single trials and
cumulative peri-stimulus histogram). Importantly, the activation of PCX occurred as a
heightened phasic response to the respiratory cycle, as might be expected if the system was
dishabituated by the footshock to background room odors (Wilson and Sara, unpublished
observation).
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Fig. 8.
Hypothesized interaction between NE and mGluRIII signaling cascades leading to
dishabituation.
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