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Abstract
Social stress in adolescence is correlated with emergence of psychopathologies during early
adulthood. In this study, we investigated the impact of social defeat stress during mid-adolescence
on adult male brain and behavior. Adolescent male Sprague-Dawley rats were exposed to repeated
social defeat for five days while controls were placed into a novel empty cage. When exposed to
defeat-associated cues as adults, previously defeated rats showed increased risk assessment and
behavioral inhibition, demonstrating long-term memory for the defeat context. However, previously
defeated rats exhibited increased locomotion in both elevated plus maze and open field tests,
suggesting heightened novelty-induced behavior. Adolescent defeat also affected adult monoamine
levels in stress-responsive limbic regions, causing decreased medial prefrontal cortex dopamine,
increased norepinephrine and serotonin in the ventral dentate gyrus, and decreased norepinephrine
in the dorsal raphe. Our results suggest that adolescent social defeat produces both deficits in anxiety
responses and altered monoaminergic function in adulthood. This model offers potential for
identifying specific mechanisms induced by severe adolescent social stress that may contribute to
increased adult male vulnerability to psychopathology.
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Introduction
Adolescence is a crucial phase of maturation, when skills necessary for making the
developmental shift from childhood to adulthood are acquired (Spear, 2000). Similar to
humans, adolescent rats express increased social activity during this period, along with
enhanced novelty-seeking and risk-taking (Primus & Kellogg, 1989; Spear, 2000; Douglas,
Varlinskaya, & Spear, 2003; Varlinskaya & Spear, 2008). These behavioral changes in both
humans and rats are accompanied by substantial re-organization of limbic monoamine systems
thought to mediate emotive and motivational states (reviewed by Spear, 2000; Andersen,
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2003), with such adolescent-typical neurobehavioral characteristics being most evident
between postnatal days (P) 28 and P42 (Spear & Brake, 1983; Spear, 2000). However, these
developmental changes in behavior and neurophysiology are believed to increase the
vulnerability of adolescent organisms to the negative effects of stressful events (Spear, 2000;
Anderson, 2003; Anderson & Teicher, 2008). With social activity at its peak during
adolescence, there is a high probability that negative social experiences will have long-lasting
detrimental effects that persist into adulthood. Indeed, numerous clinical studies have shown
that repeated adolescent experience of social stress, often in the form of bullying, is correlated
with greater incidence of stress-related psychiatric and addictive disorders in later life
(Hoffman, Cerbone, & Su, 2000; Rossow & Lauritzen, 2001; Newman, Holden, & Delville,
2005; Wals & Verhulst, 2005; Gladstone, Parker, & Malhi, 2006). Therefore, it is important
to understand the potential impacts that exposure to repeated adolescent social stress might
have on neural systems associated with such adult psychopathologies.

Social defeat is considered an ecologically and ethologically relevant animal model of
psychosocial stress that produces enduring behavioral and neurochemical sensitization in
defeated individuals (Björkqvist, 2001; Miczek, Covington, Nikulina, & Hammer, 2004). This
paradigm only employs males if mice or rats are used, as females do not fight each other in a
resident-intruder situation (Bjorkqvist, 2001). In adult male rats, repeated social defeat evokes
increased emotive and drug-seeking behavior (Miczek et al., 2004; Covington and Miczek,
2005; Rygula et al., 2005) comparable to that reported for adult recipients of human social
defeat (Björkqvist, 2001), and is also associated with functional changes in stress-responsive
limbic monoaminergic regions (Martinez, Calvo-Torrent, & Herbert, 2002; Lucas et al.,
2004; Buwalda et al., 2005; Abumaria et al., 2006; Czeh et al., 2007). However, only one recent
study (Vidal et al., 2007) has investigated the effects of repeated social defeat in adolescence
on adult male brain and behavior. These authors employed a protocol that involved intermittent
social defeat of male Wistar rats during late adolescence/early adulthood (P45 to P57), with
subjects experiencing 5 bouts of defeat every third day. While this resulted in increased social
avoidance in adulthood (P78), socially defeated rats had no changes in limbic monoamine
content relative to controls. It remains uncertain if repeated social defeat experienced during
the peak of adolescent neural re-organization (P28 to P42, Spear, 2000; Andersen, 2003) affects
adult monoamine levels and the expression of stress-induced and anxiety-like behaviors.

The current study was designed to characterize a rat model of mid-adolescent social defeat
using a resident-intruder paradigm. Adolescent male rats were subjected to repeated attacks
from a larger aggressive adult male every day from P35 to P40. Following an initial behavioral
validation, the model was used to test the hypothesis that exposure of male rats to repeated
social defeat stress during this critical period of adolescent development leads to changes in
the expression of anxiety behaviors and limbic monoamines in adults. Measures included
behavioral responses to situations of both defeat context and generalized anxiety, along with
assessment of monoamine levels in numerous stress-responsive limbic regions. We chose to
examine these variables in the period from P58 to P63 (early adulthood), since the emergence
of symptoms characterizing stress-related psychiatric and addictive disorders often occurs at
the equivalent stage of human maturation (Andersen, 2003; Park, Paul Mulye, Adams, Brindis,
& Irwin, 2006).

Method
Subjects

Male juvenile post-weaning Sprague-Dawley rats (P21, n = 60) were obtained from the
University of South Dakota Laboratory Animal Services. Experimental subjects were housed
in pairs within each treatment group (social defeat and control), and maintained at 22°C on a
reverse 12 hr light/dark cycle (lights off at 09:00 hr) with free access to food and water. Animals
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were weighed weekly from arrival through to experimental endpoint. All testing procedures
occurred between 10:00 and 15:00 hrs under red lighting. All procedures were approved by
the Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee of the University of South Dakota, and were
carried out in accordance with the National Institutes of Health Guide for the Care and Use of
Laboratory Animals. All efforts were made to minimize the number of animals used and their
suffering.

Social Defeat Conditioning
At mid-adolescence (P35, Spear, 2000; Andersen, 2003), male rats in the socially-stressed
group (n = 30, mass at P35 = 222.0 ± 9.04 g; mean ± SE) were exposed to repeated social defeat
in the home cage of a larger adult male Sprague-Dawley rat (mass = 397.5 ± 14.5 g; mean ±
SE), using a modified version of the resident-intruder paradigm (Miczek, 1979; Koolhaas,
Meerlo, De Boer, Strubbe, & Bohus, 1997; Martinez et al., 2002). Similar to previous social
defeat studies (e.g., Covington & Miczek, 2005; Czeh et al., 2007; Vidal et al., 2007), age-
matched male controls (n = 30, mass at P35 = 222.5 ± 7.86 g; mean ± SE) experienced no
social defeat or interaction, and were simply placed into a novel empty cage for the duration
of each defeat trial to control for handling and novel environment stress. A control treatment
group experiencing social contact with a non-aggressive adult male during mid-adolescence
was not included, as natural formation of dominant-subordinate hierarchies and variance in
intensity of this experience would limit effective use as a control comparison.

To encourage territoriality, each resident male (n = 6) was housed with a sexually receptive
female in a large plastic cage (40 × 25 × 17.5 cm) for one week prior to and throughout the
course of the social defeat procedure. Females had been anesthetized with ketamine/xylazine
(50/10 mg/kg, ip.) and ovariectomized earlier. Female sexual receptivity was induced
administration of 17β estradiol benzoate (5 μg/0.1 ml oil, sc., Sigma-Aldrich USA) followed
24 hrs later by progesterone (0.5 mg/0.1 ml oil, sc., Sigma-Aldrich USA; Farmer, Isakson,
Coy, & Renner, 1996). Several different females were used to ensure that each resident was
paired with a receptive female every day. Females were removed from resident cages at the
start of each defeat session and replaced afterwards. Resident males were assessed for
aggressive responses towards an adolescent (P36) male intruder two days before actual
experiments began. All residents approached and investigated the intruder thoroughly by
sniffing at the anogenital region. The intruder was often held immobile in a crouching position
while its neck was groomed roughly by the resident (Miczek & De Boer, 2005). Intruders were
then attacked and grappled with before being thrown on their backs and displaying submission
(Blanchard & Blanchard, 1989; Blanchard, Sakai, McEwen, Weiss, & Blanchard, 1993;
Miczek & De Boer, 2005), typically within 5 min of introduction. Intruder rats used for these
screening trials were not included in any later experiments.

For experimental defeat trials, each adolescent experimental subject was transferred from its
home cage to that of a resident, with the interaction video-recorded for later measurement of
latency to defeat. Adolescent intruders were considered defeated after exhibiting 3 consecutive
submissive postures in response to resident attacks. Adolescents were then confined behind a
wire mesh barrier for 35 min, which prevented further physical contact from the resident but
allowed transmission of auditory, olfactory and visual cues. Following this, adolescent rats
were returned to their home cages. Adolescent subjects were exposed daily to social defeat
over a 5 day period, and were confronted with a different resident male each time using a
completely randomized design to control for individual variance in defeat intensity. Following
social defeat conditioning, subjects and controls were left in their original pairs in their home
cages and allowed to mature to early adulthood (P56). There were no differences in mass
between defeated subjects and controls at any point during the entire study (data not shown).
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Collection and measurement of plasma corticosterone
The effects of social defeat on plasma corticosterone levels of adolescent rats during the
conditioning procedure were also examined. Two days prior to the start of social defeat,
subjects and controls (n = 10 per treatment group) were restrained gently in dorsal recumbence,
and a heparinized 28 G needle and syringe was used to extract 0.25 ml of blood from the jugular
vein for measurement of plasma corticosterone levels. Blood samples were also taken
immediately after defeat trials on the first and last days of social defeat, and 2 days following
defeat procedures. All blood sampling was performed at the same time of day for each
individual rat, and the mean ± SE time for blood collection across all conditions was 138.4 ±
29.1 s.

Following blood collection, samples were centrifuged at 1800 × g for 10 min and the plasma
was drawn off and stored at −80°C. Measurement of plasma corticosterone was performed
using a corticosterone enzyme-linked immunoassay kit, as per the manufacturer's instructions
(R&D Systems, Minneapolis, MN, USA). Details of this assay have been published elsewhere
(Forster et al., 2008). Briefly, 10 μl of plasma and 0.5 μl steroid displacement reagent were
diluted with 990 μl of assay buffer for a 100-fold dilution, and samples, standards and assay
controls were run in duplicate.

Sample plasma corticosterone levels were detected by absorbance at 405 nm (wavelength
correction set at 595 nm) using an automated plate reader (Bio-Tek Instruments, Winooski,
VT, USA), and were corrected for recovery using KinetiCalc Jr. software (Bio-Tek
Instruments). Absorbance values were used to calculate both maximum binding percent (19.9
- 20.9 %) and percent of non-specific binding (2.4%); both values were within the range given
by the manufacturer. The detection limit sensitivity of this assay was 27.0 pg/ml. Corticosterone
levels obtained from this assay were expressed as ng corticosterone/ml plasma.

Testing adult male anxiety-like behavior
At the onset of early adulthood (P56, Spear, 2000; Andersen, 2003), previously-defeated male
subjects and their controls (n = 10 per treatment group) were assessed for both defeat context
and generalized anxiety. In the defeat context anxiety test, rats were exposed to cages in which
adolescent defeat occurred, but with the larger resident male now absent. However, test cages
contained resident olfactory cues in the form of mixed soiled bedding collected 2 days earlier
from resident males that had previously defeated each subject. Previously defeated rats and
controls were placed into separate cages containing resident bedding and video recorded for
10 min. Pilot experiments showed that the majority of behaviors produced by previously
defeated rats in this context consisted of rearing, active exploration including locomotion,
substrate sniffing, digging and motor patterns indicative of risk assessment (non-ambulatory
scanning in the form of slow lateral head swaying while in a crouched posture, Blanchard &
Blanchard 1989; Butler, Weiss, Stout, & Nemeroff, 1990; Abrams et al., 2005). The number
of rears, duration of active exploration and duration of risk assessment behavior over each 10
min trial were scored from videotape by a scorer blind to treatment.

Two days after the defeat context test, the same defeated rats and controls were assessed for
generalized anxiety behavior on the elevated plus maze (EPM). Both open and closed arms
measured 50 cm long × 10 cm wide, and the entire apparatus was elevated 75 cm from the
ground. Each animal was placed in the center of the EPM, and then video-recorded over the
next 5 min for later behavioral scoring using Noldus Ethovision v 3.1 (Noldus Information
Technology, Inc., Leesburg, VA, USA). We measured the number of open arm entries, time
spent in the open arms, amount of rearing and distance moved in the entire maze. In addition,
distance moved in each zone of the EPM (center, open and closed arms) was calculated.
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Results from the EPM test indicated that previously defeated rats covered more distance than
controls. Therefore, we conducted an additional experiment to assess the effects of adolescent
social defeat on locomotion responses to an alternative novel and mildly anxiogenic situation.
After maturing to early adulthood (P58), previously defeated and control rats (n = 20 per
treatment group) were placed individually for 30 min into the center of a novel open field
apparatus, consisting of a rounded opaque plastic enclosure (52 × 33.5 × 30 cm). The total
distance moved by each animal over the 30 min period was calculated using Noldus Ethovision
v 3.1. These animals were not included in the subsequent analyses of adult corticosterone and
limbic monoamine concentrations.

Corticosterone and limbic monoamine concentrations in adulthood
At 9 weeks of age (P63), previously defeated male subjects and their controls (n = 10 per
treatment group) were decapitated rapidly, with brains collected and frozen at −80°C prior to
sectioning. Trunk blood was also collected for measurement of adult corticosterone levels using
the assay described above. Brains were sliced coronally at −10°C into 300 μm serial sections,
thaw-mounted on to glass slides, and refrozen at −80°C for later microdissection. Limbic and
striatal terminal fields (medial prefrontal cortex [mPFC], nucleus accumbens [NAc] core and
shell, caudate putamen [CPu], central nucleus of the amygdala [CeA], medial amygdala [MeA],
dorsal and ventral hippocampal cornus ammon [CA], dorsal and ventral dentate gyrus [DG],
dorsomedial hypothalamic nucleus [DMH] and paraventricular hypothalamic nucleus [PVN]),
and monoaminergic cell body regions (substantia nigra pars compacta [SNc], ventral tegmental
area [VTA], dorsal raphe nucleus [dRN] and median raphe nucleus [mRN]) were identified
using published guides (Palkovits & Brownstein, 1988; Paxinos & Watson, 1997) and
bilaterally microdissected with a 500 μm i.d. cannula using a dissecting microscope and
freezing stage. The microdissected tissue was expelled into 60 μl of sodium acetate buffer (pH
5.0) containing 9.42 pg/μl of internal standard (dihydroxybenzylamine, DHBA). Samples were
then frozen on dry ice to cause cell lysis, allowing release of soluble monoamine transmitters
and their metabolites into the buffer upon thawing.

Samples were analyzed for levels of norepinephrine (NE), dopamine (DA), the DA metabolite
3,4-dihydroxyphenylacetic acid (DOPAC), and serotonin (5-HT) and the 5-HT metabolite 5-
hydroxyindoleacetic acid (5-HIAA) using high-pressure liquid chromatography (HPLC) with
electrochemical detection. Details of this assay have been published elsewhere (Renner, Krey,
& Luine, 1987; Watt, Forster, Korzan, Renner, & Summers, 2007). Briefly, 2 μl of a 1 mg/ml
ascorbate oxidase solution was added to each sample, which was then centrifuged at 17,000 ×
g for 3 minutes. The supernatant was removed and 45 μl injected into an HPLC system (Waters
717 Plus Autosampler, Waters Associates, Inc., MA, USA) and analyzed electrochemically
with a LC-4B potentiostat and a glassy carbon electrode (BioAnalytical Systems, IN, USA).
The electrode potential was set at +0.6 V with respect to an Ag/AgCl reference electrode. The
mobile phase consisted of 14 g citric acid, 8.6 g sodium acetate, 110 mg 1-octanesulfonic acid,
150 mg EDTA disodium salt, and 100 ml of methanol in 1L of deionized water. Flow rate was
maintained at 1.4 ml/min.

The tissue pellet remaining from each sample was dissolved in 110 ml 0.4 M NaOH and protein
content assayed using the Bradford method (Bradford, 1976). Sample monoamine
concentrations were calculated with respect to peak height values obtained from standard runs
set in the internal standard mode using CSW32 v1.4 Chromatography Station for Windows
(DataApex, Prague, Czech Republic). Neurotransmitter and metabolite levels were expressed
as pg amine/μg protein.
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Data analysis
Latency to defeat (exhibition of 3 consecutive submissive postures by male adolescent subjects)
was compared across the 5 days of trials using one way repeated measures ANOVA followed
by Student-Newman-Keuls tests for multiple comparisons. Corticosterone levels across the
defeat procedure were compared using two way repeated measures ANOVA, with one factor
of treatment (defeat or control) and a repeated factor of time. Resulting significant main effects
were further analyzed by appropriate one way ANOVA with Student-Newman-Keuls tests.
For the defeat context anxiety test in adulthood, amount of rearing, duration of exploration and
duration of risk assessment behavior were compared between previously defeated male
subjects and controls using separate one way ANOVA. For the EPM test, amount of rearing,
number of open arm entries, time spent in open arms and total distance moved in the entire
EPM were compared between defeated subjects and controls using separate one way ANOVA.
Distance moved in each EPM zone (center, closed and open) was compared between defeated
rats and controls using a two way ANOVA, with independent factors of treatment and EPM
zone, followed one way ANOVA with Student-Newman-Keuls tests when appropriate.
Distance moved in the open field test was compared between defeated rats and controls using
a one way ANOVA with Student-Newman-Keuls tests. Separate one way ANOVA were used
to compare adult (P63) corticosterone levels obtained from trunk blood and concentrations of
limbic monoamines and metabolites within each brain region. When significant differences in
limbic variables were found between previously defeated rats and controls, a series of post hoc
correlations between levels of each limbic variable from all subjects and expression of specific
anxiety-like behaviors in the defeat context and EPM tests was performed using separate linear
regressions, in order to provide further insight how neural changes induced by adolescent defeat
may contribute to alterations in male adult anxiety-like behavior. All analyses were performed
using SigmaStat 3.5, with the alpha level set at 0.05 throughout.

Results
Male adolescent behavioral and corticosterone response to repeated social defeat

All male adolescent rats that were exposed to resident males were investigated, attacked and
displayed submission by assuming a supine position with the forelimbs held out stiffly, often
vocalizing audibly. The latency for subjects to assume 3 consecutive submissive postures in
response to attacks changed during the course of the 5 day conditioning procedure (Figure 1;
F(4,37) = 6.75, p < 0.001). While there were no differences in latency to submission across the
first 3 days (p > 0.33), submission times decreased significantly by days 4 and 5 (p < 0.03).

Comparison of plasma corticosterone levels over the course of the defeat process revealed
significant main effects of treatment (F(18,59) = 12.71, p = 0.002) and time (F(33,59) = 17.16,
p < 0.001), and a significant interaction between treatment and time (F(31,59) = 9.03, p <
0.001). Baseline corticosterone levels sampled two days before defeat conditioning did not
differ between experimental subjects and controls (Figure 2, p = 0.688). Male rats subjected
to defeat exhibited a significant increase in corticosterone from baseline levels following their
first experience of social defeat (p = 0.01). A similar response was shown by controls after
their first exposure to a novel cage (p = 0.004), with corticosterone levels increasing to the
same degree as for defeated subjects (p = 0.687). By the last day of the conditioning procedure,
corticosterone levels of controls had returned to baseline (p = 0.219). In contrast, corticosterone
levels of defeated subjects after the final defeat were significantly higher than those of controls
(p < 0.001). These final defeat-elicited corticosterone levels were not only significantly
increased compared to their baseline concentrations (p < 0.001), but were also significantly
higher than those evoked by the first defeat experience (p < 0.001). When sampled two days
after the final defeat, corticosterone levels of both defeated subjects and controls were at
baseline (p > 0.258), with no difference between the two treatment groups (p = 0.589).
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Anxiety-like behavior of adult males
When re-exposed as adults (P56) to the defeat context, male rats defeated in adolescence
showed markedly different behavioral responses from controls. While both groups displayed
similar amounts of rearing (F(1, 19) = 0.108, p = 0.746), active exploration such as locomotion,
digging and substrate sniffing was significantly reduced in previously defeated male rats
compared to controls (Figure 3A, F(1, 19) = 21.797, p < 0.001). Previously defeated rats also
exhibited significantly more risk assessment behavior than controls (Figure 3B, F(1, 19) =
18.642, p < 0.001) in the form of slow lateral head swaying without ambulation.

Previously defeated male rats also exhibited altered responses when assessed for generalized
anxiety behavior on the EPM. While there was no difference between treatment groups in the
number of open arm entries (F(1, 18) = 0.432, p = 0.520), rats defeated in adolescence spent
significantly more time in the open arms of the EPM than controls (Figure 4A; F(1, 16) = 9.652,
p = 0.007), and also covered more distance in the whole maze (Figure 4B, F(1, 19) = 7.957, p
= 0.011). Two way ANOVA of distance moved in each EPM zone revealed significant main
effects of treatment (F(18,49) = 13.05, p = 0.002) and zone (F(2,49) = 49.35, p < 0.001), the
interaction between these two factors was not significant (F(2,49) = 2.53, p = 0.099). As shown
in Figure 4C, previously defeated rats did not differ from controls in distance moved in either
the center (p = 0.358) or closed arms (p = 0.122), but showed significantly greater levels of
locomotion while in the open arms of the EPM (p < 0.001). There was no difference between
treatment groups in amount of rearing (F(1, 19) = 0.138, p = 0.714).

Adult rats that had been defeated in adolescence also differed from controls in their response
to a novel open field, with previously defeated male rats exhibiting higher amounts of
locomotion as measured by total distance moved over the 30 min test (Figure 4D; F(1, 39) =
7.836, p = 0.008).

Corticosterone and limbic monoamine concentrations in adulthood
When sacrificed at P63, previously defeated and control male rats showed equivalent plasma
corticosterone levels (defeated rats mean ± SE = 75.224 ± 7.576 ng/ml, control rats mean ± SE
= 68.764 ± 6.737 ng/ml, F(1,15) = 1.417, p = 0.254). There were also no differences in levels
of any monoamine or metabolite within the NAc core and shell, CPu, CeA, MeA, DMH, PVN,
and hippocampal CA regions (see Table 1), nor within the VTA and mRN (Table 2).

Medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC)—As adults, rats defeated in adolescence had reduced
levels of dopamine in the mPFC when compared to controls (Figure 5A; F(1, 19) = 6.112, p =
0.024), but showed no difference in levels of the DA metabolite DOPAC (F(1, 19) = 0.0161,
p = 0.900). Defeated and control rats had similar NE, 5-HIAA and 5-HT concentrations in the
mPFC (Table 1).

Dentate gyrus (DG)—Adolescent defeat also affected adult monoamine concentrations in
the dentate gyrus of the hippocampus. However, these effects were restricted to the ventral
DG, with no differences between treatment groups noted in the dorsal DG (see Table 1).
Previously defeated rats had significantly higher levels of NE (Figure 5B; F(1, 19) = 13.661,
p = 0.002) and 5-HT (Figure 5C; F(1, 18) = 4.959, p = 0.04) in the ventral DG compared to
controls. There was no difference in ventral DG 5-HIAA levels between treatment groups (F
(1, 18) = 0.0574, p = 0.813), nor in levels of DA and DOPAC (Table 1).

Substantia nigra pars compacta (SNc)—Previously defeated rats exhibited significantly
higher levels of DOPAC in the SNc compared to controls (Table 2; F(1, 11) = 7.369, p = 0.022).
However, there were no differences in SNc DA levels (F(1, 12) = 0.109, p = 0.747), nor in
levels of NE, 5-HT and 5-HIAA (Table 2).

Watt et al. Page 7

Behav Neurosci. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 November 2.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Dorsal raphe nucleus (dRN)—Adult levels of NE in the dRN were significantly lower in
rats defeated in adolescence than in controls (Figure 5D; F(1, 17) = 5.185, p = 0.037), but there
were no differences in levels of any other monoamines or metabolites in this region (Table 2).

Correlations between limbic monoamine concentrations and adult anxiety-like
behavior—Post hoc linear regressions revealed that differences in NE levels within the
ventral DG accounted for many of the behavioral alterations exhibited by previously defeated
male rats (Table 3). In the defeat context anxiety test, increased ventral DG NE resulting from
adolescent defeat was positively correlated with expression of risk assessment behavior (R2 =
0.514, F(1,19) = 19.05, p < 0.001) and negatively correlated with amount of active exploration
(R2 = 0.412, F(1.19) = 12.62, p = 0.002). Similarly, increased ventral DG NE was positively
correlated with both time spent in open arms of the EPM (Table 3; R2 = 0.38, F(1,16) = 9.33,
p = 0.008) and distance traveled in this zone (R2 = 0.53, F(1,15) = 15.6, p = 0.001). While
decreased dRN NE levels resulting from adolescent defeat were not significantly correlated
with defeat context behaviors in adulthood (Table 3), there was a negative correlation between
dRN NE levels and both time in open arms of the EPM (R2 = 0.27, F(1,14) = 4.92, p = 0.045)
and distance moved in these areas (R2 = 0.29, F(1,15) = 5.71, p = 0.031). There was a trend
for decreased adult mPFC DA levels following adolescent defeat experience to be negatively
correlated with both open arm time (R2 = 0.195, F(1,16) = 3.63, p = 0.076) and open arm
distance traveled (R2 = 0.194, F(1,15) = 3.36, p = 0.083), but there was no significant correlation
between mPFC DA levels and behaviors observed in the defeat context test (Table 3). No
significant correlation was found between vDG 5-HT levels and behavior in either the defeat
context or EPM tests in adulthood (Table 3).

Discussion
When exposed to repeated aggression from an adult male, mid-adolescent male rats responded
with the same supine submissive posture described for defeated adult male rats (Blanchard &
Blanchard 1989; Blanchard et al., 1993; Miczek and De Boer 2005). Moreover, adolescent rats
displayed decreases in the latency to exhibit submission by the fourth day of the defeat
procedure, indicative of a conditioned or learned defeat response (Corrigan & Flannelly
1979; Siegfried, Frischknecht, & Waser, 1984; Potegal, Huhman, Moore, & Meyerhoff,
1993). Adolescent male subjects also showed sensitized corticosterone responses to social
defeat, with plasma corticosterone levels elicited by the final day of defeat being even higher
than those observed after the first defeat experience. This sensitized corticosterone response
has not been observed in adult male rats subjected to repeated defeat (Covington & Miczek,
2005), and may be a function of differences between adolescent and adult HPA axis responses
to stress (Gomez et al., 2002; Romeo et al., 2006; Wommack & Delville, 2007; McCormick,
Smith, & Mathews, 2008). Defeat-induced changes in the corticosterone response did not
extend beyond the defeat period, as plasma corticosterone levels assessed two days after the
final defeat were equivalent to both control and pre-defeat levels. Overall, adolescent male rats
subjected to repeated defeat episodes showed behavioral conditioning and HPA axis
sensitization, indicating the highly stressful nature of this paradigm and highlighting the
relevance of this model for studying long term effects of repeated social defeat during mid-
adolescence on adult male brain and behavior.

Adult male anxiety-like behavior and responses to novel situations
Exposure to repeated social defeat in adolescence had a marked effect on context-dependent
expression of anxiety-like behaviors by male rats in adulthood. Age-matched controls in our
study were not exposed to social interactions with non-aggressive adult males, but were placed
into novel empty cages during the defeat periods. It is therefore possible that the behavioral
alterations we observed when comparing previously defeated rats with controls were a result

Watt et al. Page 8

Behav Neurosci. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 November 2.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



of intense social encounters during adolescence rather than purely of aggression received.
Future experiments incorporating controls that undergo non-aggressive social interaction
during adolescence would be useful in elucidating this issue. In the present study, previously
defeated male rats exhibited reduced active exploration compared to controls when re-exposed
as adults to cues associated with adolescent defeat. The reduction in exploration was
accompanied by increased non-ambulatory scanning, primarily in the form of slow lateral head
swaying. Expression of such scanning behavior in the absence of a direct threat is thought to
indicate increased vigilance and risk assessment reflecting heightened anxiety-like states
(Blanchard and Blanchard, 1989, Butler et al., 1990; Abrams et al., 2005). Rats were not
exposed to non-soiled bedding, thus it is not clear which cues (such as olfactory signals from
resident bedding or other stimuli associated with the testing room) previously defeated rats
were responding to specifically. The increase in adult male anxiety-like behavior as induced
by adolescent social defeat compliments results obtained by Vidal et al. (2007), in which
intermittent defeat in late adolescence caused increased avoidance in a social interaction test
in adulthood. Together, these findings suggest that adolescent defeat has a lasting impact on
behavioral expression by male rats in future contexts where defeat-associated cues are present.
Similar increases in risk assessment and behavioral inhibition have been observed when male
rats defeated as adults are re-exposed to defeat-associated cues several weeks after social defeat
(Buwalda et al., 2005, Razzoli, Carboni, Guidi, Gerrard, & Arban, 2007), suggesting that this
enduring effect may not be specific to experience of social defeat in adolescence.

In contrast to the defeat cue re-exposure, rats defeated in adolescence showed increased
locomotion and exploration when exposed to two different tests of generalized anxiety.
Previously defeated adult male rats spent more time in the open arms of the EPM when
compared to controls, suggesting increased risk-taking behavior. In addition, previously
defeated rats covered more distance than controls while in the open arms. Similarly, male rats
defeated in adolescence showed higher locomotion when placed in a novel open field as adults.
Interestingly, rats that exhibit high locomotion responses to novel environments also spend
more time in open arms of an EPM (White, Kalinichev, & Holtzman, 2007; Ballaz, Akil, &
Watson, 2007), and high novelty locomotion responses are thought to predict sensation-seeking
or risk-taking traits (Dellu, Piazza, Mayo, Le Moal, & Simon, 1996). Overall, male rats defeated
in adolescence appear to have retained characteristics of adolescent behavior into adulthood,
since male adolescent rats (P45) seem to show greater locomotion and time spent in open arms
of the EPM when compared to adults (McCormick et al, 2008). Such a behavioral response is
concordant with the increased risk-taking and novelty-seeking profile shown by adolescent
rodents (Laviola, Macri, Morley-Fletcher, & Adriani, 2003).

In a recent study, adolescent male rats exposed to daily isolation periods and constant
replacement of cage mates from P30 to 45 did not exhibit increased EPM anxiety behavior
when assessed immediately after the stress period, but did show a trend for enhanced anxiety-
like behavior on the EPM in adulthood (McCormick et al., 2008). The disparity in adult
behavioral responses to the EPM between our study and that by McCormick et al. (2008) may
be partially accounted for by differences in the type of adolescent stress employed. In addition,
the ability of paradigms such as the EPM to reveal differences in anxiety behavior in the current
study may be confounded by the finding that adolescent defeat increased adult male locomotion
responses to novelty. Future studies using alternative anxiety tests may be useful in further
clarifying the exact effects of repeated adolescent defeat on generalized anxiety responses of
male rats in adulthood.

Adult corticosterone and limbic monoamine concentrations
Adult male baseline levels of plasma corticosterone were not affected by the experience of
adolescent social defeat when compared to non-defeated controls. This result is consistent with
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the lack of difference in plasma corticosterone levels between defeated rats and controls when
assessed two days after the last defeat episode in adolescence. Similarly, adult male rats
exposed to repeated defeat do not exhibit altered plasma corticosterone levels when sampled
one week after the last defeat (Covington & Miczek, 2005), again suggesting similar effects
of social defeat whether experienced in adolescence or adulthood. However, while baseline
corticosterone levels may not be affected in the long term, evidence suggests that repeated
adult social defeat can induce lasting changes to male HPA axis regulation (Buwalda et al.,
1999), resulting in sensitized corticosterone responses to subsequent stressful situations of both
a social (Razzoli et al., 2007) and non-social nature (Bhatnagar & Vining, 2003). It would be
interesting to determine if repeated defeat restricted to mid-adolescence similarly sensitizes
HPA axis responses of male rats to stress in adulthood.

Adolescent defeat resulted in discrete regionally-specific changes to limbic monoamines in
adulthood. These regions included the mPFC, hippocampus and dorsal raphe, which other
studies have shown to be affected by social defeat of adult male rats (Miczek et al., 2004;
Buwalda et al., 2005; Abumaria et al., 2006). In particular, adult levels of mPFC DA were
reduced in previously defeated male rats compared to controls. This decrease in DA levels was
restricted to the mPFC, with DA concentrations in other terminal fields remaining unaffected.
While the exact mechanisms for this decrease in adult male mPFC DA levels following
adolescent defeat are not known, threat of social defeat causes elevated extracellular DA release
in the mPFC of adult male rats (Tidey & Miczek, 1996). Exposure to non-social stressors also
induces similar increases in phasic mPFC DA release, which are heightened compared to
release in subcortical areas in both adolescent (P45) and adult rats (Cenci, Kalen, Mandel, &
Bjorklund, 1992; Lyss, Andersen, LeBlanc, & Teicher, 1999). Furthermore, repeated stress
can alter DA receptor expression and function (Pani, Porcella, & Gessa, 2000). From this
information, it is tempting to speculate that repeated exposure to social defeat caused continued
increases in DA release in the mPFC of adolescent rats, which may have disrupted the
developmental re-organization of the mesocortical DA system normally occurring at this time
(Spear, 2000; Andersen, 2003) to alter feedback mechanisms and ultimately result in the
reduced adult mPFC DA levels seen in our study.

Reduced DA activity is seen in the mPFC of rats that exhibit high locomotion responses to
novelty (termed high responders), which in turn predicts acquisition of amphetamine self-
administration (Piazza et al., 1991). Locomotion responses to novelty and amphetamine are
also increased following selective DA depletion in the mPFC (Bubser & Schmidt, 1990;
Ventura et al., 2004), as is cocaine self-administration (Schenk, Horger, Peltier, & Shelton
1991; Ventura et al., 2004). In our study, previously defeated male rats showed increased
locomotion in the novel environments of the EPM and open field as adults, reminiscent of high
responders. Post hoc regressions also indicated a trend for increased locomotion in the EPM
test to be correlated with the decreased mPFC DA levels seen in previously defeated adult rats.
Combined, these results suggest that adolescent defeat may increase the likelihood of drug-
seeking in adult males. This possibility is made more likely by the fact that adult male rats
previously exposed to repeated social defeat show cross-sensitized behavioral responses to
psychomotor stimulants along with shortened self-administration latencies (Miczek et al.,
2004).

Levels of monoamines in the hippocampus of adult males were also altered by experience of
adolescent defeat. These changes were only seen in the ventral dentate gyrus (DG), with
previously defeated rats having increased levels of both NE and 5-HT in this region compared
to controls. While we did not observe any correlation between increased ventral DG 5-HT
levels and the altered adult behaviors shown by previously defeated male rats, the ventral
hippocampus has been implicated in mediating behavioral responses in anxiogenic situations
(Bannerman et al., 2003; Bannerman et al., 2004), which appear to be regulated, in part, by
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increased serotonergic activity. For example, increased 5-HT release in the ventral
hippocampus is observed during novelty-induced locomotion (Kobayashi, Ikeda, Haneda, &
Suzuki, 2008) and novel EPM exposure (Rex, Voigt, & Fink, 2005). Expression of anxiety-
like responses in the latter context also appears to be mediated by a balance in ventral
hippocampal 5-HT1A receptor activation (File & Gonzalez, 1996; Nunes-de-Souza, Canto-de-
Souza, & Rodgers, 2002). Interestingly, increases in extracellular 5-HT are also seen in the
ventral hippocampus of adult mice subjected to acute social defeat (Keeney et al., 2006). Social
defeat in adult rats also reduces hippocampal 5-HT1A receptor functionality (Buwalda et al.,
2005), potentially leading to altered or inappropriate responses in subsequent anxiogenic
contexts. Our results also show that exposure to adolescent defeat resulted in decreased NE
levels in the adult dRN, which was also correlated with increased time spent and distance
moved in the open arms of the EPM. Since the activity of serotonergic neurons is enhanced by
NE in the dRN (Linner, Wiker, Arborelius, Schalling, & Svensson, 2004; Kusljic, Brosda,
Norman, & van den Buuse, 2005), this finding suggests that NE-facilitated phasic firing of
serotonergic neurons projecting to the ventral hippocampus could be reduced. Combined with
the increased ventral DG 5-HT levels seen in adult rats exposed to adolescent defeat, this may
result in altered 5-HT release in the ventral hippocampus and the expression of inappropriate
behavioral responses during different anxious situations. Future studies would be useful in
determining whether these alterations to adult anxiety-like behavior following adolescent
defeat are paralleled by alterations to ventral hippocampal 5-HT release and 5-HT1A receptor
functionality.

Increased NE activity in the ventral hippocampus is seen with repeated stress exposure, and
appears to enhance aversive coping (Joca, Ferreira, & Guimaraes, 2007), which may partially
account for the increases in adult ventral hippocampal NE levels observed after adolescent
defeat. Interestingly, we also found that increased ventral hippocampal NE levels were
significantly correlated with the alterations in adult behavioral responses shown by previously
defeated rats to both defeat context and EPM exposure. These results suggest that adolescent
defeat-induced increases in ventral hippocampal NE levels have an enduring effect on
expression of adult anxiety-like behavior in male rats. Norepinephrine has also been shown to
cause a long-term potentiation of synaptic plasticity in perforant paths entering the DG from
the entorhinal cortex (Leranth & Hajszan, 2007). Thus, assuming the increased NE levels in
previously defeated rats correspond to increased activity, the higher NE levels in the ventral
DG may represent a compensatory mechanism to counteract inhibitory effects on DG cell
excitability resulting from increased 5-HT levels in this same region (Leranth and Hajszan,
2007). While lesion studies suggest that the ventral hippocampus is critical for mediating
anxiety responses (Bannerman et al., 2004), excessive neuronal activity in this region is thought
to contribute to the hyper-responsiveness of the subcortical DA system underlying both
increased responses to psychomotor stimulants and schizophrenic psychoses (Lodge & Grace,
2007). Given these results, it is possible that elevated levels of ventral DG NE in adult rats
following adolescent defeat could contribute to hyperactivity in ventral hippocampal pathways
mediating DA system activity. Combined with effects caused by lowered mPFC DA levels,
this may result in heightened subcortical DA responses to stimuli associated with either stress
or drugs of abuse. However, further experiments would be required to confirm such hypotheses
in this model.

Potential applications to long-term effects of human male adolescent bullying
Human bullying is characterized by an imbalance of power in which the victim is less powerful
than the aggressor and is unable to defend themselves adequately, and bullying does not occur
in conflicts between people of equal or similar power (Björkvist, 2001; Nansel et al., 2001;
Rigby, 2003). This power imbalance becomes even more noticeable over time, with the
bullying increasing in severity (Björkqvist, 2001). The closest parallels of such hierarchical
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relationships in animal models arise from social defeat paradigms (Björkvist, 2001). Repeated
interactions typically result in the formation of a dominant-subordinate hierarchy (Miczek et
al., 2004), in which the dominant can be broadly regarded as the “bully” while the subordinate
becomes the “victim” (Björkqvist, 2001).

Being bullied during adolescence represents a severe problem for many teenagers worldwide
(Nansel et al., 2001; Rigby, 2003; Bond, Wolfe, Tollit, Butler, & Patton, 2007). Typically,
adolescent bullying takes the form of physical, psychological or verbal abuse, with boys being
more likely to receive physical victimization (Björkqvist, 2001; Nansel et al., 2001). In the
short term, adolescent bullying can result in negative psychological maladjustments that
include increased incidences of anxiety, depression, substance abuse and suicidal tendencies
(Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Kaltiala-Heino, Rimpela, Rantanen, & Rimpela, 2000; Brunstein
Klomek, Marrocco, Kleinman, Schonfeld, & Gould, 2007). Such consequences also appear to
be long-lasting, with experience of repeated adolescent bullying being correlated with greater
incidence of stress-related psychiatric and addictive disorders in adult males (Hoffman et al.,
2000; Rossow & Lauritzen, 2001; Newman et al., 2005; Wals & Verhulst, 2005; Gladstone et
al., 2006). Our results indicate that repeated social defeat disrupts normal adolescent neural
development in male rats, producing alterations in adult anxiety responses and changing
monoaminergic function in stress-responsive limbic regions implicated in human drug
addiction and some psychiatric disorders. We suggest that our rat model offers potential for
identifying specific mechanisms induced by severe human adolescent stress, such as bullying,
that may contribute to increased vulnerability to psychopathology in adult males. In addition,
this model would allow effective exploration of the restorative effects of various
pharmacotherapies on defeat-evoked neural and behavioral alterations, given the
approximately two week period between the end of the adolescent defeat experience and adult
testing.
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Figure 1.
Latencies (mean ± SE s) for adolescent male rats to express submission and defeat towards an
aggressive adult male over the five day course of social defeat trials. #Significantly different
from days 1 through 3.
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Figure 2.
Plasma corticosterone responses (mean ± SE ng/ml) of adolescent rats during repeated
exposure to social defeat. #Significant difference between socially defeated rats and controls
(p < 0.05), *significant difference within socially defeated rats compared to all other time points
(p < 0.05).
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Figure 3.
Behavioral responses of previously defeated rats and controls to defeat-associated cues in
adulthood. (A) Duration (mean ± SE s) of active exploratory behaviors, comprising
locomotion, substrate sniffing and digging. (B) Duration (mean ± SE s) of behaviors indicative
of risk assessment, comprising non-ambulatory scanning in the form of slow lateral head
swaying while in a crouched posture. #Significant difference between treatment groups (p <
0.05).
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Figure 4.
Behavioral responses of previously defeated rats and controls during elevated-plus maze
(EPM) and open field testing in adulthood. (A) Time spent (mean ± SE s) in open arms. (B)
Total distance moved (mean ± SE cm) within the entire EPM. (C) Distance moved (mean ±
SE cm) within each EPM zone. (D) Distance moved (mean ± SE cm) during 30 min open field
exposure. #Significant difference between treatment groups (p < 0.05).
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Figure 5.
Adult levels (mean ± SE pg/μg tissue) of (A) medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC) dopamine, (B)
ventral dentate gyrus (vDG) norepinephrine, (C) ventral dentate gyrus serotonin and (D) dorsal
raphe (dRN) norepinephrine in previously defeated rats and controls. #Significant difference
between treatment groups (p < 0.05).
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Table 3

Correlations between altered adult limbic monoamine concentrations and expression of anxiety-like behavior
following social defeat in adolescence.

Adult behavior Medial prefrontal
cortex (mPFC)
dopamine (DA)

Ventral dentate gyrus (DG)
norepinephrine (NE)

Ventral dentate gyrus
(DG) serotonin (5-HT)

Dorsal raphe nucleus
(dRN) norepinephrine
(NE)

Defeat context test

Active exploration (s) R2 = 0.11 R2 = 0.514 (−) R2 = 0.16 R2 = 0.033

F(1,19) = 2.22 F(1,19) = 19.05 F(1,18) = 3.23 F(1,17) = 0.55

p = 0.15 p < 0.001* p = 0.09 p = 0.47

Risk assessment (s) R2 = 0.052 R2 = 0.412 (+) R2 = 0.082 R2 = 0.095

F(1,19) = 0.99 F(1.19) = 12.62 F(1,18) = 1.51 F(1,17) = 1.68

p = 0.33 p = 0.002* p = 0.24 p = 0.21

EPM test

Open arm time (s) R2 = 0.195 (−) R2 = 0.38 (+) R2 = 0.023 R2 = 0.27 (−)

F(1,16) = 3.63 F(1,16) = 9.33 F(1,15) = 0.324 F(1,14) = 4.92

p = 0.076 p = 0.008* p = 0.58 p = 0.045*

Open arm distance (cm) R2 = 0.194 (−) R2 = 0.53 (+) R2 = 0.03 R2 = 0.29 (−)

F(1,15) = 3.36 F(1,15) = 15.6 F(1,14) = 0.395 F(1,15) = 5.71

p = 0.083 p = 0.001* p = 0.54 p = 0.031*

*
Significant correlation; (+) and (−) indicate positive and negative correlations respectively.
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