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Many mammals have evolved to be social creatures. In humans, the ability to learn from others’ experiences is essential to
survival; and from an early age, individuals are surrounded by a social environment that helps them develop a variety of
skills, such as walking, talking, and avoiding danger. Similarly, in rodents, behaviors, such as food preference, exploration of
novel contexts, and social approach, can be learned through social interaction. Social encounters facilitate new learning and
help modify preexisting memories throughout the lifespan of an organism. Moreover, social encounters can help buffer stress
or the effects of negative memories, as well as extinguish maladaptive behaviors. Given the importance of such interactions,
there has been increasing work studying social learning and applying its concepts in a wide range of fields, including psycho-
therapy and medical sociology. The process of social learning, including its neural and behavioral mechanisms, has also been
a rapidly growing field of interest in neuroscience. However, the term “social learning” has been loosely applied to a variety
of psychological phenomena, often without clear definition or delineations. Therefore, this review gives a definition for spe-
cific aspects of social learning, provides an overview of previous work at the circuit, systems, and behavioral levels, and
finally, introduces new findings on the social modulation of learning. We contextualize such social processes in the brain
both through the role of the hippocampus and its capacity to process “social engrams” as well as through the brainwide real-
ization of social experiences. With the integration of new technologies, such as optogenetics, chemogenetics, and calcium
imaging, manipulating social engrams will likely offer a novel therapeutic target to enhance the positive buffering effects of
social experiences or to inhibit fear-inducing social stimuli in models of anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder.
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Introduction
Social learning involves at least two agents, at least one of which
updates their knowledge base by acquiring information from the
other (for details, see Box 1). Classifications of social learning
and cognition are wide-ranging and divisive, often dependent on
the specialty of the researchers defining the behaviors and their
opinions regarding the presence of higher-order animal cogni-
tion in nonhuman species (Zentall and Galef, 1988; Choleris and
Kavaliers, 1999; Lacey and Solomon, 2003; Zentall, 2006; Olsson
and Phelps, 2007; Wolff, 2007; Christov-Moore et al., 2014;
Gariépy et al., 2014; Keum and Shin, 2016, 2019; Debiec and
Olsson, 2017; Kiyokawa and Hennessy, 2018; Morozov, 2018;
Sivaselvachandran et al., 2018; Carcea and Froemke, 2019). How
social learning in rodents can be classified per se is outside the
focus of this review and is further discussed elsewhere (Zentall

and Galef, 1988; Zentall, 2006). In this review, we begin with the
notion of a “social engram” and propose the concept as a unifying
theme across studies seeking to understand the physical basis of
complex cognition and behavior. In particular, we focus on recent
research that illuminates the critical role of the hippocampus in
social cognition in rodents and humans, especially with regard to
areas, such as CA2, which plays a critical role in connecting social
behaviors and general mnemonic outputs. In the next section, we
overview social learning and acquisition of memory and discuss
the social modulation of instrumental and skilled actions, spatial
tasks, and food preference. Through the lens of these types of
social learning, we highlight how factors, such as the sex of a
learner or familiarity of a conspecific, can directly affect learning
curves. We then examine how these factors relate to the fact that
many pathways necessary and sufficient for social cognition coin-
cide with general learning pathways. Finally, we transition to the
social modulation of learning and memory, and how social stim-
uli, especially those of familiar individuals, can suppress or
enhance a variety of fear responses in rodents. By deconstructing
social learning’s neural and behavioral mechanisms, we may de-
velop novel strategies that further leverage social influences as pu-
tative therapeutic interventions.

The Hippocampus and the Social Engram
The term “engram,” the enduring structural and functional man-
ifestation of a memory, was coined .100 years ago (Schacter et
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al., 1978; Josselyn and Tonegawa, 2020). Recently, the engram lit-
erature has experienced a resurgence in light of new imaging and
molecular techniques that view and manipulate neural ensembles
involved in contextual and emotional memory with unprece-
dented spatial-temporal resolution. In rodent models, for over a
decade, a rich body of work has focused specifically on the for-
mation and retrieval of fear engrams (S. Ramirez et al., 2015;
Denny et al., 2017; Josselyn and Tonegawa, 2020). The behav-
ioral manifestations of fear in rodents can be quantified through
a battery of outputs, including freezing, which offers a robust be-
havioral readout that can also be manipulated and studied at the
cellular level. In response to such groundbreaking advances,
more researchers have begun to investigate complex, multimodal
behaviors, such as sociality. The co-occurrence of fear and social
behaviors has become of particular interest as it has implications
for many psychiatric disorders, including social anxiety, phobias,
and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Storm and Tecott,
2005; Charuvastra and Cloitre, 2008; Flinn et al., 2011).

Box 1. Social learning was defined by Conte and
Paolucci (2001) as a “phenomenon by means of which a
given agent (the learning agent) updates its own knowl-
edge base (adding to, or removing from it a given infor-
mation, or modifying an existing representation) by
perceiving the positive or negative effects of any given
event undergone or actively produced by another agent
on a state of the world which the learning agent has as a
goal.” Specifically, there exist at least two types of social
learning: facilitation and imitation. Facilitation involves
observing the features and behaviors of a social conspe-
cific and its environment to acquire novel information
that can be used to update an observer’s knowledge base.
In social facilitation, the social conspecific merely acts as
an implicit source or indicator about the shared environ-
ment while maintaining increased valence compared with
nonsocial stimuli because of the evolutionary significance
placed on social stimuli. This type of social learning is
known to be present in various social species, including
rodents, birds, primates, etc. In imitation, the observer
has a mental representation of the conspecific as a suitable
model, and therefore mimics the model to learn behaviors
or knowledge that can achieve their goals. This is as a
more deliberate type of social learning dependent on the
observer’s beliefs about the model and is thought to
require higher-order social cognition only found in non-
human and human primates (Conte and Paolucci, 2001;
Olsson and Phelps, 2007). However, recent work has shed
light on various additional species, including rodents,
which we believe have highly organized and dedicated
neural circuitry for processing and extracting information
from complex social behaviors.

A recent study used activity-dependent cellular tagging and in
vivo calcium imaging strategies to identify cells processing a
social engram in the ventral CA1 hippocampal subregion
(Okuyama et al., 2016). This finding opened the possibility of
imaging, perturbing, and cataloguing cells dedicated to process-
ing discrete social experiences. The researchers found an ensem-
ble of neurons that were preferentially reactivated in the
presence of a previously encountered conspecific compared with
an unfamiliar conspecific. In addition, they found that, although
these neural ensembles projected to the nucleus accumbens shell,
olfactory bulb, and basolateral amygdala, only the projection to

the nucleus accumbens was necessary for social discrimination.
New discoveries about the social engram ensued, and suggested
a pathway for social recognition memory involving the olfactory
system (Matochik, 1988; Kiyokawa et al., 2012), dorsal CA2
(Dudek et al., 2016; Mitre et al., 2016; A. S. Smith et al., 2016;
Meira et al., 2018), ventral CA1 (Dudek et al., 2016; Mitre et al.,
2016; A. S. Smith et al., 2016; Meira et al., 2018), and nucleus
accumbens (Okuyama et al., 2016; Okuyama, 2018), as well as
modulatory roles for the mPFC (Tanimizu et al., 2017; Gutzeit et
al., 2020), ACC (Tanimizu et al., 2017), amygdala (Tanimizu et
al., 2017; Fernández et al., 2018), lateral septum (Fernández et al.,
2018), and hypothalamus (Dudek et al., 2016; Mitre et al., 2016;
A. S. Smith et al., 2016).

CA2: the black box of the hippocampus
The central role of the hippocampus in learning and memory
was historically centered around the influential concept of a “tri-
synaptic pathway” defined by three main subregions: CA1, CA3,
and the dentate gyrus (CA4/DG) (Teyler and Discenna, 1984;
Langston et al., 2010; Dudek et al., 2016; Tzakis and Holahan,
2019). Through lesions, electrophysiology, calcium imaging, and
optogenetic studies, the roles of these subregions were often
rigidly defined: CA1 was proposed to specialize in processing the
spatiotemporal components of memory, CA3’s functions
included pattern completion and rapid, one-trial encoding, and
the DG’s functions involved pattern separation and orthogonal-
izing inputs to discrete populations of cells (Teyler and
Discenna, 1984; Kesner et al., 2004; Langston et al., 2010).
Although defined as early as 1934 by Rafael Lorente de Nó, CA2
was frequently referred to together with CA3a and remained
largely understudied because of difficulty in identifying genetic,
cell type, or otherwise topographical borders with CA3, as well as
its obscure functions in the synaptic circuits of the hippocampus.
Most work examining memory and its neural circuits would
refer to the Schaffer collateral pathway, from the entorhinal cor-
tex layer II through the hippocampus: DG-CA3-CA1-subiculum
(Langston et al., 2010), or the direct pathway from entorhinal
cortex layer III directly to CA1 (Kajiwara et al., 2008; Langston et
al., 2010; Maccaferri, 2011), often leaving out the role of CA2 in
the pathway (Tzakis and Holahan, 2019).

As the field gained new technological methods for determin-
ing brain structure and function, however, the multifaceted func-
tions of the hippocampus, including its role in facilitating food
preference and social memory, became even more apparent
(Okuyama et al., 2016; Chiang et al., 2018; Okuyama, 2018). New
molecular markers also made identifying and defining CA2
much more tractable (DeVito et al., 2009; Dudek et al., 2016;
Meira et al., 2018), allowing scientists to delve into its neuromo-
dulatory influences and its contribution to social modes of learn-
ing and memory (Dudek et al., 2016; Meira et al., 2018;
Okuyama, 2018; Fernandez-Lamo et al., 2019; Modi and Sahin,
2019; Tzakis and Holahan, 2019; Oliva et al., 2020). Recent phys-
iological work suggests that sharp-wave ripples (SWRs) occur-
ring in dorsal CA2 during sleep play a key role in the formation
of the social engram, as these SWRs propagate to vCA1 to con-
solidate novel social experience with a conspecific (Oliva et al.,
2020) (Fig. 1). Interestingly, Oliva et al. (2020) suggested that
SWRs from dorsal CA2 to CA1 during social memory consolida-
tion act similarly to SWRs from CA3 to CA1 during spatial mem-
ory consolidation (Dragoi and Tonegawa, 2013), a type of memory
the hippocampus is traditionally viewed to encode (Teyler and
Discenna, 1984; Langston et al., 2010). The ventral horn of CA2 is
even more understudied than dorsal CA2, despite its putative
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role in learning and memory and its modu-
lation of social memory and behavior
(Benoy et al., 2018). Intriguingly, ventral
CA2 has a dense population of estrogen
receptors that could play a role in sexual
dimorphism associated with social behav-
iors and psychiatric disorders (Shughrue
and Merchenthaler, 2000; Chevaleyre and
Piskorowski, 2016), although much work
remains to test for structural and functional
differences along CA2’s DV axis. Overall,
there is great potential for future research
to reveal the real-time and elaborate roles
that these hippocampal regions play in
social cognition and behavior.

Social Learning and Acquisition of
Memory
Social learning of skills and actions
From an early age, humans and other mammals
learn how to survive in the world by observing
those around them. Indeed, research suggests
that humans have evolved to acquire new skills
more efficiently through social imitation than
by individual trial and error. A classic example
of social learning in humans is the Bandura
Bobo doll experiment, in which toddlers imi-
tate previously observed aggressive behavior
of an adult toward a doll (Bandura et al.,
1961). Such socially acquired behaviors are
seen in both humans and rodents. For exam-
ple, roof rats can learn how to extract and eat
seeds from pine cones simply by watching
conspecifics performing the behavior (Wolff,
2007). Additionally, rodents’ learning in instrumental opera-
tional tasks is facilitated by observation of conspecifics. Rats
learn instrumental tasks, such as pressing levers or bars for
rewards, much more rapidly from observation of conspe-
cifics performing the same tasks than by individual training
(Zentall and Levine, 1972). Conversely, if the conspecific is
not actively performing the task but is simply placed in the same
area as an observer rodent, then the latter’s learning is impaired,
suggesting that the actual observation of action is necessary to facili-
tate learning, rather than social presence per se.

Of note, a separate study compared strain-dependent effects on
social instrumental learning and found that observation of conspe-
cifics of a different strain improved performance significantly
more than observation of same-strain conspecifics (Saggerson and
Honey, 2006). Although the authors manipulated strain instead of
familiarity per se (all subjects were novel to one another), they
raise the possibility that demonstrator-observer pairs of the same
strain would deem each other more “familiar” than pairs of a dif-
ferent strain because animals of the same strain would be more
similar to the cage mates with which the subjects had been reared.
While not explicitly studied as of yet, we propose that a similar
learning dissociation would occur with a nonfamiliar and familiar
conspecific: that is, same-strain conspecifics with no prior interac-
tion with the observer would learn more efficiently than same-
strain conspecifics with such prior interaction. A potential psycho-
logical mechanism for this effect may lie in the interaction of
instrumental learning with social memory. Theoretically, during
an encounter with a familiar conspecific, the social memory

engram is activated to produce retrieval of this familiar social en-
counter (Okuyama, 2018). Because social events are often favor-
able to a species’ survival, the brain responds by sending reward
signals before the conspecific even starts the task (Robinson et al.,
2002; Modi and Sahin, 2019), essentially satiating a drive for
reward. Consequently, when the conspecific performs an action
(e.g., pressing a lever) and gets a result (e.g., a reward), there is less
value and attention placed on the action and its result. Although
there is an overall facilitation of learning, the Pavlovian posi-
tive association of the familiar conspecific may compete with
the operant conditioning task. This type of interaction has
been demonstrated to happen in rodents and humans (Kohn,
1976; Torregrossa and Taylor, 2013; Mkrtchian et al., 2017;
Ferbinteanu, 2019). On the other hand, a nonfamiliar conspe-
cific does not elicit social memory retrieval; rather, it can be
argued that a social memory is being formed (Okuyama et al.,
2016; Okuyama, 2018). Therefore, when the conspecific presses
the lever and gets a reward, the salience of both a social and a ma-
terial reward synergizes, creating a stronger association and conse-
quently faster learning of the task. The Pavlovian positive
association of the social encounter enhances the formation of the
operant task memory. However, both familiar and unfamiliar con-
specific interactions may facilitate learning of instrumental
tasks relative to individual learning through “local enhance-
ment” (Conte and Paolucci, 2001): the observation of a con-
specific leads to increased attention to the location of the lever
and the possibility of a reward compared with during classical
operant tasks, in which the discovery of this action-result pairing
occurs accidentally.

Figure 1. The formation of a social engram. When a rodent has a social interaction with a novel conspecific,
ensembles of cells embedded across neural circuits activate to form a stable representation of a social memory
(depicted as the ensemble of green neurons on the right). Olfactory (purple traces between the novel conspecific
and observer) and auditory (blue wave traces next to novel conspecific) information is relayed throughout the brain,
including the hippocampus, which communicates with social loci of the brain, such as the nucleus accumbens and
basolateral amygdala. Of the many brain regions involved in social cognition, the social engram is hypothesized to
be formed in the hippocampus during sleep, primarily through SWRs from dorsal CA2 to ventral CA1, inducing syn-
aptic consolidation (Okuyama, 2018; Oliva et al., 2020).
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Social mapping and learning in space
The hippocampus constructs relational networks that link events
and episodes while providing flexible representations across spa-
tial dimensions (O’Keefe and Nadel, 1978; Eichenbaum, 2004;
Buzsáki and Moser, 2013). This ability to receive sensory input
and integrate information in a way that allows an animal to navi-
gate regularities in their environment is critical for survival.
Space, however, can be defined more abstractly than in the physi-
cal sense, and hippocampus cells have been shown to multiplex
numerous streams of information that are not tied to physical x, y,
z coordinates. For instance, hippocampal cells are modulated by
both time and reward (Buzsáki and Moser, 2013; Eichenbaum,
2014; Schafer and Schiller, 2018) and are activated by a broad
range of abstract relations within an event or episode. In addition,
for social creatures, a major factor to be considered in space and
over time is the social interactions between different individuals
(Maren et al., 2013). This “social space” encompasses not only
social stimuli in physical space, but also constructs of social
“power” and “affiliation” (Schiller et al., 2015). Hierarchical struc-
tures or bonds of kinship in complex social networks can be con-
strued as cognitive maps, which are also believed to be represented
by the hippocampus (Eichenbaum, 2015; Montagrin et al., 2018).

The intersection of space and social stimuli in the hippocam-
pus makes it an ideal region for mediating observational learning
in spatial tasks (Conte and Paolucci, 2001). Many researchers
have investigated this effect in maze tasks and have consistently
found that the acquisition of spatial maps and task-solving strat-
egies is improved with a demonstrating conspecific present
(Petrosini et al., 1996; Mou and Ji, 2016; Takano et al., 2017;
Danjo et al., 2018). Recently, studies have revealed that this
improvement involves CA1 and CA2 of the hippocampus (Mou
and Ji, 2016; Danjo et al., 2018; Oliva et al., 2020). One study
found that, if a rat runs in place while watching a demonstrator
perform a spatial task, the observer will acquire a sequence of
neuron firing that is reactivated preferentially when it does the
spatial task itself (Mou and Ji, 2016). More specifically, CA1
place cells can be tuned to specific spatial locations, without ex-
perience of the spatial layout itself, through social observation.
For instance, CA1 place cells can represent the “self” or
“other,” or both concurrently, in a T-maze task (Danjo et al.,
2018). When an animal observes a spatial task, all of these cells
might evaluate the environment synergistically and encode
the spatial information necessary for subsequent success by
the observer. Another study discovered similar social cells in
CA2: the cells fired more in the location with the conspecific
than in the location in space itself (Oliva et al., 2020). This
intimate overlap of hippocampal neural circuits in social and
spatial memory suggests a putative adaptation in social ani-
mals and is a crucial topic of future study for understanding
social cognition and learning.

A myriad of studies support the notion that social experiences
leave a distributed imprint in the brain beyond the hippocampus.
For instance, the cerebellum, an area known to play a part in spa-
tial (Darmohray et al., 2019; Dziura and Thompson, 2019;
Leggio et al., 2000) and social memory (D’Mello and Stoodley,
2015; Sokolov, 2018; Dziura and Thompson, 2019), functions
within a larger cortico-hippocampal network. Indeed, Leggio et
al. (2000) demonstrated the necessity of the cerebellum for spa-
tial memory acquisition through observation. Yet much work
remains to be done to better understand this complex phenom-
enon. With a better understanding of how all circuits associated
with social learning influence and communicate with each other,
we may be able to develop more targeted therapeutic approaches
in psychiatric disorders with social deficits. Promising leads
include, for example, the observation of cerebellar dysfunc-
tion in autism spectrum disorder (D’Mello and Stoodley,
2015), a disorder most commonly known for its impaired
social cognition and communication. How cerebellar func-
tion affects social cognition and spatial awareness, and how it
interfaces with other social circuits in the brain affected by
ASD is still relatively unknown. With a better understanding
of cerebellar function, we will be able to develop novel targets
to ameliorate specific deficits seen in ASD and similar psychi-
atric disorders.

Social transmission of food preference
Social transmission of food preference (STFP) is one of the most
studied forms of social learning in rodent models. STFP (Fig. 2)
involves a “demonstrator” rodent first eating a flavored food and
then being placed in a new cage to interact with an “observer.”
Immediately or 24 h afterward, when the observer is given two
choices of food flavor, the observer prefers to eat the food that
the demonstrator was exposed to the day before (Galef and
Wigmore, 1983). This “transfer” of preference is known to
involve olfactory cues, composed of the food odor and carbon di-
sulfide, emitted in the demonstrator’s breath during the social
encounter (Galef et al., 1988). Importantly, this transfer can only
occur between a live conspecific’s breath and the observer (Galef
and Stein, 1985), emphasizing the social nature of this type of
learning. Research has suggested many brain regions potentially
associated with this phenomenon, including the hippocampus,
basolateral amygdala, orbitofrontal cortex, and basal forebrain
structures (Bunsey and Eichenbaum, 1995; Vale-Martínez et al.,
2002; Ross et al., 2005; Wang et al., 2006; C. A. Smith et al., 2007;
Carballo-Márquez et al., 2009). However, like many other social
phenomena, various reports suggest different brain regions are
necessary or sufficient for STFP. For instance, early work dem-
onstrated that neurotoxic lesions of the hippocampus left imme-
diate retrieval of preference intact but produced significant

Figure 2. STFP. A rodent (“demonstrator”) is exposed to a flavored food and allowed to eat it for a specified period of time. Next, the demonstrator is removed and placed near a conspecific
(“observer”). The scent of the food and the chemical carbon disulfide (CS2), a volatile from the demonstrator’s breath, are detected by the “observer” during the social interaction. This single ex-
posure leads the observer to prefer the scent and flavor associated with the demonstrator over a novel flavor when given the choice at a later time. This preference can last up to weeks in the
observer rodents.
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deficits in the long-term (24 h) retention of this preference
(Winocur, 1990; Bunsey and Eichenbaum, 1995; Winocur et al.,
2001). Conflicting results soon followed, when Burton et al.
(2000) demonstrated that the hippocampus was not necessary
for 24 h retention. Burton et al. (2000) also lesioned the basolat-
eral amygdala, a region closely associated with the hippocam-
pus in memory, and again found no deficits in STFP. Still
other studies revealed that hippocampal damage induced ret-
rograde amnesia in STFP, suggesting a role for hippocampus
in at least parts of this phenomenon. Following similar pat-
terns of studies on systems consolidation of memory, a con-
sensus emerged that the hippocampus was necessary for the
retrieval of recent STFP memories, whereas remote memory is
more dependent on the neocortex (Winocur and Moscovitch,
1999; Countryman et al., 2005; Countryman and Gold, 2007;
C. A. Smith et al., 2007; Carballo-Márquez et al., 2009;
Monfils and Agee, 2019). However, this is still debated, as sub-
sequent studies with NMDA- and TTX-induced lesions of the
hippocampus also demonstrated no recent memory deficits in
STFP (Thapa et al., 2014).

An important factor to consider is the satiety of the animals
during different aspects of the STFP paradigm. Most of the previ-
ously mentioned studies deprived the animals of food before the
social interaction and retention tests, making the animals more
motivated to consume the food placed in front of them during
the tests. However, few studies have tried to examine the effects
of satiety in this paradigm, especially as it relates to the hippo-
campus. One study (Agee and Monfils, 2018) deprived observers
of food up until the social interaction with the demonstrator but
then provided food ad libitum before preference testing. The
authors reasoned that this would increase how “picky” the sub-
jects would be, enhancing small differences in preference that
may be hidden in hungry animals. Even with a decreased appe-
tite, the observers still showed a significant preference for the
demonstrated food in the tests. A separate study (Burton et al.,
2000) repeated their hippocampal lesion experiment with ani-
mals fed ad libitum throughout the entire paradigm. They found
that, as expected, observers in general ate less during the testing
sessions because of increased satiety compared with their exp-
eriment with food-deprived animals. Interestingly, however,

satiated animals with hippocampal lesions ate a greater propor-
tion of the “demonstrated food” compared with controls, with-
out eating more food total. These nuances indeed could be an
indication of the hippocampus’ relatively understudied but active
role in STFP.

The hippocampus has substantial influence in the regulation
of appetitive behaviors. In particular, the ventral hippocampus
contains receptors for hormones associated with food intake,
including ghrelin (Carlini et al., 2004; Grillo et al., 2009; Hsu et
al., 2015, 2018a), leptin (Dhar et al., 2014), insulin (Calvo-Ochoa
and Hernández-Ortega, 2014), and glucagon (Hsu et al., 2018b).
In addition, the hippocampus has been closely linked to the
vagus-dependent gut-brain connection, having indirect commu-
nication with the hindbrain medial nucleus tractus solitarius,
which integrates gastrointestinal signaling information for the
brain (Castle et al., 2005; Biggio et al., 2009; Suarez et al., 2019).
The necessity of the hippocampus in nonsocial appetitive behav-
iors has been investigated through lesions as well, with varying
conclusions about its necessity depending on the type of lesion,
level of satiety of the subjects, and paradigm used (Jarrard, 1973;
Davidson and Jarrard, 1993; Schmelzeis and Mittleman, 1996;
Clifton et al., 1998; Flaherty et al., 1998; Tracy et al., 2001). Of
particular interest is that the hippocampus has special roles in
anticipation of food and meals (linking specific stimuli to pre-
dicted meals), as well as the regulation of food motivation based
on energy state (Tracy et al., 2001). For STFP, it may be that the
hippocampus plays different roles depending on the level of food
access and satiety of the subjects, as well as the type of food de-
privation: limited time for food access (meals) or limited amount
of food given per day (all day access). More research is needed to
elucidate how the hippocampus is involved in STFP and the
potential role of satiety and hunger in this social transfer of
information.

Social learning with negative experiences: the study of fear
and its transmission
An extensively studied topic in both humans and rodents is the
social transmission of fear. In humans, many studies have traced
phobias to social roots, such as parental anxiety and affective
responses. Subclinical fears can also be acquired by observation,

Figure 3. Social fear learning paradigms. The two primary paradigms used to study social fear learning in rodents are observational fear conditioning and fear conditioning by proxy.
Observational fear conditioning consists of a rodent (mouse or rat) observing a demonstrator conspecific receiving shocks (left). This paradigm elicits relatively robust learning in observer
rodents whether the shock is paired with auditory stimuli or with context alone (represented by a yellow circle with stripes). In fear conditioning by proxy, a demonstrator rat undergoes audi-
tory fear conditioning when alone (right). The following day, an observer rat is placed with the demonstrator conspecific, which is presented with tones from the previous fear-conditioning ses-
sion without delivery of unconditioned stimuli. The fearful response of the demonstrator can elicit fear learning in the observer that is detectable the next day during a recall session.
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as was demonstrated by two early behavioral studies (Hornik et
al., 1987; Gerull and Rapee, 2002). In both experiments, a toddler
was shown an object (stimulus), along with the child’s mother’s
facial response to the stimulus (positive or negative). Hornik et
al. (1987) showed that toddlers acquired more avoidance and
fearful behavior toward an object paired with a mother’s negative
response compared with an object paired with a mother’s posi-
tive response (Hornik et al., 1987). Gerull and Rapee (2002) addi-
tionally demonstrated that the fear behavior persisted even after
the mother no longer had a negative affect toward an object, sug-
gesting not only effects on direct avoidance behavior, but also
the lasting association of a stimulus to a threat via social trans-
mission. In greater severity, the development of PTSD is highly
linked to the social nature of the trauma. Specifically, there is an
increased probability of developing PTSD from an interpersonal
encounter or event of “human design” than from other external
stimuli (Charuvastra and Cloitre, 2008). This suggests that
humans appropriate a disproportionate amount of weight to
social encounters for learning and memory, especially for threat-
ening stimuli.

Rodent models for indirect fear acquisition: two species, multiple
paradigms, and little consensus
Rodents seem to have a predisposition for fear learning from
social stimuli. Several forms of such learning have been observed.
One can distinguish, for example, observational fear condition-
ing and fear conditioning by proxy (Fig. 3). Observational fear
conditioning results from a direct observation of a conspecific
receiving an aversive stimulus (e.g., shock), and therefore
involves the observer learning to associate and ego-centrically
process the conspecific’s aversive experience within a specific
context (Jeon et al., 2010; Morozov and Ito, 2018). Fear condi-
tioning by proxy, often grouped with observational fear condi-
tioning, is a form of socially mediated fear learning in which a
nonconditioned rodent acquires a fear memory by observing the
response of a conspecific to a cue or context it was previously
conditioned to fear (Debiec and Olsson, 2017). Unlike observa-
tional fear conditioning where the 2 rodents are restricted from
contact, the transmission of fear conditioning by proxy requires
interactions between freely moving animals during the experi-
ence. After the interaction, the observer rodent shows increased
freezing during subsequent exposure to the cue or context
(Bruchey et al., 2010; E. J. Kim et al., 2010; Jones et al., 2014).
Freezing, although used by many as an indicator of fear in
rodents, can also be supplemented by other indicators including
autonomic responses, such as pupil dilation and hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis activation (Kiyokawa et al., 2007);
defecation; or other behaviors, such as darting, rearing, and
grooming (Steimer, 2002; Ressler, 2010; Perusini and Fanselow,
2015). Researchers can also study these indicators during the
social encounter itself (e.g., during the fear conditioning session)
that leads to the acquisition and expression of a fear memory.

Another distinction arises in the types of classical condition-
ing that rodents undergo to acquire observational fear: contex-
tual versus auditory-cued fear conditioning. Observational
contextual fear conditioning consists of placing a demonstrator
and observer into a context, separated by a clear divider. While
in this context, the demonstrator gets shocked multiple times
while the observer watches, without getting shocked themselves.
The next day, the observer is placed back into the context in
which the demonstrator was shocked and is assessed for fear
expression. In observational auditory-cued fear conditioning, the
demonstrator and observer are again placed in the context as

described above. However, now an auditory tone is played before
each shock is delivered to the demonstrator. The rodents there-
fore learn to associate the tone (conditioned stimulus [CS]) with
the shock (unconditioned stimulus), in addition to contextual
associations. The next day, the observer is placed in the demon-
strator compartment and played the tones. Fear expression and
learning are assessed in response to the tones, usually through
increases in freezing. The rodent can also be placed in a new con-
text to explicitly test the cue-shock association formed independ-
ent of context.

When determining the necessary factors involved in socially
mediated fear learning, it is also important at the outset to distin-
guish rats and mice because of potential differences in social cog-
nition and related behaviors (Ellenbroek and Youn, 2016). For
instance, rats and mice differ with regards to the necessity of
prior experience with unconditioned stimuli for an observer to
acquire a fear association by observation of a conspecific (Chen
et al., 2009; Bruchey et al., 2010; Jeon et al., 2010; E. J. Kim et al.,
2010; Atsak et al., 2011; Pereira et al., 2012; Sanders et al., 2013;
Allsop et al., 2018).

Mice and observational fear conditioning
In mice, there have been reports that an observer needs to have
undergone fear conditioning themselves to acquire a long-term
fear memory by observing a demonstrator (Sanders et al., 2013;
Allsop et al., 2018). For example, using a contextual fear condi-
tioning paradigm, Sanders et al. (2013) found that mice froze in
response to a demonstrator being shocked only if the observer
had previously experienced a direct shock themselves. Similarly,
Allsop et al. (2018) used an auditory-cued fear-conditioning par-
adigm and found that, although both experienced and naive
observers froze to the tones during the conditioning session,
only experienced observers froze significantly more than baseline
in response to the tone the next day when placed in the demon-
strator compartment. The experimenters suggested that previous
self-experience of fear conditioning was necessary for the sub-
jects to learn and to freeze during recall in the auditory cued fear
paradigm. They attributed this necessity to the fact that the threat
of a shock is invisible and that experience with the shock is
needed for the observer to associate the cues, context, and
response of the conspecific with the similar shock experience.

In contrast, other studies using similar paradigms to induce
observational contextual or auditory-cued fear conditioning
demonstrated that mice not only froze during observational fear
conditioning sessions but also acquired a long-term fear memory
from a conspecific without direct prior experience of shocks
themselves (Chen et al., 2009; Jeon et al., 2010). The salience of
the social experience may explain these contradictory results.
With observational auditory-cued learning, one study (Chen et
al., 2009) found that, when an observer watched two demonstra-
tors receiving shocks, prior experience was not required to
induce freezing in the observer, as long as the observer was
placed back into the training context for testing. In contrast,
prior experience was necessary to induce freezing when only one
demonstrator was present. This suggests that, when the social in-
dication of threat is sufficiently potent and enough contextual in-
formation is present, mice can learn to react to a cue with fear.
Similarly, in a study using contextual conditioning, observer
rodents socially acquired fear without having prior exposure to a
shock when the demonstrators received a strong and repetitive
shock protocol (20 shocks at 1mA, lasting 2 s, delivered every
10 s for 4min) (Jeon et al., 2010). In contrast, in a separate study
in which demonstrators received 6 shocks at 0.7mA, lasting 1 s,
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and delivered every 15 s for;3.5min, prior experience was nec-
essary for observers to acquire fear (Sanders et al., 2013). It is im-
portant to note that the former study used a stronger protocol
specifically because they did not observe homogeneous fear
responses from either the demonstrators or observers when
more standard fear conditioning protocols were attempted.
Therefore, it seems that mice must experience a threshold in sali-
ence from the social experience both to freeze during the condi-
tioning session and to acquire the fear memory for recall the
subsequent day. Even with similar shock protocols, however,
social learning paradigms can yield different results. A recent
experiment (Nomura et al., 2019) used the same strong, repeti-
tive shock protocol as Jeon et al. (2010), but they found that na-
ive mice who observed a cage mate getting shocked in a context
subsequently froze only a nonsignificant average of 8% of the
time during recall (compared with mice that observed a non-
shocked cage mate), whereas Jeon et al. (2010) found a signifi-
cant freezing level of 25%. Interestingly, the mice that had
undergone direct fear conditioning in Nomura et al. (2019) froze
at similar levels to mice that underwent observational fear condi-
tioning in Jeon et al. (2010). Given that direct fear conditioning
produces greater freezing during recall than observational fear
conditioning (Morozov and Ito, 2018), it is possible that the mice
in Nomura et al. (2019) had lower baseline freezing and anxiety
levels, or did not learn as well, leading to overall low levels of fear
behaviors. Another possibility for the discrepancy in freezing lev-
els between the two studies is that Nomura et al. (2019) meas-
ured contextual freezing during a second reexposure to the
context, whereas Jeon et al. (2010) measured freezing on the first
reexposure. In this case, the first context exposure without shock
in Nomura et al. (2019) may have acted as a brief extinction
session.

In addition, it is important to note that more socially oriented
mice (e.g., C57/BL6 compared with BALB) (Chen et al., 2009)
may imbue a social encounter with more salience and thus show
enhanced acquisition of fear from a conspecific. Whether the
salience of the experience affects the size, firing rates, or plastic
properties of neural ensembles recruited in these social engrams
is largely unknown but may contribute to the variable effects
seen in these studies.

Rats, observational fear conditioning, and fear conditioning
by proxy
In contrast to mice, rats do not need prior direct fear condition-
ing experience to acquire or recall a social engram formed when
observing a demonstrator rat undergo contextual or auditory-
cued fear conditioning (Yusufishaq and Rosenkranz, 2013;
Twining et al., 2017). In addition, rats have been shown to
undergo fear conditioning by proxy, a behaviorally distinct phe-
nomenon in which a demonstrator rat that was previously condi-
tioned is placed back in the conditioning context and re-
presented with the fear-associated auditory cue in the presence
of an observer rat. The fear response of the demonstrator as they
recall the conditioning memory can subsequently induce a fear
response in a naive observer rat during a long-term memory re-
trieval test (Bruchey et al., 2010; Jones et al., 2014; Jones and
Monfils, 2016). To date and to our understanding, this has yet to
be shown to occur in mice. Notably, prior experience of a shock
appears to increase the amount of freezing behavior seen in
the observer during conditioning via fear conditioning by proxy
(E. J. Kim et al., 2010; Atsak et al., 2011; Pereira et al., 2012). As
suggested by Jones (2015), however, the amount of freezing
exhibited by the demonstrator as well as the observer during the

conditioning session do not correlate with subsequent long-term
memory retrieval of the socially acquired fear memory.
Therefore, prior experience may influence freezing at the time
of conditioning without necessarily affecting the strength of the
observer’s long-term social memory. One potential reason for
this dichotomy is that the demonstrator and observer have
direct contact with one another during the session. Previous
studies have shown that physical contact is essential to elicit the
underlying neuronal activity that coincides with fear transmis-
sion (Kiyokawa et al., 2019), and that the number of times the
two conspecifics come in contact appears to be positively corre-
lated with subsequent recall of the observer the next day
(Bruchey et al., 2010; Jones et al., 2014; Jones, 2015; Jones and
Monfils, 2016; Morozov and Ito, 2018). In order for there to be
contact, though, the observer rat needs to investigate the dem-
onstrator rat through movement, which can confound freezing
levels, thus necessitating additional proxies for measuring fear
outputs in general.

Given such differing paradigms across a variety of rodent
models, it has been difficult to come to conclusive evidence about
the circuitry necessary to elicit social transmission of fear. Cued
and contextual fear conditioning recruit different neural mecha-
nisms (Selden et al., 1991; LeDoux and Phillips, 1992; Rudy,
1993; Stanton, 2000), and therefore can yield a wide range of
results contingent on which techniques are used, which brain
regions are manipulated, and which behavioral outputs are
measured. Notably, social learning is often reported to be much
more variable and less robust than classical fear conditioning,
adding to the complexity of each reported finding. This perhaps
stems from the multitude of behavioral and mnemonic variables
involved (Debiec and Olsson, 2017), making it ever more crucial
to develop concrete and reproducible paradigms for these types
of experiments to yield consistent results as we further investi-
gate the phenomenon of social fear learning.

Mechanisms of fear transmission
Although still not completely understood, neural and behavioral
mechanisms of observational fear conditioning have been exten-
sively reviewed (Olsson and Phelps, 2007; Debiec and Olsson,
2017). However, many questions remain regarding the mecha-
nisms underlying fear conditioning by proxy, especially because
of its high variability in results and small effect sizes.

A key mechanism for fear conditioning by proxy is the emis-
sion of 22 kHz ultrasonic vocalizations. Ultrasonic vocalization
at this frequency are emitted by rats in fear or anxiety-like states
across many tasks, including elevated plus maze, predator pre-
sentation, and fear conditioning (Blanchard et al., 1991; Jeon et
al., 2010; Demaestri et al., 2019). Kim et al. (2010) elegantly
showed that observer rats became conditioned to their own 22
kHz vocalizations during prior fear conditioning, and that this
was necessary for the observers to obtain a social fear memory
from a demonstrator emitting these vocalizations in a different
fear conditioning experience (E. J. Kim et al., 2010). On the other
hand, a more recent study demonstrated that many demonstra-
tor animals induced freezing in the experienced observers even if
they did not emit 22 kHz vocalizations, indicating that these
vocalizations were not necessary to transfer fear (Jones and
Monfils, 2016). However, the authors of the latter study noted
that those who did emit these vocalizations enhanced the trans-
mission of the fear to the observer. This suggests that there is in-
herent variability across subjects in their capacity to socially
acquire a fear engram.
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Another mechanism for fear conditioning by proxy is sug-
gested by the fact that there is an association between physical
touch and the amount of fear transfer in this paradigm. Recently,
social neuroscience researchers have discovered a more ubiqui-
tous role of the cortex in social fear transmission in humans and
rodents than previously appreciated (Keum and Shin, 2016;
Allsop et al., 2018; Ito and Morozov, 2019). Two regions closely
associated with vicarious fear learning are the ACC and the insu-
lar cortex. The role of the insular cortex in vicarious fear learning
in rodents has been relatively understudied, but it is a promising
area that could help explain the ability of rodents to have “em-
pathic” or socially driven fear learning, despite any differences in
social cognition and its underlying neuroanatomy compared
with humans and nonhuman primates. The insular cortex has
dense connections with the amygdala and hippocampus (Ghaziri
et al., 2018; Rogers-Carter et al., 2018), forming a neural circuit
in which social relevance, empathy-like behaviors, and sensory
information can integrate into a valenced memory engram.
Hence, the insular cortex provides an intriguing neural substrate
capable of achieving the somatosensory–emotional integration
required for fear conditioning by proxy.

Familiarity, sex, and empathy
A common observation across studies regardless of species,
strain, or observational learning paradigm is the enhancement of
learning with increased familiarity or relatedness between sub-
jects (Zentall and Levine, 1972; Carlier and Jamon, 2006;
Saggerson and Honey, 2006; Burke et al., 2010; Bruchey et al.,
2010; Jeon et al., 2010; Jeon and Shin, 2011; Yusufishaq and
Rosenkranz, 2013; Jones et al., 2014; Debiec and Olsson, 2017;
Pisansky et al., 2017; Allsop et al., 2018; Morozov, 2018;
Sivaselvachandran et al., 2018; Nomura et al., 2019). In general,
with increased familiarity or relatedness, there is both increased
transfer of fear during observational fear learning sessions and
enhanced fear memory recall by the observer the following day.
Although untested, we propose that the social engram represent-
ing a familiar conspecific is likely playing a role in this phenom-
enon, possibly through reward prediction processes. We posit
that, when a social engram is activated and recognition of a fa-
miliar conspecific occurs, there is an expectation for a rewarding
experience (Okuyama, 2018; Modi and Sahin, 2019), an assump-
tion discussed at the end of this section. When a conspecific is
shocked or reacts negatively to an environmental stimulus, there-
fore, the error representation is greater for a familiar compared
with an unfamiliar conspecific, leading to enhanced learning of
fear from the familiar animal as a result of increased salience and
negative valence.

In addition to reward prediction processes, the activity of a
social engram could also function to promote an optimal brain
state for encoding new information through observation. Engrams
are constantly updated as dynamic representations of information
in the brain, which in their active state induce enduring molecular,
circuit, and systems-level changes (Tonegawa et al., 2015a, 2015b).
For instance, when a memory transitions from dormancy to an
active state, a cascade of molecular events ensue including the syn-
thesis of proteins and induction of synaptic plasticity (Poo et al.,
2016). In addition, the retrieval of engrams is thought to activate
CREB, a known enhancer of memory consolidation (Hall et al.,
2001) with complementary roles in modulating cellular excitability
(Cai et al., 2016; Josselyn and Tonegawa, 2020). We speculate that,
when a social engram is reactivated during an observational learn-
ing session, similar protein synthesis and LTP processes are active
early on, leading to increased CREB and related proteins necessary

for memory consolidation and updating (Tay et al., 2019).
Consequently, observational fear learning is readily encoded as
social information in the brain, likely now causally linked to the
social memory of the conspecific. In fear learning, even if not
directly harmed, the subjects now have a heightened affinity to
encode frightening experiences per se, leading to an ability to ac-
quire fear socially.

Interestingly, however, there may exist a sex difference in
terms of the effects of familiarity on fear learning. Indeed,
females learn fear observationally from both familiar and nonfa-
miliar conspecifics (Jones et al., 2014; Pisansky et al., 2017),
whereas males seem to have enhanced fear acquisition from a fa-
miliar conspecific (Pisansky et al., 2017). Although additional
work needs to be done to investigate this phenomenon, it closely
parallels sex differences seen in human social interaction
(Dumais and Veenema, 2016) and learning (Schulte-Rüther et
al., 2008; Christov-Moore et al., 2014; Hidalgo et al., 2019) and
could provide a model for investigating mechanisms underlying
such sex-dependent behavioral outcomes in observational fear
conditioning.

Sex differences in social fear learning likely stem from differ-
ences in neuronal activity, physiology, and receptor density in
multiple brain regions. Sex differences in oxytocin signaling
might be particularly important. Oxytocin is a neuropeptide that
has been implicated in a variety of social behaviors (Fineberg
and Ross, 2017 ; Dudek et al., 2016; A. S. Smith et al., 2016;
Meira et al., 2018; Sivaselvachandran et al., 2018), including
maternal and pup interactions (Pedersen et al., 1992; Fineberg
and Ross, 2017 ; Mitre et al., 2016), as well as learning
(Engelmann et al., 1996; Heinrichs et al., 2004; Gur et al., 2014;
Sarnyai and Kovács, 2014), including social fear learning
(Rogers-Carter et al., 2018; Keum and Shin, 2019). A contribution
of oxytocin to sex differences in social fear learning is suggested by
experiments showing that administration of oxytocin to male
mice increases social fear learning from unfamiliar conspecific to
levels achieved with familiar mice; as noted above, this phenom-
enon is seen in females without additional oxytocin administration
(Pisansky et al., 2017). Furthermore, recent work has demon-
strated sex differences in oxytocin receptor distribution across the
brain, including parts of the hippocampus, amygdala, and PFC
(Mitre et al., 2016). Notably, females have a much greater density
of oxytocin receptors in CA2 than males (Mitre et al., 2016), a
region that, as discussed above, has unique functions in social
behavior (Dudek et al., 2016; A. S. Smith et al., 2016; Meira et al.,
2018; Modi and Sahin, 2019; Oliva et al., 2020). Thus, CA2 oxyto-
cin levels might contribute to enhanced social fear potentiation
and expression in social situations.

Another factor that might contribute to sex differences in
observational fear learning is differences in the vocalizations
emitted between conspecifics. For example, female mice emit
higher frequency calls at a higher rate during conditioning ses-
sions than mice male do (Pisansky et al., 2017). These differences
may again point to a role for oxytocin because male and female
mice have different distributions of oxytocin receptors in sensory
cortices, including the auditory cortex and olfactory bulb (Mitre
et al., 2016). In addition, the role of sex differences within mPFC
regions and their projections to brain areas required for fear con-
ditioning (e.g., the amygdala) are ripe for future investigation
(Markham and Juraska, 2002; Lebron-Milad et al., 2012; Rilling
et al., 2014; Dumais and Veenema, 2016; Allsop et al., 2018).
Specifically, the ACC and insular cortex, which are associated
with vicarious fear learning (Tanimizu et al., 2017) and vocaliza-
tion (Bennett et al., 2019), should be further studied in the
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context of ultrasonic vocalization-mediated sex differences in
observational fear learning.

Sex differences in the formation of social memories may be
modulated by levels of familiarity between subjects and how they
experience a given social interaction. In theory, interactions with
familiar conspecifics can be considered rewarding, as they can
drive behaviors, such as conditioned place preference rather than
avoidance (Trezza et al., 2011; Lee and Beery, 2019) and often
recruit neural circuits associated with reward (Trezza et al., 2011;
Caldwell and Albers, 2016). However, rodents in group settings
also have negative interactions that may bias a social engram and
its effects on learning, which underscores the complexity of social
behaviors and the emotions they may recruit in a subject (van
der Kooij and Sandi, 2012; Lee and Beery, 2019; Varholick et al.,
2019). For example, dominance hierarchies are formed through
aggression and competition, especially in male rodents (Beatty,
1979). A social memory is an amalgamation of prior experiences
with conspecifics (van der Kooij and Sandi, 2012), and therefore
will vary in valence depending on these experiences. Sex, as well
as group/kin, differences in aggression and affiliation are poten-
tial behavioral factors affecting all social learning described in
this review. It should be noted, however, that sex differences in
processing and learning from conspecific fear are not always
observed (Han et al., 2020).

Bidirectionality of social and Pavlovian learning
There is a bidirectional link between social fear learning and clas-
sical fear learning in that either experience can prime the other.
For example, a prior fear conditioning experience will enhance
subsequent observational fear learning in a new context or to a
new cue (Sanders et al., 2013; Allsop et al., 2018). In addition, an
observer who has experienced a conspecific undergoing fear con-
ditioning will show enhanced acquisition of subsequent, directly
experienced fear conditioning (Nomura et al., 2019). Another
study showed that the observer did not even have to be present
during the fear conditioning session of the demonstrator to
prime later direct fear learning (Knapska et al., 2010). Knapska et
al. (2010) exposed observer rats to recently fear-conditioned con-
specifics and then later fear-conditioned the observers them-
selves. Having this social interaction without actually seeing the
demonstrator get shocked increased both acquisition of the
observer’s own fear memory and performance in a shock-moti-
vated shuttle avoidance task. Although the specific mechanisms
involved in these phenomena are still relatively unknown, a
recent study has elucidated potential involvement of the dorsal
hippocampus (Nomura et al., 2019). Nomura et al. (2019) used a
doxycycline activity-dependent system to visualize and compare
the neural ensembles active during observational fear condition-
ing with those active during a subsequent self-experienced fear
conditioning session. As expected, those who experienced obser-
vational fear conditioning had greater freezing during recall of
the self-experienced fear conditioning. Interestingly, the CA1
cells active during the observational fear conditioning and direct
conditioning significantly overlapped, but this was not the case
in CA3. This suggests that prior observational fear conditioning
primes discrete hippocampal engrams for later learning, enhanc-
ing the effect of direct fear conditioning. In addition, the finding
that CA3 did not have many overlapping cells suggests a pathway
for priming other than the Schaffer collateral pathway. Such pri-
ming might be mediated by CA2, which has direct and dense
projections to CA1 and relatively few to CA3.

Another potential mechanism that could be at play in socially
mediated priming of fear learning is the formation of silent

synapses between key areas, such as the PFC and amygdala dur-
ing observational fear learning (Ito et al., 2015; Ito and Morozov,
2019). Recent studies have examined the role of dorsomedial
PFC-amygdala silent synapses formed during observational fear
conditioning in subsequent inhibitory avoidance learning. These
studies suggest that silent synapses formed during observational
fear conditioning are unsilenced during inhibitory avoidance
learning (passive avoidance), facilitating LTP and learning in the
task (Ito and Morozov, 2019). Knapska et al. (2010) reported
similar priming effects when observer rats interacted with a
recently fear-conditioned demonstrator in subsequent learning
of a shock-motivated shuttle-avoidance task. In addition, they
found that this social interaction significantly activated the baso-
lateral amygdala, again pointing to its potential role in priming
future direct learning by an observer (Knapska et al., 2006,
2010). Although different from direct contextual or tone fear
conditioning, the passive and active avoidance tasks recruit par-
tially overlapping brain structures, including the PFC (Gilmartin
et al., 2014; Rozeske et al., 2015; Campese et al., 2016) and amyg-
dala (J. J. Kim and Jung, 2006; F. Ramirez et al., 2015), suggesting
that a similar mechanism might be responsible for enhanced
conditioned freezing responses after social observation of dis-
tress. Which and how these circuits (whether overlapping or
not) are recruited in different fear-related tasks (J. J. Kim and
Jung, 2006) offers another fruitful avenue for future research
investigating the social modulation of synaptic plasticity.

Social buffering of learning and memory
Social interactions during fearful experiences have two compet-
ing roles in fear expression. On one hand, as described above, is
the enhancing effect of social interactions on self-experienced
fear. On the other hand, social interactions can serve as a buffer
for fear. The dual effects of social interaction on fear condition-
ing are present from the preconditioning stage to retrieval and
extinction, with modulatory effects of familiarity. This suggests
that the social engram can influence each stage of learning and
memory of nonsocial experiences.

Preconditioning social buffering
In one of the first demonstrations of the buffering effects of a
social interaction before fear conditioning (Guzmán et al., 2009),
naive mice were placed in a context with a nonfearful demon-
strator for 2 separate days. On the third day, the naive mice were
fear-conditioned in the same context, and fear memory recall
was tested the following day. Interestingly, mice exposed to non-
fearful demonstrators showed less freezing during recall than
controls not pre-exposed to a demonstrator, whereas exposure to
a fearful demonstrator itself did not enhance the freezing response
during recall. The placement of a subject in a previously associated
social context during fear conditioning therefore acts as a counter-
agent against a fear memory trace, lowering the fear response dur-
ing recall, but not completely abolishing it. In addition, the
buffering that occurred before fear conditioning was modality-de-
pendent: context, and not auditory cue-induced fear conditioning,
was affected by the nonfearful conspecific’s presence.

As emphasized earlier, the strength of fear conditioning and
the type of social learning can influence the mechanisms of
transmission and offer insight into the neural circuitry involved
in any resulting dissociation. For social buffering, the competi-
tion between social and fear traces formed in a given context can
modulate each other. For example, stronger fear conditioning
eliminates the buffering effects of social interactions and leads to
a dominant fear representation and response. Conversely, weaker
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fear conditioning may lead to a dominant buffering response,
significantly reducing freezing behavior to floor levels. When
considering the underlying neural mechanisms of prefear condi-
tioning social buffering, brain-region specificity and necessity
can also be investigated across different paradigms. For example,
cued fear conditioning does not always require an intact hippo-
campus (Hornik et al., 1987; Gerull and Rapee, 2002; Jeon et al.,
2010; E. J. Kim et al., 2010). Contextual fear conditioning, on the
other hand, is heavily reliant on the hippocampus for acquisition
and recall of the recent experience. Therefore, since social buffer-
ing before fear conditioning only shows context-specific effects
(Guzmán et al., 2014), it suggests that the hippocampus plays a
crucial role in such a phenomenon by allowing the integration of
spatial information with the significance of a social encounter
into a joint representation of a socially relevant environment.

Post-fear conditioning and recall buffering
Social buffering can also occur in rodents between acquiring a
fear memory and recalling the memory the following day. In one
study, rats were fear-conditioned to auditory cues and tested for
recall to the conditioned cues in a new context 24 h later

(Kiyokawa et al., 2007). In this study, the rats showed increased
freezing to the conditioned cue and stress-induced hyperthermia
(SIH) and HPA axis activation (measured by paraventricular nu-
cleus [PVN] activity), as well as elevated activity in the infralimbic
cortex (IL), central amygdala (CeA), lateral amygdala (LA), basal
amygdala (BA), and periaqueductal gray (PAG). The authors then
tested two potential social buffering paradigms: housing the rat
with another conspecific between fear conditioning and recall
(pair-housing), or placing a conspecific with the fear-conditioned
rat during the recall session (pair exposure) (Fig. 4).

When a fear-conditioned rat was pair-housed with an unfa-
miliar conspecific after fear conditioning, IL, CeA, and BA acti-
vation were significantly lowered, and activation of the HPA axis
was attenuated, as were autonomic fear responses (i.e., SIH) to
the CS during recall the next day (Kiyokawa et al., 2007).
Nevertheless, freezing behavior, LA, and ventrolateral PAG activ-
ity remained high during tone presentation. In contrast, when a
conspecific was placed with a fear-conditioned animal during the
recall session but not during housing overnight, there was a
decrease in behavioral response by the conditioned rat (decreased
freezing), as well as decreased HPA axis, CeA, LA, and PAG

Figure 4. Two types of social buffering. In all paradigms, a rodent is fear-conditioned to auditory cues alone and then tested for recall 24 h later (see Kiyokawa et al., 2007). Recall in the
solitary condition induces significant activation of CeA, LA, BA, and PAG, as indicated by red on the schematics of brain sections in the figure. Recall is also accompanied by activity in the HPA
axis, SIH, and freezing behavior. In pair-housing, the rodent is housed with a conspecific for the 24 h between conditioning and recall. In this group, there is significant activation of the LA and
PAG, but not of the BA and CeA. Although freezing behavior is still observed, there is reduced HPA activation and SIH. In pair exposure, the conditioned rodent is housed overnight in isolation
but placed with a conspecific during recall. In this case, there is significant BA activation, and reduced HPA axis, CeA, and LA activity than when animals are housed and tested without conspe-
cifics present. Freezing behavior is abolished in this condition, but SIH remains high. When a conspecific is present overnight as well as during testing, activation is reduced in all the aforemen-
tioned fear-associated regions, as well as a significant decrease in HPA axis activation, SIH, and freezing behavior.
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activity. However, stress induced hyperthermia, IL, and BA activa-
tion remained high.

As evidenced in the above-mentioned results, dissociations
are often found between behavioral responses to fear, such as
freezing, and physiological responses, such as SIH (Yang et al.,
2011; Machida et al., 2019). SIH is associated with the activation
of the autonomic nervous system and anxiety-related states.
Body temperature increases in rodents in response to many types
of stressors, including restraint, exposure to novel environments,
and expectation of an aversive event (e.g., auditory-cued fear
conditioning) (Groenink et al., 1994; Zethof et al., 1995; Kikusui
et al., 2001). Fittingly, SIH has been considered a candidate for
quantitative measurement of anxiety-like states in animals.
However, fear and anxiety are highly interconnected, and both
factors are involved in fear memory acquisition, retrieval, and
generalization (Indovina et al., 2011; Dunsmoor and Paz, 2015;
Zhang et al., 2019). Therefore, measuring more homeostatic and
regulatory functions, such as body temperature, could point us
to understudied mechanistic measures of neural and time-de-
pendent variables in fear conditioning affected by pair-housing.

What could explain the divergent effects of the two social
buffering conditions described above? One possibility is that
hippocampus-mediated contextual generalization is sensitive to
paired-housed social buffering. This would thereby influence
which downstream neural circuits are activated during fear
recall. To that end, in one study a ventral hippocampus to CeA
pathway was shown to mediate context-dependent retrieval of
cued fear memories but not contextual fear retrieval alone (Xu et
al., 2016). Therefore, if solitary rats have a generalized fear mem-
ory that includes both contextual and cued elements, then we
predict that contextual generalization in the new context would
lead to increased activity in the hippocampus, CeA, and BA
(Rozeske et al., 2015; Asok et al., 2018). Perhaps pair-housing
decreases contextual generalization, leading to decreases in BA
and CeA activity, as well as a downregulation of SIH responses,
without affecting the auditory-cue fear response, which would
coincide with increased freezing to CS as well as LA and ventro-
lateral PAG activity.

Contextual generalization immediately following fear condi-
tioning can be beneficial for a rodent’s survival by increasing
detection of potential threats and adaptively modulating homeo-
static functions (Asok et al., 2018). For instance, after fear condi-
tioning, a typical physiological response is a decrease in the quality
of REM sleep, whether measured by theta power, bout frequency,
or bout duration (Sanford et al., 2001; Hellman and Abel 2007;
Madan et al., 2008; Macone et al., 2011; Yang et al., 2011). This
REM sleep disturbance is hypothesized to be because of increased
arousal and release of corticosterone after a frightening experience,
therefore increasing wakefulness and the individual’s ability to
detect subsequent danger (Tang et al., 2005). Because REM quality
is critical for hippocampal contextual consolidation, it is plausible
that pair-housing had anxiolytic effects that prevented reductions
in REM sleep after fear conditioning (Hellman and Abel 2007;
Madan et al., 2008; Macone et al., 2011; Yang et al., 2011). This
could, in turn, increase contextual specificity leading to less gener-
alization during recall in the new context (Hagewoud et al., 2011).
Notably, Kodama et al. (2011) performed a study following up on
the social buffering results of Kiyokawa et al. (2007) and found
that pair-housing only affected SIH if done for at least 12 h
between fear conditioning and recall. Pair-housing for 6 h after
fear conditioning, or 6 h before recall, had no buffering effect.
Given that the time window of the effect coincides with a rodent’s
light cycle (Friedman and Walker, 1968; Tang et al., 2005;

Wellman et al., 2008), this again suggests that sleep alterations
may play an essential role in pair-housed social buffering.

Another possible explanation for the above-mentioned findings
is that pair-housing inhibits the consolidation, instead of decreasing
generalization, of a contextual engram after fear conditioning.
Accordingly, a contextual consolidation impairment would lead to
a lack of generalization because of the absence of a robust fear
engram with which to begin. The ventral hippocampus to CeA
pathway would therefore be inactive during fear recall in the pair-
housed animals, decreasing SIH response (though perhaps without
affecting an auditory cue fear response that is contingent on sepa-
rate pathways). In the pair-exposure paradigm, in contrast, rats
were not pair-housed overnight. Consequently, we propose that
fear-conditioned animals with identical consolidation processes as
controls and continued to generalize across contexts the next day,
which might explain the increase in SIH. While we propose this
ventral hippocampus-CeA pathway is recruited depending on the
paradigm used, it is highly possible that alternative pathways associ-
ated with heterogeneous CeA activity, especially when one considers
its genetically defined inputs and outputs (J. Kim et al., 2017) related
to reward and fear learning, could also contribute to modulating be-
havioral and physiological fear responses.

Another study elucidated the underlying mechanisms for the
other effects of pair exposure, including the decrease in freezing
and suppression of cue-induced physiological responses. They
found that the presence of a conspecific during recall led to the
inhibition of the LA through an indirect mediation of the lateral
intercalated cell (ITC) mass of the amygdala (a GABAergic clus-
ter of cells surrounding the amygdala) by the anterior olfactory
peduncle (Minami et al., 2019). We propose that pair exposure
may activate the IL and BA, which are known regions associated
with decreased fear behavior in rodents Bloodgood et al., 2018)
and were shown to be elevated in the study by Kiyokawa et al.
(2007). These brain regions subsequently further inhibit LA and
CeA activation, leading to a decrease in behavioral response
(freezing) and HPA axis activation.

Kiyokawa et al. (2007) also tested the intersectional effects of
both pair-housing after fear conditioning and pair exposure during
recall. They found an additive effect of buffering, in which behav-
ioral, HPA, and SIH fear responses were abolished. Continuing
with our proposition, in this instance, there would not be any con-
text generalization because the pair-housing leads to either more
specific contextual consolidation or no contextual consolidation,
and no fear responses during recall, and the pair exposure inhibits
LA, CeA, and other fear response nuclei (PVN, PAG, etc.).

Extinction buffering
Social buffering can also affect the formation of an extinction
engram, as suggested by Mikami et al. (2020, 2016). For these
studies, 24 h after auditory-cued fear conditioning, animals were
returned to the conditioning chamber, either with an unfamiliar
conspecific or alone, and were presented with 24 CS tones for
extinction training. The next day, they were tested for extinction
recall alone. Rats paired with a conspecific during extinction train-
ing froze significantly less to the CS during extinction recall, and
they also had reduced HPA response and LA activation. These
effects were mediated by a decrease in corticosterone release dur-
ing extinction training in the presence of a conspecific, leading to
enhanced within-session extinction (Mikami et al., 2020). Notably,
memory recall was suppressed only when the CS was replayed in
the same context as extinction training, suggesting that context,
rather than auditory cues per se, is associated with extinction
enhancement (i.e., reduced freezing responses) via social buffering.

8792 • J. Neurosci., November 11, 2020 • 40(46):8782–8798 Leblanc and Ramirez · Linking Social Cognition to Learning and Memory



This also implicates the hippocampus in extinction enhancement
via social buffering, which relies on corticosterone to modulate
fear memory (Pugh et al., 1997). If and how the hippocampus is
involved have not yet been described but are a promising next
step in our understanding of social buffering.

The social engram, familiarity, and buffering
All of the social buffering studies discussed above have used
unfamiliar rodents as conspecifics. However, similar to social
learning of fear, there is an effect of familiarity in social buffering
as well. A recent study compared the social buffering effects of a
familiar versus unfamiliar conspecific’s odor presented during fear
recall and found a larger decrease in freezing, LA activation, and
PVN activation when the odor was from familiar conspecifics
than when it was from an unfamiliar conspecific, but both odors

had social buffering effects relative to control, isolated animals
(Kiyokawa et al., 2014). We propose that the social engram in
vCA1 may play a role in the enhanced effect with familiar conspe-
cifics, given its various outputs to areas, including the PFC and
amygdala. More specifically, odor of the conspecific is associated
with the social engram of the familiar conspecific, which activates
the IL cortex of the PFC (Spehr et al., 2006; Lungwitz et al., 2014;
Levy et al., 2019; Gutzeit et al., 2020). The IL cortex, a major
region for inhibition of fear expression, has direct projections to
the ITCs of the amygdala (Amano et al., 2010; Ciocchi et al.,
2010). Therefore, the IL may send excitatory signals to the
GABAergic cells of the amygdala, inhibiting fear behavior-induc-
ing areas, such as the CeA. The inhibition observed in the parallel
neural pathway for social buffering with an unfamiliar conspecific
(Amano et al., 2010; Ciocchi et al., 2010) compounds this effect,
leading to a greater social buffering for familiar conspecifics

Figure 5. Proposed neural mechanisms of social buffering. During recall of a negative memory in rodents, fear is classically quantified as increases in freezing, which can be buffered with
the presence of a conspecific (A–C). When placed back into the fear conditioning context with a conspecific, this shifts the scales of pro-fear (red weights) and reduced fear (green weights) to-
ward the side of a mitigated fear response. The neural mechanisms are still unclear, but they include putative “buffering” olfactory information traveling from the medial olfactory bulb (MOB)
to the anterior olfactory peduncle (AOP). This activation leads to excitation (depicted as green arrows) of the bundles of GABAergic neurons (ITCs) scattered around the amygdala. The excitation
of the ITCs leads to inhibition (depicted as red blunted arrows) of the CeA and LA, leading to a decreased activation of the HPA axis (PVN activation) and corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH)
secretion. If the unfamiliar conspecific was also previously fear-conditioned and is therefore anxious in the chamber, the alarm pheromones and ultrasonic vocalizations elicited by the conspe-
cific work against the buffering (A), leading to a less robust attention of freezing compared with a conspecific that is has not been fear-conditioned in the chamber with the subject (B). If the
conspecific is nonfearful and familiar, the classical social-buffering neural circuit still applies. but the olfactory information of a familiar conspecific also travels from the MOB to the AOP, which
activates the “social engram” in ventral CA1 (C). This activates the IL cortex of the mPFC, which is known to control fear responses by activating ITCs. The added excitation of the ITCs leads to
an increased inhibition of the amygdala fear response and subsequent attenuation of the HPA axis response.
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(Fig. 5). This is supported by a recent optogenetic study, in which
IL cells active during a social interaction with a familiar conspe-
cific were stimulated during recall of fear conditioning: this stimu-
lation attenuated fear behaviors compared with controls (Gutzeit
et al., 2020). This suggests separable neural pathways mediate fear
buffering by familiar versus unfamiliar conspecifics because the
PFC has specific anxiolytic properties dependent on familiarity
itself (Lungwitz et al., 2014). Together, these findings suggest a
contribution of the social engram in social buffering, a concept
that can be explored as it may have implications in our under-
standing of both rodent and human social cognition.

Conclusion and future directions
This review focused on the social modulation of learning and
memory, with an emphasis on the component roles of the
hippocampus and social engrams. As this is an emerging
field of neuroscience, much more work needs to be done to
fully understand the principles and neural mechanisms
underlying the complexities of social behavior. We suggest
that researchers continue to standardize the procedures
between laboratories and through time to measure the vari-
ability of social interactions and their effects between sub-
jects. The species of study, paradigms, and sex differences are
all intertwined and most likely affect each other. Because of
the complexity of social behavior, the results can be variable
and heterogeneous, making it all the more important to keep
the paradigms and manipulations consistent.

The role of the hippocampus in social modulation of learning
and memory, especially with the burgeoning research in CA2, is
a field wide open for discovery. How does CA2 causally modu-
late social behaviors? What parts of the hippocampus are con-
served for social behavior in rodents, and what can that tell us
about their capacity for higher-order social cognition?

The discovery of the “social engram” and empathic responses
in rodents may mean that there is a level of social intelligence
that can acknowledge and assess other conspecifics in a way that
may enable higher-order cognition in an even more complex
and nuanced manner than once previously thought. With these
new discoveries, researchers have not only made previously elu-
sive social behavior and cognition visible and measurable, but
also have allowed it to be manipulated in ways that may provide
insight into these questions and lead to therapeutic interventions
in the future.
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