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ABSTRACT

In this symposium we will provide examples from research
approaches in rodents demonstrating the importance of
voluntary choice and decision-making under baseline
stress-free conditions for emotional behavior. These novel
approaches allow for substantially improved interpretation
of performance changes as opposed to currently used
standardized behavior tests. Emotion cannot be measure
directly but instead has to be inferred indirectly from
behavioral and concomitant physiological (e.g. neural,
autonomic) adjustments. Standard anxiety tests and fear
learning tasks are characterized by human interference that
affect emotional behavior and may bias the experimental
outcome. This is particularly relevant for tests that depend
on locomotor activity-derived measures as index of fear and
anxiety. In response to this dilemma, we will discuss
current methodological pitfalls and provide insights into our
concepts and used methodological approaches including
choice behavior with multiple measures extending to
aspects of the organization of behavior (actualgenese: the
moment-to-moment dynamics of behavior). Thus, human
interference is largely excluded in these experiments while
the duration of experiments is extended to several days.
These novel approaches follow the main features of natural
exploratory behavior starting out from a safe home base and
driven by the motivation to investigate novel areas. The
motivation for exploration is generally the drive to find
resources or reproductive needs while facing the risk of the
unknown e.g. potential predators. Exploration implies
novelty detection and thus a discrimination from what is
known and what is new. The distinction between
exploration and cognition is not sharp. The same can be

said for the distinction between for instance anxiety and
exploration. Thus, home cage observations that involve the
activation of different motivational systems are an
appropriate setting for assessing the integration of different
motivational systems.
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