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Abstract

In this talk, | will review the historical rise of the laboratory rat and mouse as psychology’s primary
models before considering the value of broadening our research portfolios. Rodents represent only a
sliver of mammalian diversity—ranging from shrews to elephants—not to mention other vertebrate and
invertebrate species that have evolved remarkable adaptive strategies. Expanding the range of research
models and habitats can deepen classroom discussions and generate new insights into mental health.
For example, our research indicates that wild rats exhibit significantly higher stress hormone levels than
laboratory rats exposed to similar conditions, yet without cognitive or neural decline—pointing to unique
resilience mechanisms. Likewise, raccoon brains exhibit neuronal scaling patterns similar to primates,
offering a window into sophisticated cognitive strategies such as curiosity and problem-solving. This
approach has historical precedent: field studies of prairie voles’ natural social bonds sparked influential
research on oxytocin’s role in human relationships. While traditional laboratory models remain valuable,
translational research—and psychology education—are enriched when we explore more of nature’s
adaptive solutions across the broader neuroverse.
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