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„Fear in free-living wildlife and human mental health“
Dr. Michael Clinchy
University of Victoria, Victoria, Canada
Not only is fear something that can be measured in the brain, as has long been established, new biomedical research
suggests that ‘fear of predators’ can itself be measured in the brain. This progress has been made in part because
exposure to a predator is now the most common stressor used in studying the animal model of post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD). I will discuss the benefits and challenges of translating neurobiological findings in the lab to ecological
research in the field. The fact that predator exposure can have long-lasting effects on the brain resembling those seen
in PTSD patients provides a compelling link between fear of predators and likely effects of demography. The simplest
challenge is collecting brain tissue in the field. More challenging is whether predator effects on brain activity will be
identifiable, since unlike in the lab where all other stimuli are eliminated, animals in the field are subject to myriad
stimuli. Most challenging is simply where to look in the brains of species other than rats and humans. For example,
to explore the neurobiological ecology of fear in our lab, in relation to the effects we have already documented on
the physiology, behaviour and demography of songbirds, we are presently endeavouring to identify the ‘predator fear’
pathway in the avian brain.
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