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DAYTIME MELATONIN TREATMENT INFLUENCES FOOD-
CARRYING (HOARDING) BEHAVIOR IN RATS
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Objective. Three experiments were performed to verify whether melatonin (MEL) may influ-
ence hoarding behavior in rats. This hypothesis was supported by the consideration that leptin
treatment decreases food hoarding in hamsters and that an inverse relation exists between plasma
leptin concentration and MEL treatment.

Methods. Male Sprague-Dawley rats housed individually and kept on 12h:12h light-dark cycle
were used. First experiment was performed to check whether a bimodal distribution of food hoard-
ing scores exists in rats, and to select two groups of high (HH-rats) or low (LH-rats) hoarding.
Second experiment was designed to verify whether MEL treatment modifies food-hoarding, while
the third one was performed to investigate whether MEL treatment was able to modify the recipro-
cal relation between leptin and MEL plasma concentration.

Results. In rats the hoarding tendency fell into a bimodal distribution and the plasma leptin
concentration was significantly higher in HH-rats than LH-rats. When MEL was injected, circulat-
ing concentration of leptin was decreased in both HH-rats and LH-rats and such MEL treatment
significantly increased the number of pellets hoarded by LH-rats but not that hoarded by HH-rats.

Conclusions. MEL influences the food-hoarding in rats either directly, or indirectly by the
MEL and leptin reciprocal interaction. Our results support the hypothesis that the endocrine sys-
tem either directly, by the action of one or more combined hormones (MEL, leptin), or indirectly
via its actions on neural substrates determines, at least in part, food-hoarding of rats.

Key words: Low and high hoarding tendency – Melatonin-leptin interaction – Psychosocial
behavior – Security hypothesis – Object value hypothesis

The term food hoarding covers a variety of behav-
iors that are united by two common criteria: post-pone-
ment of food consumption that may vary greatly among
food-hoarding species ranging from a few minutes to
as much as two years (VANDER WALL 1990); and food
carrying, conservation and storage through special han-
dling. In rodents, a prominent aspect of foraging be-
havior is carrying or hoarding food to a new location
for subsequent consumption or storage (WHISHAW et al.
1990). Since the transport of food is a conspicous and
important component of food-hoarding behavior, the
terms food-carrying, caching and storing may be con-

sidered synonymous with food-hoarding (VANDER WALL

1990). Thus, in this paper carrying-food and hoarding-
food are synonym.

Some animals lineages differ markedly in their pro-
pensity to hoard food. For example, food-deprived
black-hooded rats begin to hoard pellets sooner, hoard
more, and continue to hoard longer after ad libitum
feeding resumes than do Irish rats (STAMM 1954). Hoard-
ing behavior may be correlated with the mechanisms
that regulate food intake, body fat as well as body mass
(CABANAC and GOSSELIN 1996). However, different neu-
rological and/or endocrine states underlie specific food
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intake and hoarding behavior (BARTNESS and CLEIN

1994).
Leptin is produced by adipocytes in response to nu-

trient cycling (WANG et al. 1998). BUCKLEY and
SCHNEIDER (2003) demonstrated that Syrian hamsters
respond to energetic challenges by changing their
hoarding behavior and that leptin is one factor that
mediates this response. They found a significant in-
crease of food hoarding in food-deprived hamsters and
a significant attenuation of the hoarding response by
systemic treatment with leptin. Moreover, circulating
leptin has a diurnal pattern, and the pattern of leptin
levels in the adult male Syrian hamster is MEL and/or
photoperiod dependent (GUNDUZ 2002).

Daily MEL administration suppresses or significant-
ly decreases plasma leptin levels in rats (RASMUSSEN et
al. 1999; MASTRONARDI et al. 2000; WOLDEN-HANSON et
al. 2000; BAYDAS et al. 2001; CANPOLAT et al. 2001; RAS-
MUSSEN et al. 2001) and raccoon (NIEMINEN et al. 2002).
Moreover, MEL suppresses not only plasma leptin lev-
els, but also leptin production in anterior pituitary cells
(KUS et al. 2004). A photoperiodic and seasonal regu-
lation of leptin release seems related to MEL secretion
in rodents (HORTON et al. 2000; GUNDUZ 2002; NIEMIN-
EN et al. 2002).

Since MEL has been implicated in food intake, body
mass gain and adiposity (BUBENIK and PANG 1994; RAS-
MUSSEN et al. 1999; BRYDON et al. 2001; JASNOW et al.
2002; GENIN et al. 2003), taken together these data sug-
gest a potential role for MEL in both consummatory
and appetitive ingestive behavior, such as food -hoard-
ing, considered an appetitive aspect of ingestive be-
havior (DIBATTISTA and BEDARD 1987; DAY and BART-
NESS 2004; RHINEHART and BARTNESS 2005; for review
see VANDER WALL 1990). Moreover, MEL significant-
ly influences plasma leptin level which is involved in
food hoarding (BUCKLEY and SCHNEIDER 2003) thus, it
seems reasonable that MEL treatment might also in-
fluence food hoarding behavior in rats.

First aim of the present experiments was to check
for a bimodal distribution of food hoarding scores ex-
ists in rats, as known for hamsters (BUCKLEY and
SCHNEIDER 2003). The second main purpose was to test
whether peripherally administered MEL influences
food hoarding in rats. Third aim was to clarify whether
MEL treatment was capable of modifing the recipro-
cal relation between leptin and MEL plasma concen-
tration. It was investigated whether manipulation of
MEL signals, by its daytime administration, influenc-
es levels of circulating leptin.

Methods and Results

Experiment 1: Hoarding tendency

A bimodal distribution of hoarding scores (high and
low hoarding) among male Syrian hamsters has been
documented by BUCKLEY and SCHNEIDER (2003). The
present experiment was performed: a) to ascertain
whether a bimodal hoarding tendency also exists in rats;
b) if that is so, to select two groups of rats with high or
low tendency to hoard food.

Methods

Animals. Experiments were carried out in conformi-
ty with the Guiding Principles of AMERICAN PHYSIOLOGI-
CAL SOCIETY (2002) and were approved by Local Ethical
Committe and the Institutional Review Board of the
University of Modena and Reggio Emilia (Italy). Spe-
cial care was taken to minimize animal suffering and to
reduce the number of animals used. Subjects were 16
naive, male Sprague-Dawley rats weighing 290-300 g at
the beginning of the experiments. Since food was avail-
able ad libitum, it is reasonable to presume that rats were
sated at the beginning of tests, for this they hoard food
(carry-to-leave). Rats were housed individually in stain-
less steel cages and maintained under controlled condi-
tions of temperature (22 ± 1 °C) and humidity (65 ± 5 %).
Animals were kept on a 12h:12h light/dark cycle (light
on at 7.00 h). A dim red light of about 1 lux was always
on. Normal pelleted food and tap water were available
ad libitum during all phases of experiments except dur-
ing the hoarding period.

Apparatus and procedures. Food-hoarding appara-
tus consisted of a home cage, connected through a 50
cm long opaque Plexiglas alley (15 L x 15 H, cm) to
a hoarding box, a wire mesh cage (25 x 20 x 25 cm)
resembling the rat’s home cage. After the hoarding
period, the food hoarded in the rat’s home was removed;
then, the rat was returned to the home cage.

The experiment was conducted in three phases: 1. ad-
aptation; 2. pre-training; 3. baseline food hoarding (hoard-
ing tendency). During the adaptation period (days 1-5),
each rat was placed in the apparatus for 30 min a day, and
access to the alley and hoarding box was closed. This pe-
riod permitted rats to explore and to familiarize with the
new environment. During the pre-training phase (days 6-
11), 20 pellets were scattered on the floor of hoarding
box. The animal was placed in the hoarding apparatus for
30 min a day and hoarding behavior monitored. Actual
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food hoarding testing (days 12-22) took place immediate-
ly after the pre-training phase. To avoid a ceiling level
during baseline that will obscure any potential modula-
tion on MEL treatment, 40 pellets were scattered on the
floor of hoarding box. The pre-training phase was neces-
sary because not all rats started to hoard on the same day,
and the individual scores during the first days of hoarding
were usually variabile. The mean daily hoarding scores
for each rat remained fairly constant during the hoarding
tests that followed the pre-training phase. The number of
pellets collected and left in the hoarding box and/or alley
were monitored. The weight and dimensions of each pel-
let were constant (10 mm diameter and 15 to 20 mm long;
about 2.5 g each). The amount of food in the hoarding
box was weighed before and after the hoarding session.
The food remaining in the hoarding box and alley at the
end of the session and the food hoarded by the rat were
also weighed. It is important to note that rats never ate
pellets during the hoarding tests. Hoarding behavior was
monitored in the morning (9.00 – 12.00 h).

Statistical evaluation. Data were analyzed using
ANOVA, and significant interactions were followed by
pair wise comparisons (Student-Newman-Keul and/or
Bonferroni “t” test). Differences were considered sig-
nificant if p< 0.05.

Results

The actual food hoarding period showed a bimodal
hoarding behavior and permitted to select rats having
high or low hoarding scores. Rats hoarding 70 % or
more of pellets scattered in the hoarding apparatus dur-
ing the 30 min test period were designed as “high hoard-
ing rats” (HH-rats), whereas rats that hoarded 30 % or
less of the pellets were designed as “low hoarding rats”
(LH-rats). Hoarding tendency was bimodal, so that
8 rats hoarded significantly more pellets than the other
8 rats. On the average, the HH-rats hoarded 28 pellets
and the LH-rats hoarded 12 pellets (Fig. 1). There were
no significant differences in mean body weight, daily
(24 h) food intake and water intake between HH-rats
and LH-rats at the beginning and at the end of the hoard-
ing period.

Experiment 2: MLT treatments

Methods

This experiment was performed to verify whether
MEL treatment modifies the food-hoarding in the

groups with high hoarding (HH) and low hoarding
(LH). Manipulations of MEL levels, by its daytime
administration, have revealed that MEL modifies sev-
eral biological functions toward a typical nightime pat-
tern (CAGNACCI et al. 2002). The precise timing of MEL
injections at light out, has been shown to extend the
normal long-day pattern of endogenous MEL secre-
tion; the resulting extended pattern of MEL is inter-
preted by animals as a short-day (DEMAS et al. 2004).
Thus the pattern of MEL injections generated in ex-
perimental animals, rather than being artificial or su-
praphysiological, accurately reflects typical short-day
patterns (DEMAS et al. 2004). Moreover, exogenous
MEL treatment in the daytime would cause a relatively
high concentration of the hormone during the light
phase to mimic that of the dark period reflecting
a typical short-day patterns of MEL secretion (JAS-
NOW et al. 2002). In line with observations that the
period of the day when tests are conducted might be
a critical factor in the action of the MEL since
a significant diurnal variations in the amplitude of
MT1 and MT2 receptors agonist action may occur
(GOLOMBEK et al. 1993), the effects of MEL were as-
sessed by two pilot experiments at two circadian times
(dark/light).

Fig. 1 Hoarding tendency test (30 min; 40 pellets scattered
on the hoarding apparatus) showed a bimodal hoarding be-
havior in rats, which were divided into two groups, Low
Hoarding (LH) and High Hoarding (HH). MEL treatment
significantly increased the number of pellets hoarded by LH-
rats as compared to that hoarded during the tendency peri-
od (*p< 0.0001) and vehicle treatment (*p< 0.0001). MEL
treatment did not significantly modify the number of pellets
hoarded by HH-rats.



HORMONES AND HOARDING BEHAVIOR6

The first pilot hoarding experiment, MEL or vehicle
injections were performed in the dark after 2h light out
of the light/dark cycle; the second one, MEL or vehi-
cle injections were performed in the light part of the
cycle after 2 h of light on. Each rat used in pilot exper-
iments was tested on two occasions: MEL treatment
and control sessions. The order of the two pilot expe-
rimets was randomized, with at lest 1 week between
them. Pilot experiments showed that hoarding behav-
ior was not significantly influenced by the period of
the day when MEL treatment was performed. Thus, it
was decided to perform hoarding experiments during
the light phase (9.00 – 12.00 h). Animals were treated
with either exogenous MEL or vehicle after 2h light
was on (9.00 h) to mimic short-day patterns of MEL
secretion.

MEL (11.6 mg) was dissolved in 0.5 ml 70 % etha-
nol and then diluted to 50 ml with saline. A portion of
this solution was diluted 1:1 in saline to obtain
a working solution that contained 1 mmol MEL (and
0.012 mmol ethanol). Two dosages of MEL solution
were used: a relatively low dosage ( 0.5 mg/kg b.w./
day; 1.55 ml/kg b.w. of the working solution injected
s.c.) and high dosage (1.0 mg/kg b.w./day; 3.10 ml/kg
b.w. of the working solution injected s.c.). To reduce the
number of animals used in the experiment, each rat served
as control of itself. According to a randomized cross-
over design, all rats received both high and low dosages
of MEL (low: 0.5 mg/kg b.w./day; high: 1.0 mg/kg b.w./
day) for 10 consecutive days, and both high and low dos-
age of control vehicle solution (0.012 mmol ethanol in
saline; low dosage, 1.55 ml/kg b.w.; high dosage, 3.10
ml/kg b.w./day) for another 10 days. In particular, the
treatment was started with MEL for four HH-rats (0.5
mg/kg b.w./day; HH-L), with vehicle solution for four
HH-rats (HH-VL, 1.55 ml/kg b.w.), with MEL for four
LH-rats (LH-L, 0.5 mg/kgb.w./day), and with vehicle
solution for four LH-rats (LH-VL, 1.55 ml/kg b.w./day).
All rats recovered from both vehicle and MEL injec-
tions for two weeks, then either a high dosage of MEL
solution (1mg/kg b.w./day) or a high dosage of vehicle
solution (3.10 ml/kgb.w./day) were injected according
to the previous treatment scheme. Injection of either
MEL or vehicle solutions were performed s.c. in the neck
region, each morning at 10:00 am.

Results

Daily mean body weight, food and water intake at
the start and end of treatment with vehicle or MEL

were not significantly different in both HH-rats and
LH-rats groups. Since results obtained by low and high
dosage of either MEL or vehicle used for HH-rats and
LH-rats groups did not vary significantly, they were
pooled and considered as one dosage for all further
statistical analyses. MEL treatment significantly in-
creased the number of pellets hoarded by LH-rats but
not that hoarded by HH-rats (Fig. 1). In LH-rats,
ANOVA [F(2, 21) = 45.89, p = 0.0001] and post-hoc
analyses revealed that MEL treatments significantly
increased the number of pellets hoarded, as compared
to baseline (t = 12.304, p<0.0001) and vehicle treat-
ment (t = 11.063, p< 0.0001). On the contrary, no sig-
nificant difference was found in the HH-rats group
[F(2, 21) = 2.28, p = 0.079]. ANOVA comparisons
between HH-rats and LH-rats [F(5, 42) = 45.83, p =
0.0001] and post-hoc analyses showed significant dif-
ferences between baseline (baseline HH-rats vs base-
line LH-rats, t = 14.664, p< 0.0001) and vehicle treat-
ment (vehicle HH-rats vs vehicle LH-rats, t = 13.660,
p<0.0001) but not between MEL treated rats (MEL-
HH-rats vs MEL-LH-rats, n.s.).

Experiment 3: Plasma leptin and MLT
concentrations

Methods

Blood samples to determine plasma leptin and MEL
concentrations were collected from HH-rats and LH-
rats at the end of the hoarding tendency experiment
and at the end of either MEL or vehicle treatment peri-
od. Since the light/dark cycle influences the concen-
tration of plasma leptin and MEL, blood samples were
always collected at the same time of the day during the
light phase and soon after hoarding tests.

Blood samples were taken by puncture of the tail
vein using a 1 ml syringe connected to a 26-g needle.
Rats were placed in a retention plastic cylinder, and
blood was collected on EDTA (1 %) anticoagulant so-
lution. Plasma was then separated by centrifugation
(1300 g ; 15 min) and stored at -70 °C until assay. Se-
rum leptin concentrations (ng/ml) were measured us-
ing a rat leptin radio-immunoassay (RIA) kit manufac-
tured by Linco Research (St. Charles, 63304, MO,
USA) in 100 µl of plasma. Plasma MEL concentra-
tions (pg/ml) were measured with an MEL radio-im-
munoassay (RIA) kit developed by DLD Diagnostika
GmbH (Hamburg, Germany).
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Results

Plasma leptin concentration. A. Hoarding Tenden-
cy period. Leptin plasma concentrations at the end of
hoarding tendency experiment were determined to ver-
ify whether food hoarding behavior might depend on
plasma leptin levels. The plasma leptin concentration
of LH-rats (2.12 + 0.38 ng/ml) was lower than that of
HH-rats (3.32 + 0.43 ng/ml), and the difference just
met the statistical criterion of significance [F(1, 14)
= 4.37, p = 0.0505)] (Fig. 2).

B. MEL treatment. Leptin concentrations measured
during the tendency experiment were used as baseline
in the comparisons between leptin concentrations de-
termined at the end of either MEL or vehicle treatment
period. Leptin concentrations at the end of either MEL
or vehicle treatments were independent of dosages used
in both HH-rats and LH-rats. Thus, respective data were
pooled for all further statistical analyses. Pooled results
are shown in Fig. 2. MEL treatment significantly de-
creased plasma leptin levels as compared to those of
the vehicle group (control) and those before treatments
in both HH-rats and LH-rats [F(5, 42) = 6.01, p =
0.0001] (Fig. 2). In particular, post-hoc results showed

that the administration of MEL in HH-rats significant-
ly reduced leptin concentration (HH-rats: vehicle vs
MEL, t = 3.926, p<0.001; Baseline vs MEL, t = 3.547,
p< 0.01). No significant differences were noted between
HH and LH rats after MEL treatment.

Plasma MEL concentration. A. Hoarding Tenden-
cy period. The MEL plasma concentration at the end
of the hoarding tendency experiment was not signifi-
cantly different between HH-rats and LH-rats, and
ANOVA [F(1, 14) = 0.525; n. s.] did not reveal signif-
icant interactions (Fig. 3).

B. MEL treatment. ANOVA [F(5, 42) = 68.98,
p<0.0001] showed that vehicle administration had no
effect on MEL concentration in both HH-rats and LH-
rats at the end of the treatment period. In contrast,
a marked increase in plasma MEL concentration was
observed in both HH-rats and LH-rats treated with this
hormone (Fig. 3). In particular, post-hoc results showed
that MEL concentration increased in both LH and HH
rats, as compared with hording tendency and vehicle
data (LH-rats: MEL vs Tendency, t = 12.890; MEL vs
Vehicle, t = 9.879; HH-rats: MEL vs Tendency, t =
10.319; MEL vs Vehicle, t = 9.879; in all comparisons
t<0.0001). On the contrary, after MEL treatment, no

Fig. 2 At the end of tendency period, the plasma leptin con-
centration of LH-rats was inferior to that of HH-rats, and
the difference just met the statistical criterion of significance
(*p = 0.0505). MEL treatment decreased plasma leptin lev-
els compared to those of vehicle treatment and those before
treatment in HH-rats and LH-rats, respectively, but the dif-
ferences reached statistical significance only in HH-rats
(**HH-rats: vehicle vs MLT, t = 3.926, p<0.001; Baseline vs
MEL, t = 3.547, p< 0.01). No significant differences were
noted between HH and LH rats after MEL treatment.

Fig. 3 MEL concentrations at the end of tendency period were
not significtly different between HH-rats and LH-rats. Vehi-
cle administration had no effect on MEL concentration. On
the contrary, MEL concentration increased in both LH and
HH rats after treatment with MEL, as compared to the con-
centration of the tendency period and of vehicle treatment
(*LH-rats: MEL vs Tendency; MEL vs Vehicle; **HH-rats:
MEL vs Tendency; MEL vs Vehicle; in all comparisons t <
0.0001). After MEL treatment, no significant difference were
found between MEL concentration of LH and HH rats.
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significant differences were found between plasma
MEL concentration of LH and HH rats.

Discussion

We hypothesized that MEL might be involved in the
induction of food-hoarding behavior and we based our
hypothesis on the evidence that MEL is involved in the
regulation of body weight, fat deposition, metabolism,
and several seasonal processes (MORGAN and MERCER

2001; PUCHALSKI et al. 2003a; PUCHALSKI et al. 2003b).
We tested MEL since this hormone is correlated with
leptin secretion (BAYDAS et al. 2001; KUS et al. 2004),
and thus it might be a factor influencing food-hoard-
ing. Moreover, BUCKLEY and SCHNEIDER (2003) discuss-
ing their data on the influences of leptin treatments on
food-hoarding in hamsters state that “.... leptin is not
the only factor that influences hoarding, and thus hoard-
ing behavior might be sensitive to changes in other
hormones... (pg. R1027)”.

The primary findings of the present study are: 1)
rats show a bimodal distribution of the hoarding score;
2) MEL treatment influence food-hoarding in rats; 3)
MEL treatment reduces plasma leptin concentration in
high and low hoarding rats.

The result that about one-half of the rats showed
a low tendency to hoard (LH-rats) whereas the other
half showed an high tendency (HH-rats) is consistent
with data on hamsters (BUCKLEY and SCHNEIDER 2003).
Our data demonstrated that rats present a bimodal dis-
tribution of food hoarding scores and that this behav-
iour may be a general behaviour in low rodents. The
differences in hoarding tendency are not related to in-
nate differences in the food intake; indeed, no signifi-
cant difference was observed in food intake in home
cages between LH and HH rats. The bimodal hoarding
distribution prompts two questions. The first is wheth-
er hoarding is an innate or acquired behavior, or rather,
whether differences in hoarding tendency stem from
genetic or environmental factors (BUCKLEY and
SCHNEIDER 2003). VANDER WALL (1990) suggests that
the hoarding behavior in rodents might be a product of
genetic endowment and environmental influences. In-
deed, MANOSEVITZ (1967) estimated that the heritabili-
ty of hoarding in mice ranged from 0.25% to 0.55%
and that the rest of phenotypic variability was due to
environmental factors. Thus, the genetic component is
large enough to be of considerable importance in un-
derstanding hoarding behavior, but it is not completely
exhaustive. In other words, hoarding behavior may be

the result of interactions between developmental pro-
cesses corresponding to maturation of the endocrine
and nervous system and learning from individual ex-
perience (VANDER WALL 1990).

Within the context of genetic and neuro-hormonal
regulation of hoarding, hoarding intensity may be fur-
ther modulated by stimuli impinging on the organism
from the environment. There is a trend towards an ad-
ditive effect of isolation-reared and sawdust floors on
increasing both the number and weight of pellets
hoarded by rats (HEIDBREDER et al. 2000). Social ex-
periences such as dominant-subordinate relationships
that develops when the animals are group housed be-
fore weaning or during shipping may influence food-
hoarding (BUCKLEY and SCHNEIDER 2003). Since the
endocrine system is able to transduce events of the
social environment into an endocrine message, some
endocrine glands (e.g., pineal) may play an important
role in central processing of social stress (HEINZELLER

et al. 1988).
In accordance with the literature (BAYDAS et al. 2001;

CANPOLAT et al. 2001; RASMUSSEN et al. 1999; RASMUS-
SEN et al. 2001; WOLDEN-HANSON et al. 2000; KUS et al.
2004; PUCHALSKI et al. 2003a), our second experiment
showed that MEL treatment decreased plasma leptin
levels in both LH and HH rats, and this effect was in-
dependent of total food consumption and body weight.
Since the body weight does not change, it is possible
argue that the decrease of circulating leptin may be
explained by a direct effect of MEL on leptin produc-
tion rather by modification in body composition.

Our results confirmed the inverse correlation be-
tween MEL and leptin plasma concentration in rats,
too. In particular, at the end of MEL treatment leptin
concentration becomes almost equal in both LH and
HH rats (Fig. 2). Obviously, MEL concentration in-
creased significantly in both LH and HH rats after MEL
treatment (Fig.3). After MEL treatment, the number of
pellets hoarded by LH-rats increased significantly; on
the contrary, the pellets hoarded by HH-rats decreased
but not significantly (Fig. 1).

An important question arising from these results is
why, after MEL treatment, LH-rats increased hoarding
behavior in spite of the fall in leptin concentration,
whereas the reduction of leptin concentration in HH-
rats did not significantly influence hoarding behavior.
One explanation may be that MEL treatment directly
influences hoarding behavior, independent of its inverse
correlation with leptin concentration. Moreover, the
inability of MEL to increase food hoarding in rats that
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have natural proclivities to hoard high amounts of food
likely may be a ceiling effect.

It is known that MEL treatment may influence psy-
chosocial behavior (HEINZELLER et al. 1988; FUCHS and
SCHUMACHER 1990) and that factors leading to hoarding
are by no means entirely alimentary. Food hoarding
has been explained by two main hypothesis. The “ob-
ject value” hypothesis, which suggests that rats hoard
objects that they perceive as valuable as related to some
state or need (FANTINO and CABANAC 1980), and the “se-
curity hypothesis” (BINDRA 1948) which postulates that
rats hoard food to escape exposure while eating in an
open environment. According to the last hypothesis,
eating in an open field induces fear or anxiety, which
a rat can avoid by carrying the food to a covered and
familiar environment.

The “security hypothesis” has been validated in rats
by the use of the anxiolytic drug diazepam (MCNAMA-
RA and WHISHAW 1990). MEL treatment reduces
neophobia and exerts anxioloytic-like properties with-
out sedative effects (GOLOMBEK et al. 1993; DELAGRANGE

et al. 2003). Exogenous MEL treatment raises aggres-
sion in male and female hamsters (JASNOW et al. 2002;
DEMAS et al. 2004; FLEMING et al. 1988). In rodents, the
MEL mediates aggression, indeed male house mice
treated daily with MEL for 5 days displayed signifi-
cant increase in territorial aggression (PATERSON and
VICKERS 1981). In addition, pinealectomy suppresses
aggression in female hamsters (FLEMING et al. 1988) and
in mice (PATERSON and VICKERS 1981). Melatonin-in-
duced increase in aggression may be due to the direct
action of this hormone on neural substrates mediating
aggression (e.g., hypothalamus, amygdala, limbic sys-

tem) or mediated by adrenocortical rather that adrenom-
edullary hormones (DEMAS et al. 2004). Moreover, in-
creased aggression is not due to changes in body mass
or gonadal regression, as both these parameters are
unaffected by exogenous MEL treatment (DEMAS et al.
2004). MEL treatment might increase aggressiveness
and daring, might reduce anxiety and neophobia in LH-
rats and, in turn, in accordance with the “security hy-
pothesis”, it might be responsible for the increase of
number of pellets hoarded. In HH-rats, MEL treatment
reduced leptin concentration, which reached the same
level of LH-rats. Our results showed that in HH-rats
the number of pellets hoarded decreased but not sig-
nificantly (Fig. 1). Two explainations may be advanced:
1) the concentration of MEL used during the treatment
probably did not allow leptin concentration to reach
the critical level essential for significantly decreasing
food hoarding; 2) MEL treatment increased MEL con-
centration (Fig. 3), which might nullify the effects of
the reduced plasma leptin levels.

In conclusion, our results do not clarify whether
food-hoarding is an innate or an acquired behavior, but
clearly confirm that the endocrine system either directly,
by the action of one or more combined hormones (MEL,
leptin), or indirectly via its actions on neural substrates
(e.g., hypothalamus, amygdala, limbic system, hippoc-
ampus, thalamus) determines, at least in part, hoarding
behavior of rats. Moreover, our data show that hoard-
ing behavior is controlled to some extent not only by
sex hormones (VANDER WALL 1990), but also by MEL
and leptin and provide new insight into whole body
integration and endocrine functions.
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