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Abstract
	 Background:	Depression	is	one	of	the	common	post-menopausal	symptoms.	In	addition	to	
estrogen	deiciency,	social	instability	stress	may	contribute	as	an	additional	underlying	factor	in	the	
development	of	depressive	behaviour	in	females.	Therefore,	this	study	was	aimed	at	examining	the	
inluence	of	social	instability	stress	on	depressive	behaviour	in	ovariectomized	rats.	
	 Methods:	The	rats	were	divided	into	four	groups	(n	=	5	per	group);	(i)	sham-operated	control	
without	stress,	(ii)	sham-operated	control	with	stress,	(iii)	ovariectomized	without	stress,	and	(iv)	
ovariectomized	with	stress.	These	rats	were	subjected	to	social	instability	stress	procedures	for	15	
days	prior	to	an	enforced	swimming	test.	Struggling,	immobility,	and	swimming	times	were	recorded	
promptly.			
	 Results: The	 results	were	 analysed	 using	 the	 one-way	 analysis	 of	 variance	 (ANOVA)	 and	
a	P	 value	of	<	0.05	was	 considered	as	 signiicant.	The	mean	durations	of	 struggling,	 immobility,	
and	 swimming	 behaviour	 were	 signiicantly	 distinct	 among	 the	 four	 groups.	 Ovariectomized	
rats	 exhibited	 a	 substantial	 decrease	 in	 struggling	 and	 swimming	 behaviour,	 and	 an	 increase	 in	
immobility	behaviour	in	comparison	with	the	sham-operated	controls	(P	<	0.05).	Ovariectomized	
rats	with	stress	displayed	a	supplementary	decrease	in	struggling	and	swimming	behaviour	as	well	
as	 an	 advanced	 increase	 in	 immobility	 behaviour,	 compared	 to	 sham-operated	 controls	 with	 or	
without	stress	(P	<	0.05).	
 Conclusion: In	summary,	 these	indings	suggest	 that	ovariectomized	rats	encountered	an	
augmented	amount	of	depressive	behaviour	following	social	instability	stress.	

Keywords: depressive behaviour, forced swimming test, ovariectomy, stress 

Introduction

 There is growing evidence to support the 
hypothesis that estrogen loss plays a crucial role in 
the development of depressive symptoms in post-
menopausal women (1) as well as ovariectomized 
animal (2,3). Thus, the estrogen administration 
to ovariectomized animals resulted in a decreased 
immobility during the length of time in the forced 
swimming test (4–8).
 Stressful experiences may also intensify and 
cause the proliferation of the risk of affective 
disorders (9–13). These indings imply that 
additional factors, besides the loss of ovarian 
hormones may further increase the chance 
of developing depressive symptoms in post-
menopausal women (14). Due to obvious human 
analogies, social stress appears particularly 
appropriate for evaluating additional factors 
besides the loss of estrogen in the development of 
post-menopausal memory deicits and depressive 
symptoms. 

 The social instability model refers to the 
distinction between the more dominant and 
subsequently subordinate, or conquering and 
defeated animals, as all animals in such groups are 
likely to experience defeat when being moved from 
one group to another (15). Agonistic behaviour 
may be manipulated, however, by setting up social 
groups and later mixing them (social instability 
models) or by introducing a carefully selected 
highly aggressive male into a stable social group 
(social disruption model) (15). In female rodents, 
stress-induced changes in social instability and 
social disruption models were more pronounced 
(16) compared to other forms of social stress, i.e. 
social defeat and subordination. In addition, many 
studies have reported higher degrees of anxiety-
like behaviour and higher corticosterone levels 
when females are housed individually as opposed 
to when kept in smaller groups. In contrast, males 
maintained within an individual mode of isolation 
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do not display such patterns, thereby suggesting 
that males and females perceive housing 
conditions differently (17,18). Therefore, this 
comparative cross-sectional study was aimed at 
investigating the effects of social instability stress 
on the development of depression-like behaviors 
in ovariectomized rats.

Materials and Methods

Animals
 Adult female Sprague-Dawley rats (n = 20) 
of eight weeks old and a body weight of 200 ± 
20 g were obtained from the Laboratory Animal 
Research Unit (LARU), USM, Kelantan. All rats 
were housed in polypropylene cages (40 cm × 
25 cm × 16 cm) and were exposed to 12 hours of 
light-dark cycles, they were also maintained at a 
room temperature of 23 °C and were fed with a 
pellet diet and water ad libitum. The experimental 
protocol was approved by the Research & Ethics 
Committee, Universiti Sains Malaysia. The rats 
were randomly divided into four groups; (i) 
sham-operated control without stress, (ii) sham-
operated control with stress, (iii) ovariectomized 
without stress and group (iv) ovariectomized with 
stress. 

Surgical procedures
 The animals received surgical operations 
to remove both ovaries (ovariectomized) under 
general anaesthesia using a combination of 
ketamine (Sigma, USA, 60 mg/kg) and xylazine 
(Sigma, USA, 5 mg/kg) intra-peritoneally. 
Following anaesthesia, the dorsal lumbar fur was 
shaved and cleaned with a chlorhexidine scrub and 
70% ethanol. Immediately, a small (2 cm) midline 
incision was made at the dorsal area at the level of 
L3–L5 vertebrae. The ovarian fat pad was gently 
grasped using forceps until the ovary was exposed 
and removed. A high degree of aseptic procedures 
were maintained throughout the operation. After 
the completion of the operation, the animals 
were left for one hour under an overhead light 
source in order to avoid hypothermia. The Sham-
operated rats underwent the same procedure as 
the ovariectomized rat but without the removal of 
the ovaries. 

Post-operative care
 Following the surgical procedure, the animals 
were given post-operative care by isolating each 
animal in a clean cage for 10 days in order to avoid 
any ighting which could otherwise cause bleeding 
or poor healing.  After 10 days, they were housed 

in groups of three per cage and kept for a further 
two months for surgical recovery.
 After the recovery period, the rats were 
exposed to social instability stress procedures 
which consisted of alternating isolation and 
crowding phases for 15 days based on the 
previously described model (16). The experiment 
commenced and ended with an isolation phase, 
and each phase lasted for approximately 24 hours. 
During the crowding phase, eight rats cohabited 
in one cage and each group consisted of three 
males and ive females. Social contact between the 
group members was video-taped for 30 minutes 
at the beginning of each crowding phase. Biting 
attacks and dominant posture ighting for water 
or food were video-recorded (19).

Body weight
 To compare the mean weight between 
pre-surgery and post-surgery, all the rats were 
weighed one day before the surgery (ovx/sham), 
and also eight  weeks post-surgery. 

Forced swim test
 Following the 15 days stress procedure, the 
bodily weight of the rats was taken. Subsequently, 
the animals were irst trained for 15 minutes in 
each training session for the duration of two days 
followed by a test session 24 hours later. All rats 
were tested in the same brightly-lit room. The 
time of the tests were between 10:00 and 17:00 
hours. All rats were individually placed into glass 
cylinders (40 cm in height, 18 cm in diameter) 
illed with water (23 °C) to a level of 30 cm for 
5 minutes. The water level was purposely chosen 
at a higher level than in the procedure described 
by Porsolt et al. (20), in order to prevent the rats 
from supporting themselves by touching the 
bottom with their hind limbs or tails during the 
swimming sessions (21). The animals were forced 
to swim in the cylinders for 5 minutes during the 
test session. The three behaviours which were 
recorded and scored were immobility, swimming, 
and struggling. These three behaviours are deined 
as follows: (1) Immobility–loating in the water, 
and making those movements which are only 
necessary to keep their heads above the  water (2) 
swimming–making active swimming motions  (3) 
struggling–rats making active attempts to escape 
from the cylinder , including visually searching 
for the escape routes and diving (22). After 
completion of the test, the rats were dried gently 
with a towel and were returned to their home 
cages.
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Statistical analyses
 The data collected was expressed as mean 
± SD. The effects of stress and surgery on the 
duration of swimming, immobility and struggling 
behaviours were evaluated statistically using a                                     
two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). 
Differences were considered signiicant when 
the P < 0.05. Pearson’s Correlation Coeficient 
was used to test the correlation between weight 
and immobility time. Repeated measures ANOVA                                                                    
were applied respectively to determine the 
signiicance of the differences between pre-
operative and post-operative mean body weight.

Results

Social stress on struggling behaviour
 There are extremely noteworthy and focal 
effects for the stress status on the total struggling 
duration, F (1, 16) = 29.17, P < 0.001. Moreover, 
there was a signiicant main effect of surgery (ovx) 
on the total struggling time F (1, 16) = 157.28),            
P < 0.001.
 There occurred substantial interactive effects 
between the stress status and surgery (ovx) 
during the struggling duration F (3, 16) = 72.29,                            
P < 0.001. The data gathered is also indicative that 
the animals were affected differently by both ovx 
surgery and stress. For example, the mean duration 
of struggling behaviour was suggestively shorter 
in ovariectomized rats with stress 50 seconds                                                                                                      
(SD 201) compared to ovariectomized rats without 
stress 65 seconds (SD 2.05). The ovariectomized 

rats with or without stress displayed shorter 
amounts of the duration of struggling behaviour 
compared with the sham-operated control with 
stress 80 seconds (SD 1.89), or without stress              
88 seconds (SD 66) as shown in Figure 1. However, 
there was no signiicant metamorphosis in the 
mean duration of struggling behaviour between 
the sham-operated control with stress and the 
sham-operated control without stress.

Social stress on immobility behaviour
 There was an important main effect on the 
stress status of the total immobility duration, F 
(1, 16) = 27.33, P < 0.001. Moreover, there was 
a signiicant main effect for surgery (ovx) on the 
total immobility time F (1, 16) =132.31, P < 0.001.
 There was a rather noteworthy interaction 
effect between the stress status and surgery (ovx) 
on the immobility duration F (1, 16) = 59.46,                                                                                                                    
P < 0.001. The mean duration of immobility 
behaviour was signiicantly longer in the 
ovariectomized rats with stress 130.4 seconds 
(SD 0.74) in comparison with the ovariectomized 
rats without stress 99.8 seconds (SD 1.42). 
The mean duration of immobility was longer 
in ovariectomized rats with or without stress 
when paralleled to the sham-operated controls 
with stress or without stress 78.2 seconds                                    
(SD 2.1) as shown in Figure 2. However, there was 
no signiicant difference in the mean duration 
of immobility behaviour between the sham-
operated controls with stress compared to the 
sham-operated controls without stress.

Figure	1: Mean duration of struggling behaviour 
(seconds) in different groups (n = 5 
per group). # P < 0.01 Ovx + stress vs. 
sham-operated control groups, # P < 
0.01 Ovx + no stress vs. sham-operated 
control groups, and * P < 0.05 Ovx + 
no stress vs. Ovx + stress.

Figure	2: Mean duration of immobility behaviour 
(seconds) in different groups (n = 5 
per  group). # P < 0.01 Ovx + stress 
vs. sham-operated control groups and 
# P < 0.01 Ovx + no stress vs. sham-
operated control groups.



  Original Article | Social instability stress, overiectomised rats

www.mjms.usm.my 39

Social stress on swimming behaviour
 There was a signiicant main effect for the 
stress status on the total swimming duration, F 
(1, 16) = 109.64, P < 0.001. Moreover there was 
a signiicant main effect for surgery (ovx) on the 
total swimming time F (1, 16) = 213.21, P < 0.001.
 There was a signiicant interaction effect 
between the stress status and surgery (ovx) on the 
swimming duration F (3, 16) = 110.21, P < 0.001. 
The data also indicated that the mean duration 
of swimming behaviour of ovariectomized rats 
with stress was signiicantly shorter compared to 
ovariectomized rats without stress 130 seconds 
(SD 1.63). However, there was no signiicant 
difference in the swimming behaviour between 
the sham-operated control with stress 131 seconds 
(SD 1.71) or without stress  147 seconds (SD 2.21)                                                                                                              
as shown in Figure 3. In addition, the data 

displayed no signiicant difference in the mean 
duration of swimming behaviour between the 
sham-operated control with stress and the sham-
operated control without stress.

Body weight
 Eight weeks post-surgery the mean body 
weight noticeably increased in the  ovx rats 
compared to the sham operated control groups 
with or without stress F (3, 16) = 16.71, P < 0.01, 
and data also indicated a signiicant difference 
between the ovx pre-surgery and the ovx post- 
surgery F (3, 16) = 16.87, P < 0.001 as shown in 
Table 1.
 
Correlation between body weight and immobility
 To exclude the possibility of higher body 
weight associated with longer immobility time as 
observed in the ovariectomized rats, we evaluated 
the correlation between body weight and 
immobility time using the Pearson’s correlation. 
There was no signiicant correlation between 
these variables on the day of behavioral testing         
(r = 0.172) (data not shown).

Discussion
 
 This study hypothesized that the removal                                            
of ovaries (ovariectomy) in animals which 
mimicked spontaneous or surgically-induced 
menopause increased the risk of depressive 
behaviour (4,23). Stress has been shown to 
increase the likelihood of depressive behaviour 
in animals as well as in human beings (24,25). 
The depressive behavior in either stress or 
ovariectomized animal models from previous 
studies displayed longer immobility time and 
a much shorter duration of swimming and 
struggling (4,19,26). We therefore hypothesized 

Figure	3: Mean duration of swimming behaviour 
(seconds) in different groups (n = 5 
per group). # P < 0.01 Ovx + stress vs. 
sham-operated control groups, # P < 
0.01 Ovx + no stress vs. sham-operated 
control groups, and * P < 0.05 Ovx + 
no stress vs. Ovx + stress.

Table	1: Mean body weight pre and post-operation in different groups
Groups One	day	Pre-operation	

(g)
Two	month	Post-operation	

(g)
Sham-operated control without 
stress (n = 5)

203  (2.00) 224.0 (0.3)

Sham-operated control with stress 
(n = 5)

210 (1.5) 230.4 (2.00)

OVX without stress (n = 5) 195  (0.7) 319.4 ± (0.4)# $
OVX with stress (n = 5)  200 (1.00) 329.4 ± (2.00)# $
Note: Data is expressed in mean body weight (g) SD.
 # P < 0.01; Ovx + stress /without stress vs. sham-operated control groups.
$ P < 0 .001; Ovx body weight pre-surgery vs. post-surgery.
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that, if we combined ovariectomy and stress,                                                                                                        
the animals will display more depressive 
behavioural tendencies compared to the animals 
subjected to ovariectomy or stress in an isolated 
existence.
 In this study, we found that the immobility 
time was longer in ovariectomized rats with stress 
in comparison to ovariectomized species without 
stress. However, immobility time was longer 
applicable in ovariectomized animals without 
stress when equated with the sham-operated 
control with or without stress. This inding 
suggests that the ovariectomized rats with stress 
displayed more depressive and bleak behaviour 
as shown by the longer immobility time compared 
with the ovariectomized rats without stress, 
sham-operated controls with or without stress. 
This observation is consistent with previous 
studies conducted focusing on intact female 
rats compared with ovariectomized rats (26). 
It was widely reported that ovariectomy results 
in weight gain, therefore there is a possibility 
that the prolongation in immobility behaviour 
observed in this study was due to overiectomized-
induced weight gain (26). The reason why reduced 
estrogen is associated with less activity is not yet 
known. It could be argued that reduced physical 
activity in the ovariectomized rats is simply a 
result of their increased body weight; however,                                                                                   
we are not in agreement with this case because 
bodily weight does not correlate with the 
immobility behaviour in our rats.
 Focusing on the struggling and swimming 
time, both parameters exposed a longer duration 
in the sham-operated control without stress 
compared to the sham-operated control with 
stress, ovariectomized rats with and without 
stress. This outcome supports our earlier 
hypothesis that the combination of ovariectomy 
and stress induces more depressive behaviours 
compared to the ovariectomized rats without 
stress, sham-operated controls with and without 
stress.

Conclusion

 In conclusion, this study demonstrates that 
the combination of ovariectomized and social 
instability stress increases depressive behaviour 
in female rats. We propose that the depressive 
behaviour observed in the ovariectomized 
rats subjected to social instability stress may 
be associated with the diminution of the anti-
depressant effect of estrogen and inappropriate 
stress regulation. However, the exact 

mechanisms underlining depression behaviour 
in ovariectomized rats with stress have yet to be 
clariied.

Acknowledgement

 We would like to thank Ms Wan Arfah 
Nadiah and Ms Anis Kausar for their assistance 
with statistical analysis.

Conlict of interest 

No conlict of interest.

Funds

The work was funded by short-term grant 
Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) (304/
PPSP/61311070).

Authors’ contributions

Conception and design and critical revision of the 
article for the important intellectual content: RZ, 
ZO, AH
Collection and assembly of data, provision of 
study materials or patient and collection and 
assembly of data : BAR, SM
Drafting of the article and statistical expertise: 
BAR
Final approval of the article: RZ
Obtaining of funding: RZ, AH

Correspondence
 
Ms Badriya Al-Rahbi 
BSc (Newcastle upon Tyne), MSc (Liverpool) 
Department of Physiology
Universiti Sains Malaysia
16150 Kubang Kerian
Kelantan, Malaysia 
Tel: +6016 959 1582     
Fax: +609 765 7474                                                  
Email: bidoor94@hotmail.com

References

1. Chrousos GP, Gold PW. The concepts of stress 
and stress system disorders. J Am Med Assoc. 
1992;267(9):1244. 

2. Rupprecht R. Neuroactive steroids: mechanisms of 
action and neuropsychopharmacological properties. 
Psychoneuroendocrinology. 2003;28(2):139–168.

3. Walf AA, Frye CA. A review and update of 
mechanisms of estrogen in the hippocampus and 
amygdala for anxiety and depression behavior. 
Neuropsychopharmacology. 2006;31(6):1097–1111.



  Original Article | Social instability stress, overiectomised rats

www.mjms.usm.my 41

4. Frye CA, Walf AA. Estrogen and/or progesterone 
administered systemically or to the amygdala can 
have anxiety-, fear-, and pain-reducing effects 
in ovariectomized rats. Behav Neurosci. 2004; 
118(2):306–313.

5. Martinez ML, Contreras CM, Saavedra M. 
Progesterone reduces immobility in rats forced to 
swim. Arch Med Res. 1999;30(4):286–289.

6. Walf AA, Frye CA. The use of the elevated plus maze 
as an assay of anxiety-related behavior in rodents.     
Nat protoc. 2007;2(2):322–328.

7. Rocha BA, Fleischer R, Schaeffer JM, Rohrer SP, 
Hickey GJ. 17 -Estradiol-induced antidepressant-
like effect in the forced swim test is absent in 
estrogen receptor- knockout (BERKO) mice. 
Psychopharmacology. 2005; 179(3):637–643.

8. Martnez ML, Contreras CM, Saavedra M.         
Progesterone reduces immobility in rats forced to 
swim. Arch Med Res. 1999;30(4):286–289.

9. Brady KT, Killeen TK, Brewerton T, Lucerini, 
S. Comorbidity of psychiatric disorders and 
posttraumatic stress disorder. J Clin Psy. 2000;         
61(7	Suppl): p. 22–32.

10. Kim KS, Han PL. Optimization of chronic 
stress paradigms using anxiety and depression 
like behavioral parameters. J neurosci res. 
2006;83(3):497–507.

11. Breslau N. Epidemiologic studies of trauma, 
posttraumatic stress disorder, and other psychiatric 
disorders. Can J Psy. 2002;47(10):923–929.

12. Miczek KA, Covington HE. Aggression and defeat: 
persistent effects on cocaine self-administration 
and gene expression in peptidergic and aminergic 
mesocorticolimbic circuits. Neurosci Biobehav Rev. 
2004;27(8):787–802.

13. Sterner EY, Kalynchuk LE. Behavioral and 
neurobiological consequences of prolonged 
glucocorticoid exposure in rats: Relevance to 
depression. Prog Neuro-Psychopharmacol Biol 
Psychiatry. 2010;34(5):777–790.

14. Sherwin BB. Sex hormones and psychological 
functioning in postmenopausal women. Exp  
Gerontol. 1994;29(3–4):423–430.              

15. Padgett DA, Sheridan JF, Dorne J, Berntson 
GG, Candelora J, Glaser R. Social stress and the 
reactivation of latent herpes simplex virus type 1.             
P Natl Acad Sci. 1998;95(12):7231.

16. Haller J. Fuchs E, Halsz, J, Makara GB. Defeat is 
a major stressor in males while social instability                                     
is stressful mainly in females: towards the 
development of a social stress model in female rats. 
Brain res bull. 1999;50(1):33–39.

17. Brown KJ, Grunberg NE. Effects of housing on male 
and female rats: crowding stresses male but calm 
females. Physiol Behav. 1995;58(6):1085–1089.

18. Bartolomucci A, Palanza P, Sacerdote P, Ceresini 
G, Chirieleison A, Panerai AE, et al. Individual 
housing induces altered immuno-endocrine 
responses to psychological stress in male mice. 
Psychoneuroendocrinology. 2003;28(4):540–558.

19. Detke MJ, Rickels M, Lucki I. Active behaviors in 
the rat forced swimming test differentially produced 
by serotonergic and noradrenergic antidepressants. 
Psychopharmacology. 1995;121(1):66–72.

20. Porsolt RD, Anton G, Blavet, N, Jalfre M. Behavioural 
despair in rats: a new model sensitive to antidepressant 
treatments. Eur J Pharmacol. 1978;47(4):379-391.

21. Reneric JP, Bouvard M, Stinus L. Idazoxan 
and 8-OH-DPAT modify the behavioral effects 
induced by either NA, or 5-HT, or dual NA/5-HT 
reuptake inhibition in the rat forced swimming test. 
Neuropsychopharmacology. 2001;24(4):379–390.

22. Detke MJ, Wieland S, Lucki I. Blockade of the 
antidepressant-like effects of 8-OH-DPAT, buspirone 
and desipramine in the rat forced swim test by             
5HT1A receptor antagonists. Psychopharmacology 
(Berl). 1995;119(1):47–54.

23. Pauls R. Impact of gynecological surgery on female 
sexual function. Int J Impot res. 2010;22(2):              
105–114.

24. Shively CA, Laber-Laird K, Anton RF. Behavior and 
physiology of social stress and depression in female 
cynomolgus monkeys. Biol psy. 1997;41(8):871–882.

25. Cohen S, Wills TA. Stress, social support, and the 
buffering hypothesis. Psychol bull. 1985;98(2):          
310–357.

26. Okada M, Hayashi N, Kometani M, Nakao K, 
Inukai T. Inluences of ovariectomy and continuous 
replacement of 17beta-estradiol on the tail skin 
temperature and behavior in the forced swimming 
test in rats. Jpn J Pharmacol. 1997;73(1):93–96.


