Neuronal Mapping of the Female Sexual Response in the East African Cichlid Fish Astatotilapia burtoni

Charles Darwin was the first to recognize that the discriminatory expression of female sexual behavior (mate choice) has tremendous potential to drive male character evolution and promote population divergence, yet 140 years later the process by which females choose a mate still remains a fundamental problem in biology. My work aims to develop a mechanistic understanding of mate choice on multiple levels of biological organization by integrating the proximate molecular mechanisms regulating female sexual behavior with the ultimate effects of sexual selection in promoting reproductive isolation and speciation. The work funding by this URG grant examines the role hormones play in shaping female preferences. By using in situ hybridization to determine the distribution of hormone receptors within the brain, we can identify regions of the brain critical to the decision making process. Using egr-1 and cfos expression as a proxy for neural activation, we can begin to determine the pathways that are activated by hormones and how these pathways interpret external cues to create female preferences.
