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ABSTRACT: Following opening comments, citations are provided in several areas all with 

the goal of stimulating students and professionals to develop comparative psychology courses 

and/or incorporate comparative psychology principles and activities into existing psychology 

courses such as experimental psychology, and the psychology of learning.  The material can 

be used as part of a reading list for a course in comparative psychology or as independent 

readings. It can also be used to shape a reasoned argument why comparative psychology 

should become a central part of a student’s training in psychology. Sections include books, 

citations on the history of comparative psychology, general issues related to comparative, 

teaching, and ancillary material such as websites, journals, videos and a free app for android 

phones that teaches students how to observe behavior.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Comparative psychology is one of the oldest areas in psychology and perhaps one of the least 

well known. If we consider 1879 as the founding of experimental psychology (Heidbreder, 

1933), the use of the phrase “comparative psychology” appeared as early as 1858 (Weinland, 

1858) – 21 years before the formal founding of psychology as a scientific discipline. Moreover, 

three years before the founding of psychology, Spencer (1876) published “The comparative 

psychology of man.”  Furthermore, the first comparative psychological society was started by 

Mills in 1885 (Mills, 1887) just six years after the formal founding of psychology as a scientific 

discipline and five years before the founding of the American Psychological Association.  

The senior author (CIA) defines comparative psychology as the “Application of the 

comparative method to problems in psychology.” Defined in this way, the world is literally our 

laboratory and no psychological problem – whether applied, basic and/or theoretical – is 

beyond our scope (Abramson & Lack, 2014). We have a unique set of experimental and 

philosophical skills (Muckler, 1963) which can be applied to any research question including 

the search for “universal rules of behavior” – certainly a noble enterprise.  

The purpose of this article is to make professors and students in Africa aware of comparative 

psychology. In an internet search of comparative psychology in Africa we could not find any 

university that offers a course in comparative psychology. Another search was conducted of 

graduate programs in comparative psychology and related fields and revealed no such 

programs in Africa (Woodruff, Noonan, Martinez, Walker, Miranda, De La Fuente, Hill, & 
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Abramson, 2018). Moreover, a search of 26 universities in South Africa while revealing 

courses in animal behavior, have no courses in comparative psychology.  

Comparative psychology can serve as a means to connect the natural and social sciences 

(Papini, 2008) and in doing so promote multidisciplinary investigations. Yet, these 

investigations are inhibited as there exists a stern demarcation between the natural and social 

sciences in South African Universities, for example (Simbayi, 1991). This entails that 

biologically inclined courses (e.g. animal behavior) are hosted by the faculty of natural sciences 

(taught in biology and zoology courses), rather than being taught in the faculty of social 

sciences (where psychology departments are situated) (Simbayi, 1991). This is, for example, 

the situation at the junior author’s place of work (PK) – Nelson Mandela University in South 

Africa. 

We believe that there is much to recommend comparative psychology as a course of study in 

Africa. Students learn how to make proper comparisons and expose improper ones, develop 

critical thinking skills, and acquire a unique set of experimental design skills – among many 

other skills. Students in comparative psychology can contribute to areas as diverse as cross-

cultural psychology, political science and cultural anthropology. Moreover, the skills of a 

comparative psychology student will be of value to any employer. For example, training in 

comparative psychology is useful in animal-human interactions such as pet litigation, 

equitation science, and the training of farm animals for agricultural improvement (Abramson 

& Black, 2017; Abramson & Kieson 2016; Kieson & Abramson, 2017).  

Furthermore, comparative psychology can contribute to conservation efforts (Snowden, 2003). 

The illegal poaching of rhinos in Africa is threatening the existence of the species to such an 

extent that it has been classified as endangered. Breeding these animals in captivity would 

require an understanding of their behaviour in their natural environment.  Ensuring the 

conservation of endangered species, providing improved conditions for farm animals, and 

providing the proper care of companion animals necessitates a thorough comprehension of 

animal behaviour (Snowden, 2003) that can be explored and explained via comparative studies. 

The study of animal behaviour also has an economic impact (Snowden, 2003) on a developing 

country like South Africa. Wildlife reserves in South Africa are a favorite tourist attraction for 

people all over the world and contributes to the growth of the local economy.  The well-being 

of the animals (found in these reserves) and the sustainability of the reserves depends on a 

thorough understanding of animal behaviour that comparative studies can provide.  

Moreover, the knowledge gained from animal behaviour studies (conducted on animals housed 

in reserves) serves as an educational tool to promote the welfare and understanding of these 

captive animals, among visitors to wildlife reserves.  South African society is fraught with 

violence and racial division. In an attempt to understand this situation Snowden (2003) states 

that animal behaviour can serve as a vehicle to understand human society and to provide 

explanations for the causes of societal problems. Research on chimpanzees indicates the 

significance of cooperation and reconciliation in social groups and can give a new perspective 

into reducing aggressive behaviours among humans (Snowden, 2003). It can therefore be said 

that comparative psychology can provide value to society in addressing its challenges. 

Snowden (2003) suggests that comparative studies of behaviour should include a variety of 

species to provide new perspectives of human behaviour in an attempt to improve it. 
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In addition to practical applications, comparative psychologists have a way of thinking that is 

different than other psychologists and a way of doing science that is distinctive. Comparative 

psychologists routinely use concepts such as homologies, analogies, and systematic variation 

when considering our results and maintain a focus on replication. If a reader would like 

evidence for this latter assertion one need go no further than to read the article by the Open 

Science Collaboration (2015). An international group of scientists sought to replicate some of 

the more well-known findings of selected social and cognitive psychology experiments and 

could not do so for 50% of the cognitive experiments and 75% of the social experiments. Their 

paper has been cited over 1,500 times. All one has to do is search Google using the phrase 

“problems of replication in psychology” and, if this can be believed, 42,000,000 items are 

listed.  

As mentioned above, our unique way of approaching a topic allows us to contribute to areas as 

diverse as cultural anthropology, political science, neurobiology, computer engineering, app 

development, cross-cultural psychology, animal – human interactions, law, agriculture, 

enrichment, philosophy, mathematical modeling, history of science, learning, perception, and 

a host of others. A recent special issue in The International Journal of Comparative Psychology 

on the intersection between comparative psychology and clinical psychology illustrates the 

influence of comparative psychology on today’s advancements in clinical psychology 

(https://escholarship.org/uc/uclapsych_ijcp Vol 30). Comparative psychology is also useful for 

those studying developmental psychology (Liebal & Haun, 2012). 

Over the years the senior author has been asked by many people both in the United States and 

abroad to provide a general list of articles and materials that may be of use in stimulating 

interest in comparative psychology. While we could not find any courses on comparative 

psychology in Africa, a student can create their own major and/or course of study. Such a 

student and their faculty advisor may not have an idea where to start – this article may help. As 

another example, a faculty member seeing the importance of comparative psychology may 

wish to integrate some material into their classes – this article will help. The material presented 

in this article will also be of use for those trying to convince their department to offer a course 

in comparative psychology.  

The article presents several categories including teaching activities, books, and articles of 

general interest; selected websites are also listed. The material cited in this article is not 

exhaustive but it does contain material that the senior author has found useful over the years. 

Some of the material comes from the International Journal of Comparative Psychology (IJCP). 

Recently, the senior author has edited a special issue of IJCP on the current status of 

comparative psychology (Abramson & Hill, 2018).  The reader can find many useful articles 

in this special issue including a list of comparative psychology programs, general interest 

articles, teaching related articles, and research articles (https://escholarship.org/uc/ 

item/0mn8n8bc).  

Unlike many publishing houses such as the American Psychological Association, scientists 

without access to a library are not charged fees to look at an article. The IJCP plays an 

important role as access to its articles are free world wide and the authors of the papers are not 

required to pay open access fees.  

If any reader would like to learn more about comparative psychology and/or would like to 

incorporate any of the materials cited in this paper, we would be glad to help.  

https://escholarship.org/uc/uclapsych_ijcp%20Vol%2030
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0mn8n8bc
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0mn8n8bc
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Ancillary Material 

This section contains a wide variety of material including journals with the word “comparative” 

in the title and websites. The former is useful in showing students that the comparative method 

is of value across numerous disciplines. Many of the websites listed below were developed in 

the senior author’s laboratory and highlight some of his work. An online search will uncover 

many others developed by other comparative psychologists.  One site that helps students 

visualize experimental methods is the Journal of Visualized Experiments 

(https://www.jove.com/). There is also a web link to the obituary site of the American 

Psychological Association. This site provides citation information to the obituaries found in 

the American Psychologist and contains several obituaries of comparative psychologists. We 

have also included some YouTube videos of teaching demonstrations and research from the 

senior author’s laboratory. One of the videos describes what we call the “Fish stick” which is 

a simple way of training fish. Another video shows a rattlesnake pressing a lever to regulate its 

temperature. A horse training video is also listed. This video is important as the experiment 

was controlled by the micro-controller described in Section 3. Finally, two videos are presented 

highlighting the importance of comparative psychology. We have also developed a free app to 

teach students about observing behavior. The rationale for the development of this app was to 

teach students how to observe behavior in aquariums, zoos, and pet stores. This app, which has 

been translated into English, Russian, Portuguese, and Spanish is available for android type 

cell phones and is free. Finally, two websites are listed where historical articles can be 

downloaded free of charge. 

a. Websites were historical articles and books can be download. The first site “Classics in the 

history of psychology” is a resource developed by Dr. Christopher D. Green of York 

University in Toronto Canada. The second listing is the “Internet Archive. This was started 

in 1996 and has already digitized within its holdings over 11 million books and texts. The 

material within the website is also is freely available.  

1. Classics in the history of psychology: psychclassics.yorku.ca 

2. Internet archive: https://archive.org    

b. APA Obituary Website. This site provides citation information to visit the American 

Psychologist for obituaries (http://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/published-

obituaries.aspx).  

c. Journals. Many journals publish articles on animal behavior. Some of the more well-known 

include Advances in Comparative Psychology, Advances in the Study of Behavior, Animal 

Behavior, Anthrozoos, Behaviour, International Journal of Comparative Psychology, 

Ethology, Frontiers in Psychology, Journal of Comparative Psychology, and Journal of 

Experimental Psychology: Animal learning and cognition. However, it is important to 

remind the reader that comparative psychology should not be restricted to the study of 

https://www.jove.com/
https://archive.org/
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animal behavior. Therefore, I would encourage you to ask students to look at journals with 

the word “comparative” in the title. Some that I have found useful include: Comparative 

Civilization Review, Comparative Cognition and Neuroscience, Comparative Drama, 

Comparative Medicine East and West, Comparative Politics, Journal of Comparative 

Economics, and Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis.  A search on the website Web of 

Science Journal Abbreviation titles (http://images.webofknowledge.com/images/help/ 

WOS/B_abrvjt.html) lists 72 journals with the word “Comparative” leading the journal’s 

title and 18 with the word “comparative” following the word “Journal.”    

d. The trials of life: A natural history of behaviour. These are a series of 12, fifty-minute 

episodes on animal behavior hosted by David Attenborough 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Trials_of_Life).  

e. Drs. Robert Epstein and B. F. Skinner with pigeons – Part 1 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QKSvu3mj-14) 

Drs. Robert Epstein and B. F. Skinner with pigeons – Part 2 (https://www.youtube.com/ 

watch?v=erhmslcHvaw) 

f. Museum exhibits and Video clips. Oklahoma State University Psychology Museum 

(http://psychology.okstate.edu/museum) 

The Charles Henry Turner Website: 

(http://psychology.okstate.edu/museum/turner/turnermain/html) 

Planarians in the psychology classroom: 

(http://psychology.okstate.edu/faculty/abramson/plan.html) 

Classical conditioning of proboscis extension in honey bees: 

(http://psychology.okstate.edu/faculty/abramson/beeexperiment1.html) 

The use of correspondence in the classroom: 

(http://psychology.okstate.edu/faculty/abramson/corr.htm)l  

PETSCOPE: Using pet stores to increase the classroom study of animal behavior: 

(http://psychology.okstate.edu/faculty/abramson/petscope.html) 

Classical conditioning of withdrawal response in the earthworm: 

(http://psychology.okstate.edu/faculty/abramson/worms.html) 

A time-line of comparative psychology: (http://comparativepsych.wixsite.com/mysite) 

A history of comparative psychology in stamps: 

(https://comparativestamps.wixsite.com/comparativestamps) 

Operant conditioning in goldfish (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FsonPCR6EZg) 

Operant conditioning in the honey bee 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KzT_qejHv3Y&feature=mfu_in_order&list=U

L) 

Advice from professors in psychology programs: Comparative Psychology 

(http://www.drkit.org/psychology/) 

Operant conditioning in rattlesnakes (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sT996Xz-O28) 

http://images.webofknowledge.com/images/help/WOS/B_abrvjt.html
http://images.webofknowledge.com/images/help/WOS/B_abrvjt.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Trials_of_Life
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QKSvu3mj-14
http://psychology.okstate.edu/museum/turner/turnermain/html
http://psychology.okstate.edu/faculty/abramson/beeexperiment1.html
http://comparativepsych.wixsite.com/mysite
https://comparativestamps.wixsite.com/comparativestamps
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KzT_qejHv3Y&feature=mfu_in_order&list=UL
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KzT_qejHv3Y&feature=mfu_in_order&list=UL
http://www.drkit.org/psychology/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sT996Xz-O28
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Water searching behavior in planarians (https://youtu.be/OtZRAOqBdsU) 

What is Comparative Psychology? (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=klzmIGITntE) 

Operant conditioning in horses 

(www.youtube.com/watch?v=26zKz0nbqNw&list=UUqEiHO7osHC-

TMskomLvqiw) 

Behavioral observation app.  

(https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=blindsniper.matheus.observationdem

o) (English, Portuguese, Spanish, Russian, translations) 

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this article contains material useful for anyone interested in comparative 

psychology. The material is not exhaustive and should be supplemented by additional 

information specific to the reader’s interests and laboratories. I have used the materials to 

generate interest in comparative psychology at the both the undergraduate and graduate level. 

The material can also be used to craft an argument as to why comparative psychology should 

be returned to a place of honor. In closing, we would like to reiterate that we would be glad to 

assist anyone in developing a comparative program and/or implementing any of the teaching 

demonstrations cited.  
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