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I owe Jaak Panksepp deep personal gratitude for his lifetime of pioneering exploration. His persistence in bringing the

neurobiology and affective foundations of play into form, and the scope of his other work which has been seminal in

creating the field of affective neuroscience takes him beyond being primarily a play theoretician and researcher. For as

I now view him through the lens of my long medical background as a clinician and psychiatrist, the scope of his

continued emphasis on our evolutionary affective heritage will provide countless children with increased freedom to

play, prompt us as adults to prioritize its benefits for more fulfilling living, as well as offering to myriads of mental

health professionals fresh discoveries and perspectives that will alter desperately needed future clinical approaches to

many major  mental  disorders,  particularly depression and suicidality.  Few lives  have left  such positive marks on

understanding and improving the human condition.

In recognition of his pioneering leadership that has advanced the science of play for the betterment of humanity, the

National Institute for Play honored Jaak in late 2008 as the first recipient of NIFP play science award in conjunction

with its “Status of Play Science” Conference held at Stanford University. His award read as follows:

To Jaak Panksepp, PhD

In recognition of your pioneering leadership that has advanced the science of play for the betterment of human‐

ity.

I have spent much of my professional life since initially formally studying play-deprived homicidal males

and felony drunken drivers in the late 60’s to moving later to years as a broad-based clinician and independent

scholar with an enduring interest in play behavior.

I was privileged to spend a few years studying animal play in the wild sponsored by the National Geographic

Society.  This  Geographic  sponsorship  in  the  early  90’s  also  provided  access  to  worldwide  animal  play

researchers, with Jaak emerging as a clear pioneering expert. This often locally independent group of scholars,

brought fresh insights about the evolution of play behavior and its breadth and patterns, with human play and the

consequences of its deficiency became for me to then be viewed as species specific for us, yet related to the play
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patterns of our animal cousins. This broadened perspective revealed play as framed over evolutionary time as a

survival-adaptive drive. This view has led to my seeing play as a lifelong public health necessity.

As my knowledge base about play expanded, appreciation of the dedication and selflessness of basic and

animal play researchers has become a source of admiration and respect.  Jaak Panksepp, (like Kraepelin the

observer  and  recorder  of  the  natural  history  and  outcomes  of  major  mental  disorders,  Jenner  with  his

vaccinations  as  immunization  against  smallpox,  or  Fleming discovering  Penicillin  as  a  means  of  antibiotic

reversal of infectious diseases), his life work provides perspectives on what play provides as a foundation for

becoming fully human. His discoveries, supplemented by the research of others have provided us with a new

public health awareness. By placing play and social joy and its participation in promoting optimum well-being, a

new landscape for play is now emergent that would not exist without these manifold discoveries. His seminal

accomplishments  have  him  belonging  to  this  select  group  of  timelessly  honored  company.  Play  science,

grounded  in  part  through  Jaak’s  prodigious  discoveries,  can  now  be  credibly  placed  as  an  emergent  new

discipline through integrated scientific discoveries.

Having interviewed a few Nobel laureates as a co-producer of a PBS-BBC series (“The Soul of the Universe”) it was

evident that Jaak’s life and work certainly warranted his consideration and placement among them as a laureate. Thus I

wrote,  with Jaak’s approval,  the following nomination letter.  What it  does not reveal is the personable and warm

human being he was.

Prof. Panksepp’s extensive work on the neuroanatomical, neurochemical, and affective nature of the core emotional

systems  of  the  mammalian  brain  culminated  in  the  discovery  and  characterization  of  the  separation-distress  and

playfulness networks, work that has profound implications for understanding the neurobiology of human nature and a

great  many  psychiatric  disorders  (for  archival  summaries,  see  Panksepp,  1998,  2004,  2005).  These  systems  are

foundational for social bonding, the neural nature of social joy and friendship. Panksepp’s work provides our first

profound insights into the evolutionary mechanisms of social bonds. All this work is done in the context of a half

century of progress in understanding the limbic-emotional brain (Morgane & Panksepp, 1979–1981), with his work

engendering  a  grand  unifying,  neuroevolutionary  theory  about  the  brain  substrates  of  the  ancient  mind  that  all

mammals still share, especially the foundations of the social mind-brain; with Panksepp having done extensive work

on the primary-process mechanisms of SEEKING, RAGE, FEAR, LUST, CARE, PANIC/GRIEF and PLAYfulness (he

uses capitalizations to highlight that specific brain networks are the focus of discussion) (Panksepp, 1998).

The context for the specific scientific work for this nomination goes back to the acceptance of John Bolwby’s

insight that social attachment and depression caused by social loss are related to evolutionary processes that can be

studied in animals, namely their intense emotional responses to being alone as indicated by infant crying behaviors.

Panksepp’s group was the first to bring this insight into the realm of basic neuroscience research, across diverse species

(Panksepp,  et  al.,  1978;  1980).  He  was  the  first  investigator  to  characterize  the  separation-distress  system using

pharmacological tools, in the 1970s. He demonstrated that the response is exquisitely sensitive to endogenous opioids

that activate mu receptors (Herman & Panksepp, 1981), eventually out of hundreds of neurochemical variables (e.g.,

Panksepp, et al., 1980). In the 1980s, he then discovered that oxytocin was equally efficacious in relieving the distress

of social isolation (summarized in Panksepp, 1993). These neurochemistries are now accepted as uniquely efficacious

modulators of various prosocial behaviors which help consolidate the mammalian social bond, especially between

mothers and infants (as summarized in Nelson & Panksepp, 1998: Panksepp’s group worked on the mother-infant bond

with oxytocin while a large number of other groups in the 1990s studied adult sex-promoted pair-bonding in voles).
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Panksepp’s  group  characterized  the  localization  of  the  underlying  circuitry  using  brain  stimulation  techniques

originally  pioneered  by  Walter  Hess  (Nobel  Laureate,  1949).  Earlier,  Panksepp  had  been  the  first  to  extend  the

dramatic discovery that one could evoke full-blown emotional behaviors by stimulating the feline brain to common

laboratory rodents (Panksepp, 1971). Using this approach, Panksepp’s group identified the separation distress circuitry,

first in guinea pigs, then in domestic chicks, as running from near the midline of the brain through medial thalamus and

basal  forebrain  nuclei  toward  the  anterior  cingulate  cortex  (Panksepp,  et  al.,  1988).  They  demonstrated  that  this

circuitry was modulated by endogenous opioids (Herman & Panksepp, 1981). Much more recent work with human

brain imaging has affirmed that human sadness and grief are mediated by the same neuroanatomical regions (Damasio,

et al., 2000) and that human sadness is a low brain opioid state (Zubietta, et al., 2003). This work was connected to

understanding  the  deep  motivations  for  narcotic  addiction,  since  social  bonding  is  an  opioid-mediated  addictive

phenomenon (Panksepp, 1981) and the neurochemical sources of social dominance (Panksepp, et al., 1985a,b) as well

as certain emotional experiences evoked by great music (Panksepp, 1995).

Concurrently, Panksepp’s group initiated the neuroscientific analysis of social joy, by developing techniques to

systematically  study  playfulness  in  laboratory  animals  (Panksepp,  et  al.,  1984).  These  concepts  have  now  been

extended to humans (Panksepp, 1993). Again, his group first clarified the basic neurochemical controls, finding that

opioids are the prominent play regulators, as demonstrated by the development of the subtractive autoradiographic

technique (Panksepp & Bishop, 1981) and the preliminary characterization of key brain nuclei that control playfulness

(Panksepp, 1998). This led to the discovery of an apparent ancient homolog of laughter-type vocalizations in rodents

(summarized in Panksepp & Burgdorf, 2003; Panksepp, 2007), which permitted a fuller mapping of the underlying

system using ESB techniques (Burgdorf, et al. 2007). The response was genetically selected with high and low lines

exhibiting  many  behavioral  phenotypic  differences  (Panksepp,  Burgdorf  &  Gordon  (2001),  permitting  a  genetic

analysis of this emotional system which is currently well underway. The work was linked to psychiatric issues through

the recognition that ADHD may frequently reflect the reactions of play-starved children, common in modern urban

life.

All of Panksepp’s seminal work into the evolutionary foundations of the social brain has been conducted with an

eye to psychiatric implications (Panksepp, 2004, 2006), and has emphasized a greater need to recognize emotional

endophenotypes  as  a  foundation  for  thinking  in  future  psychiatric  systematics  and  the  construction  of  a  solid

neuroscientific foundation for biological psychiatry. It is noteworthy that Panksepp, born in Tartu, Estonia, has sought

to emulate Prof. Dr. Emil Kraepelin whose first academic appointment was at the University of Tartu, where Panksepp

held an Honorary Doctorate.

Panksepp’s seminal work on the neuroscience of the fundamental social-affective processes of the mammalian

brain has, in recent years, been solidly connected to key childhood psychiatric issues such as ADHD, autism, and

depression (Panksepp, 2004) with a new therapy developed for autistic children (Bouvard, et al., 1995). His work has

set  a  new  standard  for  understanding  how  the  emotional-affective  brain  was  constructed  in  evolution  and  what

consequences the knowledge has for modern psychiatric medicine. It is the fulfillment of the promise of ethology

(recognized by the Nobel Committee in the works of Lorenz, Tinbergen & Von Frisch). Through Panksepp’s seminal

work,  the  promise  of  a  behavioral  ethology  has  been  transformed  into  the  fullest  current  understanding  of  the

emotional foundations of the mammalian brain, with abundant implications of the practical and scientific aspects of

psychiatry.
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