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17 MOLECULAR ASPECTS ON ADULT 
NEUROGENESIS 
Executive Summary 

Adult Hippocampal Neurogenesis (AHN) is the remarkable process by which the brain 
continues to produce new, functional neurons within the hippocampus throughout life. This 
ongoing cellular renewal is a cornerstone of brain plasticity, enabling the continuous 
remodeling of neural circuits. Its integrity is fundamental to critical cognitive functions, 
including learning, memory formation, and the regulation of emotional behavior. The 
generation, maturation, and integration of these new neurons do not occur in isolation; 
rather, they are precisely controlled within a specialized microenvironment known as the 
neurogenic niche. 

A primary regulator of this intricate process is the Endocannabinoid System (ECS), a 
widespread and essential signaling network in the brain. The ECS acts as a master 
neuromodulator, fine-tuning communication between cells. It consists of lipid-based 
signaling molecules, primarily Anandamide (AEA) and 2-arachidonoylglycerol (2-AG); their 
corresponding receptors, including CB1 and CB2; and a suite of enzymes that synthesize and 
degrade these molecules on demand. 

The components of the ECS are dynamically expressed in every cell type and at every 
developmental stage within the neurogenic niche. This pervasive presence allows the ECS to 
exert precise control over AHN through both direct and indirect mechanisms. It directly 
influences the proliferation and maturation of neural stem cells and their progeny. Indirectly, 
it modulates the activity of surrounding neurons and glial cells, thereby shaping the overall 
chemical and electrical environment that determines the fate of new neurons. The ECS acts 
as a sophisticated integrator, translating local circuit activity and external experiences—such 
as learning, exercise, and stress—into specific effects on neurogenesis. Understanding this 
relationship is crucial, as targeting the endocannabinoid system to restore healthy 
neurogenesis represents a promising therapeutic strategy for counteracting the effects of 
chronic stress and treating associated neuropsychiatric and neurodegenerative disorders. 

2.0 Understanding Adult Hippocampal Neurogenesis (AHN) 

Adult Hippocampal Neurogenesis (AHN) is a fundamental process of brain plasticity, 
defined as the continuous generation and integration of new functional neurons into the 
hippocampus throughout adulthood. This remarkable capability challenges the old dogma 
that the adult brain is a static organ. The addition of new neurons imposes a substantial 
remodeling of pre-existing neural circuits, involving the formation, competition, and 
elimination of synaptic connections. This dynamic rewiring profoundly affects a range of 
hippocampus-mediated functions, making AHN essential for learning, memory, and the 
regulation of emotional behavior. 

2.1 The Neuroanatomical Context: The Dentate Gyrus 
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The primary site where AHN occurs is a specific region of the hippocampus called the 
Dentate Gyrus (DG). As a key component of the brain's limbic system, the DG is 
strategically positioned to influence emotion and memory. 

Key anatomical features of the Dentate Gyrus include: 

• Location: The DG is a V-shaped structure embedded within the cornu ammonis (the 
CA1, CA2, and CA3 areas of the hippocampus). 

• Layers: Histologically, it is organized into three distinct layers: 
o The molecular layer (ML), which contains the dendrites of the principal 

neurons and is the primary zone for receiving synaptic inputs. 
o The granule cell layer (GCL), which is densely packed with the cell bodies of 

the principal neurons, known as granule cells. 
o The hilus, which contains various interneurons and the mossy fiber axons 

projecting from the granule cells to the CA3 region, forming the main output 
pathway of the DG. 

• Connectivity: The DG serves as the main entry point for cortical information into the 
hippocampus. It receives major input from the entorhinal cortex via a crucial 
pathway known as the perforant pathway. 

This well-defined anatomical structure provides the physical scaffold for the neurogenic 
niche, where new neurons are born and begin their journey. 

2.2 The Process of Neurogenesis: From Stem Cell to Mature Neuron 

AHN occurs within a specialized microenvironment called the neurogenic niche, located in 
the Subgranular Zone (SGZ), the area between the GCL and the hilus. This niche contains all 
the cellular and molecular components needed to support the generation of new neurons. 
The process unfolds through a sequence of distinct developmental phases. 

The progression from a stem cell to a fully integrated neuron follows these key stages: 

1. Quiescent Neural Stem Cells (NSCs / Type 1 Cells): These are the self-renewing, 
multipotent progenitor cells that serve as the reservoir for neurogenesis. They display 
a unique tree-like morphology with their cell bodies in the SGZ and processes 
extending through the GCL. These NSCs directly interact with microglia, astrocytes, 
neurons, endothelial cells, and axons, effectively sensing the state of the local niche. 
Though typically dormant, they can be activated by various physiological and 
environmental inputs. 

2. Proliferating Progenitors (Type 2a, 2b, and Type 3): Upon activation, NSCs divide to 
produce rapidly amplifying progenitor cells. These intermediate cells are committed 
to a neuronal lineage and undergo several rounds of division to expand the pool of 
new cells. Type 3 cells are also known as neuroblasts. 

3. Differentiation and Maturation: Over the next several weeks, the neuroblasts stop 
dividing and begin to differentiate into immature neurons. They extend dendrites out 
into the molecular layer and axons (mossy fibers) toward the CA3 region, slowly 
developing the anatomical features of mature granule cells. 

4. Survival and Integration: A significant portion of these new neurons undergo 
programmed cell death. Those that survive must successfully integrate into the 
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existing hippocampal circuitry, forming synaptic connections. After 4-8 weeks, they 
become functionally indistinguishable from the vast population of older granule cells, 
ready to participate in hippocampal functions. 

This entire multi-stage process is tightly regulated by a host of molecular signals, ensuring 
that neurogenesis is appropriately matched to the brain's needs. Among the most important 
of these regulators is the endocannabinoid system. 

3.0 The Endocannabinoid System (ECS): A Master Regulator 

The Endocannabinoid System (ECS) is a critical and widespread signaling system found 
throughout the brain and body. It functions as a powerful neuromodulator, fine-tuning 
synaptic communication, shaping neural plasticity, and maintaining cellular balance. Its 
fundamental role in regulating brain activity makes it a key player in complex processes like 
AHN. 

The core components of the ECS work in concert to achieve this regulation: 

• Endocannabinoids: These are the primary signaling molecules of the system. Unlike 
classical neurotransmitters, they are lipid-based signals synthesized "on-demand" from 
membrane phospholipids rather than being stored in vesicles. The two main 
endocannabinoids are Anandamide (AEA) and 2-arachidonoylglycerol (2-AG). 

• Receptors: Endocannabinoids exert their effects by binding to specific receptors. The 
primary receptors are: 

o CB1 and CB2 receptors: These are metabotropic G-protein coupled receptors. 
CB1 is one of the most abundant receptors in the brain, while CB2 is found 
primarily on immune cells but also in the brain. 

o TRPV1 channel: This is an ionotropic receptor (an ion channel) that is also 
activated by endocannabinoids. 

• Metabolic Enzymes and Transporters: A dedicated suite of enzymes controls the 
lifecycle of endocannabinoids. Key enzymes are responsible for their synthesis (e.g., 
NAPE-PLD for AEA and DAGLα/β for 2-AG) and degradation (e.g., FAAH for AEA and 
MAGL for 2-AG). Additionally, a putative endocannabinoid membrane transporter 
(EMT) may facilitate their movement across cell membranes. 

The primary mechanism of action for the ECS in the brain is retrograde signaling. Typically, 
when a postsynaptic neuron is activated, it produces endocannabinoids (primarily 2-AG). 
These lipid molecules then travel backward across the synapse to activate presynaptic CB1 
receptors. This activation suppresses the release of neurotransmitters—either glutamate 
(excitatory) or GABA (inhibitory)—from the presynaptic terminal. This process provides an 
elegant, activity-dependent feedback loop that allows brain circuits to self-regulate. 

The pervasive presence and dynamic function of the ECS within the neurogenic niche allow 
it to exert precise, moment-to-moment control over the birth and development of new 
neurons. 



 
 

 

Prof. Sergio Oddi 
Professor of Biochemistry 

4.0 How the ECS Modulates Adult Hippocampal 
Neurogenesis 

The Endocannabinoid System influences AHN through a variety of sophisticated 
mechanisms. Its molecular components are dynamically expressed in nearly every cell type 
and at every developmental stage within the neurogenic niche. This widespread distribution 
enables the ECS to act as a central integrator of diverse biochemical and electrical signals, 
ultimately controlling the fate of new neurons. This regulation is achieved through both 
direct action on the developing neurons themselves and indirect control of the surrounding 
cellular environment. 

4.1 Direct Regulation of Neural Stem Cells (NSCs) 

ECS signaling exerts direct and critical effects on NSCs and their progeny, influencing their 
decision to divide, differentiate, and mature. 

• Receptor Expression: NSCs express functional ECS components, including CB1 
receptors and the 2-AG synthesizing enzyme DAGLα. This equips them to both 
produce and respond to endocannabinoid signals. 

• Proliferation Control: Studies show that 2-AG signaling is required for the proper 
proliferation of NSCs. This occurs via an autocrine mechanism—where 2-AG 
produced by an NSC acts on its own CB1 receptors—to promote cell cycle entry. 

• Dendritic Maturation: Proper 2-AG/CB1 signaling is essential for the correct dendritic 
development (dendritogenesis) of newborn neurons, ensuring they grow complex 
dendritic trees; notably, axonal growth appears unaffected, highlighting the specificity 
of this regulatory role. 

• Signal Integration: The synthesis of endocannabinoids in the niche can be triggered 
by a variety of classical neurogenic factors, including BDNF, glutamate, and the 
neuropeptide CCK. This positions the ECS as a critical downstream mediator, 
translating the presence of diverse neurogenic signals into a unified command that 
regulates NSC behavior. 

4.2 Indirect Regulation via the Neurogenic Niche 

In addition to its direct actions, the ECS also modulates AHN indirectly by influencing the 
activity of other cells that make up the neurogenic niche, including mature neurons and glial 
cells like astrocytes and microglia. 

The primary mechanism for this indirect control is the ECS's ability to modulate 
neurotransmitter release. By doing so, the ECS dynamically controls the balance between the 
tonic levels of GABA (inhibitory) and glutamate (excitatory) that result from synaptic spillover 
in the neurogenic niche. This directly links the electrical activity of the surrounding neural 
circuit to the chemical environment that dictates the fate of NSCs. 

For example, astrocytes express a functional ECS. Activation of their CB1 receptors can 
trigger the release of gliotransmitters like D-serine and glutamate, which are known to 
promote the proliferation and survival of new neurons. In this way, the ECS acts as a 
sophisticated sensor of cellular activity within the niche, capable of exerting either pro- or 
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anti-neurogenic effects depending on the physiological context and the specific patterns of 
activity emerging in the local circuit. 

5.0 Physiological Relevance and Therapeutic Potential 

The intricate molecular regulation of AHN by the Endocannabinoid System is not merely an 
academic curiosity; it provides a crucial link between our external environment, internal 
physiological states, and overall brain health. Understanding this connection is essential for 
explaining how lifestyle factors impact mood and cognition and for identifying new 
therapeutic avenues for treating neuropsychiatric disorders. 

The ECS mediates the effects of key extrinsic factors on AHN: 

• Positive Influences: Activities like voluntary running and learning are among the most 
potent inducers of neurogenesis. The hippocampal ECS is known to be influenced by 
these experiences, suggesting that it plays a key role in translating these positive 
behaviors into enhanced brain plasticity, improved mood, and sharper cognition. 

• Negative Influences: In contrast, stress is a severe negative regulator of AHN. Chronic 
stress suppresses the proliferation of new neurons and is a major risk factor for mood 
and memory disorders. 

• The ECS-Stress Connection: A close and critical relationship exists between the ECS, 
stress, and AHN. Facilitating ECS signaling—for instance, by using drugs that inhibit 
the degrading enzymes FAAH or MAGL—has been shown to reverse stress-induced 
impairments in neurogenesis. This restoration of AHN is accompanied by 
improvements in mood and cognitive function, demonstrating a clear mechanistic 
link. 

This knowledge holds immense therapeutic potential. This evidence strongly suggests that 
the anxiolytic and antidepressant effects of endocannabinoid-based therapies are 
mechanistically linked to their ability to restore healthy levels of AHN. Therefore, targeting 
the ECS represents a novel and promising strategy for developing treatments for mood, 
memory, and other neuropsychiatric or neurodegenerative disorders associated with altered 
neurogenesis. 

6.0 Conclusion: Key Take-Home Messages 

1. AHN is Vital for Brain Plasticity: The continuous creation of new, functional neurons 
in the adult hippocampus is a fundamental process for brain health. It enables the 
circuit remodeling necessary for learning, memory, and maintaining emotional well-
being. 

2. The ECS is a Master Regulator of AHN: The Endocannabinoid System, through its 
complex network of lipid signals, receptors, and metabolic enzymes, precisely 
modulates every step of neurogenesis. It acts as a sophisticated integrator of internal 
and external signals to control stem cell proliferation, differentiation, and the final 
integration of new neurons into the brain's circuitry. 

3. Targeting the ECS Holds Therapeutic Promise: The crucial link between the ECS, 
stress, and neurogenesis highlights a powerful opportunity for medical intervention. 
Modulating the ECS to enhance its signaling can reverse stress-induced deficits in 
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neurogenesis, suggesting that endocannabinoid-based drugs could be a promising 
therapeutic approach for treating neuropsychiatric conditions like depression, anxiety, 
and other memory-related disorders. 

 


