
The habenula is an ancient brain structure that is con-
served in virtually all vertebrate species1,2. In mammals, it 
consists of a pair of small nuclei located at the posterior– 
dorsal–medial end of the thalamus and can be divided 
into the medial habenula (MHb) and lateral habenula 
(LHb) regions2 (Fig. 1). In fish and amphibians, the 
corres ponding parts of the mammalian MHb and LHb 
are the dorsal habenula (dHb) and the ventral habenula 
(vHb), respectively3,4 (Fig. 1).

Over the past decade, as reflected in a rapidly grow-
ing body of literature, the habenula and, in particular, 
the LHb, have received a surge in interest. The increasing 
interest in the LHb can be attributed to three major rea-
sons. First, through direct5,6 or indirect7,8 innervations, 
the LHb is one of the few brain regions that control 
both the dopaminergic system and the serotonergic 
system5–7,9–13. As these neuromodulatory systems have 
essential roles in a wide range of motivational, motor 
and cognitive functions14, the LHb, as a powerful neg-
ative regulator of both systems, may be strategically 
positioned to regulate these functions15. Second, sem-
inal studies from Hikosaka and colleagues revealed 
a critical function of the LHb in encoding negative 
reward, in particular negative reward prediction error 
(RPE; the discrepancy between expected and actual 
rewards)13,16,17. These discoveries provide a concep-
tual framework for studying LHb function and have 
been confirmed by a series of lesion and optogenetic 
studies18–23. Third, evidence from human studies and 
animal models has grown considerably in support of 
the association of the LHb with multiple psychiatric 

disorders21,24–26, especially major depressive disorder 
(also termed ‘major depression’)21,25,26. Whole- brain 
screening studies in rodents or zebrafish identified 
the habenula as the only brain region showing consist-
ently heightened activity in multiple animal models 
of depression27–29. In humans, despite the small size of  
the habenula, recent technology advances have allowed 
functional imaging studies of this structure, revealing 
its hyperactivity in individuals with major depres-
sion30–32. Moreover, two pilot clinical case studies 
applying deep brain stimulation to inactivate the LHb 
reported either full remission33 or alleviation34 of major 
depression, suggesting a potential causative relationship 
between LHb malfunction and at least some symptoms 
of depression. Most excitingly, studies in animal mod-
els of depression have begun to uncover key molecu-
lar and cellular mechanisms in the LHb that shed light 
on disease cause35–39. One of the most promising rapid  
antidepressant drugs, ketamine, was recently shown to 
act by suppressing the bursting activity of the LHb neu-
rons39,40. These discoveries may inspire the development  
of new- generation antidepressant treatments.

The aim of this Review is threefold. First, we pro-
vide an update on the basic organization of the LHb, 
including discussion of regional molecular markers, 
electrophysiological properties, anatomical subdivisions 
and circuitry connections. In particular, we emphasize 
optogenetic circuit dissection studies that highlight the 
specific functions of the upstream input and down-
stream output pathways of the LHb. Second, we describe 
the various physiological functions in which the LHb 
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has been implicated, highlighting its importance in the 
coding of negative reward signals and in the control of 
motivated behaviours. Third, we review the relevance 
of the LHb in major psychiatric disorders. We focus on 
the molecular and cellular mechanisms leading to aber-
rant overactivation of LHb neurons in animal models 
of depression. This leads to a discussion of potential 
new treatment strategies that may target specifically 
the neural substrate of LHb hyperactivity (for example, 
LHb bursts). The MHb is discussed at some points in the 
Review to make a comparison with the LHb but it is not 
covered in detail. The detailed molecular and anatomical 
features and functional roles of the MHb can be found 
in reFs41–44.

Anatomical organization
Within the mammalian MHb and LHb subdivisions, 
profiles of gene expression and patterns of afferent and 
efferent connectivity are clearly distinct21,41,45. Neurons 
in the MHb mainly use acetylcholine, substance P and 
glutamate as neurotransmitters46,47, receive major inputs 
from the septum and project mostly into the interpedun-
cular nucleus1,5. By contrast, most neurons in the LHb 
are glutamatergic41, receive far more distributed afferent 
inputs from the basal ganglia and limbic forebrain6,48 and 
primarily project to the rostromedial tegmental nucleus 
(RMTg) and midbrain aminergic centres7,8,49,50. Not 
much is known about the extent to which communi-
cation occurs between the MHb and the LHb, although 
some studies indicate a potential medial- to- lateral con-
nection51,52. Connecting the left and right habenulae, 
there are substantial and topographically organized 
commissural projections52. Although the functional 
implication is still unclear, an interesting feature of the 
habenula is that it displays left–right asymmetries, which 
are most noticeable in fish, amphibians and reptiles 
but are still detectable in birds and mammals1,2 (Fig. 1).

The LHb itself contains highly heterogeneous func-
tional compartments and neuronal subtypes, which can 
be categorized by different morphologies, molecular 

markers and electrophysiological properties1,41,42,53–55.  
In the next section, we discuss the basic organization of the 
LHb in rodents, in which it has been best studied (Figs 1,2).  
We note species differences where they are relevant 
to the data being discussed, but we do not attempt a 
detailed description of the comparative neuroanatomy.

Molecular markers and subregions
Anatomically, the LHb is subdivided into the prin-
cipal medial and lateral subdivisions (LHbM and 
LHbL) and is further differentiated into at least seven 
subnuclei41,42,45,56 (Fig. 2a).

Cells within the LHb are predominantly glutamater-
gic41, expressing the mRNA of either vesicular glutamate 
transporter 2 (VGLUT2)49 or VGLUT3 (reF.57) but not 
VGLUT1 (reFs49,57,58). Functionally, these glutamater-
gic LHb neurons are heterogeneous in terms of their 
response to aversive stimuli. As revealed by single- unit 
recording and juxtacellular labelling in anaesthetized 
mice, most foot shock- responding LHb neurons are 
glutamatergic, among which 78% are excited by and the 
rest are inhibited by foot shocks59.

Whether the LHb contains GABAergic neurons has 
been the subject of debate. A small subset of neurons 
in the LHbM express glutamic acid decarboxylase 2 
(GAD2) and GABA transporter 1 (GAT1)60,61 but it was 
debated whether they express vesicular GABA trans-
porter (VGAT)61,62, and thus it was not clear whether 
they may be able to load GABA and function properly. 
Two recent studies, however, showed that optogenetic 
activation of neurons expressing GAD2 or parvalbumin 
in the LHb locally drives inhibitory responses in nearby 
cells63,64, indicating the existence of functional local 
inhibitory circuit within the LHb.

Various monoamine receptors41, neuropeptides65 and 
calcium- binding proteins66 exhibit heterogeneous distri-
butions in the LHb (Supplementary Table 1). mRNAs of 
both D1- like (Drd5)41 and D2- like (Drd2)61 dopamine 
receptors have been detected in the LHb (Supplementary 
Table 1). Serotonin type 2c receptor (Htr2c) mRNA is 
expressed much more specifically and intensively in the 
LHb than transcripts of the other subtypes of serotoner-
gic receptors67. The expression of Drd2 and Htr2c mRNA 
seems complementary in the LHbM and coincides partly 
in the LHbL, revealing heterogeneity between the LHbM 
and the LHbL with respect to monoamine regulation41. 
Among calcium- binding proteins, which are often mark-
ers of interneurons, calbindin and calretinin appear to 
be selectively expressed in the parvocellular subnucleus 
of the LHbM (LHbMPc) and the superior part of the 
LHbM (LHbMS)60, whereas expression of parvalbumin 
tends to be distributed within the medial core (MC) of 
the LHbM and the LHbMPc68 (Fig. 2; Supplementary 
Table 1). Various neuropeptides (including opiates, sub-
stance P, vasopressin, somatostatin and neurotensin)65,69 
are present in the LHb and show an enriched distribution 
in the MC (Supplementary Table 1).

Several interesting markers are differentially expressed  
in the MHb versus the LHb or enriched at the bound-
ary between the two. One good example is choline 
O- acetyltransferase (CHAT), which is highly abundant in 
the MHb but absent in the LHb41 (Supplementary Table 1).  

Fig. 1 | Evolutionary conservation of lateral habenular pathways and anatomical 
organization of the habenula in vertebrates. a | Humans. b | Rhesus monkeys. c | Mice. 
d | Zebrafish. The left- hand column shows homologous circuits across species for the 
lateral habenula (LHb), with inputs to the LHb in green and outputs of the LHb in blue,  
on schematic sagittal brain sections. The middle and right- hand columns show schematic 
coronal sections and coronal histological sections, respectively , of the habenula in 
different species, detailing the territories of the LHb and the medial habenula (MHb) or 
equivalent regions. BF, basal forebrain; CC, corpus callosum; DBN, diagonal band nuclei; 
dHb, dorsal habenula; EPN, entopeduncular nucleus; GPi, globus pallidus internus; LC, 
locus coeruleus; LDT, laterodorsal tegmental nucleus; LHA , lateral hypothalamic area; 
LPO, lateral preoptic area; M/DRN, medial raphe nucleus or dorsal raphe nucleus; mPFC, 
medial prefrontal cortex; RMTg, rostromedial tegmental nucleus; SCN, suprachiasmatic 
nucleus; S/DBN, septum and diagonal band nuclei; SNc, substantia nigra pars compacta; 
Th, thalamus; vHb, ventral habenula; vLGN, ventral lateral geniculate nucleus; VTA , ventral 
tegmental area. Left panel of part a adapted with permission from reF.276, Elsevier. Right 
panel of part a adapted with permission from Michigan State University , Brain Biodiversity 
Bank https://msu.edu/user/brains/brains/human/coronal/2240_cell.html. Left and right 
panels of part b adapted courtesy of Dr Okihide Hikosaka (reF.277) Middle panel of part b 
adapted with permission from reF.45, Frontiers. Left panels of parts c and d adapted with 
permission from reF.278, Elsevier. Right panel of part c adapted with permission ©2020 
Allen Institute for Brain Science (Allen Mouse Brain Atlas, http://mouse.brain- map.org/
experiment/show?id=252. Available from http://mouse.brain- map.org). Right panel  
of part d adapted with permission from reF.4, SFN.
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This distribution is consistent with the prominent role 
of the MHb in acetylcholine signalling70. Within the 
medial boundary subnuclei between the MHb and 
the LHb, Tac1 (encoding protachykinin 1, from which 
substance P is cleaved) mRNA and Oprm1 (encoding 
μ- type opioid receptor (MOR1)) mRNA are enriched 
and partially colocalized71,72 (Supplementary Table 1).  
This colocalization pattern is of particular interest given 
the functional interactions between the MOR1 and sub-
stance P signalling in pain and addiction73. The expres-
sion of two orphan G protein- coupled receptor genes,  
Gpr139 (reFs42,74) and Gpr151 (reFs41,75,76), which are 
highly druggable targets, is also enriched at the MHb 
and LHb boundary. The expression of Gpr151 (reF.41) 
in the brain is virtually restricted to the habenula41,42,75 
(Supplementary Table 1).

Genes differentially expressed in specific cell popu-
lations provide a venue for genetic and functional dissec-
tion of habenular subregions. Owing to progress made 
in the Gene Expression Nervous System Atlas Project 
(GENSAT), a few neuronal ensembles in LHb subdivi-
sions can now be specifically manipulated in the LHb 
of mouse strains using genetically engineered Cre–lox 
recombination21. Most recently, a series of systematic 
single- cell transcriptional profiling studies have pro-
vided a more thorough gene expression atlas of the  
habenula62,77–79. Several transcriptionally discriminable 
LHb neuronal subtypes are identified to spatially segregate  

into anatomical subregions62,77 and are differentially 
engaged by aversive stimuli79. One study also detailed 
biomarkers that are enriched in specific LHb pathways 
and in the passive coping phenotype78 (Supplementary 
Table 1). These studies advance our understanding 
of genetically defined neuronal subtypes in the LHb 
and open avenues for precisely targeting the LHb and 
its subregions.

Electrophysiological properties
If we put aside the molecular diversity, LHb neurons 
are physiologically quite homogenous across different 
subregions39,52,80. In comparison with pyramidal neurons 
in the cortex or hippocampus, LHb neurons generally 
have higher input resistances and more- depolarized 
resting membrane potentials (RMPs)39,80. For exam-
ple, in Sprague Dawley rats, the RMPs of LHb neurons 
range from −60 to −40 mV, averaging −48 mV (reF.39) 
(Fig. 2b,c). Electrophysiological recordings from the LHb 
brain slices in vitro revealed that, in addition to silent 
neurons without discharge, there are two spontaneous 
activity patterns: the tonic firing type with regular or 
irregular frequencies and the bursting type displaying 
clusters of high- frequency spikes39,53,80 (Fig. 2b). Under 
normal conditions, silent and tonic firing types each 
constitute 40–50% of LHb neurons, while bursting neu-
rons account for only a small percentage of the total LHb 
population (less than 10%) in Sprague Dawley rats39.  
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Fig. 2 | Anatomical divisions and cellular and electrophysiological 
properties of the LHb. a | Subdivisions of the rat habenula showing subnuclei 
within the medial habenula (MHb) and the lateral habenula (LHb). The coloured 
circles represent the locations of the three types of LHb neurons recorded in 
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dots. b | Representative traces for the three types of LHb neurons, recorded 
with whole- cell patch clamp, under unstimulated conditions. c | Distribution 
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LHb of Sprague Dawley (SD) rats. d | Pie charts indicating the abundances of 
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Wiley- VCH. Parts b–d adapted from reF.39, Springer Nature Limited.
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Characteristically, bursting neurons display more 
hyperpolarized RMPs (approximately −60 mV) than 
the other two neuronal types39,80 (Fig. 2c,d). However, 
in response to membrane hyperpolarization, nearly 
all LHb neurons are capable of converting into the 
bursting type39,80,81. This voltage dependency is medi-
ated by low voltage- sensitive T- type calcium channels 
(T- VSCCs)39,53, which are de- inactivated by a short 
hyperpolarization below −55 mV and allow calcium 
entry to initiate bursts39,82,83. As T- VSCCs quickly 
inactivate, NMDA- type glutamate receptors (NMDARs) 
then take over the relay to drive membrane potential 
to cross the action potential threshold to sustain the 
bursts39. In addition, LHb bursting is also subject to 
regulation by a glia- specific potassium channel, Kir4.1, 
which regulates RMPs by adjusting extracellular 
potassium levels38.

Bursting activities in the LHb are also detected in 
behaving39,59,78 and anaesthetized84 animals. However, 
unlike in LHb brain slices, in which spontaneous neu-
ronal activities are fixed to a single pattern of activity, 
silent, tonic and bursting activity patterns alternate in 
the same neurons in vivo in behaving animals39. This 
may reflect the influence of abundant in vivo inputs, 
which may alter membrane potential and firing pattern. 
Functionally, the bursting feature of LHb neurons plays 
a critical role in the depression- like behaviours and the 
rapid antidepressant response of ketamine in mouse and 
rat models39, which is discussed in detail later.

Inputs to the LHb
Through the stria medullaris fibre tract, the LHb receives 
afferent inputs mainly from the limbic forebrain regions 
and the basal ganglia, which funnel through largely 
parallel circuits to reach the LHbM and LHbL, respec-
tively21,26,48 (Fig. 3). Limbic inputs to the LHb are mostly 
derived from hypothalamic structures, including the 
lateral hypothalamic area (LHA), lateral preoptic area 
(LPO), paraventricular nucleus (PVN), suprachiasmatic 
nucleus (SCN) and central nucleus of the amygdala 
(CeA); basal forebrain structures, including the nucleus 
accumbens (NAc), diagonal band nuclei (DBN), ventral 
pallidum (VP), lateral septum and medial septum; and 
bed nucleus of the stria terminalis (BNST) and visual 
thalamus. Basal ganglia inputs to the LHb mostly origi-
nate from the entopeduncular nucleus (EPN; the rodent 
equivalent of the globus pallidus internus (GPi) in pri-
mates), which receives cortical inputs through the stri-
atum. In addition, the LHb also receives direct cortical 
inputs from the medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC)85–88 
and reciprocal feedback inputs from the monoaminergic 
centres, including the ventral tegmental area (VTA) and 
raphe nuclei6. These various presynaptic afferents to the 
LHb contain glutamatergic, GABAergic and sometimes 
dopaminergic or serotonergic axons89–93. Optogenetic 
studies have begun to reveal the functional role of each 
of these LHb input pathways, as we review below.

As one of the major glutamatergic inputs to the LHb, 
the EPN primarily innervates the LHbL19 and is the most 
promising source of the negative RPE94. EPN neurons 
that project to the habenula are inhibited by the presence 
of cues predicting reward, and are activated by negative 

RPE resulting from reward omission, and in turn bidi-
rectionally modulate activity in the LHb95. An interest-
ing feature of the EPN–LHb afferent is that GABA and 
glutamate are co- released from the same terminals96–98, 
although it remains to be resolved whether they exist 
in the same96 or different98 synaptic vesicles. The func-
tion of such co- release is not completely clear, but the 
balance of glutamatergic and GABAergic transmission 
in the LHb has been implicated in various maladaptive 
states, including depression and substance abuse19,96–98.

Another major glutamatergic input to the LHb arises 
from the LHA. Activation of the LHA–LHb pathway 
is aversive, as optogenetic stimulation or inhibition 
of this pathway causes real- time place aversion or real- 
time place preference, respectively23,99. This pathway nega-
tively regulates food consumption23 and mediates escape 
behaviour from aversive stimuli, including foot shock 
and looming visual stimulus84. Activity- dependent 
synaptic plasticity specifically at LHA–LHb excitatory 
synapses, but not at the medial VTA–LHb or EPN–LHb 
synapses, mediates the associative learning that instructs 
avoidance100.

In addition to the EPN and LHA, the LPO is one of 
the largest regions with input to the LHb101. Although 
early studies showed that the LPO sends GABAergic 
inputs into the LHb102,103, the majority (~75%) of the 
LHb- projecting LPO neurons are now known to be glu-
tamatergic104. Aversive stimuli simultaneously activate 
both glutamatergic and GABAergic LHb- projecting LPO 
neurons. However, independent activation of either the 
glutamatergic or the GABAergic input to the LPO–LHb  
pathway drives aversion or reward, respectively104.

Although the VP is predominantly a GABAergic 
nucleus105, emerging findings suggest that the VP 
sends a considerable portion of glutamatergic fibres to 
the LHb106–109. In mice exposed to social defeat stress, 
neuronal activity is significantly enhanced in a subset 
of LHb- projecting, parvalbumin- expressing, glutama-
tergic VP neurons106. Silencing these neurons induces 
resilience to social defeat stress106. The glutamater-
gic and GABAergic VP–LHb projections oppositely 
encode negative and positive motivational valences and 
are engaged in driving punishment- avoidance107–109 
and reward- seeking109 behaviours, respectively (but 
see reF.107, in which reward- seeking behaviours were 
not observed). These results highlight the balance 
between inhibitory and excitatory VP–LHb afferents in 
determining the outcomes of motivational behaviour.

Vasopressin- expressing magnocellular neurons in the 
PVN also send direct glutamatergic inputs into the LHb, 
specifically to the putative GABAergic neurons located 
within the LHbM60. This group of LHbM neurons may 
be activated (as indicated by Fos expression) by water 
deprivation60. At the behavioural level, water deprivation 
decreases freezing following predator exposure, as well 
as immobility time in the forced- swim test60. This study 
provides correlative evidence that the PVN–LHbM 
pathway may be involved in the regulation of motiva-
tional state via thirst, although further experiments are 
needed to establish a causal relationship.

Other structures in the basal forebrain, including 
the NAc, lateral septum, medial septum and DBN, also 

NMDA- type glutamate 
receptors
(NMDArs). NMDArs are one 
of the three types of ionotropic 
glutamate receptors. Calcium 
flux through the NMDAr is 
critical in synaptic plasticity,  
as well as burst firing in several 
brain regions.

Real- time place aversion
Behavioural tests in which an 
animal avoids a compartment 
that was paired with an 
aversive stimulus (is often 
mimicked by optogenetic 
stimulation) in a real- time 
manner.

Real- time place preference
Behavioural tests in which  
an animal approaches a 
compartment that was paired 
with a rewarding stimulus  
(is often mimicked by 
optogenetic stimulation) in  
a real- time manner.

Resilience
Psychologically, ‘resilience’ 
refers to the ability to  
maintain the original normal 
physiological and behavioural 
function in the face of severe 
stress.

Valences
Psychologically, ‘valence’  
refers to the emotional value 
associated with a stimulus.
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tegmental area (VTA)134. The two subregions of the lateral habenula (LHb) also receive inputs from the lateral hypothalamic 
area (LHA)23,84,99, lateral preoptic area (LPO)54,103,104,279, ventral pallidum (VP)106–109, central nucleus of the amygdala 
(CeA)231, bed nucleus of the stria terminalis (BNST)101,122, suprachiasmatic nucleus (SCN)122, medial prefrontal cortex 
(mPFC)85–88 and locus coeruleus (LC)101,276. Melanopsin- expressing retinal ganglion cells (mRGCs) send direct inputs  
to the perihabenular region (PHb)114 and indirect inputs to the LHb via the ventral lateral geniculate nucleus and 
intergeniculate leaflet (vLGN–IGN)113. On the output side, LHb neurons preferentially project to GABAergic neurons in 
the rostromedial tegmental nucleus (RMTg; inhibiting dopaminergic and serotonergic neurons)7,8,17,123–125, neurons of 
aminergic nuclei, including dopaminergic and GABAergic neurons in the VTA and substantia nigra pars compacta 
(SNc)133–135 and serotonergic and GABAergic neurons in the MRN and dorsal raphe nucleus (DRN)50,280, and neurons in 
the LC5,276, laterodorsal tegmental nucleus (LDT)138,280 and periaqueductal grey (PAG)144,212,280. The thicknesses of lines 
and arrows indicate the strength of the input and output pathways. Lines and arrows extending into the box for the 
LHbM or the LHbL indicate that these pathways have confirmed subregion targeting within the LHb. Lines and arrows 
outside the box indicate that targeting of these pathways within the LHb has not been shown to have subregion 
specificity. Some inputs to the LHb (for example, the medial preoptic nucleus and the superior colliculus)101 have not 
been studied functionally and are not depicted.

www.nature.com/nrn

R e v i e w s

282 | may 2020 | volume 21 



provide inhibitory input to the LHb. As suggested by 
GAD67 expression, most LHb- projecting neurons 
in the septum (~75%), DBN (~80%) and medial NAc 
shell (100%) are GABAergic22. Activity of the basal  
forebrain–LHb pathway encodes the valence of aggres-
sive interactions, in particular aggression reward22. Some 
glutamatergic projections are also present in the basal 
forebrain–LHb pathway. For example, neurons in the 
medial septum, which can be activated by both sound 
and touch110,111, send excitatory inputs to the LHb and 
transform sensory information into aversive emotion, 
which can be antagonized by GABAergic input from the 
same pathway112.

Among other LHb inputs associated with sensory 
information, there is a GABAergic input from a visual tha-
lamic region, namely the thalamic ventral lateral genic-
ulate nucleus–intergeniculate leaflet (vLGN–IGL)113.  
These vLGN–IGL neurons receive direct inputs from 
non- image- forming, melanopsin- expressing retinal 
ganglion cells (mRGCs) in the eye. This visual pathway 
may mediate the antidepressant effects of bright light 
therapy by suppressing LHb activity113. The mRGCs also 
send direct inputs into the perihabenular region (PHb), 
through which light may directly regulate mood114.

The reciprocal feedback innervation to the LHb from 
the VTA represents another input with a co- release 
mechanism89,90,98,115–117. Most LHb- projecting VTA neu-
rons co- express markers for both GABA and glutamate 
signalling, and co- release GABA and glutamate89,98,117. 
Optogenetic activation of this pathway suppresses the 
firing of LHb neurons in brain slices and increases 
the spontaneous firing of VTA dopaminergic neurons 
in vivo115, suggesting the existence of a disinhibition loop. 
Consequently, this activation produces reward- related 
behavioural phenotypes, including real- time place pref-
erence and self- stimulation115. Despite the presence of 
dopamine receptors in the LHb and the tyrosine hydroxy-
lase expression in the LHb- projecting VTA neurons, cur-
rently there is no evidence that dopamine is released from 
this neuronal population90,115,116. As local elevation of 
dopamine or dopamine receptor agonist levels in the LHb 
can enhance LHb firing118 and decrease serotonin release 
in basal ganglia119, a further exploration of the source of 
dopaminergic innervation to the LHb is needed120.

The LHb is also connected in a reciprocal manner to 
the dorsal raphe nucleus (DRN) and the median raphe 
nucleus (MRN)5. The DRN shows a moderate seroton-
ergic innervation to the entire LHb121 whereas the MRN  
shows a strong glutamatergic innervation onto the 
LHbM93. By analysis of miniature excitatory postsynaptic 
currents under constant optogenetic activation of DRN–
LHb terminals and paired- pulse ratio of light- evoked 
responses, it was demonstrated that serotonin projec-
tions from the DRN to the LHb suppress its excitabil-
ity through a presynaptic mechanism92. However, bath 
application of serotonin inhibits glutamatergic transmis-
sion in the most LHbL neurons but enhances glutama-
tergic transmission in most LHbM neurons, probably 
owing to the heterogeneous expression of serotoniner-
gic receptor subtypes91. Optogenetic activation or inhi-
bition of the DRN–LHb pathway alleviates or induces 
depressive- like behaviours, respectively92. Intriguingly,  

a recent study showed that projections from the MRN to 
the LHb are mainly glutamatergic, expressing VGLUT2, 
and trigger bursting activity in LHb neurons when they 
are optogenetically stimulated in brain slices93. Instant 
photostimulation and long- term chemogenetic activa-
tion of this pathway lead to real- time place aversion and 
anhedonia, respectively93.

Other than the aforementioned inputs, the LHb also 
receives innervations from the medial preoptic nucleus, 
the superior colliculus and the laterodorsal tegmental 
nucleus (LDT)101. However, the functional roles of these 
pathways have not been characterized. A major species 
difference in LHb inputs lies in the GPi–EPN input: 
there are fewer projections to the LHb from this input 
in monkeys and cats than in rats122.

Overall, more than a dozen input pathways to the 
LHb have been identified. Strikingly, activation of many 
of these pathways leads to similar aversive responses, as 
revealed by the real- time place aversion assay. Does this 
reflect the inherent property of the LHb as a hub that 
integrates different aversive inputs, or is it partly due to 
the artificial patterns used in optogenetic stimulation? 
Future studies should aim to identify specific external 
stimuli that selectively activate these pathways, as well as 
the physiological firing pattern (for example, firing rate, 
tonic or bursting) of each pathway on activation. These 
basic details are urgently needed to guide future opto-
genetic studies that aim to faithfully connect pathway 
activities to behavioural consequences.

Outputs from the LHb
Whereas upstream projections into the LHb are diverse 
in origin, its downstream output is relatively conform-
ing. Through the fasciculus retroflexus, also known as 
the habenula–interpeduncular tract, efferents from the 
LHbL send a major projection to the GABAergic RMTg 
(also known as the tail VTA). The RMTg, in turn, 
projects to several aminergic neurons7,8,17,123–125 (Fig. 3), 
preferentially dopaminergic neurons in the VTA and 
substantia nigra pars compacta (SNc)126, to suppress 
their activity.

The RMTg has a considerable impact on the VTA 
dopaminergic neurons: stimulation of the RMTg dra-
matically suppresses the firing of VTA dopaminergic 
neurons127,128, whereas inactivation of the RMTg enhances 
the activity of such neurons128. Exposure to aversive  
stimuli increases the activity of RMTg neurons7, as well 
as the excitatory drive from the LHb to RMTg neurons20. 
Functionally, activation of the LHb–RMTg pathway 
promotes active, passive and conditioned behavioural 
avoidance20,78,129,130, reduces effortful behaviours131  
and facilitates the onset of depressive- like behaviour 
induced by a learned helplessness paradigm132.

Besides the disynaptic connection through the 
RMTg, the LHb also sends direct glutamatergic projec-
tions to both GABAergic and dopaminergic neurons in 
the VTA, albeit they are much sparser than the LHb’s 
RMTg projections49,133–135. Direct optogenetic activation 
of the LHb–VTA pathway produces conditioned place 
avoidance78,129 and increases despair- like behaviours78. 
However, given that the direct projections are sparse, 
and that the terminal regions in these two studies also 

Anhedonia
A depression- like phenotype 
that refers to loss of the ability 
to experience pleasure from 
normally rewarding stimuli.  
in mice and rats, the anhedonia 
aspect of depression is 
classically modelled by the 
sucrose preference test.
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include the RMTg, which is located at the caudal end of 
the VTA, it is likely that the LHb–VTA terminal stimu-
lation also activates the RMTg, which may account for 
the behavioural effects.

The DRN also receives a strong direct innerva-
tion from the RMTg136. Optogenetic activation of the 
RMTg–DRN terminals elicits monosynaptic inhibi-
tory responses and dramatically reduces the excitabil-
ity of DRN neurons in slice recordings92. In addition to 
this main route via the RMTg, the LHbM sends direct 
glutamatergic projections to both raphe serotonergic 
neurons and GABAergic neurons, which may, in turn, 
exert feedforward inhibition onto serotonergic neurons 
in the raphe50,136. In mice, in vivo electrical stimulation 
of the LHb markedly suppresses neuronal activity in 
both DRN and MRN neurons9,10, but whether these 
raphe neurons are serotonergic remains unknown.  
In zebrafish, the effect of habenular input to the raphe 
nuclei is less clear. Using electrophysiological record-
ings, one study showed that stimulation of the vHb 
can directly excite putative serotonergic neurons in the 
MRN137. Using whole- brain imaging, another zebra-
fish study showed a mixture of inhibitory and excita-
tory (although a net inhibitory) effects from the vHb 
to the serotonergic neurons of the entire raphe nuclei29. 
Further research, including in vivo recording of tagged 
serotonergic neurons in response to LHb stimulation, 
and pathway- specific optogenetic manipulation of the  
LHb–MRN and LHb–DRN pathways in both rodents and 
fish, is needed to help clarify the nature of the regulation  
and function of this pathway.

Other efferent targets of the LHb include the norad-
renergic locus coeruleus5, the cholinergic LDT138, several 
thalamic nuclei (including the centromedial, mediodor-
sal, ventromedial and parafascicular nuclei), the superior 
colliculus and the dorsal tegmental region5. These effer-
ent LHb targets are comparatively much less well char-
acterized than those discussed above. In one functional 
study, optogenetic activation of the LHb glutamatergic 
terminals targeting the LDT GABAergic interneurons 
induced fear- like behaviour in mice, mimicking the 
effect of predator odour138.

Similarly as for input pathways, functional studies of 
the LHb output pathways will also benefit from iden-
tifying the physiologically relevant pattern of firing. 
Although LHb regulation of the dopaminergic system 
is extensively studied, how the LHb regulates other 
monoaminergic systems, especially the serotonergic 
system, remains relatively unclear and requires further 
investigation.

Physiological functions of the LHb
As a critical node that interconnects forebrain and mid-
brain aminergic nuclei, and as one of the few brain regions 
that control both the dopaminergic system and the ser-
otonergic system, the LHb is strategically positioned to 
integrate the brain’s motivational, movement and mem-
ory systems. It regulates various essential physiological 
functions, including reward and aversion15,21, motor 
output15,139, cognitive functions140,141, sleep and circadian  
rhythms142,143, pain144 and navigation and maternal 
behaviours15. Here, we summarize the role of the LHb 

in these functions, with particular focus on its critical 
role in reward and aversion.

Reward behaviour
The ability to seek rewards and avoid punishments is 
crucial for animals’ survival and well- being. Actions 
associated with reward are facilitated (approach or go) 
when the actual reward exceeds the predicted one, often 
referred to as positive RPE. Conversely, actions associ-
ated with reward are suppressed (avoidance or no- go) 
when the actual reward is smaller than that predicted 
(negative RPE). Thus, RPE is a measure of the discrep-
ancy between reward prediction and outcome, and 
serves as a powerful learning signal to guide approach 
or avoidance (go or no- go) behaviour145.

Consistent with their role in inhibiting dopaminer-
gic neurons, which are prominent for RPE coding145, 
LHb neurons encode RPE in the opposite direction to 
that of dopaminergic neurons: that is, they are activated 
by reward omission or punishment (negative RPE) 
and are inhibited by unexpected reward enhancement 
(positive RPE)13,16,146. These observations, initially made 
in monkeys, were later confirmed in human functional 
imaging studies, which showed that habenular activities 
were potentiated in response to either an absence of 
expected positive feedback147 or an unexpected negative 
feedback148.

Studies in rhesus monkeys showed that negative 
RPE signals in the LHb are inverted and transmitted by 
the GABAergic RMTg relay nucleus or local interneu-
rons within the VTA and SNc13,17 before reaching the 
dopaminergic neurons, which then send efferents to  
the striatum to modulate go (via D1 receptors) and 
no- go (via D2 receptor) behaviours149. Of note, how-
ever, the LHb may not be an exclusive source of dopa-
minergic RPE signals. LHb lesion in mice abolishes the 
negative RPE of VTA dopaminergic neurons caused 
specifically by reward omission but leaves intact the 
negative RPE caused by aversive stimuli150.

The complexity of this system has further increased 
in the years since the identification of heterogene-
ity in the roles of dopaminergic neurons in valence 
coding. According to their cell body locations and 
input–output pathways, at least two dopaminergic 
popu lations — reward- activated and aversion- activated  
dopaminergic neurons — are segregated in the VTA 
and SNc129,151,152. Besides inhibiting reward- coding 
dopaminergic neurons151, the LHb may activate 
aversion- coding dopaminergic neurons that are located 
in the medial VTA and project to the mPFC129. In addi-
tion to reward value, the LHb neurons also encode 
reward probability and reward magnitude16,153, which 
may facilitate sophisticated decision- making to dis-
tinguish magnitude  and cost differences between  
different rewards154.

The role of the LHb in reward processing goes 
beyond its connection with the dopaminergic system. 
Unlike the dopaminergic neurons, which signal value 
changes (that is, RPE), serotonergic neurons have been 
shown to reflect reward- associated value state; these 
neurons show changes in their tonic activity after the 
reward value is updated153,155,156. An intriguing hypothesis 
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proposed that the value change encoded by dopamin-
ergic neurons may relate to motivation or wanting157, 
whereas the value state encoded by serotonergic neu-
rons may relate to mood or liking158. Thus, through its 
connections with both the dopaminergic system and 
the serotonergic system, the LHb may integrate infor-
mation on both value state and value change, making it 
an ideal node to control reward- based decision- making  
and mood21.

Aversive behaviour
A primary function of the LHb, strongly related to 
its role in processing negative reward information, 
is to encode aversive state15. In mice and rats various 
stressors and negative emotional stimuli — such as 
inescapable foot or tail shock, physical restraint, lith-
ium chloride- induced illness, maternal deprivation 
and social defeat stress — induce immediate neural 
activation (indicated by Fos expression159,160 or cal-
cium activity161) in the LHb, especially in the LHbM159. 
Electrophysiological recordings in brain slices or in mice 
in vivo found that spontaneous firing of LHb neurons 
is increased by maternal deprivation, foot shock or 
looming visual stimulus84,162. In vivo electrophysiolog-
ical recording in monkeys also showed that unexpected 
punishment signals, such as an air puff in the eye or cues 
predicting such punishment, in addition to the omis-
sion of an expected reward (so- called disappointment), 
strongly excite LHb neurons16.

In addition to directly affecting LHb neuron activity, 
stress also alters the plasticity of LHb neurons. Stress 
greatly facilitates long- term potentiation induction in 
the LHb163 and impairs endocannabinoid- dependent 
long- term depression164. Such alterations may contrib-
ute to long- term changes in LHb activity under chronic 
stress, leading to depressive- like behaviours.

A causal relationship between LHb activity and 
aversive state has been established by a series of manip-
ulation studies. Local electrical stimulation or disinhi-
bition with focal microinjections of the GABAA receptor 
antagonist bicuculline in the LHb elicits autonomic 
physiological responses similar to those associated with 
emotional stress in rats165. Moreover, as described earlier,  
an aversive state can be induced by optogenetic stimu-
lation of the EPN, LHA, VP, medial septum, LPO or VTA  
excitatory afferents to the LHb19,23,99,104,107,108,112,117,166,  
or efferents from the LHb to the RMTg or VTA20,129, or  
the LHb itself (using a burst- triggering protocol)39. 
Reciprocally, in rats, inhibition of LHb activity using 
the designer receptors exclusively activated by designer 
drugs (DREADD) system167,168 or local infusion of drugs 
such as ketamine39 leads to an antidepressive- like39,167,168 
or antianxiety- like169 state. In zebrafish, in vivo opto-
genetic activation of vHb neurons promotes passive 
coping behaviours, whereas inhibition of these neurons 
prevents behavioural passivity induced by inescapable 
shocks29. Together, these observations build a compel-
ling case for the function of the LHb in coding stress 
and aversion.

Although they are not studied as extensively, there is 
much evidence showing functions of the LHb beyond 
reward and aversion, which we describe next.

Motor suppression
In response to stress or negative RPE, animals often 
show suppressed motor activity, which provides 
self- protection, saves energy and minimizes further 
exposure to stress170. Owing to its role in processing 
upstream negative RPE and aversive stimuli, as well as 
its inhibition of the downstream dopaminergic and sero-
tonergic systems, which are strong modulators of motor 
activity, the LHb is proposed to be a convenient node in 
motor suppression15,139. Indeed, habenula lesions make 
animals hyperactive, distractible and produce premature 
motor responses in behavioural tasks171,172. However, 
although optogenetic activation of LHb neurons using a 
rebound burst protocol (discussed later) reduces swim-
ming and struggling in the forced- swim test, it does 
not reduce general locomotion in the open field test39, 
suggesting that motor control by the LHb may not be 
generalized but rather may be specifically linked to 
motivation- related activities.

Memory
The LHb has been implicated in both working mem-
ory140,173 and long- term spatial memory processes174–176. 
Anatomically, the LHb is both directly and indirectly 
connected to brain areas implicated in memory, includ-
ing the mPFC, hippocampus, medial septum and basal 
ganglia1,26,139. Neurochemically, the neurotransmitter sys-
tems regulated by the LHb, such as the dopaminergic 
system and the serotonergic system, also critically 
regulate memory processing177.

The causal role of the LHb in distinct phases of spa-
tial memory processes was best illustrated in a phar-
macological inactivation experiment using the GABAA 
receptor agonist muscimol or the AMPA- type glutamate 
receptor (AMPAR) antagonist cyanquixaline at differ-
ent stages of the Morris water maze task178. Specifically, 
infusion of these drugs impaired memory performance 
when they were given before each training session or 
before the retrieval test but did not impair memory 
performance when they were given after training. This 
observation suggests that the LHb is involved in ‘online’ 
information processing during memory encoding and 
retrieval but not in ‘offline’ processes such as memory 
consolidation. A similar bilateral inactivation strategy 
also confirmed the role of the LHb in working mem-
ory tasks140. Furthermore, disruption of the prelimbic 
mPFC–LHb connection caused similar working mem-
ory deficits140, suggesting that the LHb relays top- down 
information from the mPFC, a structure heavily impli-
cated in working memory179. Such capacity of the LHb 
to integrate online information is proposed to be useful 
in evaluating ongoing situations to control behavioural 
flexibility140 (discussed next).

Behavioural flexibility
To cope with their dynamic environments, animals 
must assess whether ongoing behaviour is appropriate 
on the basis of information about internal states and 
external cues, and decide whether they should switch to 
an alternative behaviour141. There is evidence that such 
behavioural flexibility requires LHb function141,174,180,181. 
The activity of some LHb neurons can track choice 
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outcome information146. In both appetite- motivated 
and aversion- motivated tasks, lesion or inactivation 
of the LHb causes deficits in reversing learned behav-
iours154,174,180,182. Specifically, these LHb- lesioned animals 
can learn an initial strategy but are unable to abandon 
or update it to an alternative one when needed. Indeed, 
if we deem the interpretation of prediction errors as the 
key element for reversal leaning, it seems logical that 
LHb- mediated monoamine suppression plays a critical 
role to enforce the behaviour flexibility. At the network 
level, communication between the mPFC, hippocampus 
and LHb, possibly mediated by theta co- modulation, is 
proposed to be essential for behavioural flexibility141.

Sleep, circadian cycles and anaesthesia
Data from a series of lesion studies have suggested that 
the habenula, like its co- evolved brain structure, the 
pineal gland, has a role in the control of the normal 
sleep–wake cycle, especially of rapid eye movement 
(REM) sleep183–186. Removal of the habenula output (that 
is, fasciculus retroflexus fibres) in rats reduces both the 
amount of time spent in REM sleep and its associated 
atonia187,188 and induces fragmentation of non- REM 
sleep189. Lesion of the LHb causes similar effects186,190, 
as well as a decrease in sleep rebound time after sleep 
deprivation186 and shortened duration of hippocampal 
theta oscillations190.

The neural mechanism underlying the control of the 
sleep–wake cycle by the LHb may involve intrinsic and 
extrinsic aspects. First, the LHb is suggested to be a com-
ponent of the brain’s extended circadian time- keeping 
system142,143. The LHb has its own internal clock and 
shows a higher average firing rate during the light phase 
than during the dark phase183,191. Even in isolated brain 
slices that lack feedback from the master circadian pace-
maker in the SCN, or inputs from sensory and behav-
ioural states, the LHb is still capable of sustaining daily 
rhythmic firing in vitro183. This regular activity is poten-
tially driven by its cyclic expression of endogenous clock 
genes192,193. Second, the LHb and PHb may be entrained 
by photic information received directly or indirectly from 
mRGCs113,114,194 or circadian signals from the SCN114. 
Finally, dopaminergic and serotonergic neurons190,195,196, 
and descending circuits to the brainstem197,198, may act 
downstream of the LHb to regulate sleep.

Several psychiatric disorders that have been asso-
ciated with LHb dysfunction show circadian depend-
ence as well as disrupted circadian rhythm and sleep 
disturbance199. For example, the severity of depression 
or drug withdrawal symptoms, or the pattern of drug 
self- administration, can vary with the time of day199. 
Gene expression rhythms are phase- shifted and dysyn-
chronized from external time in patients with depres-
sion200. Reciprocally, in mice and rats, misalignment of 
the day–night cycle with dark and light phases induces 
a depressive- like state114,201. Of particular interest, 
increased REM sleep, which is subject to negative reg-
ulation by LHb activity186,188,190, is a signature of major 
depression202; indeed, REM sleep deprivation can rap-
idly alleviate depression203. The detailed mechanisms 
underpinning these reciprocal interactions between 
sleep, LHb circadian cycling and psychiatric conditions 

remain an interesting area of exploration. Knowledge 
gained from such research could be translated to 
improved pharmacological or physical therapies for 
psychiatric disorders.

Multiple anaesthetic drugs metabolically activate sleep- 
promoting brain regions and suppress arousal- promoting 
areas204, indicating that similar neural circuit mech-
anisms underlie sleep and anaesthesia204,205, although 
these two processes are not identical206. Hypnotic doses 
of anaesthetic drugs (including ethanol, barbiturates, 
chloral hydrate, ketamine and propofol) have been 
found to induce Fos expression in LHb neurons189,207,208. 
Silencing of LHb using tetanus toxin light chain 
increased resistance to propofol- induced anaesthesia; 
by contrast, DREADD- based activation of the LHb 
facilitates the anaesthetized state189. This set of data 
suggests that the LHb is involved in propofol- induced 
sedation and unconsciousness. It remains to be tested 
whether the LHb causally contributes to the action of 
other anaesthetic drugs.

Pain and analgesia
Some evidence points to a potential role of the LHb 
in the processing of pain and analgesic signals in ani-
mals144. Among the known afferents thought to be 
involved in pain transmission, the LHb receives direct 
and indirect pain inputs via the LHA209 or the NAc210 
from the spinal cord211. The LHb also sends efferents 
to canonical pain modulatory regions such as the peri-
aqueductal grey (PAG) and DRN144,212. In vivo elec-
trophysiological recordings in anaesthetized rats have 
shown that LHb neurons respond to peripheral nox-
ious stimuli, mostly with excitatory responses213. This 
pain- induced increase in LHb neural activity can be pre-
vented by systemic injection of morphine213. Of interest 
to morphine- mediated analgesia, expression of Oprm1 
in the brain is highest at the boundary between the MHb 
and the LHb214. Local infusion of morphine directly into 
the habenula produces analgesia215,216, raising the pos-
sibility that opioid signalling in the habenula contrib-
utes to pain relief. However, this morphine infusion and 
other lesioning studies217,218 involved the whole habenula, 
and thus the role of the LHb remains to be pinpointed.

Summary of physiological functions
Taken together, as striking as it is at first glance that 
so many different physiological functions are embed-
ded in such a tiny brain region, it is rational consid-
ering that many of these behaviours are under the 
governance of monoamines. It is conceivable that 
more monoamine- controlled behavioural types will be 
assigned to this region in the future. To this end, on the 
one hand, we may appreciate why reward and aversion, 
learning and memory, and behaviour flexibility are all 
evolutionarily intertwined, and the LHb might be the 
conserved region to integrate multifaceted upstream 
inputs to a single type of downstream output, with pro-
found impact on various behaviours. On the other hand, 
given the multiple anatomically and molecularly defined 
subregions within the LHb, it is likely that these vari-
ous functions may be mediated by different LHb sub-
regions or pathways. Facilitated by updated knowledge 
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from gene profiling and more precise circuit dissection 
tools, one future goal is to unravel whether LHb neu-
rons that share specific molecular characteristics or 
circuit connectivity may specifically mediate different 
physiological functions.

Pathophysiology and dysfunction of the LHb
An increasing body of literature in the past decade sug-
gests that malfunction of the LHb, as the ‘antireward’ 
centre, may be causally involved in multiple psychiatric 
disorders associated with dysregulated reward circuitry, 
including mood disorders, schizophrenia and substance 
use disorder (reviewed in reFs21,24,26,219,220). The strongest 
evidence in support of a contribution of the LHb to a 
psychiatric disorder and the best- illustrated mechanism 
is perhaps in major depression.

Major depressive disorder
The monoamine hypothesis of depression, proposed 
more than 50 years ago, states that the underlying basis 
of depression is a deficiency in brain monoamines221. 
This view has been updated by the modern neural plas-
ticity hypothesis, which suggests that depression results 
from maladaptive molecular and cellular changes in 
specific brain regions and/or circuits222. Consistent with 
its activation by aversive emotional stimuli or negative 
RPE13,129,150 and its role in suppressing monoaminergic 
nuclei, the LHb has been strongly implicated in the 

pathophysiology of major depression21,26,40. A study 
showed that in patients with depression, the activity of 
the habenula is elevated and shows the most significant 
covariation with the depression rating across the whole 
brain30. In whole- brain screening for metabolic changes 
in three rat models of depression, the LHb is the only 
brain region that shows consistent hyperactivity when 
the rats are in a depressive- like state27 (Fig. 4a). More 
recently, a Ca2+ imaging- based whole- brain screening 
in zebrafish revealed, again, that the only brain region 
that becomes hyperactive in a passive coping state 
is the vHb, the fish equivalent of the LHb29 (Fig. 4b). 
Furthermore, manipulations enhancing or suppressing 
LHb activity bidirectionally lead to depressive- like or 
antidepressant effects, respectively, in mice and rats36–39. 
These observations across multiple species emphasize 
the evolutionally conserved and uniquely important role 
of LHb hyperactivity in the origin and manifestation of 
depression- like behaviours. In the following sections, 
we review advances in understanding the molecular 
and cellular mechanisms underlying LHb hyperactivity 
in depressive- like behaviours, with emphasis on the role 
of LHb burst firing (Fig. 5a).

LHb bursting in depression and antidepressant treat-
ment. As mentioned earlier, LHb neurons can be divided 
into three types on the basis of spontaneous activity 
patterns in ex vivo brain slice recordings: silent, tonic 
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Fig. 4 | The LHb is the only brain region showing consistent hyperactivity 
in multiple animal models of depression. a | Glucose metabolic rates for 
25 brain regions in three rat models of depression (amphetamine base 
withdrawal- induced depression rats (AMP WD), α- methyl- para- 
tyrosine- induced depression rats (AMPT) and chronic stress- induced 
depression rats) and controls. The lateral habenula (LHb) is the only brain 
region that shows consistent hyperactivity in a depression- like state.  
b | Whole- brain calcium imaging showing the ventral habenula (vHb) as the 
only region with hyperactivity in repeatedly shocked zebrafish. AVT, anterior 
ventral nucleus of the thalamus; BLA , basolateral amygdala; CC, corpus 
callosum; Cd, caudate; Cx, cortex; dHb, dorsal habenula; DHip pyramid, 

pyramidal cell layer of the dorsal hippocampus; DMFC, dorsal medial 
prefrontal cortex; DTN, dorsal tegmental nucleus; EC- Sub, entorhinal and 
subicular cortex; Inf Col, inferior colliculus; IPN, interpeduncular nucleus; 
LS, lateral septum; Med Gen, medial geniculate; MFB, medial forebrain 
bundle; NAc, nucleus accumbens; PAG, periaqueductal grey; Pyr, pyriform 
cortex; RF, reticular formation; SN, substantia nigra; VHip pyramid, 
pyramidal cell layer of the ventral hippocampus; VMH, ventral medial 
hypothalamus; VTA , ventral tegmental area. +, significant differences in  
all three models from controls; **, P < 0.01; ***, P < 0.001. Part a adapted 
with permission from reF.281, SFN. Part b adapted with permission from  
reF.29, Elsevier.

Burst firing
Burst firing, or bursting, is an 
activity pattern of neurons 
involving clusters of rapid 
action potential spiking.
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firing and burst firing types38,39,55,81. The burst firing 
type constitutes a small percentage of the LHb neuronal 
population in mice or rats not showing depressive- like 
behaviour38,39,55,81, but its proportion is more than dou-
bled or even tripled in several rodent models of depres-
sion, including congenitally learned helplessness (cLH) 
rats39, chronically stressed mice39,223 and hemiparkin-
sonian rats with depressive- like phenotypes224. Similar 
increases in LHb burst firing have since been confirmed 
in additional mouse and rat models of depression, 
including maternal deprivation162, social defeat113,225 and 
chronic mild stress78,113.

Mechanistically, burst firing can potentially inten-
sify LHb output by decreasing synaptic failure and syn-
chronizing the neural network, and thus strengthen the 
output to downstream targets226. Therefore, enhanced 
bursting in the LHb may cause a stronger suppression 
of the downstream aminergic reward centres, leading to 
depression40,227. Indeed, an optogenetic rebound burst-
ing protocol used to drive burst firing specifically in the 
LHb induced depressive- like behaviours in naive C57/B6  
mice, including behavioural despair and anhedonia39, 
suggesting a causal relationship between LHb burst fir-
ing and the induction of depression. Regarding whether 
tonic firing in the LHb is increased or unchanged in ani-
mal models of depression, there are different opinions, 
which may be caused by differences in how burst firing 
is defined in vivo39,78.

Bursting of LHb neurons was found to critically 
depend on NMDARs39, which are the major molecular 
target of the rapid- acting antidepressant ketamine228. 
This raised the interesting possibility that blockade of 
LHb bursts might underlie the antidepressant effects 
of ketamine. Indeed, in LHb brain slices, perfusion of 
either ketamine (at a treatment- relevant dosage) or 
the more specific NMDAR blocker AP5 (2- amino-
5- phosphonopentanoic acid) instantly blocks burst 
firing39. Consistently, intraperitoneal injection of keta-
mine attenuates the increased LHb burst firing observed 
in mice or rats with depressive- like symptoms39,162. 
Importantly, local infusion of ketamine or AP5 into the 
LHb rapidly alleviates depressive- like symptoms in cLH 
rats within 1 h of treatment39, recapitulating the effects 
of ketamine whole- body administration. Suppression of 
overall LHb neuronal activity by ketamine has also been 

demonstrated in zebrafish, in which systemic applica-
tion of a single dose of ketamine reduces behavioural 
passivity and attenuates a shock- induced increase in 
vHb activity29.

Along with NMDARs, burst firing of LHb neurons 
also depends on the low voltage- sensitive T- VSCCs and 
a relatively hyperpolarized membrane potential39. In line 
with this, two T- VSCC blockers, ethosuximide and 
mibefradil, cause rapid- acting antidepressant responses 
within 1 h in mice and rats similar to those of ketamine39. 
Such antidepressant effects were not observed when 
ethosuximide was administered in mice 4 or 24 h before 
the behavioural tests229. Possible reasons for this discrep-
ancy (for example, ethosuximide’s plasma half- life is 1 h 
in mice) were discussed in reF.40. Moreover, a molec-
ular regulator of LHb neuron RMPs — the astroglial 
potassium channel Kir4.1 — bidirectionally regulates 
LHb neuron burst firing and depressive- like behaviours 
(discussed in more detail later). Collectively, these data 
provide a new molecular, cellular and circuit- based 
model for the cause of depression, in addition to unveil-
ing a potential mechanism underlying the rapid- acting 
antidepressant effects of ketamine40,227.

Glial regulation of LHb neural activity. Whereas LHb 
bursts can be regulated by a neuron’s intrinsic ionic 
properties or synaptic inputs39, our recent work has 
also revealed a critical role of glial–neuron interaction 
in regulating the RMPs and bursting activity of LHb 
neurons in depressive- like behaviours in mice and  
rats38 (Fig. 5a).

An unbiased proteomic screen showed that the glial 
potassium channel Kir4.1 is upregulated in the LHb of 
cLH rats36,38. Intriguingly, immunohistochemistry and 
electron microscopy experiments revealed that Kir4.1 is 
present at astrocytic processes that tightly wrap around 
the soma of LHb neurons38. We predicted that within 
this highly confined extracellular space, the potas-
sium released from actively spiking neurons is cleared 
by Kir4.1. Consequently, upregulation of Kir4.1 might 
result in reduced extracellular potassium levels and 
hyperpolarized neuronal RMPs38. Indeed, overexpres-
sion of Kir4.1 in LHb astrocytes resulted in neuronal 
hyperpolarization and increased burst firing, and pre-
cipitated depressive- like behaviours in mice. Conversely, 
knockdown of Kir4.1 expression or suppression of its 
function in the LHb of cLH rats caused neuronal 
depolarization, eliminated burst firing and attenuated 
depressive- like behaviours38.

Another astrocytic malfunction implicated in  
the LHb in mouse and rat models of depression is the  
disturbance of glial glutamatergic transmission. 
Habenula- specific inhibition of the glial glutamate trans-
porter GLT1 increases the neuronal firing rate in the 
mouse LHb and induces depressive- like phenotypes185. 
Moreover, overexpression of GLT1 in the LHb alleviates 
depressive- like behaviours in a rat model of ethanol 
withdrawal230. Although dysfunction of GLT1 in ani-
mal models of depression remains to be shown, current 
loss- of- function and gain- of- function data suggest that 
modulating GLT1 expression or function can regulate 
depressive- like behaviours in such models.

Fig. 5 | Mechanisms of hyperactivity in the LHb in models of depression. Multiple 
mechanisms at the somal neuron–glia interface and at synaptic sites in the lateral 
habenula (LHb) may contribute synergistically to LHb hyperactivity in the context  
of depression. a | At the neuron–glia interface at LHb neuronal soma, upregulation of 
astrocytic Kir4.1 on processes surrounding neuronal soma causes enhanced K+ buffering, 
decreased extracellular potassium concentration ([K+]o), hyperpolarized neuronal  
resting membrane potentials (RMPs) and increased NMDA- type glutamate receptor 
(NMDAR)- dependent and low voltage- sensitive T- type calcium channel (T- VSCC)-  
dependent burst firing of LHb neurons38,39. Ketamine stops burst firing and may relieve 
depression by blockade of NMDARs in the LHb39. b | At presynaptic sites, the GABA- to-  
glutamate ratio is decreased at the entopeduncular nucleus (EPN)–LHb synapses96.  
At the excitatory postsynaptic sites, upregulation of calcium/calmodulin- dependent 
protein kinase II subunit- β (CaMKIIβ) in the LHb induces increased membrane trafficking 
of AMPA- type glutamate receptors (AMPARs) and enhanced synaptic efficacy36.  
At inhibitory postsynaptic sites, activation of protein phosphatase 2A (PP2A) triggers 
internalization of GABAB receptor subunit 1 and GIRK2, leading to an increase in  
LHb neuronal excitability in the depression- like state37.

Despair
A depression- like phenotype 
that reflects the feeling that 
nothing will improve. in mice 
and rats, the despair aspect  
of depression is classically 
modelled by several 
behavioural paradigms, 
including the forced- swim test, 
the tail suspension test and the 
learned helplessness test.

◀
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Synaptic changes in the LHb in depression. Apart from 
changes in intrinsic properties as described earlier, syn-
aptic mechanisms including both presynaptic and post-
synaptic changes have also been described to contribute 
to the enhanced output of the LHb in mouse and rat 
models of depression.

On the presynaptic side, although various presyn-
aptic inputs responsible for transforming sensory sig-
nals (such as light113,114, sound112, touch112 and pain231) 
to the LHb have been identified, how these inputs may 
be altered during depression is only beginning to be 
revealed (Fig. 5b). The VTA- projecting LHb neurons of 
cLH rats show decreased paired- pulse ratio of glutama-
tergic responses, suggesting an increased probability 
of presynaptic release35. Consistently, stress- induced 
increase of release probability has also been reported 
in the EPN–LHb pathway, which provides a major 
input to the VTA- projecting LHb neurons78. The bal-
ance between co- released GABA and glutamate at  
the synapses from upstream locations (for example, the 
EPN96,97,232 and VTA98) to the LHb neurons is another 
presynaptic mechanism subject to modulation by 
depressive state21,25,26. This is exemplified in cLH rats, 
in which the ratio of EPN–LHb GABAergic to gluta-
matergic neurotransmission decreases, which is nor-
malized by treatment with selective serotonin reuptake 
inhibitor- type antidepressants96.

On the postsynaptic side, two major putative molec-
ular mechanisms in LHb neurons have been discovered: 
increases in activity of calcium/calmodulin- dependent 
protein kinase II subunit- β (CaMKIIβ)36,233 and of pro-
tein phosphatase 2A (PP2A)37 (Fig. 5b). At excitatory 
synapses, CaMKIIβ regulates the synaptic trafficking of 
AMPARs234. The proteomic screen that identified upreg-
ulation of Kir4.1 in the LHb of cLH rats also found that 
CaMKIIβ is upregulated36. Viral- mediated overexpres-
sion of CaMKIIβ within the LHb enhances the synap-
tic efficacy of LHb neurons by inserting AMPARs into 
synapses, leading to increased spike output and, con-
sequently, behaviours that resemble aspects of human 
depression. Conversely, downregulation of CaMKIIβ 
levels or blocking of its activity in the LHb is suffi-
cient to reverse these behaviours36. Similar changes in 
CaMKIIβ were also observed in another animal model 
of depressive- like symptoms induced by alcohol with-
drawal233. At GABAergic synapses, PP2A regulates 
GABAB receptor signalling37. Repeated stress enhances 
PP2A activity in the LHb, subsequently reducing LHb 
GABAB receptor- activated inhibitory currents, leading 
to increased neuronal excitability and depressive- like 
behaviours37.

In summary, multiple mechanisms operating at the 
neuronal soma, surrounding glia (Fig. 5a) and synap-
tic sites (including both presynaptic and post synaptic 
compartments, and excitatory and inhibitory syn-
apses) (Fig. 5b) can act synergistically to regulate the 
intrinsic and synaptic properties of LHb neurons to 
enhance LHb output, leading to depressive- like behav-
iours. Understanding the molecular underpinnings of 
these mechanisms might shed light on new treatment 
strategies. Moreover, whether different mechanisms 
or different parts of the LHb circuitry are selectively 

recruited by different types of stress or differentially con-
tribute to distinct behavioural phenotypes of depression78  
are interesting questions to explore.

Substance use disorders
A hallmark of addiction is the compulsion to seek drugs 
during withdrawal, which is a negative motivational state 
that has a key role in driving drug relapse235–237. The drug 
withdrawal state is characterized by symptoms often 
seen in major depressive disorder, such as dysphoria 
(an intense state of distress), anhedonia and enhanced 
stress sensitivity238,239. Indeed, on the basis of the oppos-
ing affective states during drug intake and withdrawal, 
the theory of an opponent process240 and the concept of 
an antireward system were first proposed241. The LHb 
has been hypothesized to be a critical component of the 
antireward system engaged in the development of drug 
addiction242. This hypothesis is supported by the find-
ings that the LHb is involved in animal models of vari-
ous substance use disorders and especially in the drug 
withdrawal state24,54,243.

The best- studied drug for its effects on the LHb is 
cocaine97,232,243–245. Cocaine injection causes an initial 
decrease followed by a persistent increase in LHb activity 
in rats244. The time course of this decrease and increase in  
activity parallels with that of cocaine- induced initial 
rewarding and later aversive states, respectively242. In 
particular, the increase in LHb firing rate persists for at 
least 30 min after cocaine injection244, or even 7 days fol-
lowing the last self- administration246, coinciding with the 
timing of the negative affect state. Mameli and colleagues 
confirmed the hyperactivity of the LHb during cocaine 
withdrawal97, and further demonstrated that such LHb 
hyperactivity mediates a negative affect state37,247. They 
found that, similarly to the situation in mouse models 
of depression96, the balance of co- released GABA and 
glutamate in the EPN–LHb circuit is tilted towards more 
excitation97. Importantly, normalizing this imbalance by 
either overexpression of a dominant- negative form of 
AMPAR248 or of VGAT97 abolished the negative state,  
thus preventing stress- induced cocaine reinstatement97. 
In addition, work from the same group demonstrated 
that morphine withdrawal triggers the release of 
cytokines from microglia and attenuates glutamatergic 
transmission in the raphe- projecting LHb neurons while 
leaving the LHb–VTA transmission unchanged249. These 
results point to the specificity of LHb–raphe circuit in 
morphine- withdrawal- induced negative state.

Other classes of addictive substances, such as nico-
tine250, ethanol251 and opioids252, also cause a variety of 
changes in LHb firing rates, or excitatory and inhibi-
tory synaptic transmission, often with mixed effects on 
different neural subpopulations, in brain slice record-
ings. Further functional and behavioural experiments 
are needed in animal models to understand whether 
and how the LHb mediates the various impacts of these 
addictive substances.

Schizophrenia
The dopamine hypothesis of schizophrenia attributes the 
symptoms of this disorder to an increase in dopaminer-
gic neurotransmission in the brain253,254. Given the close 
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ties between the LHb and the dopaminergic system, 
the LHb has been implicated in schizophrenia in both 
patients and animal models24,255.

Individuals with schizophrenia exhibit large calci-
fications256 and altered functional connectivity257, as 
well as diminished response to negative RPE255, in the 
habenula. In addition, the major treatment for schizo-
phrenia, antagonists of dopamine D2 receptors, increase 
glucose metabolism in the LHb of mice and rats258,259. 
However, owing to the lack of reliable animal models 
of schizophrenia and paradigms to induce and moni-
tor schizophrenia- like phenotypes, there is relatively 
limited evidence regarding the causal role of the LHb in 
schizophrenia260, although schizophrenia- related cogni-
tive impairments, including deficits in spatial memory, 
attention and sensorimotor gating, have been simulated 
in rats by lesion172,174 or pharmacological inhibition154 of 
the habenula.

Although the dopamine hypothesis may explain the 
positive symptoms of schizophrenia261, antipsychotics 
that target dopamine signalling, such as D2 receptor 
antagonists, often have negligible effects on the negative 
and cognitive symptoms of this condition262, suggesting 
that schizophrenia is unlikely to be due to simply dys-
function in dopamine signalling. NMDAR antagonists 
such as phencyclidine and ketamine can induce not 
only psychotic symptoms but also the negative and cog-
nitive symptoms of schizophrenia263–266. These findings 
gave rise to the glutamate hypothesis of schizophrenia, 
pointing to a hypofunction of glutamatergic signalling 
via NMDARs267–270. Considering that ketamine exerts 
opposite effects on schizophrenia and depression, and 
that individuals with schizophrenia show reductions in 
RPE responses in the LHb255, it would be tantalizing to 
investigate whether NMDAR- dependent burst firing, 
either within the LHb or in other brain regions, has a 
role in the cause of schizophrenia40.

Conclusions and future perspectives
The past decade has seen exponentially growing inter-
est and progress in delineating the neural circuits and 
functions of the LHb. Detailed investigations on the role 
of the LHb in reward, aversion, stress and cognitive pro-
cessing have provided new insights into how dysfunction 
of the LHb may be implicated in disorders associated 
with mood and substance use. With the recent discovery 
that the LHb acts as a primary target of the rapid- acting 
antidepressant ketamine in mice and rats, this brain 
region will continue to attract more intense interest. 
Indeed, we expect more in- depth investigations of the 
LHb at the molecular, cellular and circuit levels. Here 

we outline a few emerging questions to be prioritized 
in future studies.

What is the relationship between the LHb and other 
brain regions that also regulate negative emotional states 
and react strongly to stressors, such as the amygdala271, 
PVN272,273 and paraventricular thalamus274? Do they act 
in parallel to specify different components of the stress 
response or in tandem to complexify response intensity, 
durability or persistence towards such stressors? Do they 
undergo similar or unique changes in activity patterns 
or plasticity during depression? Likewise, how does the 
LHb work together with other candidate target brain 
regions of ketamine to orchestrate its rapid and sustained 
antidepressant effects?

Do subnuclei within the LHb (the LHbM versus the 
LHbL) have specific functions? Do neighbouring nuclei 
(the PHb and MHb) have different or shared functions 
with respect to the LHb? Owing to technological limi-
tations, most current manipulations have not reached 
subnucleus resolution, and we speculate that several 
early manipulations of LHb function were not absolutely 
restricted within the LHb region: virus or drug infusion 
targeting the LHb can leak into neighbouring areas; 
and local lesions may cause damage and inflammation 
beyond the LHb. The development and application of 
new LHb- specific, or even subnucleus- specific, tools and 
more meticulously controlled experimental designs are 
needed to precisely pinpoint the specific role of the LHb 
and its subnuclei in various functions.

Most importantly, how can our current under-
standing of LHb firing mechanisms be translated into 
clinical applications in depression diagnosis and treat-
ment? Understanding the characteristics of LHb firing 
patterns in depression should help design better deep 
brain stimulation protocols for quenching its activity. 
Moreover, many identified key molecules regulating 
LHb activity, such as NMDARs, T- VSCCs, Kir4.1, 
CaMKIIβ and PP2A, are highly druggable ion channels 
or enzymes. These molecules, together with other ion 
channels or signalling pathways that can diminish LHb 
hyperactivity (for example, by regulating the RMPs or 
bursting activities), may provide a wealth of resources 
for future drug development40,227. In particular, recent 
advances in ultrasound and microbubble- mediated 
drug delivery technology275 should soon allow 
LHb- specific targeting of drugs, antibodies or anti-
sense oligonucleotides and hold great promise as treat-
ments for depression and other LHb- related psychiatric 
disorders.

Published online 8 April 2020

1. Bianco, I. H. & Wilson, S. W. The habenular nuclei:  
a conserved asymmetric relay station in the vertebrate 
brain. Phil. Trans. R. Soc. Lond. B Biol. Sci. 364, 
1005–1020 (2009).

2. Concha, M. L., Bianco, I. H. & Wilson, S. W. Encoding 
asymmetry within neural circuits. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 
13, 832–843 (2012).

3. Aizawa, H. et al. Laterotopic representation of 
left- right information onto the dorso- ventral axis  
of a zebrafish midbrain target nucleus. Curr. Biol. 15, 
238–243 (2005).

4. Amo, R. et al. Identification of the zebrafish ventral 
habenula as a homolog of the mammalian lateral 
habenula. J. Neurosci. 30, 1566–1574 (2010).

5. Herkenham, M. & Nauta, W. J. Efferent connections of 
the habenular nuclei in the rat. J. Comp. Neurol. 187, 
19–47 (1979).

6. Sutherland, R. J. The dorsal diencephalic conduction 
system - a review of the anatomy and functions of the 
habenular complex. Neurosci. Biobehav. Rev. 6, 1–13 
(1982).

7. Jhou, T. C., Fields, H. L., Baxter, M. G., Saper, C. B.  
& Holland, P. C. The rostromedial tegmental nucleus 
(RMTg), a GABAergic afferent to midbrain dopamine 
neurons, encodes aversive stimuli and inhibits motor 
responses. Neuron 61, 786–800 (2009).

8. Jhou, T. C., Geisler, S., Marinelli, M., Degarmo, B. A.  
& Zahm, D. S. The mesopontine rostromedial 

tegmental nucleus: a structure targeted by the lateral 
habenula that projects to the ventral tegmental area 
of Tsai and substantia nigra compacta. J. Comp. Neurol. 
513, 566–596 (2009).

9. Wang, R. Y. & Aghajanian, G. K. Physiological evidence 
for habenula as major link between forebrain and 
midbrain raphe. Science 197, 89–91 (1977).

10. Stern, W. C., Johnson, A., Bronzino, J. D.  
& Morgane, P. J. Effects of Electrical- stimulation of  
the lateral habenula on single- unit activity of raphe 
neurons. Exp. Neurol. 65, 326–342 (1979).

11. Christoph, G. R., Leonzio, R. J. & Wilcox, K. S. 
Stimulation of the lateral habenula inhibits dopamine-  
containing neurons in the substantia- nigra and ventral 

Nature reviews | NEuroSciENcE

R e v i e w s

  volume 21 | may 2020 | 291



tegmental area of the rat. J. Neurosci. 6, 613–619 
(1986).

12. Ji, H. F. & Shepard, P. D. Lateral habenula stimulation 
inhibits rat midbrain dopamine neurons through a 
GABA(A) receptor- mediated mechanism. J. Neurosci. 
27, 6923–6930 (2007).

13. Matsumoto, M. & Hikosaka, O. Lateral habenula  
as a source of negative reward signals in dopamine 
neurons. Nature 447, 1111–1115 (2007).  
This pioneering study first demonstrates that  
the LHb encodes negative RPE and inhibits 
midbrain dopaminergic neurons during coding  
of negative reward.

14. Ng, J., Papandreou, A., Heales, S. J. & Kurian, M. A. 
Monoamine neurotransmitter disorders–clinical 
advances and future perspectives. Nat. Rev. Neurol. 
11, 567–584 (2015).

15. Hikosaka, O. The habenula: from stress evasion to 
value- based decision- making. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 11, 
503–513 (2010).  
This excellent review contains a concise theoretical 
discussion suggesting the LHb is the ‘antireward 
centre’ in the brain.

16. Matsumoto, M. & Hikosaka, O. Representation of 
negative motivational value in the primate lateral 
habenula. Nat. Neurosci. 12, 77–84 (2009).

17. Hong, S., Jhou, T. C., Smith, M., Saleem, K. S.  
& Hikosaka, O. Negative reward signals from the 
lateral habenula to dopamine neurons are mediated 
by rostromedial tegmental nucleus in primates.  
J. Neurosci. 31, 11457–11471 (2011).

18. Morissette, M. C. & Boye, S. M. Electrolytic lesions  
of the habenula attenuate brain stimulation reward. 
Behavioural Brain Res. 187, 17–26 (2008).

19. Shabel, S. J., Proulx, C. D., Trias, A., Murphy, R. T.  
& Malinow, R. Input to the lateral habenula from  
the basal ganglia is excitatory, aversive, and 
suppressed by serotonin. Neuron 74, 475–481 
(2012).

20. Stamatakis, A. M. & Stuber, G. D. Activation of lateral 
habenula inputs to the ventral midbrain promotes 
behavioral avoidance. Nat. Neurosci. 15, 1105–1107 
(2012).

21. Proulx, C. D., Hikosaka, O. & Malinow, R. Reward 
processing by the lateral habenula in normal and 
depressive behaviors. Nat. Neurosci. 17, 1146–1152 
(2014).  
This excellent review discusses how the LHb 
processes reward- related information and how 
dysregulation of the LHb may be involved in 
depressive behaviours.

22. Golden, S. A. et al. Basal forebrain projections to  
the lateral habenula modulate aggression reward. 
Nature 534, 688–692 (2016).

23. Stamatakis, A. M. et al. Lateral hypothalamic area 
glutamatergic neurons and their projections to  
the lateral habenula regulate feeding and reward.  
J. Neurosci. 36, 302–311 (2016).

24. Fakhoury, M. The habenula in psychiatric disorders: 
more than three decades of translational investigation. 
Neurosci. Biobehav. Rev. 83, 721–735 (2017).

25. Nuno- Perez, A., Tchenio, A., Mameli, M. & Lecca, S. 
Lateral habenula gone awry in depression: bridging 
cellular adaptations with therapeutics. Front. 
Neurosci. 12, 485 (2018).

26. Yang, Y., Wang, H., Hu, J. & Hu, H. Lateral habenula  
in the pathophysiology of depression. Curr. Opin. 
Neurobiol. 48, 90–96 (2018).

27. Caldecotthazard, S., Mazziotta, J. & Phelps, M. 
Cerebral correlates of depressed behavior in rats, 
visualized using C-14 2-deoxyglucose autoradiography. 
J. Neurosci. 8, 1951–1961 (1988).

28. Mirrione, M. M. et al. Increased metabolic activity  
in the septum and habenula during stress is linked  
to subsequent expression of learned helplessness 
behavior. Front. Hum. Neurosci. 8, 29 (2014).

29. Andalman, A. S. et al. Neuronal dynamics regulating 
brain and behavioral state transitions. Cell 177, 
970–985.e20 (2019).  
Using Ca imaging- based whole- brain screening,  
this study demonstrates that repeated stress 
elevates activity only in the vHb across whole brain, 
and that systemic application of a single dose of 
ketamine attenuates vHb hyperactivity and reduces 
behavioural passivity.

30. Morris, J. S., Smith, K. A., Cowen, P. J., Friston, K. J.  
& Dolan, R. J. Covariation of activity in habenula and 
dorsal raphe nuclei following tryptophan depletion. 
Neuroimage 10, 163–172 (1999).

31. Strotmann, B. et al. Mapping of the internal structure 
of human habenula with ex vivo MRI at 7T. Front. Hum. 
Neurosci. 7, 878 (2013).

32. Schmidt, F. M. et al. Habenula volume increases with 
disease severity in unmedicated major depressive 
disorder as revealed by 7T MRI. Eur. Arch. Psychiatry 
Clin. Neurosci. 267, 107–115 (2017).

33. Sartorius, A. et al. Remission of major depression 
under deep brain stimulation of the lateral habenula 
in a therapy- refractory patient. Biol. Psychiatry 67, 
E9–E11 (2010).

34. Zhang, C. et al. Habenula deep brain stimulation  
for refractory bipolar disorder. Brain Stimul. 12, 
1298–1300 (2019).

35. Li, B. et al. Synaptic potentiation onto habenula neurons 
in the learned helplessness model of depression.  
Nature 470, 535–539 (2011).  
This article reports the first cellular basis of 
depressive disorders mediated by the LHb: 
increased excitatory synaptic transmission in 
VTA-projecting LHb neurons.

36. Li, K. et al. βCaMKII in lateral habenula mediates core 
symptoms of depression. Science 341, 1016–1020 
(2013).  
Through a systematic proteomic screen, this study 
identifies the first key molecular mechanism at the 
LHb, the upregulation of CaMKIIβ, underlying  
the synaptic hyperactivity of the LHb and 
depression-like behaviours.

37. Lecca, S. et al. Rescue of GABAB and GIRK function  
in the lateral habenula by protein phosphatase 2A 
inhibition ameliorates depression- like phenotypes in 
mice. Nat. Med. 22, 254–261 (2016).  
This article elegantly shows that PP2A activity 
mediates stress- induced internalization of GABAB 
receptor and GIRK, leading to increased excitability 
of LHb neurons and depressive- like behaviours.

38. Cui, Y. H. et al. Astroglial Kir4.1 in the lateral habenula 
drives neuronal bursts in depression. Nature 554, 
323–327 (2018).  
This study establishes a key role of glial Kir4.1 in 
regulating LHb bursting activity and depression 
through the glial potassium buffering system 
operating at the tight extracellular space 
surrounding neuronal soma.

39. Yang, Y. et al. Ketamine blocks bursting in the lateral 
habenula to rapidly relieve depression. Nature 554, 
317–322 (2018).  
This article reveals NMDAR- dependent burst firing 
in the LHb is a critical mediator of depression and 
ketamine’s rapid antidepressant effects.

40. Cui, Y. H., Hu, S. H. & Hu, H. L. Lateral habenular  
burst firing as a target of the rapid antidepressant 
effects of ketamine. Trends Neurosci. 42, 179–191 
(2019).  
This review takes a historical, comprehensive and 
forward- looking view of ketamine’s antidepressant 
mechanisms, focusing on LHb bursting as a major 
target of ketamine.

41. Aizawa, H., Kobayashi, M., Tanaka, S., Fukai, T.  
& Okamoto, H. Molecular characterization of the 
subnuclei in rat habenula. J. Comp. Neurol. 520, 
4051–4066 (2012).

42. Wagner, F., French, L. & Veh, R. W. Transcriptomic- 
anatomic analysis of the mouse habenula uncovers  
a high molecular heterogeneity among neurons in  
the lateral complex, while gene expression in the 
medial complex largely obeys subnuclear boundaries. 
Brain Struct. Funct. 221, 39–58 (2016).

43. McLaughlin, I., Dani, J. A. & De Biasi, M. The medial 
habenula and interpeduncular nucleus circuitry is 
critical in addiction, anxiety, and mood regulation.  
J. Neurochem. 142, 130–143 (2017).

44. Viswanath, H., Carter, A. Q., Baldwin, P. R.,  
Molfese, D. L. & Salas, R. The medial habenula:  
still neglected. Front. Hum. Neurosci. 7, 931 (2014).

45. Aizawa, H., Amo, R. & Okamoto, H. Phylogeny and 
ontogeny of the habenular structure. Front. Neurosci. 
5, 138 (2011).

46. Contestabile, A. et al. Topography of cholinergic and 
substance- P pathways in the habenulo- interpeduncular 
system of the rat-an immunocytochemical and 
microchemical approach. Neuroscience 21, 253–270 
(1987).

47. Qin, C. & Luo, M. Neurochemical phenotypes of the 
afferent and efferent projections of the mouse medial 
habenula. Neuroscience 161, 827–837 (2009).

48. Herkenham, M. & Nauta, W. J. Afferent connections  
of the habenular nuclei in the rat. A horseradish 
peroxidase study, with a note on the fiber- of- passage 
problem. J. Comp. Neurol. 173, 123–146 (1977).

49. Brinschwitz, K. et al. Glutamatergic axons from the 
lateral habenula mainly terminate on GABAergic 
neurons of the ventral midbrain. Neuroscience 168, 
463–476 (2010).

50. Zhou, L. et al. Organization of functional long- range 
circuits controlling the activity of serotonergic neurons 
in the dorsal raphe nucleus. Cell Rep. 18, 3018–3032 
(2017); erratum 20, 1991–1993 (2017).

51. Cuello, A. C., Emson, P. C., Paxinos, G. & Jessell, T. 
Substance P containing and cholinergic projections 
from the habenula. Brain Res. 149, 413–429 (1978).

52. Kim, U. & Chang, S. Y. Dendritic morphology, local 
circuitry, and intrinsic electrophysiology of neurons  
in the rat medial and lateral habenular nuclei of the 
epithalamus. J. Comp. Neurol. 483, 236–250 (2005).

53. Wilcox, K. S., Gutnick, M. J. & Christoph, G. R. 
Electrophysiological properties of neurons in  
the lateral habenula nucleus: an in vitro study.  
J. Neurophysiol. 59, 212–225 (1988).

54. Meye, F. J., Lecca, S., Valentinova, K. & Mameli, M. 
Synaptic and cellular profile of neurons in the lateral 
habenula. Front. Hum. Neurosci. 7, 860 (2013).

55. Wagner, F., Weiss, T. & Veh, R. W. Electrophysiological 
properties of neurons and synapses in the lateral 
habenular complex (LHb). Pharmacol. Biochem. Behav. 
162, 38–45 (2017).

56. Wagner, F., Stroh, T. & Veh, R. W. Correlating  
habenular subnuclei in rat and mouse by using 
topographic, morphological, and cytochemical criteria. 
J. Comp. Neurol. 522, 2650–2662 (2014).

57. Herzog, E. et al. Localization of VGLUT3, the vesicular 
glutamate transporter type 3, in the rat brain. 
Neuroscience 123, 983–1002 (2004).

58. Geisler, S., Derst, C., Veh, R. W. & Zahm, D. S. 
Glutamatergic afferents of the ventral tegmental area 
in the rat. J. Neurosci. 27, 5730–5743 (2007).

59. Congiu, M., Trusel, M., Pistis, M., Mameli, M.  
& Lecca, S. Opposite responses to aversive stimuli  
in lateral habenula neurons. Eur. J. Neurosci. 50, 
2921–2930 (2019).

60. Zhang, L. M., Hernandez, V. S., Vazquez- Juarez, E., 
Chay, F. K. & Barrio, R. A. Thirst is associated with 
suppression of habenula output and active stress 
coping: is there a role for a non- canonical vasopressin- 
glutamate pathway? Front. Neural Circuit 10, 13 
(2016).

61. Zhang, L. M. et al. A GABAergic cell type in the  
lateral habenula links hypothalamic homeostatic  
and midbrain motivation circuits with sex steroid 
signaling. Transl. Psychiatry 8, 50 (2018).

62. Wallace, M. L. et al. Distinct neuronal subtypes of  
the lateral habenula differentially target ventral 
tegmental area dopamine neurons. Preprint at bioRxiv 
https://doi.org/10.1101/743401 (2019).

63. Flanigan, M. E. et al. Orexin signaling in GABAergic 
lateral habenula neurons modulates aggressive 
behavior. Preprint at bioRxiv https://doi.org/10.1101/ 
811265 (2019).

64. Webster, J. F., Vroman, R., Balueva, K., Wulff, P.  
& Sakata, S. Disentangling neuronal inhibition and 
inhibitory pathways in the lateral habenula. Preprint 
at bioRxiv https://doi.org/10.1101/633271 (2019).

65. Yang, N. et al. Neuropeptidomics of the rat habenular 
nuclei. J. Proteome Res. 17, 1463–1473 (2018).

66. Celio, M. R. Calbindin- D-28k and parvalbumin in the  
rat nervous- system. Neuroscience 35, 375–475 
(1990).

67. Pompeiano, M., Palacios, J. M. & Mengod, G. 
Distribution of the serotonin 5-HT2 receptor family 
mRNAs comparison between 5- HT2a and 5- HT2c 
receptors. Mol. Brain Res. 23, 163–178 (1994).

68. Lein, E. S. et al. Genome- wide atlas of gene expression 
in the adult mouse brain. Nature 445, 168–176 
(2007).

69. Ray, J. P. & Price, J. L. Postnatal changes in the density 
and distribution of neurotensin- like immunoreactive 
fibers in the mediodorsal nucleus of the thalamus in 
the rat. J. Comp. Neurol. 292, 269–282 (1990).

70. Frahmm, S. et al. An essential role of acetylcholine- 
glutamate synergy at habenular synapses in nicotine 
dependence. eLife 4, e11396 (2015).

71. Gardon, O. et al. Expression of mu opioid receptor in 
dorsal diencephalic conduction system: new insights 
for the medial habenula. Neuroscience 277, 595–609 
(2014).

72. Wagner, F., Bernard, R., Derst, C., French, L.  
& Veh, R. W. Microarray analysis of transcripts with 
elevated expressions in the rat medial or lateral 
habenula suggest fast GABAergic excitation in the 
medial habenula and habenular involvement in  
the regulation of feeding and energy balance.  
Brain Struct. Funct. 221, 4663–4689 (2016).

73. Murtra, P., Sheasby, A. M., Hunt, S. P. & De Felipe, C. 
Rewarding effects of opiates are absent in mice lacking 
the receptor for substance P. Nature 405, 180–183 
(2000).

www.nature.com/nrn

R e v i e w s

292 | may 2020 | volume 21 

https://doi.org/10.1101/743401
https://doi.org/10.1101/811265
https://doi.org/10.1101/811265
https://doi.org/10.1101/633271


74. Liu, C. et al. GPR139, an orphan receptor highly 
enriched in the habenula and septum, is activated  
by the essential amino acids L- tryptophan and 
L- phenylalanine. Mol. Pharmacol. 88, 911–925 
(2015).

75. Broms, J., Antolin- Fontes, B., Tingstrom, A. & 
Ibanez- Tallon, I. Conserved expression of the GPR151 
receptor in habenular axonal projections of vertebrates. 
J. Comp. Neurol. 523, 359–380 (2015).

76. Broms, J. et al. Monosynaptic retrograde tracing of 
neurons expressing the G- protein coupled receptor 
Gpr151 in the mouse brain. J. Comp. Neurol. 525, 
3227–3250 (2017).

77. Pandey, S., Shekhar, K., Regev, A. & Schier, A. F. 
Comprehensive identification and spatial mapping of 
habenular neuronal types using single- cell RNA- Seq. 
Curr. Biol. 28, 1052–1065.e7 (2018).

78. Cerniauskas, I. et al. Chronic stress induces activity, 
synaptic, and transcriptional remodeling of the lateral 
habenula associated with deficits in motivated 
behaviors. Neuron 104, 899–915.e8 (2019).

79. Hashikawa, Y. et al. Transcriptional and spatial 
resolution of cell types in the mammalian habenula. 
Preprint at bioRxiv https://doi.org/10.1101/772376 
(2019).

80. Weiss, T. & Veh, R. W. Morphological and 
electrophysiological characteristics of neurons  
within identified subnuclei of the lateral habenula  
in rat brain slices. Neuroscience 172, 74–93 (2011).

81. Chang, S. Y. & Kim, U. Ionic mechanism of long- lasting 
discharges of action Potentials triggered by membrane 
hyperpolarization in the medial lateral habenula.  
J. Neurosci. 24, 2172–2181 (2004).

82. Cheong, E. & Shin, H. S. T- type Ca2+ channels in 
normal and abnormal brain functions. Physiol. Rev. 
93, 961–992 (2013).

83. Llinás, R. & Yarom, Y. Electrophysiology of mammalian 
inferior olivary neurones in vitro. Different types of 
voltage-dependent ionic conductances. J. Physiol. 
315, 549–567 (1981).

84. Lecca, S. et al. Aversive stimuli drive hypothalamus- to- 
 habenula excitation to promotee scape behavior.  
eLife 6, e30697 (2017).

85. Kim, U. & Lee, T. Topography of descending projections 
from anterior insular and medial prefrontal regions  
to the lateral habenula of the epithalamus in the rat. 
Eur. J. Neurosci. 35, 1253–1269 (2012).

86. Warden, M. R. et al. A prefrontal cortex- brainstem 
neuronal projection that controls response to 
behavioural challenge. Nature 492, 428–432  
(2012).

87. Ye, L. et al. Wiring and molecular features of prefrontal 
ensembles representing distinct experiences. Cell 165, 
1776–1788 (2016).

88. Benekareddy, M. et al. Identification of a 
corticohabenular circuit regulating socially directed 
behavior. Biol. Psychiatry 83, 607–617 (2018).

89. Root, D. H. et al. Single rodent mesohabenular axons 
release glutamate and GABA. Nat. Neurosci. 17, 
1543–1551 (2014).

90. Stuber, G. D., Stamatakis, A. M. & Kantak, P. A. 
Considerations when using cre- driver rodent lines for 
studying ventral tegmental area circuitry. Neuron 85, 
439–445 (2015).

91. Xie, G. et al. Serotonin modulates glutamatergic 
transmission to neurons in the lateral habenula.  
Sci. Rep. 6, 23798 (2016).

92. Zhang, H. et al. Dorsal raphe projection inhibits the 
excitatory inputs on lateral habenula and alleviates 
depressive behaviors in rats. Brain Struct. Funct. 223, 
2243–2258 (2018).

93. Szonyi, A. et al. Median raphe controls acquisition  
of negative experience in the mouse. Science 366, 
eaay8746 (2019).

94. Hong, S. & Hikosaka, O. The globus pallidus sends 
reward- related signals to the lateral habenula.  
Neuron 60, 720–729 (2008).

95. Stephenson- Jones, M. et al. A basal ganglia circuit for 
evaluating action outcomes. Nature 539, 289–293 
(2016).

96. Shabel, S. J., Proulx, C. D., Piriz, J. & Malinow, R. 
GABA/glutamate co- release controls habenula output 
and is modified by antidepressant treatment. Science 
345, 1494–1498 (2014).  
This article reports the co- release of glutamate  
and GABA from the EPN to LHb synapses.  
It demonstrates the balance of these two co- 
released transmitters as an important regulator  
of depression.

97. Meye, F. J. et al. Shifted pallidal co- release of GABA 
and glutamate in habenula drives cocaine withdrawal 
and relapse. Nat. Neurosci. 19, 1019–1024 (2016).

98. Root, D. H. et al. Selective brain distribution and 
distinctive synaptic architecture of dual glutamatergic- 
GABAergic neurons. Cell Rep. 23, 3465–3479 
(2018).

99. Lazaridis, I. et al. A hypothalamus- habenula circuit 
controls aversion. Mol. Psychiatry 24, 1351–1368 
(2019).

100. Trusel, M. et al. Punishment- predictive cues guide 
avoidance through potentiation of hypothalamus- to- 
habenula synapses. Neuron 102, 120–127 (2019).

101. Yetnikoff, L., Cheng, A. Y., Lavezzi, H. N., Parsley, K. P. 
& Zahm, D. S. Sources of input to the rostromedial 
tegmental nucleus, ventral tegmental area, and lateral 
habenula compared: a study in rat. J. Comp. Neurol. 
523, 2426–2456 (2015).

102. Garland, J. C. & Mogenson, G. J. An electrophysiological 
study of convergence of entopeduncular and lateral 
preoptic inputs on lateral habenular neurons projecting 
to the midbrain. Brain Res. 263, 33–41 (1983).

103. Araki, M., Mcgeer, P. L. & Mcgeer, E. G. Retrograde 
HRP tracing combined with a pharmacohistochemical 
method for GABA transaminase for the identification 
of presumptive GABAergic projections to the 
habenula. Brain Res. 304, 271–277 (1984).

104. Barker, D. J. et al. Lateral preoptic control of the 
lateral habenula through convergent glutamate  
and GABA transmission. Cell Rep. 21, 1757–1769 
(2017).

105. Root, D. H., Melendez, R. I., Zaborszky, L. &  
Napier, T. C. The ventral pallidum: subregion- specific 
functional anatomy and roles in motivated behaviors. 
Prog. Neurobiol. 130, 29–70 (2015).

106. Knowland, D. et al. Distinct ventral pallidal neural 
populations mediate separate symptoms of depression. 
Cell 170, 284–297 (2017).

107. Faget, L. et al. Opponent control of behavioral 
reinforcement by inhibitory and excitatory projections 
from the ventral pallidum. Nat. Commun. 9, 849 
(2018).

108. Tooley, J. et al. Glutamatergic ventral pallidal neurons 
modulate activity of the habenula- tegmental circuitry 
and constrain reward seeking. Biol. Psychiatry 83, 
1012–1023 (2018).

109. Stephenson- Jones, M. et al. Opposing contributions of 
GABAergic and glutamatergic ventral pallidal neurons 
to motivational behaviors. Neuron 105, 921–933.e5 
(2020).

110. Mercer, L. F. & Remley, N. R. Mapping of sensory- 
responsive cells in the septal area of the rat. Brain 
Res. Bull. 4, 483–490 (1979).

111. Miller, C. L. & Freedman, R. Medial septal neuron 
activity in relation to an auditory sensory gating 
paradigm. Neuroscience 55, 373–380 (1993).

112. Zhang, G. W. et al. Transforming sensory cues into 
aversive emotion via septal- habenular pathway. 
Neuron 99, 1016–1028.e5 (2018).

113. Huang, L. et al. A visual circuit related to habenula 
underlies the antidepressive effects of light therapy. 
Neuron 102, 128–142.e8 (2019).

114. Fernandez, D. C. et al. Light affects mood and learning 
through distinct retina- brain pathways. Cell 175, 
71–84.e18 (2018).

115. Stamatakis, A. M. et al. A unique population of ventral 
tegmental area neurons inhibits the lateral habenula 
to promote reward. Neuron 80, 1039–1053 (2013).

116. Lammel, S. et al. Diversity of transgenic mouse models 
for selective targeting of midbrain dopamine neurons. 
Neuron 85, 429–438 (2015).

117. Yoo, J. H. et al. Ventral tegmental area glutamate 
neurons co- release GABA and promote positive 
reinforcement. Nat. Commun. 7, 13697 (2016).

118. Kowski, A. B., Veh, R. W. & Weiss, T. Dopaminergic 
activation excites rat lateral habenular neurons  
in vivo. Neuroscience 161, 1154–1165 (2009).

119. Reisine, T. D. et al. Evidence for a dopaminergic 
innervation of the cat lateral habenula: its role in 
controlling serotonin transmission in the basal ganglia. 
Brain Res. 308, 281–288 (1984).

120. Li, Y. Q., Takada, M., Shinonaga, Y. & Mizuno, N.  
The sites of origin of dopaminergic afferent fibers  
to the lateral habenular nucleus in the rat. J. Comp. 
Neurol. 333, 118–133 (1993).

121. Muzerelle, A., Scotto- Lomassese, S., Bernard, J. F., 
Soiza- Reilly, M. & Gaspar, P. Conditional anterograde 
tracing reveals distinct targeting of individual 
serotonin cell groups (B5–B9) to the forebrain and 
brainstem. Brain Struct. Funct. 221, 535–561 
(2016).

122. Zahm, D. S. & Root, D. H. Review of the cytology  
and connections of the lateral habenula, an avatar of 
adaptive behaving. Pharmacol. Biochem. Behav. 162, 
3–21 (2017).

123. Kaufling, J., Veinante, P., Pawlowski, S. A., 
Freund- Mercier, M. J. & Barrot, M. Afferents to the 
GABAergic tail of the ventral tegmental area in the rat. 
J. Comp. Neurol. 513, 597–621 (2009).

124. Sanchez- Catalan, M. J. et al. Response of the tail  
of the ventral tegmental area to aversive stimuli. 
Neuropsychopharmacology 42, 638–648 (2017).

125. Li, H., Pullmann, D., Cho, J. Y., Eid, M. & Jhou, T. C. 
Generality and opponency of rostromedial tegmental 
(RMTg) roles in valence processing. eLife 8, e41542 
(2019).

126. Balcita- Pedicino, J. J., Omelchenko, N., Bell, R.  
& Sesack, S. R. The inhibitory influence of the lateral 
habenula on midbrain dopamine cells: ultrastructural 
evidence for indirect mediation via the rostromedial 
mesopontine tegmental nucleus. J. Comp. Neurol. 
519, 1143–1164 (2011).

127. Lecca, S., Melis, M., Luchicchi, A., Muntoni, A. L.  
& Pistis, M. Inhibitory inputs from rostromedial 
tegmental neurons regulate spontaneous activity of 
midbrain dopamine cells and their responses to drugs 
of abuse. Neuropsychopharmacology 37, 1164–1176 
(2012).

128. Kaufling, J. & Aston- Jones, G. Persistent adaptations in 
afferents to ventral tegmental dopamine neurons after 
opiate withdrawal. J. Neurosci. 35, 10290–10303 
(2015).

129. Lammel, S. et al. Input- specific control of reward and 
aversion in the ventral tegmental area. Nature 491, 
212–217 (2012).

130. Laurent, V., Wong, F. L. & Balleine, B. W. The lateral 
habenula and its input to the rostromedial tegmental 
nucleus mediates outcome- specific conditioned 
inhibition. J. Neurosci. 37, 10932–10942 (2017).

131. Proulx, C. D. et al. A neural pathway controlling 
motivation to exert effort. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 
115, 5792–5797 (2018).

132. Elmer, G. I. et al. The rostromedial tegmental nucleus 
modulates the development of stress- induced helpless 
behavior. Behavioural Brain Res. 359, 950–957 
(2019).

133. Omelchenko, N., Bell, R. & Sesack, S. R. Lateral 
habenula projections to dopamine and GABA neurons 
in the rat ventral tegmental area. Eur. J. Neurosci. 30, 
1239–1250 (2009).

134. Goncalves, L., Sego, C. & Metzger, M. Differential 
projections from the lateral habenula to the 
rostromedial tegmental nucleus and ventral tegmental 
area in the rat. J. Comp. Neurol. 520, 1278–1300 
(2012).

135. Brown, P. L. & Shepard, P. D. Functional evidence  
for a direct excitatory projection from the lateral 
habenula to the ventral tegmental area in the rat.  
J. Neurophysiol. 116, 1161–1174 (2016).

136. Sego, C. et al. Lateral habenula and the rostromedial 
tegmental nucleus innervate neurochemically distinct 
subdivisions of the dorsal raphe nucleus in the rat.  
J. Comp. Neurol. 522, 1454–1484 (2014).

137. Amo, R. et al. The habenulo- raphe serotonergic circuit 
encodes an aversive expectation value essential for 
adaptive active avoidance of danger. Neuron 84, 
1034–1048 (2014).

138. Yang, H. B. et al. Laterodorsal tegmentum interneuron 
subtypes oppositely regulate olfactory cue- induced 
innate fear. Nat. Neurosci. 19, 283–289 (2016); 
corrigendum 19, 862 (2016).

139. Hikosaka, O., Sesack, S. R., Lecourtier, L.  
& Shepard, P. D. Habenula: crossroad between the 
basal ganglia and the limbic system. J. Neurosci. 28, 
11825–11829 (2008).

140. Mathis, V. et al. The lateral habenula as a relay of 
cortical information to process working memory. 
Cereb. Cortex 27, 5485–5495 (2017).

141. Mizumori, S. J. Y. & Baker, P. M. The lateral habenula 
and adaptive behaviors. Trends Neurosci. 40, 
481–493 (2017).

142. Bano- Otalora, B. & Piggins, H. D. Contributions of the 
lateral habenula to circadian timekeeping. Pharmacol. 
Biochem. Behav. 162, 46–54 (2017).

143. Mendoza, J. Circadian neurons in the lateral habenula: 
clocking motivated behaviors. Pharmacol. Biochem. 
Behav. 162, 55–61 (2017).

144. Shelton, L., Becerra, L. & Borsook, D. Unmasking  
the mysteries of the habenula in pain and analgesia. 
Prog. Neurobiol. 96, 208–219 (2012).

145. Schultz, W., Dayan, P. & Montague, P. R. A neural 
substrate of prediction and reward. Science 275, 
1593–1599 (1997).

146. Bromberg- Martin, E. S. & Hikosaka, O. Midbrain 
dopamine neurons signal preference for advance 
information about upcoming rewards. Neuron 63, 
119–126 (2009).

Nature reviews | NEuroSciENcE

R e v i e w s

  volume 21 | may 2020 | 293

https://doi.org/10.1101/772376


147. Salas, R., Baldwin, P., de Biasi, M. & Montague, P. R. 
BOLD responses to negative reward prediction errors 
in human habenula. Front. Hum. Neurosci. 4, 36 
(2010).

148. Ullsperger, M. & von Cramon, D. Y. Error monitoring 
using external feedback: specific roles of the 
habenular complex, the reward system, and the 
cingulate motor area revealed by functional magnetic 
resonance imaging. J. Neurosci. 23, 4308–4314 
(2003).

149. Kravitz, A. V. et al. Regulation of parkinsonian motor 
behaviours by optogenetic control of basal ganglia 
circuitry. Nature 466, 622–626 (2010).

150. Tian, J. & Uchida, N. Habenula lesions reveal that 
multiple mechanisms underlie dopamine prediction 
errors. Neuron 87, 1304–1316 (2015).

151. Matsumoto, M. & Hikosaka, O. Negative motivational 
control of saccadic eye movement by the lateral 
habenula. Prog. Brain Res. 171, 399–402 (2008).

152. Morales, M. & Margolis, E. B. Ventral tegmental area: 
cellular heterogeneity, connectivity and behaviour. 
Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 18, 73–85 (2017).

153. Bromberg- Martin, E. S., Hikosaka, O. & Nakamura, K. 
Coding of task reward value in the dorsal raphe 
nucleus. J. Neurosci. 30, 6262–6272 (2010).

154. Stopper, C. M. & Floresco, S. B. What’s better for me? 
Fundamental role for lateral habenula in promoting 
subjective decision biases. Nat. Neurosci. 17, 33–35 
(2014).

155. Nakamura, K., Matsumoto, M. & Hikosaka, O. 
Reward- dependent modulation of neuronal activity  
in the primate dorsal raphe nucleus. J. Neurosci. 28, 
5331–5343 (2008).

156. Luo, M. M., Zhou, J. F. & Liu, Z. X. Reward processing 
by the dorsal raphe nucleus: 5-HT and beyond.  
Learn. Mem. 22, 452–460 (2015).

157. Berridge, K. C. Evolving concepts of emotion and 
motivation. Front. Psychol. 9, 1647 (2018).

158. Seymour, B., Daw, N. D., Roiser, J. P., Dayan, P. & 
Dolan, R. Serotonin selectively modulates reward 
value in human decision- making. J. Neurosci. 32, 
5833–5842 (2012).

159. Wirtshafter, D., Asin, K. E. & Pitzer, M. R. Dopamine 
agonists and stress produce different patterns of 
fos- like immunoreactivity in the lateral habenula. 
Brain Res. 633, 21–26 (1994).

160. Wang, D. et al. Learning shapes the aversion and 
reward responses of lateral habenula neurons. eLife 6, 
e23045 (2017).

161. Shabel, S. J., Wang, C. Y., Monk, B., Aronson, S. & 
Malinow, R. Stress transforms lateral habenula reward 
responses into punishment signals. Proc. Natl Acad. 
Sci. USA 116, 12488–12493 (2019).

162. Shepard, R. D. et al. Ketamine reverses lateral 
habenula neuronal dysfunction and behavioral 
immobility in the forced swim test following maternal 
deprivation in late adolescent rats. Front. Synaptic 
Neurosci. 10, 39 (2018).

163. Park, H. et al. Exposure to stressors facilitates 
long- term synaptic potentiation in the lateral 
habenula. J. Neurosci. 37, 6021–6030 (2017).

164. Park, H., Rhee, J., Lee, S. & Chung, C. Selectively 
impaired endocannabinoid- dependent long- term 
depression in the lateral habenula in an animal model 
of depression. Cell Rep. 20, 289–296 (2017).

165. Ootsuka, Y., Mohammed, M. & Blessing, W. W. Lateral 
habenula regulation of emotional hyperthermia: 
mediation via the medullary raphe. Sci. Rep. 7, 4102 
(2017).

166. Root, D. H., Mejias- Aponte, C. A., Qi, J. & Morales, M. 
Role of glutamatergic projections from ventral 
tegmental area to lateral habenula in aversive 
conditioning. J. Neurosci. 34, 13906–13910  
(2014).

167. Nair, S. G., Strand, N. S. & Neumaier, J. F. DREADDing 
the lateral habenula: a review of methodological 
approaches for studying lateral habenula function. 
Brain Res. 1511, 93–101 (2013).

168. Tchenio, A., Lecca, S., Valentinova, K. & Mameli, M. 
Limiting habenular hyperactivity ameliorates  
maternal separation- driven depressive- like symptoms. 
Nat. Commun. 8, 1135 (2017).

169. Dolzani, S. D. et al. Activation of a habenulo- raphe 
circuit is critical for the behavioral and neurochemical 
consequences of uncontrollable stress in the male rat. 
eNeuro 3, ENEURO.0229-16.2016 (2016).

170. Seligman, M. E. Learned helplessness. Annu. Rev. Med. 
23, 407 (1972).

171. Lee, E. H. Y. & Huang, S. L. Role of lateral habenula  
in the regulation of exploratory- behavior and its 
relationship to stress in rats. Behav. Brain Res. 30, 
265–271 (1988).

172. Lecourtier, L. & Kelly, P. H. Bilateral lesions of the 
habenula induce attentional disturbances in rats. 
Neuropsychopharmacology 30, 484–496 (2005).

173. Sanders, D. et al. Nicotinic receptors in the habenula: 
importance for memory. Neuroscience 166, 386–390 
(2010).

174. Lecourtier, L., Neijt, H. C. & Kelly, P. H. Habenula 
lesions cause impaired cognitive performance in rats: 
implications for schizophrenia. Eur. J. Neurosci. 19, 
2551–2560 (2004).

175. Goutagny, R. et al. Interactions between the lateral 
habenula and the hippocampus: implication for spatial 
memory processes. Neuropsychopharmacology 38, 
2418–2426 (2013).

176. Wang, Z., Wang, L., Yamamoto, R., Sugai, T.  
& Kato, N. Role of the lateral habenula in shaping 
context- dependent locomotor activity during cognitive 
tasks. Neuroreport 24, 276–280 (2013).

177. Takeuchi, T., Duszkiewicz, A. J. & Morris, R. G. M.  
The synaptic plasticity and memory hypothesis: 
encoding, storage and persistence. Phil. Trans R.  
Soc. B 369, 20130288 (2014).

178. Mathis, V., Cosquer, B., Avallone, M., Cassel, J. C. & 
Lecourtier, L. Excitatory transmission to the lateral 
habenula is critical for encoding and retrieval of spatial 
memory. Neuropsychopharmacology 40, 2843–2851 
(2015).

179. Cui, Y. et al. Forebrain NR2B overexpression facilitating 
the prefrontal cortex long- term potentiation and 
enhancing working memory function in mice. PLoS One 
6, e20312 (2011).

180. Thornton, E. W. & Evans, J. A. The effects of lesions of 
the habenula nucleus on lever press behaviour during 
a tandem operant schedule with contrasting response 
requirements. Behav. Brain Res. 12, 327–334 
(1984).

181. Kawai, T., Yamada, H., Sato, N., Takada, M. & 
Matsumoto, M. Roles of the lateral habenula and 
anterior cingulate cortex in negative outcome 
monitoring and behavioral adjustment in nonhuman 
primates. Neuron 88, 792–804 (2015).

182. Baker, P. M., Oh, S. E., Kidder, K. S. & Mizumori, S. J. 
Ongoing behavioral state information signaled in  
the lateral habenula guides choice flexibility in freely 
moving rats. Front. Behav. Neurosci. 9, 295 (2015).

183. Zhao, H. & Rusak, B. Circadian firing- rate rhythms  
and light responses of rat habenular nucleus neurons 
in vivo and in vitro. Neuroscience 132, 519–528 
(2005).

184. Guglielmotti, V. & Cristino, L. The interplay between 
the pineal complex and the habenular nuclei in lower 
vertebrates in the context of the evolution of cerebral 
asymmetry. Brain Res. Bull. 69, 475–488 (2006).

185. Cui, W. et al. Glial dysfunction in the mouse habenula 
causes depressive- like behaviors and sleep disturbance. 
J. Neurosci. 34, 16273–16285 (2014).

186. Zhang, B., Gao, Y., Li, Y., Yang, J. & Zhao, H. Sleep 
deprivation influences circadian gene expression in  
the lateral habenula. Behav. Neurol. 2016, 7919534 
(2016).

187. Haun, F., Eckenrode, T. C. & Murray, M. Habenula  
and thalamus cell transplants restore normal  
sleep behaviors disrupted by denervation of the 
interpeduncular nucleus. J. Neurosci. 12, 3282–3290 
(1992).

188. Valjakka, A. et al. The fasciculus retroflexus controls 
the integrity of REM sleep by supporting the 
generation of hippocampal theta rhythm and rapid  
eye movements in rats. Brain Res. Bull. 47, 171–184 
(1998).

189. Gelegen, C. et al. Excitatory pathways from the lateral 
habenula enable propofol- induced sedation. Curr. Biol. 
28, 580–587.e5 (2018).

190. Aizawa, H. et al. The synchronous activity of lateral 
habenular neurons is essential for regulating 
hippocampal theta oscillation. J. Neurosci. 33, 
8909–8921 (2013).

191. Sakhi, K. et al. Intrinsic and extrinsic cues regulate  
the daily profile of mouse lateral habenula neuronal 
activity. J. Physiol. 592, 5025–5045 (2014).

192. Abe, M. et al. Circadian rhythms in isolated brain 
regions. J. Neurosci. 22, 350–356 (2002).

193. Guilding, C., Hughes, A. T. & Piggins, H. D. Circadian 
oscillators in the epithalamus. Neuroscience 169, 
1630–1639 (2010).

194. Hattar, S. et al. Central projections of melanopsin-  
expressing retinal ganglion cells in the mouse.  
J. Comp. Neurol. 497, 326–349 (2006).

195. Pavel, S. & Eisner, C. A GABAergic habenulo- raphe 
pathway mediates both serotoninergic and hypnogenic 
effects of vasotocin in cats. Brain Res. Bull. 13, 
623–627 (1984).

196. Dzirasa, K. et al. Dopaminergic control of sleep- wake 
states. J. Neurosci. 26, 10577–10589 (2006).

197. Holstege, G. The mesopontine rostromedial tegmental 
nucleus and the emotional motor system: role in basic 
survival behavior. J. Comp. Neurol. 513, 559–565 
(2009).

198. Vetrivelan, R., Fuller, P. M., Tong, Q. & Lu, J. 
Medullary circuitry regulating rapid eye movement 
sleep and motor atonia. J. Neurosci. 29, 9361–9369 
(2009).

199. Boivin, D. B. Influence of sleep- wake and circadian 
rhythm disturbances in psychiatric disorders.  
J. Psychiatry Neurosci. 25, 446–458 (2000).

200. Li, J. Z. et al. Circadian patterns of gene expression in 
the human brain and disruption in major depressive 
disorder. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 110, 9950–9955 
(2013).

201. Ben- Hamo, M. et al. Circadian forced desynchrony of 
the master clock leads to phenotypic manifestation of 
depression in rats. eNeuro 3, ENEURO.0237-16.2016 
(2017).

202. Riemann, D., Berger, M. & Voderholzer, U. Sleep  
and depression–results from psychobiological  
studies: an overview. Biol. Psychol. 57, 67–103 
(2001).

203. Vogel, G. W., Vogel, F., McAbee, R. S. & Thurmond, A. J. 
Improvement of depression by REM sleep deprivation. 
New findings and a theory. Arch. Gen. Psychiatry 37, 
247–253 (1980).

204. Nelson, L. E. et al. The sedative component of 
anesthesia is mediated by GABA(A) receptors in  
an endogenous sleep pathway. Nat. Neurosci. 5, 
979–984 (2002).

205. Nelson, L. E. et al. The alpha2-adrenoceptor agonist 
dexmedetomidine converges on an endogenous 
sleep- promoting pathway to exert its sedative effects. 
Anesthesiology 98, 428–436 (2003).

206. Allada, R. An emerging link between general 
anesthesia and sleep. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 105, 
2257–2258 (2008).

207. Lu, J. et al. Role of endogenous sleep- wake and 
analgesic systems in anesthesia. J. Comp. Neurol. 
508, 648–662 (2008).

208. Abulafia, R., Zalkind, V. & Devor, M. Cerebral activity 
during the anesthesia- like state induced by 
mesopontine microinjection of pentobarbital.  
J. Neurosci. 29, 7053–7064 (2009).

209. Goto, M., Canteras, N. S., Burns, G. & Swanson, L. W. 
Projections from the subfornical region of the lateral 
hypothalamic area. J. Comp. Neurol. 493, 412–438 
(2005).

210. Yu, L. C. & Han, J. S. Habenula as a relay in the 
descending pathway from nucleus- accumbens to 
periaqueductal gray subserving antinociception.  
Int. J. Neurosci. 54, 245–251 (1990).

211. Craig, A. D. Distribution of trigeminothalamic and 
spinothalamic lamina I terminations in the cat. 
Somatosens. Mot. Res. 20, 209–222 (2003).

212. Shelton, L. et al. Mapping pain activation and 
connectivity of the human habenula. J. Neurophysiol. 
107, 2633–2648 (2012).

213. Benabid, A. L. & Jeaugey, L. Cells of the rat lateral 
habenula respond to high- threshold somatosensory 
inputs. Neurosci. Lett. 96, 289–294 (1989).

214. Zastawny, R. L. et al. Cloning, characterization,  
and distribution of a mu- opioid receptor in rat brain.  
J. Neurochem. 62, 2099–2105 (1994).

215. Cohen, S. R. & Melzack, R. Morphine injected into  
the habenula and dorsal posteromedial thalamus 
produces analgesia in the formalin test. Brain Res. 
359, 131–139 (1985).

216. Ma, Q. P., Shi, Y. S. & Han, J. S. Further studies  
on interactions between periaqueductal gray,  
nucleus accumbens and habenula in antinociception. 
Brain Res. 583, 292–295 (1992).

217. Meszaros, J., Gajewska, S. & Tarchalska- Krynska, B. 
Habenulo- interpeduncular lesions: the effects on  
pain sensitivity, morphine analgesia and open- field 
behavior in rats. Pol. J. Pharmacol. Pharm. 37, 
469–477 (1985).

218. Fuchs, P. & Cox, V. C. Habenula lesions attenuate 
lateral hypothalamic analgesia in the formalin test. 
Neuroreport 4, 121–124 (1993).

219. Fowler, C. D. & Kenny, P. J. Habenular signaling in 
nicotine reinforcement. Neuropsychopharmacology 
37, 306–307 (2012).

220. Velasquez, K. M., Molfese, D. L. & Salas, R. The role of 
the habenula in drug addiction. Front. Hum. Neurosci. 
8, 174 (2014).

221. Schildkraut, J. J. The catecholamine hypothesis of 
affective disorders: a review of supporting evidence. 
Am. J. Psychiatry 122, 509–522 (1965).

www.nature.com/nrn

R e v i e w s

294 | may 2020 | volume 21 



222. Krishnan, V. & Nestler, E. J. The molecular 
neurobiology of depression. Nature 455, 894–902 
(2008).

223. Seo, J. S., Zhong, P., Liu, A., Yan, Z. & Greengard, P. 
Elevation of p11 in lateral habenula mediates 
depression- like behavior. Mol. Psychiatry 23, 
1113–1119 (2018).

224. Han, L. N. et al. Activation of serotonin2C receptors  
in the lateral habenular nucleus increases the 
expression of depression-related behaviors in  
the hemiparkinsonian rat. Neuropharmacology 93, 
68–79 (2015).

225. Dong, Y. & Hu, H. Taming the “Black Dog” by light:  
a retina-habenula circuit mechanism unveiled.  
Neuron 102, 3–5 (2019).

226. Kepecs, A. & Lisman, J. Information encoding and 
computation with spikes and bursts. Network 14, 
103–118 (2003).

227. Cui, Y., Yang, Y., Dong, Y. & Hu, H. Decoding depression: 
insights from glial and ketamine regulation of neuronal 
burst firing in lateral habenula. Cold Spring Harb. 
Symp. Quant. Biol. 83, 141–150 (2018).

228. Lodge, D., Anis, N. A. & Burton, N. R. Effects of  
optical isomers of ketamine on excitation of cat and 
rat spinal neurones by amino acids and acetylcholine. 
Neurosci. Lett. 29, 281–286 (1982).

229. Tian, Zheng et al. Lack of antidepressant effects  
of low- voltage- sensitive T- type calcium channel  
blocker ethosuximide in a chronic social defeat  
stress model: comparison with (R)- ketamine.  
Int. J. Neuropsychopharmacol. 21, 1031–1036 
(2018).

230. Kang, S., Li, J., Bekker, A. & Ye, J. H. Rescue  
of glutamate transport in the lateral habenula 
alleviates depression- and anxiety- like behaviors in 
ethanol- withdrawn rats. Neuropharmacology 129, 
47–56 (2018).

231. Zhou, W. et al. A neural circuit for comorbid 
depressive symptoms in chronic pain. Nat. Neurosci. 
22, 1649–1658 (2019).

232. Tan, D., Nuno- Perez, A., Mameli, M. & Meye, F. J. 
Cocaine withdrawal reduces GABAB R transmission at 
entopeduncular nucleus — lateral habenula synapses. 
Eur. J. Neurosci. 50, 2124–2133 (2019).

233. Li, J. et al. Inhibition of AMPA receptor and  
CaMKII activity in the lateral habenula reduces 
depressive- like behavior and alcohol intake in rats. 
Neuropharmacology 126, 108–120 (2017).

234. Ma, H., Li, B. & Tsien, R. W. Distinct roles of multiple 
isoforms of CaMKII in signaling to the nucleus. 
Biochim. Biophys. Acta 1853, 1953–1957  
(2015).

235. Robinson, T. E. & Kolb, B. Structural plasticity 
associated with exposure to drugs of abuse. 
Neuropharmacology 47, 33–46 (2004).

236. Luscher, C. & Malenka, R. C. Drug- evoked synaptic 
plasticity in addiction: from molecular changes to 
circuit remodeling. Neuron 69, 650–663 (2011).

237. Chen, Z. X. & Kenny, P. J. Endocannabinoid signaling 
in the habenula regulates adaptive responses to 
stress. Biol. Psychiatry 84, 553–554 (2018).

238. West, R. & Gossop, M. Overview-a comparison of 
withdrawal symptoms from different drug classes. 
Addiction 89, 1483–1489 (1994).

239. Koob, G. F. & Le Moal, M. Drug addiction, 
dysregulation of reward, and allostasis. 
Neuropsychopharmacology 24, 97–129 (2001).

240. Solomon, R. L. & Corbit, J. D. An opponent- process 
theory of motivation. I. Temporal dynamics of affect. 
Psychol. Rev. 81, 119–145 (1974).

241. Koob, G. F. & Le Moal, M. Addiction and the brain 
antireward system. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 59, 29–53 
(2008).

242. Koob, G. F. & Volkow, N. D. Neurobiology of addiction: 
a neurocircuitry analysis. Lancet Psychiatry 3, 
760–773 (2016).

243. Graziane, N. M., Neumann, P. A. & Dong, Y. A focus on 
reward prediction and the lateral habenula: functional 
alterations and the behavioral outcomes induced by 
drugs of abuse. Front. Synaptic Neurosci. 10, 12 
(2018).

244. Jhou, T. C. et al. Cocaine drives aversive conditioning 
via delayed activation of dopamine- responsive 
habenular and midbrain pathways. J. Neurosci. 33, 
7501–7512 (2013).

245. Lax, E. et al. Neurodegeneration of lateral  
habenula efferent fibers after intermittent cocaine 

administration: Implications for deep brain stimulation. 
Neuropharmacology 75, 246–254 (2013).

246. Neumann, P. A. et al. Increased excitability of lateral 
habenula neurons in adolescent rats following cocaine 
self- administration. Int. J. Neuropsychopharmacol. 
18, pyu109 (2014).

247. Valentinova, K. & Mameli, M. mGluR- LTD at excitatory 
and inhibitory synapses in the lateral habenula  
tunes neuronal output. Cell Rep. 16, 2298–2307 
(2016).

248. Meye, F. J. et al. Cocaine- evoked negative symptoms 
require AMPA receptor trafficking in the lateral 
habenula. Nat. Neurosci. 18, 376–378 (2015).

249. Valentinova, K. et al. Morphine withdrawal recruits 
lateral habenula cytokine signaling to reduce synaptic 
excitation and sociability. Nat. Neurosci. 22, 
1053–1056 (2019).

250. Zuo, W. H. et al. Nicotine regulates activity of lateral 
habenula neurons via presynaptic and postsynaptic 
mechanisms. Sci. Rep. 6, 32937 (2016).

251. Zuo, W. H. et al. Ethanol drives aversive conditioning 
through dopamine 1 receptor and glutamate 
receptor- mediated activation of lateral habenula 
neurons. Addiction Biol. 22, 103–116 (2017).

252. Margolis, E. B. & Fields, H. L. Mu opioid receptor 
actions in the lateral habenula. PLoS One 11, 
e0159097 (2016).

253. van Rossum, J. M. The significance of dopamine- 
 receptor blockade for the mechanism of action of 
neuroleptic drugs. Arch. Int. Pharmacodyn. Ther. 160, 
492–494 (1966).

254. Creese, I., Burt, D. R. & Snyder, S. H. Dopamine 
receptors and average clinical doses. Science 194, 
546 (1976).

255. Shepard, P. D., Holcomb, H. H. & Gold, J. M. 
Schizophrenia in translation: the presence of absence: 
habenular regulation of dopamine neurons and the 
encoding of negative outcomes. Schizophr. Bull. 32, 
417–421 (2006).

256. Sandyk, R. Pineal and habenula calcification in 
schizophrenia. Int. J. Neurosci. 67, 19–30 (1992).

257. Zhang, L. et al. Altered volume and functional 
connectivity of the habenula in schizophrenia.  
Front. Hum. Neurosci. 11, 636 (2017).

258. Pizzolato, G., Soncrant, T. T. & Rapoport, S. I. 
Haloperidol and cerebral metabolism in the conscious 
rat: relation to pharmacokinetics. J. Neurochem. 43, 
724–732 (1984).

259. Dedeurwaerdere, S., Wintmolders, C., Vanhoof, G.  
& Langlois, X. Patterns of brain glucose metabolism 
induced by phosphodiesterase 10A inhibitors  
in the mouse: a potential translational biomarker.  
J. Pharmacol. Exp. Ther. 339, 210–217 (2011).

260. Madularu, D. et al. High estrogen and chronic 
haloperidol lead to greater amphetamine- induced 
BOLD activation in awake, amphetamine- sensitized 
female rats. Horm. Behav. 82, 56–63 (2016).

261. Yui, K., Ikemoto, S., Ishiguro, T. & Goto, K. Studies  
of amphetamine or methamphetamine psychosis  
in Japan: relation of methamphetamine psychosis  
to schizophrenia. Ann. NY Acad. Sci. 914, 1–12 
(2000).

262. Lim, J. et al. The relationship between negative 
symptom subdomains and cognition. Psychol. Med. 
46, 2169–2177 (2016).

263. Domino, E. F., Chodoff, P. & Corssen, G. Pharmacologic 
effects of Ci-581, a new dissociative anesthetic, in man. 
Clin. Pharmacol. Ther. 6, 279–291 (1965).

264. Javitt, D. C. & Zukin, S. R. Recent advances in the 
phencyclidine model of schizophrenia. Am. J. Psychiatry 
148, 1301–1308 (1991).

265. Krystal, J. H. et al. Subanesthetic effects of the 
noncompetitive NMDA antagonist, ketamine, in 
humans. Psychotomimetic, perceptual, cognitive,  
and neuroendocrine responses. Arch. Gen. Psychiatry 
51, 199–214 (1994).

266. Lodge, D. & Mercier, M. S. Ketamine and phencyclidine: 
the good, the bad and the unexpected. Br. J. Pharmacol. 
172, 4254–4276 (2015).

267. Javitt, D. C. Glutamatergic theories of schizophrenia. 
Isr. J. Psychiatry Relat. Sci. 47, 4–16 (2010).

268. Hu, W., MacDonald, M. L., Elswick, D. E. & Sweet, R. A. 
The glutamate hypothesis of schizophrenia: evidence 
from human brain tissue studies. Ann. NY Acad. Sci. 
1338, 38–57 (2015).

269. Snyder, M. A. & Gao, W. J. NMDA receptor 
hypofunction for schizophrenia revisited: perspectives 

from epigenetic mechanisms. Schizophr. Res. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.schres.2019.03.010 (2019).

270. Uno, Y. & Coyle, J. T. Glutamate hypothesis in 
schizophrenia. Psychiatry Clin. Neurosci. 73, 
204–215 (2019).

271. Janak, P. H. & Tye, K. M. From circuits to behaviour  
in the amygdala. Nature 517, 284–292 (2015).

272. Kim, J. et al. Rapid, biphasic CRF neuronal responses 
encode positive and negative valence. Nat. Neurosci. 
22, 576–585 (2019).

273. Yuan, Y. et al. Reward Inhibits paraventricular CRH 
neurons to relieve stress. Curr. Biol. 29, 1243–1251.e4 
(2019).

274. Zhu, Y., Wienecke, C. F., Nachtrab, G. & Chen, X.  
A thalamic input to the nucleus accumbens mediates 
opiate dependence. Nature 530, 219–222 (2016).

275. Burgess, A. & Hynynen, K. Microbubble- assisted 
ultrasound for drug delivery in the brain and central 
nervous system. Adv. Exp. Med. Biol. 880, 293–308 
(2016).

276. Namboodiri, V. M., Rodriguez- Romaguera, J.  
& Stuber, G. D. The habenula. Curr. Biol. 26, 
R873–R877 (2016).

277. Hikosaka, O. Habenula. Scholarpedia https://doi.org/ 
10.4249/scholarpedia.2703 (2007).

278. Fore, S., Palumbo, F., Pelgrims, R. & Yaksi, E. 
Information processing in the vertebrate habenula. 
Semin. Cell Dev. Biol. 78, 130–139 (2018).

279. Kowski, A. B., Geisler, S., Krauss, M. & Veh, R. W. 
Differential projections from subfields in the lateral 
preoptic area to the lateral habenular complex of the 
rat. J. Comp. Neurol. 507, 1465–1478 (2008).

280. Quina, L. A. et al. Efferent pathways of the mouse 
lateral habenula. J. Comp. Neurol. 523, 32–60 
(2015).

281. Caldecott- Hazard, S., Mazziotta, J. & Phelps, M. 
Cerebral correlates of depressed behavior in rats, 
visualized using 14C-2- deoxyglucose autoradiography. 
J. Neurosci. 8, 1951–1961 (1988).

Acknowledgements
The authors’ research work is supported by grants from the 
National Natural Science Foundation of China to H.H. 
(31830032, 81527901), to Y.C. (31922031) and to Y.Y. 
(81600954), the non- profit Central Research Institute Fund 
of the Chinese Academy of Medical Sciences (2017PT31038, 
2018PT31041), the National Key R&D Program of  
China (2016YFA0501000), the Science and Technology 
Program of Guangdong Province (2018B030334001, 
2018B030331001), the 111 Project (B13026) and the 
Fountain- Valley Life Sciences Fund of University of Chinese 
Academy of Sciences Education Foundation to H.H. The 
authors thank the reviewers, whose comments greatly 
improved this Review.

Author contributions
All authors researched data for the article and made substan-
tial contributions to discussions of its content and to writing, 
and reviewed and edited the manuscript before submission.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Peer review information
Nature Reviews Neuroscience thanks P. L. Brown,  
P. D. Shepard and the other, anonymous, reviewer(s) for their  
contribution to the peer review of this work.

Publisher’s note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional 
claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Supplementary information
Supplementary information is available for this paper at 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41583-020-0292-4.

ReLAted Links
Databases Allen Brain Atlas Mouse brain Atlas:  
http://mouse.brain- map.org/experiment/show?id=252
http://mouse.brain- map.org/experiment/show?id=79556738
http://mouse.brain- map.org
Gene expression Nervous system Atlas Project:  
http://gensat.org/

 
© Springer Nature Limited 2020

Nature reviews | NEuroSciENcE

R e v i e w s

  volume 21 | may 2020 | 295

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.schres.2019.03.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.schres.2019.03.010
https://doi.org/10.4249/scholarpedia.2703
https://doi.org/10.4249/scholarpedia.2703
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41583-020-0292-4
http://mouse.brain-map.org/experiment/show?id=252
http://mouse.brain-map.org/experiment/show?id=79556738
http://mouse.brain-map.org
http://gensat.org/

	Circuits and functions of the lateral habenula in health and in disease

	Anatomical organization

	Molecular markers and subregions

	Electrophysiological properties

	Inputs to the LHb

	Outputs from the LHb


	Physiological functions of the LHb

	Reward behaviour

	Aversive behaviour

	Motor suppression

	Memory

	Behavioural flexibility

	Sleep, circadian cycles and anaesthesia

	Pain and analgesia

	Summary of physiological functions


	Pathophysiology and dysfunction of the LHb

	Major depressive disorder

	LHb bursting in depression and antidepressant treatment
	Glial regulation of LHb neural activity
	Synaptic changes in the LHb in depression

	Substance use disorders

	Schizophrenia


	Conclusions and future perspectives

	Acknowledgements

	Fig. 1 Evolutionary conservation of lateral habenular pathways and anatomical organization of the habenula in vertebrates.
	Fig. 2 Anatomical divisions and cellular and electrophysiological properties of the LHb.
	﻿Fig. 3 Summary of the afferent and efferent circuitry of the LHb.
	Fig. 4 The LHb is the only brain region showing consistent hyperactivity in multiple animal models of depression.
	Fig. 5 Mechanisms of hyperactivity in the LHb in models of depression.




