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The Akil Laboratory focuses on two research areas: the brain biology of stress and 
depression, and the biology of endorphins and other molecules related to substance 
abuse. In each of these areas, the lab takes a broad based approach, examining the 
system at a cellular, molecular and integrative level. In studying stress and mood 
disorders, the Akil Laboratory and the Watson Laboratory have described the brain 
circuits which underly responses to stress and the termination of the stress response, 
as well as the specific molecules expressed within these circuits. The group has 
recently focused on differences in brain responses as a function of the subjectís 
ability to control the stressful situation. In human studies, the endocrine dysregulation 
seen in depressed subjects has been the subject of intensive investigation. More 
recently, the differential impact of a social stressor on depressed subjects versus 
controls is being investigated. 

In the arena of endorphins, the Akil-Watson group has cloned two of the opioid 
receptors, and is actively involved in studying their unique pharmacology, their 
expression, their molecular structure, and their involvement in specific circuits which 
contribute to the development and maintenance of addictive behavior. The feature 
which most clearly characterizes this research approach is the integration of 
numerous tools and research strategies in an effort to understand the biological bases 
of emotional behavior and to use this understanding to approach the study of human 
emotions, in both health and disease. 
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