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One could argue that the most important question we can ask about brain and behavior is the
following: why is it that different people respond differently to the same stimulus? As much as we
have learned about neuroscience over the past twenty-five years, largely consequent to some of the
amazing tools that have been developed, it is overwhelmingly apparent that the brain, like other
organs, responds very differently to a given signal as a product of context. This context includes past
exposure, sex, current environment, genetic inheritance, and hormonal state. The role of context in
the regulation of brain and generation of different behavioral responses is wonderfully illustrated by
examining the role of reproductive steroid hormones – estrogen and progesterone – in depression
that occurs in women during periods of reproductive change: the menstrual cycle, peripartum, and
perimenopausal. In this presentation, I will describe some of the technologies that allow us to peer
into the brain and will illustrate how the biology of sex hormones enables us to understand how
context shapes the tremendous variability in health and behavior.
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