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Abstract
During the last decade, the intense study of adult hippocampal neurogenesis has led to several new
lines of inquiry in the field of psychiatry. Although it is generally believed that adult mammalian
neurogenesis is restricted to the hippocampus and olfactory bulb, a growing number of studies have
described new neurons in the adult neocortex in both rodents and non-human primates. Interestingly,
all of the new neurons observed in these studies have features of interneurons rather than pyramidal
cells, the largest neuronal population of the neocortex. In this review, we discuss features of these
interneurons that could help to explain why cortical neurogenesis has been so difficult to detect. In
addition, these features suggest ways that production of even a small numbers of new neurons in the
adult cortex could make a significant impact on neocortical function.

It is widely accepted that adult neurogenesis occurs in two mammalian brain regions: the
dentate gyrus and olfactory bulb. Interestingly, the earliest reports of adult neurogenesis in
these two regions also described new neurons in the adult neocortex (1;2). These early
neocortical neurogenesis findings have been replicated in recent studies (3–7), but the existence
of adult neurogenesis in the neocortex remains controversial, largely due to the existence of
negative reports. In non-human primates, new neurons have been reported in prefrontal,
inferior temporal, and posterior parietal cortex (3;6;7), though other groups have found no new
neurons in the neocortex of adult primates, including humans (8–11). In adult rodents, studies
have reported finding new neurons in the anterior neocortex (5;7;12), but others found no new
neocortical neurons in enriched, electroconvulsive seizure-treated, or control conditions (13;
14). Several additional studies have reported finding new neurons in the neocortex only after
ischemia or targeted neuronal death (15–18). These contradictory findings are difficult to
reconcile, because all of the studies of adult neurogenesis in the neocortex carried out within
the past ten years have used essentially the same methods: injection and immunohistochemical
detection of the S-phase marker bromodeoxyuridine (BrdU) to mark newly-born cells
combined with immunohistochemistry for neuronal markers to determine whether the new
cells are neurons. Virtually all positive and negative studies have used the neuron-specific
marker NeuN (Neuronal Nuclei) to identify BrdU-labeled cells as mature neurons, and BrdU-
labeled neurons in the adult rat neocortex have recently been characterized with several
additional neuronal markers as well (5). The remainder of this review will describe features of
new cortical neurons suggesting that they are interneurons rather than pyramidal neurons;
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discuss ways in which these features could explain why new neurons have been particularly
difficult to detect; and suggest that their interneuron identity means that the birth of even small
numbers of new neurons could have functional effects on the adult neocortex.

New Neurons in the Adult Brain Are Small and Sparsely Distributed
The number of cortical interneurons born during adulthood appears to be exceedingly small:
only 1–2 cells per mm3 coexpressing BrdU and NeuN have been observed in the adult neocortex
in macaques (7) and rats (5). In the macaque, this low density of new neurons represented 25%
of all BrdU-labeled cells, while in the rat, only 33 strongly NeuN-expressing neurons were
found among more than 7000 BrdU-labeled cells in the neocortex (5;7). This disparity between
density and proportion of BrdU-labeled cells suggests that the rate of neurogenesis is very
similar in the two species but that adult rats have many more non-neuronal cells born and
remaining labeled in the neocortex than adult monkeys. These low numbers suggest that new
neurons are difficult to find in macaques and possibly even more difficult to detect in rodents
because of the added “noise” of the large non-neuronal BrdU-labeled cell population. Two
studies that found no adult neurogenesis in the neocortex examined only 40–50 BrdU-labeled
cells (13;19), suggesting that low sampling may indeed impede detection of new neurons in
the rodent neocortex. In contrast, similar sampling methods are commonly used in the adult
dentate gyrus, where a large proportion of BrdU-labeled cells in the granule cell layer are
NeuN-expressing young granule neurons.

All of the new neurons observed in the adult neocortex have been relatively small, which may
add to the difficulty in detection. Dayer et al. (5) found that all cells double-labeled with BrdU
and neuronal markers had nuclear diameters between 5 and 10 μm. Cell size was not measured
in other studies of neurogenesis in the adult neocortex, but photomicrographs (Figure 1) show
similarly small new neurons in studies using different detection methods and in different
species (2;6;7). These new neurons are outside the size range of neocortical pyramidal neurons,
which typically have somata measuring 15–20 μm in diameter. They are much more similar
in size to glial cells, potentially making identification more difficult. Interestingly, the neurons
born in the hippocampus and olfactory bulb are also among the smallest in the brain. Dentate
gyrus granule cell bodies measure approximately 10 μm in diameter, while olfactory bulb
granule cells and periglomerular cell bodies are even smaller, approximately 7 μm (20;21). In
other controversial sites of adult neurogenesis, including the striatum (5;22–24), hypothalamus
(25), and spinal cord (26), new neurons also appear quite small, with cells in published
examples having nuclear diameters between 5 and 10 μm. This size similarity found by
different groups in multiple regions of the adult brain suggest that all neurons born in adulthood
may be small, possibly reflecting a common lineage and/or constraints on growth of neurons
born into a pre-existing structure.

New Neurons in the Adult Brain Are Interneurons
Positive immunostaining of BrdU-labeled cells with GABA, GAD-67, calbindin, and calretinin
suggests that most, if not all, of the new neurons in the adult neocortex are interneurons (5).
The restriction of adult cortical neurogenesis to interneurons is perhaps not surprising, because
adult neurogenesis in the dentate gyrus and olfactory bulb also occurs only within specific
neuronal classes. In the olfactory bulb, both the granule cells and periglomerular cells are
inhibitory interneurons. Interestingly, although the dentate gyrus granule cells are
glutamatergic, there is strong evidence that they can be GABAergic as well (27). But because
pyramidal neurons are very recognizable and make up 70–80% of neocortical neurons (28), it
is easy to ignore or overlook the existence of neocortical interneurons. Using criteria or methods
suitable for identifying BrdU-labeled pyramidal neurons could explain some of the difficulty
in finding adult neocortical neurogenesis. One study that reported finding no adult neurogenesis
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in the macaque prefrontal cortex showed examples of small cells double-labeled with BrdU
and NeuN (11). These cells were categorized as non-neuronal, because they were smaller than
surrounding cortical neurons and had NeuN staining that was limited to the nucleus (11).
Although these features clearly distinguish the cells from pyramidal neurons, both are typical
of interneurons (29;30), suggesting that new neurons actually were observed in this study.

It is generally agreed that neocortical interneurons belong to different subclasses whose
developmental origins may be specified by particular transcription factors (31;32). However,
it has proven very difficult to achieve a consensus on how many subclasses exist or even which
criteria (e.g., morphological, molecular, or electrophysiological) can be used to construct
meaningful classes (32). Despite the difficulty in classifying interneurons, it seems likely that
new neocortical neurons belong to only one or two interneuron subclasses according to any
classification scheme. One well-quantified anatomical classification scheme uses a
combination of dendritic morphology and calcium-binding protein expression to distinguish
23 subclasses of interneurons in the rat prefrontal cortex (33). New neurons expressing the
calcium-binding proteins calbindin and calretinin have been observed in the adult rat frontal
cortex, while none appear to express parvalbumin or somatostatin (5). The newborn calbindin-
expressing interneurons observed by Dayer et al. (5) closely match the “class 7” calbindin-
expressing cells of Gabbott et al. (33), which have somatic diameters of 8–14 μm and are found
primarily in layers 5 and 6 in cingulate and prelimbic areas. The adult-born calretinin-
expressing neurons (5) most closely match the “class 4” calretinin-expressing cells of Gabbott
et al. (33). Interestingly, new granule cells in the adult dentate gyrus initially express calretinin
before switching to calbindin expression (34), suggesting that new calretinin- and calbindin-
expressing neocortical interneurons could potentially represent a single interneuron subtype at
different maturational stages.

A different classification scheme for neocortical interneurons based primarily on axon
morphology and electrophysiological properties distinguishes 10 different subtypes of cortical
interneurons (28). The axons of the cortical neurons born in adulthood have not been examined,
but based on the size of the cell bodies, the new neurons fit most closely into the neurogliaform
category in this interneuron classification system. Interestingly, Gabbott et al. (33) also
described their class 7 calbindin+ cells as resembling neurogliaform neurons, which have a
small spider-like soma and dendritic tree on a dense, highly ramified axonal web (35;36). The
name neurogliaform was given to these neurons by Ramón y Cajal (36) because of their
resemblance to glia:

“At first glance, these cells would be taken as small neuroglial cells with short
radiations, but the lack of collateral appendages on the divergent dendritic processes
and the undoubted presence of an axon promptly announce their nervous character”
– S. Ramón y Cajal, 1911

The striking resemblance of these neurons to glia in standard staining preparations would
undoubtedly hinder recognition of new neurogliaform neurons as neurons. However,
establishing whether new cortical interneurons are indeed neurogliaform neurons must await
further characterization. In addition to the morphological features of neurogliaform neurons
described by Cajal many years ago, recent studies have begun to determine the
electrophysiological features of neurogliaform neurons, providing further confirmation of their
neuronal nature and describing some interesting properties of this interneuron class.
Neurogliaform neurons appear to monitor the activity of several other classes of cortical
interneurons through electrical coupling via gap junctions (37). Their possibly unique ability
to activate G-protein-coupled GABAB receptors produces slow inhibition of pyramidal cell
dendritic spines, which is likely to result in localized but long-lasting decreases in cortical
activation (38;39).
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New neurons may originate from local precursors
The source of new cortical interneurons is still unknown, however there is some evidence that
newborn neurons may be generated locally. It is widely accepted that the vast majority of
dividing cells in the postnatal cortex are NG2-expressing cells known as oligodendrocyte
precursor cells, or OPCs (5;40;41). During development oligodendroyctes and GABAergic
interneurons arise from a common precursor (42;43). Several recent studies have found that a
fraction of NG2-expressing cells in the postnatal and adult brain express neuronal markers,
including CRMP-4, βIII tubulin, PSA-NCAM and NeuN (5;44;45), and show
electrophysiological properties of immature neurons (45;46) – suggesting that OPCs retain the
ability to generate interneurons postnatally. Interestingly, a recent study found that GFAP-
expressing cells in the postnatal brain can generate neocortical interneurons, as well as
oligodendrocytes and astrocytes (47). Taken together, these studies suggest that GFAP positive
precursor/stem cells can generate NG2 positive multipotential progenitors that reside in the
neocortex and differentiate into oligodendocytes as well as interneurons. Doublecortin, a
microtubule associated protein strongly implicated in neuronal migration, has been widely used
as a neuronal marker to label immature neurons in classical neurogenic regions such as the
olfactory bulb and the dentate gyrus. In these two regions, immature neurons display strong
levels of doublecortin immunoreactivity that have not been detected in the adult neocortex
(5;48). However, low levels of doublecortin expression have recently been observed
throughout the neocortex in a subpopulation of newborn NG2 expressing cells (41). The
comparatively low levels of doublecortin immunoreactivity in these newly-generated cortical
cells may be related to the role of doublecortin in migration; the olfactory bulb granule neurons
migrate long distances, while the new cortical neurons may be born very close to their final
location.

Turnover Rate is Similar in Neocortex and Dentate Gyrus
If neurons are added to the neocortex, but in such small numbers that they are difficult to detect,
does this suggest that the phenomenon is functionally irrelevant? It may be instructive to
compare the number of neurons born in the adult neocortex to that in the dentate gyrus, where
studies are beginning to demonstrate functional effects of adult neurogenesis (49;50). The
density of new neurons in the cortex is 100 times lower than in the dentate gyrus in macaques
(7) and over 1000 times lower in rats (5;51;52). However, the neuronal composition and
organization of the neocortex and the dentate gyrus are very different. Large numbers of granule
cells are tightly packed into a highly homogeneous granule cell layer in the dentate gyrus. In
contrast, interneurons are scattered throughout the large volume of the neocortex volume and
make up only 15% of the neurons in this region (33), and fewer than 1% belong to the subclasses
of small cortical interneurons that most closely match the neurogenic population (28;33).
Taking these differences in population size and the region volume into account, adult
neurogenesis in the neocortex and dentate gyrus occur at “replacement rates” that are
surprisingly similar despite the difference in density (see Table 1). This similarity in the
proportional rate of adult neurogenesis in the dentate gyrus and the neocortex suggests that
adult neurogenesis is more easily observed in the dentate gyrus and olfactory bulb due to
properties of the neuronal population as a whole rather than differences in the neurogenetic
process itself (Figure 2). In other words, new neurons are relatively easy to detect in the
numerous, homogeneous, densely packed populations of the olfactory bulb and dentate gyrus,
while finding turnover in small, scattered neuronal populations requires much more sensitive
detection methods. One recent study used a novel technique, radioactive carbon dating, to
determine the average age of neurons dissociated from adult postmortem human cortex and
found no evidence for neocortical adult neurogenesis (9). This method can reportedly detect
adult birth in as few as 1% of analyzed cells (9), which should be sensitive enough to detect
adult neurogenesis in the dentate gyrus or to detect neurogenesis occurring at a significant rate
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in cortical pyramidal neurons. However, turnover of a subclass of interneurons comprising 1%
of the neuronal population would not be detectable with this method even if the entire
population turned over continuously.

Altering Small Numbers of Interneurons Could Have Functional Effects
Could the addition or replacement of neurons belonging to one or two small interneuron
subclasses have a significant functional impact on information processing in the neocortex?
Electrophysiological examination of hippocampal interneurons has revealed that different
subclasses of interneurons provide distinct contributions to behaviorally relevant oscillations
(53), suggesting that each interneuron subclass plays a unique role in shaping the firing activity
of primary neurons, in part by targeting distinct regions of the primary neuron. Neurogliaform
neurons target pyramidal cell dendrites and generate very long-lasting inhibitory currents that
are likely to modulate overall excitability levels in localized areas of the cortex (39).
Dampening of cortical activity such as that produced by neurogliaform neurons could play a
role in preventing epileptiform activity. Interestingly, increased numbers of neurogliaform
neurons have been reported in the deep layers of microdysgenetic cortex associated with
temporal lobe epilepsy (54). The origin of these additional neurons has not been examined, but
an increase in the normally-occurring production of calbindin-expressing interneurons could
potentially lead to such a change, perhaps as a compensatory response to seizure activity.

Related to their ability to produce long-lasting inhibitory modulation, neurogliaform neurons
appear to be the sole source of cortical inhibition mediated by GABAB, a receptor that has
been implicated in depression and other psychiatric disorders. It is thus conceivable that
changes in the numbers or networking of neurogliaform neurons could play a role in the changes
in prefrontal cortex activation that have frequently been observed in mood disorders.
Interestingly, a reduction in the density of small cells in the cortex has been observed in post-
mortem brains from subjects with major depressive disorder and bipolar disorder (55). The
affected cells in these mood disorder studies were identified as glial cells based on their
appearance in Nissl stained sections as small round nuclei with scant perinuclear cytoplasm.
However, these features are also characteristic of small interneurons, suggesting that the cell
loss could possibly reflect decreased neurogenesis instead of, or in addition to, loss of glia. The
loss of small cells in these human studies was observed in the subgenual, orbito-frontal, anterior
cingulate, and dorsolateral prefrontal cortex. There is some evidence suggesting that
neurogenesis may also be most pronounced in association areas. In non-human primates, new
neurons have been observed in three cortical association areas (prefrontal, inferior temporal,
and posterior parietal cortex), but not in the primary sensory striate cortex (6); in rodents new
neurons have been found in cingulate cortex, somatosensory cortex, and secondary motor
cortex, but not in primary motor cortex (5). These regional differences suggest that
neurogenesis may have a function specific to association areas, and could also potentially
explain the absence of constitutive adult neurogenesis in studies that focus on a particular region
of the neocortex that may not be neurogenic (e.g., 15).

Further connections between adult neocortical neurogenesis and psychiatric diseases are
suggested by studies of stress and therapeutic treatments. Social stress, chronic unpredictable
stress, and corticosteroid administration all inhibit proliferation of cortical NG2-expressing
cells (56–58), the likely source of new neurons in the adult neocortex. Conversely,
electroconvulsive seizure treatment increases neocortical cell proliferation (19), and chronic
administration of the anti-depressant fluoxetine prevents or reverses the stress-induced
inhibition of cell division in the adult neocortex (56;58). A recent study found that systemic
administration of valproic acid (VPA), a classical mood stabilizer and a potent histone
deacetylase inhibitor, increased the fraction of transplanted NG2 progenitors differentiating
into neurons (41), presenting the possibility that therapeutic VPA administration could increase
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cortical neurogenesis by shifting endogenous NG2-expressing progenitors towards a neuronal
fate. Although these parallels between clinical findings and adult neocortical neurogenesis are
intriguing, any causative relationships remain highly speculative. Nevertheless, given all of
the data supporting the existence of adult neurogenesis in rodents and non-human primates,
and the features of new neurons that could potentially explain negative findings, it seems
premature at this point to close the door on the search for adult neurogenesis in the human
neocortex. On the contrary, the intriguing picture that is just beginning to emerge should
encourage more researchers to look for evidence of new neocortical neurons and for clues to
their specific identity and function.
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Figure 1.
New Neurons in the Adult Neocortex. (A) 4–5 week old neuron in the adult rat anterior
neocortex labeled with BrdU (green) and the neuronal marker NeuN (red). The right panel
shows colocalization of BrdU and NeuN in several confocal planes. (B) 4-week-old neuron in
the adult mouse motor cortex after selective killing of mature motor neurons. (C) 4–5 week
old neuron in the adult rat anterior neocortex labeled with BrdU (green) and the neuronal marker
neuron-specific enolase (red). (D) 2-week-old neuron in the macaque prefrontal cortex labeled
with BrdU (red) and NeuN (green). (E) A neuron in the macaque prefrontal cortex labeled with
BrdU (red) and retrogradely labeled with Fluoro-Emerald (green), demonstrating the presence
of an axon. (F) Electron micrographs of a 4-week-old 3H-thymidine-labeled neuron in the rat
visual cortex. Top inset shows the autoradiographic silver grains over the nucleus; bottom inset
shows a synapse onto the cell body at higher magnification; right panel shows the beginning
of the axon (arrowheads) at higher magnification. (G, H) New neurons in the rat anterior cortex
staining for BrdU (green) and GABA (G) or the GABA synthesizing enzyme GAD-67 (H),
indicating that these are GABAergic interneurons. Scale bar, 5 μm (D), 10 μm (A, B, C, G,
H), 20 μm (E). Photographs reprinted from Dayer et al., 2005 (A, C, G, H), Chen et al., 2004
(B), Gould et al., 2001 (D), Gould et al., 1999 (E), Kaplan, 1981 (F).
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Figure 2.
Regional Differences Make New Neurons More Difficult to Find in Neocortex than in Dentate
Gyrus. A. The large neocortical volume, large number of pyramidal neurons, and large number
of BrdU-labeled non-neurons make new neocortical interneurons difficult to detect and
recognize. B. The organization of newborn and mature granule cells in the dentate gyrus, small
volume of the granule cell layer, and relatively small number of newborn non-neurons make
it easier to detect the same relative number of new neurons (1 new neuron for every 5 mature
neurons of the same type, in both A and B). This cartoon under-represents the differences
between the two regions in at least two ways. First, the ratio of dentate gyrus new neuron
density to neocortical new neuron density is 14:1 in the cartoon and greater than 1000:1 in the
rodent brain (see Table 1). Second, the ratio of BrdU-labeled non-neurons to BrdU-labeled
neurons is 10:1 in the cartoon (part A) and greater than 200:1 in the rodent neocortex.
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Table I
Comparison of Replacement Rates for Neurogenic Populations in Cortex and Dentate Gyrus1

CB + CR small
interneurons in

Neocortex2

Granule Cells in
Dentate Gyrus

Notes/references

(A) Number of Neurons (all cortical neurons
or DG granule neurons)

21,000,000 2,170,000 (Korbo et al., 1990; West and
Andersen, 1980)

(B) % of Neurons in A belonging to
Neurogenic Class

0.56% 100% (Gabbott et al., 1997)3

(C) Number of Neurons in Neurogenic Class 117,600 cells 2,170,000 cells = A*B
(D) Volume (Cortical Layer 5/6 or DG
Granule Cell Layer)

152 mm3 2.27 mm3 (Korbo et al., 1990; Gabbott et al.,
1997; West and Andersen, 1980)4

(E) Density of Neurogenic Class 774 cells/ mm3 956,000 cells/ mm3 = C/D
(F) Density Ratio of Two Classes 1 : 1240 = E /Edentate gyrus
(G) BrdU+ Neuron Density in DG 850 cells/ mm3 (Olariu et al., 2005; Dayer et al.,

2003)5
(H) Expected Density for Replacement Rate
Equivalent to DG

0.69 cells/ mm3 = G/F

(I) Observed Density 0.78 cells/ mm3 (Dayer et al., 2005)6

1
The overall neuron density for two neurogenic populations, small calbindin- and calretinin-expressing interneurons in the cortex and granule cells in the

dentate gyrus, are calculated from published estimates of neuron numbers and region volumes (rows A–E). The total neuron density in the two populations
is compared (F). Finally, the density of new cortical neurons that would produce a replacement ratio equivalent to that of dentate gyrus granule neurons
is calculated (H) using the observed density of new neurons in the granule cell layer (G) and compared to the observed density of new cortical neurons
(I).

2
CB, calbindin-expressing; CR, calretinin-expressing

3
For cortex, % of CB class 7 and CR class 4 interneurons is calculated from % of neurons CB+ and CR+, % of CB+ and CR+ neurons in deep layers, and

numbers of CB+ and CR+ classes in deep layers.

4
For cortex, volume calculated from total volume of 253 mm3 and 60% of cortical depth included in layers 5/6.

5
After a single BrdU injection, 1072 BrdU+ cells/mm3 x 79% of BrdU+ cells that are NeuN+

6
3.1 BrdU+/NeuN+ cells/ mm3 in cortex after four BrdU injections, divided by four to estimate the density after one injection.

Table modified from Dayer et al., 2005
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