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Nucleus Accumbens: The Brain's Pleasure Center

The nucleus accumbens (NAc) is a brain structure located in the ventral striatum, which is a part of

the basal ganglia. It is an area of the brain that is related to reward, motivation, and pleasure, and

is often referred to as the brain's "pleasure center" (Eisenberger, Schulkin, & Lieber, 2020). The

NAc is involved in many aspects of motivation and reward, including decision making, learning,

response to drugs, and even social behavior (Kelley, 2004). This article will discuss the anatomy,

physiology, and behavioral functions of the NAc, as well as the implications of its involvement in

neuropsychiatric disorders.

Anatomy and Physiology

The NAc is composed of two distinct regions: the shell, and the core. The shell is located on the

outer layer of the NAc, and is composed of medium spiny neurons, which are GABAergic

interneurons (Kelley, 2004). The core is located in the inner layer, and contains several types of

neurons, including GABAergic interneurons, cholinergic neurons, and glutamatergic neurons

(Kelley, 2004). The NAc is connected to many other brain regions, including the prefrontal cortex,

amygdala, hippocampus, and ventral tegmental area (VTA) (Kelley, 2004).

Behavioral Functions

The NAc plays an important role in reward and motivation. It is involved in the processing of

rewards, such as food, sex, and drugs (Kelley, 2004). The NAc is also involved in decision making,

learning, and memory formation (Kelley, 2004). It is also important for social behavior, such as

social recognition and reward (Eisenberger et al., 2020).

Implications for Neuropsychiatric Disorders

The NAc is thought to be involved in the pathophysiology of several neuropsychiatric disorders,

such as addiction, depression, and schizophrenia. For example, research has shown that the NAc

is involved in drug addiction, as it plays a role in reward and motivation, and is involved in the

reward circuitry of the brain (Kelley, 2004). Additionally, research has shown that the NAc is

involved in depression, as it is involved in the reward circuitry of the brain, and is thought to be

involved in the regulation of mood (Eisenberger et al., 2020). Finally, research has shown that the

NAc is involved in schizophrenia, as it is involved in reward processing and learning, and is thought

to be involved in the pathophysiology of the disorder (Kelley, 2004).

Conclusion

The NAc is a brain structure located in the ventral striatum of the basal ganglia. It is involved in

reward, motivation, pleasure, decision making, learning, memory formation, and social behavior.

Research has shown that the NAc is involved in the pathophysiology of several neuropsychiatric
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disorders, such as addiction, depression, and schizophrenia.
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