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Women are at twice the risk for anxiety and depression disorders as men are, although the underlying 
biological factors and mechanisms are largely unknown. In this talk, Dr. Kundakovic will address this 
sex disparity at both the etiological and mechanistic level. She will discuss the role of fluctuating 
ovarian hormones as a critical biological factor contributing to the increased depression and anxiety 
risk in women. Cycling ovarian hormones drive brain and behavioral plasticity in both humans and 
rodents, and the talk will first focus on rodent studies in Dr. Kundakovic’s lab that are revealing the 
molecular and receptor mechanisms underlying this female-specific brain dynamic. She will highlight 
a sex hormone-driven epigenetic mechanism, namely chromatin organizational changes, that 
dynamically regulates neuronal gene expression and brain plasticity but may also prime the 
(epi)genome for psychopathology. Dr. Kundakovic will also highlight an unconventional role that 
chromatin dynamics may have in regulating neuronal function across the ovarian cycle, including in 
sex hormone-driven X chromosome plasticity and hormonally-induced epigenetic priming. Finally, 
she will present on a translational, post-mortem human brain study that focuses on ovarian hormone 
shifts across the menopausal transition and aims to uncover the molecular basis of the increased 
psychiatric risk in women during this period. Dr. Kundakovic will end her talk by mapping out future 
studies that will facilitate the path for hormone status-informed, precision medicine approach in 
women’s mental health. 
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