
Neighborhood stress may impact kids' brains and increase depression risk 
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Children who grow up in disadvantaged neighborhoods—areas with higher levels of crime 

and deprivation, and lower access to community resources—are at risk of developing 

depression and new research led by faculty at Binghamton University, New York, USA, may 

help to explain why. 

The work is published in the journal Research on Child and Adolescent Psychopathology. 

Psychologists at Binghamton found that the brains of children from areas containing higher 

levels of deprivation show less response to reward and loss, but only if they were already at 

risk for depression based on a family history of the disorder.  

The team included Binghamton University Professor of Psychology Brandon Gibb, graduate 

student Elana Israel and former graduate students Cope Feurer and Aliona Tsypes. 

"One of my interests is how neural reward processing relates to risk for depression. One thing 

that we know that impacts that is exposure to stress," said Israel. "Prior research has looked at 

stress at the individual level—people reporting on traumas they've experienced or 

interpersonal stress—but less research has looked at community-level stressors." 

To examine this, the team conducted a study of more than 200 children ages 7–11. The 

researchers conducted interviews to determine whether either of their parents had a history of 

major depressive disorder. They also collected each child's ZIP code, which provided 

information about their neighborhood such as risk of crime, levels of socioeconomic 

disadvantage, and more. The researchers then measured the brain activity of each child via 

electroencephalogram (EEG) while they completed a simple guessing task where they won or 

lost money. 

Disadvanted children 
Examining the data, the researchers found that children from more disadvantaged areas 

showed a blunted response to both reward and loss, especially children of parents with a 

history of depression. 

https://link.springer.com/10.1007/s10802-025-01310-4
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/depression/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/stress/


"When something good or bad happens to you, your brain responds and we can measure 

that brain activity," said Gibb. "And how you tend to respond to something good happening 

or something bad happening can increase your risk for things like depression. What this 

shows is that it's not just something happening to you personally, but it's the context you live 

in—the levels of stress around you, whether or not it's directly happening to you." 

Gibb said that growing up in a chronically stressful environment, children may learn not to 

get too excited when good things happen and not to get too down when bad things happen, 

especially if they are already at risk because of a family history of depression. 

"When you're chronically stressed, it could dampen your reaction to anything, whether it is 

good or bad," said Gibb. "We want kids to be reactive when good things are happening. You 

should be excited. That's what gives you the motivation to engage and do things. So that's 

what we think is going on." 

Going forward, the researchers have started a new study that will let them look at what 

happens to children's neural responses, and depression risk, when they move to a new 

neighborhood. The team also wants to expand this work to teenagers and see if similar types 

of effects are seen for social rather than just monetary outcomes, like peer acceptance and 

rejection. 

Gibb said that this work highlights the need to address neighborhood characteristics when it 

comes to mental health. 

"Just being in these contexts can impact mental health, and these neighborhood 

characteristics can influence kids, even if they're not touched by it directly. So there are 

broader implications too, and even more reasons why we should try to improve our 

communities." 
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