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Review Article

Growth factors associated with clinical anxiety

Clinical anxiety is a prevalent mental health condition characterized by excessive fear and worry that can significantly impair daily 
functioning. Understanding the biological underpinnings of anxiety, particularly the role of growth factors, is crucial for developing 
effective interventions. Growth factors, such as brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF), insulin-like growth factor (IGF), and vascular 
endothelial growth factor (VEGF), have been implicated in the pathophysiology of anxiety disorders. This synthesis will explore the 
associations between these growth factors and clinical anxiety, drawing on a range of studies that highlight their roles. 

BDNF is a neurotrophin that plays a critical role in neuronal survival, growth, and differentiation. It is particularly important in the 
context of synaptic plasticity, which is essential for learning and memory. Research has shown that alterations in BDNF signaling are 
associated with anxiety disorders. For instance, lower levels of BDNF have been observed in individuals with anxiety, suggesting that 
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Abstract
Clinical anxiety is a prevalent mental health condition characterized by excessive fear and worry that can significantly impair daily 

functioning. Growth factors, such as brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF), insulin-like growth factor (IGF), and vascular endo-
thelial growth factor (VEGF), have been implicated in the pathophysiology of anxiety disorders. Cell receptors, such as Corticotropin-
releasing hormone (CRH) receptors, mediate the actions of neurotransmitters and neuropeptides that are crucial in regulating mood 
and anxiety responses. At the molecular level, intracellular kinases play a pivotal role in modulating the neural circuits associated 
with anxiety. Among these kinases, the mitogen-activated protein kinases (MAPKs), particularly the extracellular signal-regulated 
kinases (ERK1/2), and transcription factors, such as the cAMP response element-binding protein (CREB) play a crucial role in 
regulating gene expression related to stress responses, emotional regulation, and neuroplasticity and may be associated with the 
etiology of anxiety. This report summarizes some of the major growth factors, cell receptors, intracellular kinases, and transcription 
factors that may be associated with the etiology of clinical anxiety.
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deficits in this growth factor may contribute to the development and maintenance of anxiety symptoms [1]. Furthermore, animal studies 
have demonstrated that BDNF deficiency can lead to increased anxiety-like behaviors, reinforcing the notion that BDNF is a key player in 
anxiety pathophysiology [1].

The signaling pathways activated by BDNF, particularly the phosphoinositide 3-kinase (PI3K) pathway, are also implicated in anxiety. 
The activation of this pathway can lead to the modulation of neurotransmitter systems, including serotonin and dopamine, which are 
critical in regulating mood and anxiety [1]. Moreover, the interaction between BDNF and stress hormones, such as cortisol, further 
complicates the relationship between BDNF levels and anxiety. Chronic stress can lead to decreased BDNF expression, which may 
exacerbate anxiety symptoms [1].

Insulin-like growth factor (IGF) is another growth factor that has been linked to anxiety disorders. IGF signaling is involved in 
neurogenesis and synaptic plasticity, similar to BDNF. Studies have indicated that alterations in IGF levels may be associated with anxiety 
and depressive symptoms. For example, research has shown that IGF-1 levels are significantly lower in individuals with anxiety disorders 
compared to healthy controls [2]. This suggests that IGF may play a protective role against the development of anxiety, and its deficiency 
could contribute to the onset of anxiety disorders. 

The relationship between IGF and anxiety may also involve the modulation of neuroinflammatory processes. Elevated levels of pro-
inflammatory cytokines have been associated with anxiety, and IGF has been shown to exert anti-inflammatory effects. This indicates 
that IGF may help mitigate the neuroinflammatory responses that can contribute to anxiety symptoms [2]. Furthermore, the interaction 
between IGF and other growth factors, such as BDNF, highlights the complexity of the neurobiological mechanisms underlying anxiety 
disorders. 

Vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) is primarily known for its role in angiogenesis, but it also plays a significant role in 
neuroprotection and neurogenesis. Recent studies have suggested that VEGF may be involved in the regulation of anxiety. For instance, 
increased levels of VEGF have been associated with reduced anxiety-like behaviors in animal models [3]. This suggests that VEGF may 
exert anxiolytic effects, potentially through its ability to promote neurogenesis and enhance synaptic plasticity. 

Moreover, the relationship between VEGF and anxiety may be mediated by its effects on the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) 
axis, which is crucial in the body’s response to stress. Dysregulation of the HPA axis is commonly observed in individuals with anxiety 
disorders, and VEGF may help modulate this response [3]. The interplay between VEGF and stress-related hormones, such as cortisol, 
further underscores the importance of this growth factor in the context of anxiety. 

In addition to these specific growth factors, the broader context of psychosocial factors and their interaction with biological mechanisms 
is essential in understanding anxiety. Studies have shown that maternal anxiety and rearing behaviors can influence the development of 
anxiety symptoms in children, highlighting the role of environmental factors alongside biological predispositions [4]. This suggests that 
interventions targeting both growth factors and psychosocial factors may be necessary for effective anxiety treatment. 

Furthermore, the impact of lifestyle factors, such as physical activity and diet, on growth factor levels and anxiety symptoms cannot be 
overlooked. Regular physical activity has been shown to increase BDNF levels, which may help alleviate anxiety symptoms [1]. Similarly, 
dietary factors that influence growth factor signaling, such as omega-3 fatty acids, have been associated with improved mood and reduced 
anxiety [1]. 

In conclusion, growth factors such as BDNF, IGF, and VEGF play significant roles in the pathophysiology of clinical anxiety. Their 
involvement in neurogenesis, synaptic plasticity, and the modulation of neuroinflammatory processes highlights the complexity of anxiety 
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disorders. Future research should continue to explore the interactions between these growth factors and psychosocial factors, as well as 
the potential for targeted interventions that can enhance growth factor signaling to mitigate anxiety symptoms.

 Cell receptors associated with clinical anxiety

Clinical anxiety is a complex disorder influenced by various neurobiological factors, including the roles of specific cell receptors. These 
receptors mediate the actions of neurotransmitters and neuropeptides that are crucial in regulating mood and anxiety responses. This 
synthesis will explore the key receptors associated with clinical anxiety, focusing on neuropeptide Y (NPY) receptors, corticotropin-
releasing hormone (CRH) receptors, serotonin receptors, and GABA receptors. 

Neuropeptide Y (NPY) is a 36-amino acid peptide that plays a significant role in modulating anxiety and stress responses. The 
expression of NPY receptors, particularly NPY1R and NPY5R, has been shown to correlate inversely with anxious temperament. Research 
indicates that lower anxiety levels are associated with increased expression of these receptors in the central amygdala, suggesting that 
NPY may exert anxiolytic effects through its receptors [5]. This relationship underscores the potential of targeting NPY receptors for 
therapeutic interventions in anxiety disorders. 

Corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH) receptors, specifically CRHR1 and CRHR2, are also critical in the neurobiology of anxiety. 
These receptors are involved in the body’s stress response and are known to influence serotonin synthesis in the brain. Studies have 
demonstrated that chronic stress elevates CRH mRNA expression, which can lead to dysregulation of serotonin pathways, further 
exacerbating anxiety symptoms [6]. The differential roles of CRHR1 and CRHR2 in modulating stress responses highlight the complexity 
of the neuroendocrine mechanisms underlying anxiety. 

Serotonin receptors, particularly the 5-HT1A and 5-HT2A subtypes, are well-established in the context of anxiety. The 5-HT1A receptor 
is primarily associated with anxiolytic effects, and its activation has been shown to reduce anxiety-like behaviors in various animal models 
[7]. Conversely, the 5-HT2A receptor has been implicated in anxiety and mood regulation, with alterations in its expression linked to 
anxiety disorders [8]. The serotonergic system’s involvement in anxiety emphasizes the importance of serotonin receptor modulation in 
therapeutic strategies. 

GABA receptors, particularly GABA_A and GABA_B receptors, are crucial for inhibitory neurotransmission in the central nervous system. 
Dysregulation of GABAergic signaling has been associated with increased anxiety. For instance, GABA_A receptor subtypes mediate the 
anxiolytic effects of benzodiazepines, which enhance GABAergic transmission [9]. Additionally, GABA_B receptors have been implicated 
in the modulation of anxiety responses, with studies suggesting that their activation can produce anxiolytic effects [10]. The interplay 
between GABAergic and serotonergic systems further complicates the neurobiological landscape of anxiety. 

The metabotropic glutamate receptors (mGluRs) also play a role in anxiety modulation. For example, mGluR2 and mGluR3 receptors 
have been shown to influence anxiety-like behaviors in animal models. Agonists of these receptors can produce anxiolytic effects, 
indicating their potential as therapeutic targets for anxiety disorders [11]. The involvement of glutamate signaling in anxiety highlights 
the importance of excitatory neurotransmission in the regulation of mood and anxiety. 

Furthermore, the role of the noradrenergic system in anxiety cannot be overlooked. Alpha-2 adrenergic receptors, which have a high 
affinity for norepinephrine, are involved in the regulation of anxiety and stress responses. Activation of these receptors can inhibit neuronal 
activity, thereby reducing anxiety-like behaviors [12]. The interaction between noradrenergic signaling and other neurotransmitter 
systems, such as serotonin and GABA, illustrates the complexity of the neurobiological mechanisms underlying anxiety. 
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The cannabinoid system, particularly the CB1 receptor, has also been implicated in anxiety regulation. CB1 receptors are abundant in 
brain regions associated with emotional processing, and their activation has been shown to modulate anxiety responses. Studies suggest 
that cannabinoids can produce anxiolytic effects, potentially through their interactions with GABAergic and glutamatergic systems [13]. 
This indicates that targeting the endocannabinoid system may offer novel therapeutic approaches for anxiety disorders. 

Moreover, the role of estrogen receptors in anxiety is gaining attention. Estrogen receptor beta (ERβ) has been shown to exert anxiolytic 
effects, particularly in the context of hormonal fluctuations. Research indicates that activation of ERβ in specific brain regions can improve 
anxiety-like behaviors, suggesting that estrogen modulation may be a viable strategy for managing anxiety, especially in women [14]. This 
highlights the importance of considering hormonal influences in the treatment of anxiety disorders. 

In addition to these specific receptors, the broader context of receptor interactions and signaling pathways is crucial in understanding 
anxiety. For instance, the interplay between serotonin and GABA systems, as well as the involvement of neuropeptides like NPY and 
CRH, creates a complex network of signaling that regulates anxiety responses. This complexity necessitates a multifaceted approach to 
treatment, targeting multiple receptors and pathways to achieve optimal therapeutic outcomes. 

In summary, various cell receptors play significant roles in the pathophysiology of clinical anxiety. Neuropeptide Y receptors, 
corticotropin-releasing hormone receptors, serotonin receptors, GABA receptors, and metabotropic glutamate receptors all contribute 
to the regulation of anxiety and stress responses. Understanding the intricate interactions between these receptors and their signaling 
pathways is essential for developing effective interventions for anxiety disorders. Future research should continue to explore these 
relationships to identify novel therapeutic targets and improve treatment strategies for individuals suffering from anxiety.

Intracellular kinases associated with anxiety

Anxiety disorders are complex conditions influenced by a myriad of biological, psychological, and environmental factors. At the 
molecular level, intracellular kinases play a pivotal role in modulating the neural circuits associated with anxiety. Among these kinases, 
the mitogen-activated protein kinases (MAPKs), particularly the extracellular signal-regulated kinases (ERK1/2), have garnered 
significant attention due to their involvement in various signaling pathways that affect neuronal function, synaptic plasticity, and 
emotional behavior. 

The ERK signaling pathway is crucial for the regulation of anxiety-like behaviors. Activation of ERK1/2 has been shown to be essential 
for the induction and maintenance of synaptic plasticity, which is a fundamental process underlying learning and memory. This pathway 
is particularly active in the basolateral amygdala (BLA) and the medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC), regions that are critically involved in 
the processing of emotional information and the regulation of anxiety responses [15,16]. For instance, studies have demonstrated that 
ERK signaling in the BLA is necessary for the acquisition and extinction of fear memories, indicating its role in anxiety-related learning 
processes [16,17].

In addition to ERK, other kinases such as protein kinase A (PKA) and p38 MAPK are also implicated in the modulation of anxiety. PKA, 
which is activated by cyclic adenosine monophosphate (cAMP), has been shown to influence stress responses and anxiety behaviors 
[18,19]. The p38 MAPK pathway, on the other hand, has been linked to the regulation of inflammatory responses in the brain, which 
can exacerbate anxiety symptoms [20]. The interplay between these kinases and their respective signaling pathways highlights the 
complexity of the molecular mechanisms underlying anxiety disorders. 
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Moreover, the role of neuroinflammation in anxiety has been increasingly recognized, with evidence suggesting that inflammatory 
cytokines can activate various kinase pathways, including the ERK and p38 MAPK pathways. This activation can lead to alterations in 
neuronal function and contribute to the development of anxiety-like behaviors [21,22]. For example, high-fat diets have been shown 
to induce neuroinflammation and activate mTORC1 signaling, which is associated with anxiety and depressive-like behaviors [21]. 
Similarly, the activation of ERK in the anterior cingulate cortex has been linked to pain-related anxiety, suggesting that chronic pain 
conditions may exacerbate anxiety through inflammatory pathways [23,24].

The interaction between different intracellular signaling pathways is also critical in understanding anxiety. For instance, the crosstalk 
between the ERK and PKA pathways can modulate the effects of stress on anxiety behaviors. Insulin signaling, which activates PKA, has 
been shown to influence anxiety and depression, indicating that metabolic factors can also impact the neurobiological underpinnings 
of anxiety [25]. Furthermore, the role of neurotrophic factors, such as brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF), in activating TrkB 
signaling pathways has been implicated in anxiety disorders, particularly in the context of stress and trauma [26,27].

In addition to these pathways, the involvement of oxytocin and its signaling through the ERK pathway has been explored in the 
context of social behaviors and anxiety. Oxytocin has been shown to modulate anxiety-like behaviors in animal models, and its effects 
are mediated by the inhibition of ERK signaling in specific brain regions [28,29]. This suggests that neuropeptides can influence anxiety 
through complex signaling networks involving multiple kinases. 

The differential expression of kinases in various brain regions also contributes to the variability in anxiety responses. For example, 
sexually dimorphic expression of ERK2 in the mPFC has been associated with differences in anxiety-like behaviors between male and 
female rats [29]. This highlights the importance of considering sex differences in the study of anxiety and its underlying molecular 
mechanisms. 

In conclusion, intracellular kinases, particularly the MAPK family, play a fundamental role in the modulation of anxiety through their 
involvement in various signaling pathways that affect neuronal function and behavior. The intricate interplay between these kinases, 
neuroinflammation, and neuropeptide signaling underscores the complexity of anxiety disorders and points to potential therapeutic 
targets for intervention. Future research should continue to elucidate the specific roles of these kinases and their interactions in the 
context of anxiety, paving the way for more effective treatments.

Transcription factors associated with anxiety

Anxiety disorders are multifaceted conditions that arise from a complex interplay of genetic, environmental, and neurobiological 
factors. Among the various molecular mechanisms implicated in anxiety, transcription factors play a crucial role in regulating gene 
expression related to stress responses, emotional regulation, and neuroplasticity. This response synthesizes the current understanding 
of key transcription factors associated with anxiety, drawing on a range of studies that highlight their roles and mechanisms. One of the 
prominent transcription factors linked to anxiety is the cAMP response element-binding protein (CREB). 

CREB is known to regulate the expression of brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF), which is critical for neuronal survival, 
differentiation, and synaptic plasticity [30]. Dysregulation of CREB activity has been associated with various mood disorders, including 
anxiety. For instance, studies have shown that the inhibition of CREB in the forebrain can induce anxiety-like behaviors without affecting 
spatial learning, suggesting a specific role for CREB in emotional regulation [31]. Furthermore, the expression of CREB is influenced by 
various signaling pathways, including those activated by stress hormones, which can lead to alterations in anxiety-related behaviors 
[30]. 
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Another important transcription factor is the nuclear factor of activated T-cells (NFAT), particularly NFATc4. Research has 
demonstrated that modulation of GABAA receptor signaling through NFATc4 can enhance neurogenesis and reduce anxiety-like 
behaviors [32]. This indicates that NFATc4 may serve as a potential therapeutic target for anxiety disorders by influencing the balance 
of excitatory and inhibitory neurotransmission in the brain. The interaction between NFATc4 and GABAA receptors underscores the 
importance of transcriptional regulation in maintaining emotional homeostasis. 

The Kruppel-like factor (KLF) family of transcription factors, particularly KLF9, has also been implicated in anxiety. KLF9 is involved 
in the late phase of neuronal maturation and has been associated with anxiety-like behaviors in murine models [33,34]. The expression 
of KLF9 is modulated by stress, and its dysregulation may contribute to the development of anxiety disorders. Additionally, KLF11 has 
been linked to chronic stress and depressive disorders in humans, further emphasizing the role of KLF transcription factors in emotional 
regulation [33].

In the context of neuroinflammation and anxiety, the early growth response 1 (EGR1) transcription factor has emerged as a significant 
player. EGR1 is involved in the regulation of immune responses and has been shown to interact with various inflammatory pathways that 
can influence anxiety [35]. The dysregulation of EGR1 and its associated pathways may contribute to the anxiety-obesity links observed 
in various studies, highlighting the intersection between metabolic and emotional health [35].

The transcription factor Pet-1 is crucial for the differentiation of serotonergic neurons and the expression of the serotonin transporter 
gene (SLC6A4), which is essential for serotonin reuptake [36]. Alterations in serotonin signaling are well-documented in anxiety 
disorders, and Pet-1’s role in regulating serotonergic markers underscores its importance in anxiety pathology. The expression of Pet-
1 is influenced by various environmental factors, including stress, which can lead to changes in serotonin levels and anxiety-related 
behaviors. 

Moreover, the transcription factor Gas5 has been implicated in the regulation of anxiety-like behaviors following early-life stress 
[37]. Gas5 interacts with various coding transcripts that influence anxiety and memory, suggesting a complex regulatory network that 
involves both coding and non-coding RNAs. The modulation of Gas5 expression may provide insights into the molecular mechanisms 
underlying stress-induced anxiety. 

MicroRNAs (miRNAs) also play a significant role in the regulation of transcription factors associated with anxiety. For instance, miR-
132 has been shown to be induced by stress, and its dysregulation can trigger anxiety-related behavior [38]. The expression of miR-132 
is tightly regulated by the CREB/CRE transcriptional pathway, indicating that miRNAs can modulate the effects of transcription factors 
on anxiety. This highlights a layer of complexity in the regulatory networks that govern emotional responses. 

The interplay between transcription factors and epigenetic modifications, such as DNA methylation, is another critical aspect of 
anxiety research. For example, alterations in 5-hydroxymethylcytosine levels in the hippocampus have been linked to stress and anxiety-
related behaviors [39]. These epigenetic changes can influence the expression of genes regulated by transcription factors, further 
complicating the molecular landscape of anxiety disorders. 

Conclusion

In summary, transcription factors such as CREB, NFAT, KLFs, EGR1, Pet-1, and Gas5 play pivotal roles in regulating anxiety-related 
genes. Their interactions with various signaling pathways, epigenetic modifications, and miRNAs underscore the complexity of the 
molecular mechanisms underlying anxiety disorders. Continued research into these transcription factors and their regulatory networks 
will enhance our understanding of anxiety and may lead to novel therapeutic strategies. 
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