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The Evolutionary Perspective  
Concerning Depression
In terms of an evolutionary perspective, Andrews (2007) sug-
gested that there are only a limited number of hypotheses that 
might explain the existence of depression. One hypothesis 
views depression as resulting from a mismatch between the 
current demands of our society and our brain and nervous 
system, which evolved in terms of different demands. Thus, 
depression results from a novel reaction of the nervous sys-
tem to the modern environment. This hypothesis suggests 
that our environment has changed quickly, whereas our 
nervous system has not. However, Andrews rejected this 
hypothesis, since depression is seen in a variety of animals 
such as rats, cats, and primates whose environment has not 
changed drastically in recent times. Another hypothesis 
views depression as a process that evolved because it was con-
nected to another trait that was extremely adaptive. This con-
nection has yet to be found.

Paul Gilbert (2005) asked if depression might have 
evolved because it serves a useful function. Such an 
advantage would be found in situations in which positive 
affect and drive should be toned down. One simple answer 
is that a reduction of positive affect could make one more 
sensitive to threat. Gilbert then took this question a step 
further and asked at what point the increase in depressive 
mood would be adaptive. Sickness or hurt would be one 
such example. Withdrawing from active life would give 
the body time to recover health and strength. Likewise, 
stress, which can result in a variety of depression-like 

symptoms including reduction of positive affect, activity, and motivational factors such as 
hunger, may be reduced with a removal from the situation.

N. Allen and Badcock (2003) considered the role of depressed mood in our social evolu-
tionary history. They saw depressed mood as having evolved in relation to social processes. 
As with other researchers, they suggested that a depressed state represents a risk management 
strategy in response to a situation that has a low probability of success and high probability 
of risk. The emphasis is on social situations in which an individual would be at risk for being 
excluded from groups or a relationship with another individual. Basically, they saw depressed 
mood as the result of a computational problem on the part of the organism. That is to say, on 
some level the organism evaluates the situation. In a situation in which there is high risk of 
being excluded, this evaluation leads to depressed mood. Intrinsic to this way of thinking is 
the assumption that depressed mood was adaptive in our evolutionary history. In other words, 
feeling depressed would help the organism to solve a problem faced by humans from the earli-
est times. Overall, there are three questions that need to be approached from an evolutionary 
perspective in relation to depression (Nesse, 1990):

1.	 What are the situations that occur over and over again in our environment of evolu-
tionary adaptiveness (EEA) responsible for depressive states?

2.	 What are the selection pressures in these situations? Said in other terms, what repro-
ductive goals would have been threatened?

3.	 What are the characteristics of depressed mood that would have enabled the organ-
ism to cope with these threats?

FIGURE 6.4 Does Depression  
Influence the Thickness of Brain Areas?
In the figure, the top and bottom images show that the less the 
cortical thickness or volume (purple is less, red is more), the 
greater the symptoms of major depressive disorder.

Source: From Bradley & Peterson (2011). Reprinted with 
permission from Annual Reviews.
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