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Preface

This book aims to provide a systematic analysis of the social and ethical
implications of neuroscience research on addiction that will be of interest to a
wide range of audiences. This includes those interested in, or working within,
the fields of addiction and mental health, such as clinicians and health care
professionals treating addiction and mental disorders, addiction researchers
from neuroscience, psychology and the social sciences, lawyers, policy
makers and public health educators. It should also be of interest to bioethicists, neuroethicists and others working in applied philosophy, who want to
understand how neuroscience may affect society and public policy. Addiction
Neuroethics is designed to be accessible to advanced undergraduate and
post-graduate students in philosophy and ethics, medicine and psychiatry,
psychology, social work, nursing and law, and educated general readers who
want to learn more about the impact that drug use might have on the brain and
on our ability to control our behaviour.
In 1997, the then director of the National Institute on Drug Abuse, Alan
Leshner, famously proclaimed that ‘addiction is a brain disease, and it
matters’. Neuroscience research, Leshner promised, would revolutionise our
ability to treat addiction and lead to greater acceptance by society of addiction
as a psychiatric disorder, increasing access to medical treatment and decreasing
societal discrimination and stigma affecting those suffering from addiction.
Neuroscience research would put to an end claims that addiction was simply an
excuse for engaging in immoral or weak-willed behaviour, and produce more
humane and therapeutic approaches to addiction.
Unfortunately, these optimistic predictions have yet to be realised. Most
addicted individuals do not receive adequate medical or therapeutic assistance,
even in developed countries. There is some evidence that negative attitudes
toward ‘addicts’ have hardened with increasing acceptance of neurobiological
models of psychiatric disorders. Some commentators have also begun to point
out some potentially adverse consequences of the view that addiction is a brain
disease. For example, an unqualified acceptance of the brain disease model of
addiction carries substantial social policy risks:
xv
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Preface

• It focuses on addiction to the exclusion of other adverse effects of drug use
(e.g. drug-related accidents, violence or drug-induced mental illness).
• It may unwittingly promote a policy preference for biological treatment of
addicted individuals over effective social policies to minimise drug use and
addiction (e.g. taxation, barriers to access).
• It may be seen as warranting experimentation with neurosurgical interventions in brain function to ‘cure’ addiction, as has happened in the case of
neurosurgery and deep brain stimulation.
• It may also increase the use of coercive forms of treatment for addicted
persons whose capacity to make free and informed choices is said to be
seriously impaired by their ‘brain disease’.
These outcomes are already providing challenges to health care workers,
scientists and policy makers working in the field of addiction. They have
the potential to cause unanticipated harm to those who suffer from an addiction and lead to misguided social policies that may paradoxically increase
drug-related harm. Such misuses of neuroscience research may also lead
to community scepticism or mistrust of neuroscience and neuroscientists,
impeding the timely translation of research into beneficial treatments and
policy.
According to many neuroscientists, addiction is a condition where repeated
use of addictive drugs produces changes in the brain that undermine an
addicted individual’s ability to control their drug use. According to prominent
psychiatrists Charles Dackis and O’Brien, the brains of addicted individuals
have been ‘hijacked’ by the drug. ‘Addicts’, they argue, are neurochemically
driven to repeatedly consume drugs, despite the harm that their use causes to
themselves and those around them. Such views question philosophical concepts such as free will, agency and responsibility. The ethical, social and
public policy implications of addiction neuroscience will also provide
instructive case studies for examining the broader neuroethical implications
of neuroscience for society.
A detailed consideration of the ethical, social and policy challenges raised
by neuroscience research is essential if we are to realise some of Leshner’s
promises about addiction neuroscience, with minimal delay and without
causing harm. Our aim is to provide an accessible analysis of these challenges
raised by developments in neuroscience, and, when possible, to offer guidelines and recommendations to those treating addicted individuals, conducting
addiction research, seeking policy solutions, or simply affected by their own
or a family member’s addictive drug use.
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xvii

We have four major objectives that are reflected in the four parts of this book.
First, we critically review neuroscience research on addiction, from genes and
molecular and cellular biology through to neuropsychology and cognitive neuroscience. We examine the impact that addictive drug use has on decision-making
and control over behaviour. We also include evidence from the social and
historical sciences to provide a social context to our analysis of the neuroscience.
This is both a synthetic and an analytical project: it aims to bring together
information and research from a range of disciplines in order to better understand
the potential social impacts of neuroscience research on addiction.
Second, based on this review, we provide clear practical recommendations
for treating addiction and dealing with addicted individuals, such as:
• Entering addicted individuals into treatment
• Providing treatments, including harm reduction programs, in a fair and
equitable manner
• The use of coercion in treating addiction
• Conducting neuroscience research with addicted individuals
Third, we examine the latest developments in neurobiological treatments of
addiction to identify the ethical, social and policy issues that their potential
future use may raise. These include:
•
•
•
•
•

Novel psychopharmacological treatments
Sustained-release medications (e.g. drug implants and depot injections)
Drug vaccines to prevent relapse
Neurosurgical treatments (e.g. deep brain stimulation)
Genetic screening and neuroimaging to identify those vulnerable to
developing addiction

Based on this analysis, we provide ethical guidelines for conducting research
on these interventions and for their clinical use, should they prove safe and
effective.
Finally, we consider some unwelcome consequences of the misuse of
neuroscience research for social and public health policy. These include: a
focus on medical responses to addiction targeted at vulnerable individuals at
the expense of more broadly effective population approaches; and the potential misuse of neuroscience research by the alcohol, tobacco and gambling
industries to influence public policy in directions favourable to their interests.
This book is only a beginning; we raise many questions that will require much
more research and analysis. We therefore conclude the book with some
suggestions for future research in the field of Addiction Neuroethics.
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xxii
FDA
fMRI
GABA
GHB
HIV
HCV
HPA Axis
HRT
ICD
ICD-10
IDU
LSD
LTD
LTP
MDMA
MEG
MOR
MMT
NAC
NAcc
NIAAA
NIDA
NMDA
NRT
OCD
OFC
PCP
PD
PET
PFC
PTSD
RNA
SPECT
SSRI
TMS
UDHR
UK
UN
UNAIDS

US Food and Drug Administration
Functional magnetic resonance imaging
Gamma-aminobutyric acid
Gamma-hydroxybutyric acid
Human immunodeficiency virus
Hepatitis C virus
Hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal axis
Hormone replacement therapy
Impulse control disorder
International Classification of Disease, 10th Edition
Injecting drug user
Lysergic acid diethylamide
Long-term depression
Long-term potentiation
3,4-Methylenedioxy-N-methylamphetamine
Magnetoencephalograph
Mu-opioid receptor
Methadone maintenance treatment
N-acetylcystein
Nucleus accumbens
National Institute on Alcoholism and Alcohol Abuse
National Institute on Drug Abuse
N-methyl-D-aspartic acid
Nicotine replacement therapy
Obsessive compulsive disorder
Orbitofrontal cortex
Phencyclidine
Parkinson’s disease
Positron emission tomography
Prefrontal cortex
Post-traumatic stress disorder
Ribonucleic acid
Single photon emission computed tomography
Serotonin selective reuptake inhibitors
Transcranial magnetic stimulation
Universal Declaration of Human Rights
United Kingdom
United Nations
United Nations Joint Program on HIV/AIDS
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UNODC
UROD
US
VTA
WHO

xxiii

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
Ultra-rapid opioid detoxification
United States
Ventral tegmental area
World Health Organisation
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