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Neuroethics needed
Researchers should speak out on claims made on behalf of their science.

H
ow would you feel if you had to tell the truth, and nothing but
the truth, for a day? Did your wife really look so good in that
dress? Were you honestly late just because the traffic was bad?

Did you actually do all the necessary controls for that experiment? 
Society would be a different place if all our lies, however trivial,
were abandoned in favour of blunt honesty. In some areas, such as
criminal prosecution, this might be advantageous. In others, where
little white lies help life run smoothly, knowing all the facts might 
be uncomfortable.
These thoughts are brought to the fore by the arrival of two US
start-up companies, No Lie MRI and Cephos, which are about to
offer functional magnetic resonance imaging (f MRI) brain scans in
order to detect lies. The companies, which plan to launch their ser-
vices later this year, say their goal is to help exonerate the innocent,
and to replace the widely discredited polygraph machines used by
US government agencies for screening their staff (see page 918). 
Many neuroscientists think the claims being made for fMRI are
overblown. They warn that there is scant evidence that it can reliably
distinguish a lie from the truth in any individual case, especially in
the real-life, high-stakes situations in which it might be applied. 
Ethicists worry even more about what would happen if one day
the scanning technique could be used to accurately discern people’s
inner secrets. Society would, for the first time, hold in its hands a
reliable tool with which to finger deceit, and this could have a pro-
found impact on individual privacy and human rights. 
It is too early to tell if fMRI will ever be able to pinpoint liars in
anything but a few, tightly controlled circumstances. Studies so far
have been conducted under such conditions, and do not reflect the
many types of lies and the situations they may be used to investigate.
Some will argue that the mere threat of an accurate lie test could be
used to extract valuable information — the same argument, in
essence, that led to the use of polygraphs in the United States. 
The question of how far such approaches should be taken is just
one of a number of pressing ethical issues raised by the rapid recent

progress of neuroscience. So it is appropriate that last month, a
group of prominent scientists, ethicists and lawyers gathered at the
Asilomar conference centre in California to found the Neuroethics
Society, which will address these issues. 
This effort is to be applauded, but there is a lot of work to do before
it can engage a rapidly expanding neuroscience community that has
been relatively slow to recognize its own responsibility to address
potential abuses of knowledge.
Geneticists held their own landmark Asilomar meeting more than
thirty years ago to discuss the possible regulation of recombinant
DNA. Today, the ethical and social repercussions of genetics are a
standard component of undergraduate education. But ethics is a
long way from attaining corresponding status within neuroscience.
One prominent bioethicist reports that his own lecture on neuro-
ethics was cancelled, falling victim to timetable pressure. 
Neuroscientists have reasons for their reluctance to wade into
ethics. The questions raised are likely to be open-ended, and their
arrival in the world outside the
laboratory may be some way
off. Whereas a genetic test can
say something definitive about
a particular genetic make-up,
and therefore about predisposi-
tion to disease, for example, an
fMRI scan is just an indirect
measure of neural activity based on oxygenated blood flow. For now,
neuroscientists have only the most basic grasp of what this says
about how the brain processes information. 
Even so, the arrival of No Lie MRI and Cephos suggests that f MRI
is entering the ‘real world’, whether neuroscientists consider it ready
or not. The community needs to broadcast its doubts about this 
situation from the rooftops — and prepare for a prolonged, complex
and occasionally frustrating engagement with the public on the 
ethical ramifications of its work. ■

Urgent but balanced
Energy problems demand a coherent 
solution, not a quick fix.

T
he energy issues facing many of the world’s governments are
now acute. And there is a disturbing tendency for this urgency
to generate polarizing debates on plans that could have only a

marginal effect on the unfolding crisis. In the United States, such an
argument has taken place over oil drilling in the Arctic National
Wildlife Refuge. In Britain, an almighty row is looming over the
replacement of a small number of ageing nuclear power stations.

The urgency of the current crisis is driven by stubbornly high oil
prices, the clear need to do something about greenhouse-gas emis-
sions, and the benign neglect that has characterized many national
energy policies for the past two decades. But the crisis demands
more than the flailing efforts of governments or political parties to
develop headline-grabbing initiatives. It calls, instead, for a thorough,
rational and rapid analysis of how effective energy policies should 
be rebuilt. 
A report released this week by the Royal Society of Edinburgh
(RSE) attempts to provide such an analysis for Scotland — a small
country whose energy issues are not untypical of those facing 
Wester n Europ e. 
The exhaustion of North Sea oil and gas, together with the rapid

“The arrival of No Lie MRI
and Cephos suggests 
that fMRI is entering 
the ‘real world’, whether
neuroscientists consider 
it ready or not.”
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