
L I N K  TO  O R I G I N A L  A RT I C L E
L I N K  TO  I N I T I A L  C O R R E S P O N D E N C E

In our examination of the scientific, social and 
ethical implications of research into autism 
biomarkers we called for a widespread debate 
involving many diverse parties and including, 
importantly, scientists and members of the 
autism community and their carers (In search 
of biomarkers for autism: scientific, social 
and ethical challenges. Nature Rev. Neurosci. 
12, 603–612 (2011))1. We are pleased that 
Pellicano et al. (Engaging, not excluding: a 
response to Walsh et al. Nature Rev. Neurosci. 
18 Nov 2011)2 reach the same conclusion in 
their commentary on our Perspective article. 
However, they claim that what we say is “con-
fused” and, puzzlingly, that the involvement of 
members of the autism community and their 
carers in the biomarker research process — 
which we strongly advocate — would be pre-
cluded by our recommendations. They do not 
state precisely where the confusion lies nor do 
they clarify which recommendations they have 
in mind. We are left to suppose that what they 
object to is the research programme itself — 
because of its possible implications for repro-
ductive decision-making — and our (nuanced) 
acceptance of it. Our article1 outlined the large 
scientific challenges that biomarker research 
has yet to overcome and also addressed the 
main social and ethical issues — and risks — 
to which its eventual successes could give rise. 
Our article did assume, nevertheless, that the 
search for biomarkers for autism will continue, 
given the depth and range of their potential 
benefits for people with autism and their 
families. Special emphasis was placed on the 
importance of the distinction between rightful 
acceptance and rightful intervention regarding 
autism in the context of prevention. We also 

acknowledged the moral gravity of some pos-
sible consequences of biomarker knowledge 
for reproductive decision-making. Pellicano 
et al.2 object to our emphasis on fully informed 
parental decision-making, which they suggest 
begs the question of who should make the 
final decision. In response, one is tempted 
to ask how it could be otherwise in an era of 
reproductive freedom, but what we said in our 
article was only that legal permission would 
not diminish the moral seriousness of parental 
choices. Given this seriousness, the structured 
public consideration of these ethical issues that 
we called for in our article, far from preclud-
ing members of the autism community, needs 
their full participation. 

A second objection made is that our article 
does not query the disproportionate funding 
of aetiological research as opposed to other 
areas of research. It is true that, although we 
indicate concern about the proper ends of 
research, we do not address the current flow 
of research resources. However, given the 
promise of aetiological research and the only 
modest benefits that are currently achieved 
by intervention research, it is not obvi-
ous that clinical and translational research 
has, in principle, more immediate applica-
tions than biomedical research. But, in any 
case, our focus on biomarkers was precisely 
against the background of their translational 
potential as demonstrated in other areas of 
medicine. Furthermore, one of our key con-
clusions about autism was that the challenges 
that biomedical research needs to surmount 
include heterogeneity, a complex clinical phe-
notype, and a lack of agreed and stable defini-
tions of autism — the very obstacles that also 

hinder evidence-based practice in the clini-
cal and translational research community. It 
is reasonable to suppose that an improved 
understanding of the pathways that lead to 
autism, and of how it alters neurobiological 
functioning, is most likely to lead to interven-
tions that will positively affect the experience 
of individuals and families that are affected 
by the condition. However, we are by no 
means opposed to the monitoring of fund-
ing streams or to improved funding for other 
forms of research (noting, too, that gaining 
and distributing funding does not have to be 
a zero-sum game). We also acknowledge the 
great importance of concerns about the qual-
ity of life of people affected by autism now, 
and about how best to address these prob-
lems. The balancing acts required in setting 
research policy further underline the need for 
the collaborative approach that we advocate 
in our article.
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