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In our past two issues of Addiction and the Humanities, we discussed the debate
within the medical and legal communities about whether people should use
powerful drugs for cognitive enhancement. This last installment of the series
advances the discussion from whether people should use these drugs to a
consideration of safety, distribution, and legalization.

Safety

Cognitive-enhancing drugs specifically affect executive function, and anecdotal
evidence claims that they also improve focus and memory and reduce the effects
of fatigue (Beddington et al., 2008; Morein-Zamir, Turner, & Sahakian, 2007;
Turner et al., 2003). Researchers have tested one drug, Modafinil, in healthy
individuals (Turner et al., 2003) but there is little research on the safe use of
other cognitive-enhancing drugs among healthy individuals (Lanni et al., 2008).
For example, it is unclear what the difference in dosage for increasing focus
would be for a healthy person versus a person with ADHD (Turner et al., 2003).
Further, some drugs, such as Ritalin, carry the risk of heart problems and
dependency (Hibbert, 2007), two issues that would have to be addressed in order
to distribute cognitive-enhancing drugs safely and legally. Lastly, like any other
drug, there are unsafe black-market versions of cognitive enhancing drugs
available to buyers; it is important to alert the public to the dangers of using
these unsafe versions that could lead to lethal side effects.

Distribution

The widespread use of cognitive enhancing drugs for self-improvement also
brings up the issue of fairness and equal access (Dekkers & Rikkert, 2007). As
more people request to use these drugs, legislators, researchers, and clinicians
will have to work together to ensure that groups of people with a greater need
will always be given priority access to cognitive enhancing drugs. Furthermore, a


https://basisonline.org/2009/06/17/addiction-the-humanities-vol-55-a-possible-resolution-regulation-of-cognitiveenhancing-drugs/
https://basisonline.org/2009/06/17/addiction-the-humanities-vol-55-a-possible-resolution-regulation-of-cognitiveenhancing-drugs/
https://basisonline.org/2009/06/17/addiction-the-humanities-vol-55-a-possible-resolution-regulation-of-cognitiveenhancing-drugs/
https://basisonline.org/2009/06/17/addiction-the-humanities-vol-55-a-possible-resolution-regulation-of-cognitiveenhancing-drugs/
https://basisonline.org/basis_glossary#exec_function

discussion about access ought to stimulate discussion about where people should
be purchasing cognitive-enhancing drugs (i.e. prescriptions vs. over the counter
availability).

Legalization

Although cognitive-enhancing drugs such as Ritalin, Adderall, and Modafinil are
legal, there are issues surrounding use, supplier authorization, and possession
that will have to be addressed. For example, if cognitive enhancers can only be
obtained via prescriptions, then regulations will have to be put in place to
determine how much of each substance an individual is allowed to have in their
possession. Furthermore, discussion of necessary rules and regulations should
encourage discussion about whose responsibility it will be to make these rules
(i.e., legislators vs. clinicians)

Conclusion

The use of cognitive enhancing drugs is already fairly common (DeSantis et al.,
2008; Greely et al., 2008). In fact, some experts consider these drugs the next
logical step in human self-improvement (Greely et al., 2008). However, if we, as a
society, are willing to legitimize the use of drugs for cognitive enhancement, then
we must also accept the unavoidable changes that they will bring to opportunities
for success, academics, and even creativity. In order to manage cognitive-
enhancing drug use, there needs to be enough regulation to prevent harm.

- Ingrid Maurice

What do you think? Please use the commen tlink below to provide feedback on
this article.
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