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Qualitative research to determine
social acceptability of neurosurgery

for psychiatric disorders
─ Interview with Professor Mark Bernstein  ─

Mark Bernstein
Division of Neurosurgery, Department of Surgery, University of Toronto

Interview and translation：
Chieko Kurihara

Molecular Imaging Center, National Institute of Radiological Sciences
(May 28, 2013, The Peninsula Tokyo, Tokyo, Japan)

Abstract
　　This article is the record of an interview with Professor Mark Bernstein, a bioethicist-neurosurgeon 
from the University of Toronto, after he delivered a lecture during the International Satellite Symposium 
on neurosurgery for psychiatric disorders, held at the Tokyo International Exchange Center on May 27, 
2013, endorsed by the World Society for Stereotactic and Functional Neurosurgery (WSSFN).
　　In his lecture and in this interview, Professor Bernstein introduced a number of qualitative research 
that he conducted on patients and surgeons to determine the acceptability of surgical interventions to treat 
psychiatric disorders. He believes that this kind of survey is necessary in order to develop a consensus on 
how to deal with ethically questionable medical procedures, especially psychosurgery.
　　He also expressed objections to the use of placebo in clinical studies. He equates placebo use to 
“deception” even if the patient was informed and has given permission to such use. In the Research Ethics 
Boards (REBs) that he attends in his university, he requests for scrutiny on placebo-controlled trials even 
if these trials are conducted by excellent researcher-surgeons. On the other hand, he acknowledged that 
the trend is now changing as more and more REBs are now accepting/approving placebo-controlled trials.
　　With regard to involuntarily commitment/treatment of persons suffering from psychiatric disorders, 
Professor Bernstein explained that the “Health Care Consent Act” of Ontario provide rules with respect to 
consent to treatment, participation in clinical research, and admission to a care facility of persons lacking 
the capacity to make decisions, including children, persons with psychiatric disorders, or adults who do not 
have mental capacity to make decisions. He explained that these rules define the hierarchy of supportive 
family members or public guardian who can make decisions on behalf of such persons.
　　We believe that a profound discussion of these perspectives, which have not been extensively 
discussed in Japan, may spur some meaningful evaluation, especially on the issue of ethical acceptability of 
experimental surgical intervention for psychiatric disorders.
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1．Qualitative research 
concerning “psychosurgery” 
and enhancement

Interviewer

Bernstein

Table 1　What do patients think of psychosurgery?

Table 2　Results at one center

Case 5
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Fig. 1　Result of the survey of North American functional neurosuegeons
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Fig. 3　Comparisons of acceptability of surgical enhancement of memory 
between North America and international

Fig. 2　Survey of international functional neurosurgeons

Enhancement attitude

Do you foresee deep brain stimulation and other neuromodulation 
technologies being used within the next 50 years in non-pathological 
states for cognitive enhancement, such as for memory enhancement?

Suppose a safe and effective neurosurgery is available to enhance 
memory capacity in otherwise healthy individuals. Would it be ethical 
to offer this elective non-essential surgery to individuals who 
requested it?

If yes: Why is it ethical?

Please check all that apply.

Another sample case scenario
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2．Hesitancy and openness 
in the debate toward 
consensus development

Interviewer

Professor Bernstein, giving lecture at the international 
satellite symposium “Surgical approach to Psychiatric 
Disorders: Revised What’s going on in the worlds?” 
held by the World Society for Stereotactic and Func-
tional Neurosurgery (WSSFN)
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3．Ethical consideration 
on placebo

Interviewer
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4．Experimental surgeon on the 
involuntary admitted patient of 
psychiatric disorder
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