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The Hellenic National Bioethics Commission, as previously announced, continued to 

examine the issue of “human enhancement”, focusing on the effects of enhancement 

methods on the cognitive and mental state of the human organism. 

To study the issue, the Commission held relevant hearings of Dr. G. Christodoulou, 

Emeritus Professor of Psychiatry, Medical School, Athens University and Honorary 

President of the Greek Psychiatric Association and Dr G. Kolaitis, Associate Professor 

of Child Psychiatry, Medical School, Athens University. 

 

 

A. The data 

Modern science enabled the development of specific interventions for the “cognitive" 

functions of the human body, with a main purpose to treat mental illnesses and 

disorders. However, the possibilities offered by modern science highlight the problem of 

whether it is legitimate to use such methods in healthy organisms, aiming to enhance the 

mental or emotional condition. 

Such methods are particularly a) selective stimulation of brain regions, with electrical or 

magnetic signals, and b) drug use. In the future, it is likely that these methods are 

enriched by targeted genetic modification of genes associated with cognitive functions, 

as well as by brain/computer interfaces, which is expected to allow access to electronic 

information -and generally use of computer programs- by just activating certain 

cognitive functions. 

The Commission notices that there is internationally, a widespread use of substances by 

healthy individuals (nicotine, caffeine) or even prescription drugs, with the aim to 

further enhance their cognitive functions. Users mainly pursue memory and attention 

enhancement, but also to treat normal hyperactivity, which occurs particularly in 

children. In addition, the appearance of anxiety or phobias, typical elements of everyday 

life in a modern social context, puts pressure on healthy individuals to use sedatives, 

antianxiety and antidepressant drugs. 

The Commission considers that, as in the case of enhancing physical characteristics, the 

autonomy of a healthy person includes options for enhancing the cognitive or mental 
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state of the human body. This enhancement is part of the right to develop freely a 

personality. 

 

B. Suggestions 

However, the aforementioned principle must be supplemented with necessary remarks. 

1. The use of drugs to enhance memory or attention may adversely affect other cognitive 

functions. Due to this eventuality, the person concerned must be fully informed, in order 

to have the opportunity of an independent choice. 

2. The issue of influencing the personality is particularly emphasized in the case of 

antidepressants use. The above mentioned influence is in principle legitimate, as a 

fundamental right of the person, but it encloses the risk of uncontrolled effects on the 

nervous system and the general physical and mental condition of the person. The 

Commission notes the risk when children use such drugs since such a use may lead to 

the substitution of all the efforts made to integrate the person into society. A personality 

is developed by the gradual and smooth integration of the person into the social 

environment, owing to the family, friends or educational mechanisms that have the 

advantage of being subjected to constant scrutiny and revision, and are reversible if 

necessary, depending on the person’s maturity. For the Commission, this advantage is 

necessary to be ensured, especially in the case of children. For this reason, the use of 

substances for non-therapeutic purposes is not legitimate in children. 

3. The use of enhancement methods to improve cognitive and mental functions always 

requires that the person concerned is fully informed and updated, in terms of the 

expected results and possible side effects. The Commission considers that the risk of 

misinformation, especially for drugs which are not prescribed, is serious. The promotion 

of these drugs to the public and the information leaflets about their use should be 

subjected to special inspection by the authorities (National Organization for Medicines, 

General Secretariat for Commerce, etc.). It is apparent that for prescription drugs, the 

physician and the pharmacist have an increased responsibility to properly inform the 

person concerned, especially since it remains doubtful whether the prescription for 

enhancement purposes falls within the medical responsibilities, such as those described 

in the Code of Medical Ethics (Act 3418/2005). 
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4. Noting the complete lack of evidence in our country, regarding the extent of use of 

human enhancement methods to improve cognitive and mental characteristics, the 

Commission considers that it is essential for research institutions to develop initiative to 

monitor the phenomenon systematically, with the support of the Ministry of Health. 

The increasing number or reasons causing mental disorders in the population (especially 

among young people), most of which cannot be defined as “pathological”, due to 

prolonged economic crisis (excessive growth of unemployment, underemployment, 

strong economic downturn, uncertainty about the future, etc.), absolutely requires a 

well-organized initiative from the State. 
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