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Preface

Neuroscience is one of the fastest growing areas of scientific inquiry in biology.
This background paper, prepared by OTA with significant contribution by the Con-
gressional Research Service, surveys the scientific basis of research on the nervous sys-
tem, identifies several medical applications, examines some of the social effects, and
discusses some of the difficult ethical and political issues that may arise from discoveries
in neuroscience.

This paper is part of an assessment of Technology and Aging in America that was
requested by the Senate Special Committee on Aging, the House Select Committee on
Aging, and endorsed by the House Committee on Education and Labor. The paper arose
naturally from inquiry into diseases and conditions that affect the health of older Amer-
icans. Neuroscience research has led to new treatments for major causes of death in
both the developed world (cardiovascular disease and stroke), and developing nations
(parasitic diseases), in addition to advancing knowledge about neurological and psychiatric
disorders. In the United States, the aging of the population provides one of the strongest
incentives for research on the nervous system, because of the burden of illness im-
posed by several mental and organic brain disorders that become increasingly com-
mon with age, such as depression, insomnia, and Alzheimer disease.

Alzheimer disease alone affects more than 1 million Americans, and causes severe
financial and emotional stress on each family that it affects. Alzheimer disease is one
of the most significant causes of need for long-term care in the United States. One of
the most important motives driving neuroscience research is the desire for solutions
to the ravages of brain diseases like Alzheimer disease. * This background paper focuses
on the status of basic neuroscience research, and was extended, in accordance with
the OTA mandate, to investigate not only the current status and potential medical ap-
plications, but also to include broad social and ethical issues that might arise from such
research.

● More detailed discussion of Alzheimer disease and related disorders will be found in the OTA assessment Technology
and Aging in America to be published subsequently.
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