
 

  

  

Nina Di Pietro, Ph.D., is a faculty member of the Psychology 

Department at Douglas College in British Columbia. Formerly, 

she held the role of Research Associate at the National Core 

for Neuroethics at the University of British Columbia (UBC). At 

the Core, she conducted research and co-managed the  

Neuroethics Program for NeuroDevNet Inc. Her work centered 

on identifying the unique ethical and social challenges faced 

by stakeholders who are affected by neurodevelopmental 

conditions, including the researchers who study them. Her 

recent projects include identifying disparities in Canadian 

indigenous health research and care for persons living with 

neurodevelopmental conditions and addressing concerns 

related to rising off-label antipsychotic prescriptions for  

children and youth. Her leadership in this area has led to high impact publications, press  

coverage in the media, and a book with Elsevier Inc. where reviewers have described her as “a 

rising force in the field of neuroethics and developmental neuroscience”. Throughout her  

academic career, she has also engaged in science outreach by working with teachers to bring 

the excitement of scientific inquiry and debates in neuroscience and neuroethics into the  

classroom for K-12 students. 

 

 

Statement on Neuroethics: I believe that ethical and philosophical inquiry about the nature of 

brain and mind is fundamental to basic neuroscience research. Excluding neuroethics from the 

process of brain research would be the equivalent of climbing Mt Everest without stopping to 

contemplate the best route to the top or the meaning of the experience. As neuroscience is 

working to create the tools to get us up the mountain, our role as neuroethicists is to ensure 

that each step we take along the way is securely anchored to the bedrock that defines our core 

values and beliefs. 
 

 

Sample publications: 

 

 Di Pietro NC, Illes J. (2014). Rising antipsychotic drug prescriptions for Canadian children 

and youth: cross-sectoral solutions for a multimodal problem. Canadian Medical Associa-

tion Journal, 186(9): 653-654. 

 

 Di Pietro NC, Illes J. (2014). Disparities in Canadian indigenous health research on neuro-

developmental disorders. Journal of Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, 35(1): 74-

81. 

 

 Di Pietro NC, Mizgalewicz A, Johnson TW, Illes J. (2013). Disclosing incidental findings in 

brain research: the rights of minors in decision-making. Journal of Magnetic Resonance 

Imaging, 38(5): 1009-13. 
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If you would like to 

post any events, 

announcements,  or 

news of interest 

please contact us at 

neuroethics@ircm.qc.

ca (subject line: 

Brainstorm Events 

and Announcements)  

Message from Judy Illes, International Neuroethics Society President 

On the activities of INS leadership, upcoming initiatives, and the 2016 INS meeting 

in San Diego, USA.  

 

Postdoctoral Researcher Position: Becoming good: Early  intervention and moral 

development in child psychiatry (BeGOOD), University of Oxford  

Deadline: June 3, 2016, click here for more info. 

 

Call for Neuroethics Essays: International Neuroethics Society Student/Postdoc 

Essay Contest 

Submission Deadline: June 15, 2016, click here for more info. 

 

Call for Applicants: Visiting Scholar in Neuroethics 2016-2017 with the  

Neuroethics Research Unit in Montréal, Canada 

Submission Deadline: June 15, 2016, click here for more info. 

 

Call for Applicants: ESRC Studentships in association with the Centre for Health, 

Law and Emerging Technologies at Oxford University, UK 

Submission Deadline: June 17, 2016, click here for more info. 

 

Call for Papers: Diametros—An Online Journal of Philosophy Special Issue: Equality 

and Decency in Healthcare  

Submission Deadline: December 15, 2016, click here for more info. 

Montreal Neuroethics Network Seminar: Kenneth Richman, PhD — “Autism and 

moral responsibility: if autism is mindblindness, when is it fitting to feel resentment 

toward autists?”   

Date: June 9, 2016, 12-1pm, IRCM, Montreal, click here for more info. 

 

Conference: International Congress on Personalized Health Care   

Date: June 12-15, 2016, Montreal, click here for more info. 

 

Conference: Third International Interdisciplinary Conference: Health and Mental 

Resilience, hosted by the Institute of Applied Psychology at the Jagiellonian  

University  

Date: September 23-24, 2016, Krakow, Poland, click here for more info. 
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http://myemail.constantcontact.com/A-Letter-from-the-INS-President.html?soid=1102448202703&aid=1wl9dyEJGr8
http://myemail.constantcontact.com/A-Letter-from-the-INS-President.html?soid=1102448202703&aid=1wl9dyEJGr8
https://www.recruit.ox.ac.uk/pls/hrisliverecruit/erq_jobspec_details_form.jobspec?p_id=123250
http://www.neuroethicssociety.org/essay-contest?utm_source=news&utm_medium=email&utm_term=essay&utm_content=name&utm_campaign=newsletter
http://www.ircm.qc.ca/LARECHERCHE/axes/neuro/neuroethique/Documents/visitingscholar_2016.pdf
https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/admissions/postgraduate/doctor-philosophy-socio-legal-studiesmaster-studies-socio-legal-research
http://www.diametros.iphils.uj.edu.pl/index.php/diametros
http://www.ircm.qc.ca/LARECHERCHE/axes/neuro/neuroethique/Pages/R%C3%A9seau.aspx?PFLG=1033&lan=1033
http://www.icphc.org/program.html
http://resilience-conf.wzks.uj.edu.pl/indexEN.html
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Autism and Moral Responsibility 

Kenneth A. Richman, PhD  
Autistic individuals (autists) tend to stick out a bit. This can be just because they are 

different from “neurotypicals.” It can be because they need to work harder or  

differently at determining what is socially expected and conforming to it. It can also 

be because they are not interested in determining what is socially expected and  

conforming to it. I started thinking about this in terms of ethics when I became  

familiar with the Social Thinking curriculum. This curriculum is wildly popular in 

school districts in the US and abroad. It aims to help students—particularly autistic 

children—get along by fitting in. As I argue in a recent article, an uncritical emphasis 

on conforming threatens not only individual expression, but also principled thinking 

and moral courage. Social Thinking can go too far. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What happened to Jesse Snodgrass (as described in Rolling Stone Magazine) might 

be a case in point. An autistic high school student, Jesse encountered an undercover 

police officer on assignment to investigate drugs at his school. The officer pressured 

Jesse to buy marijuana for him. Jesse resisted, but eventually conformed. He was 

then arrested and spent days in a cell before being released. Jesse is lucky to have 

devoted parents who were able to advocate for him, but the experience was still  

devastating. 

 

This is not a simple case. Jesse knew that buying pot was illegal, but he was  

vulnerable in a variety of ways. He clearly had difficulty understanding his situation, 

asking "Am I getting in any trouble?" even after he had been taken into police  

custody. Can we really blame Jesse for his illegal actions here? 

 

Consider also the case of Nelli Latson, a Black male autist with intellectual  

impairments. Nelli was outside waiting for the public library to open—where would we 

prefer him to be?—when someone called the police to report a suspicious character.  

https://www.socialthinking.com/
http://pae.sagepub.com/content/7/3/355.abstract
http://www.rollingstone.com/culture/news/the-entrapment-of-jesse-snodgrass-20140226
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/ruth-marcus-in-virginia-a-cruel-and-unusual-punishment-for-autism/2014/11/14/9d7f6108-6c3b-11e4-b053-65cea7903f2e_story.html
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It appears that Nelli failed to understand his situation when he refused to give his 

name to a police officer who was, after all, a stranger to Nelli. The officer tried to  

detain him, resulting in a struggle that eventually put Nelli in solitary confinement. 

 

I don’t claim to know the details of these cases as they actually happened. My  

comments can only be offered as responses to the narratives provided by the articles 

I’ve linked to here. However, in both of these cases, autism seems to be relevant to 

whether and how much to blame Jesse and Nelli for their behavior.  

 

The concepts involved are more complex than they may seem on the surface. The 

behaviors that characterize autism are diverse and vary widely from autist to autist. 

Furthermore, there are multiple ways of explaining the cognitive processes that give 

rise to these behaviors. Is theory of mind the key to autism? “Extreme male brain?” 

Central coherence deficits? And what theory of moral responsibility should we apply? 

The issues raised apply as much to social transgressions as to legal ones. What  

attitude should we take toward an autist who hurt my feelings by being honest when 

neurotypicals would have lied, or who took the last cookie when others would have 

noticed that someone else really wanted it? 

 

When we step back, the most interesting set of issues may concern the impact of 

which theories we choose when evaluating whether to assign moral responsibility to 

autists who transgress social or legal expectations. If different ways of understanding 

autism and moral responsibility (or different combinations of these) give us different 

answers to the same cases, academic work on these issues can have a profound  

social and legal impact on autists. For this reason, I’ve set as my goal to explore the 

ethical, legal, and social implications of theories of autism and moral responsibility. I 

have a further description of the project on my website. 

 

Preliminary work has not been solitary. My wife, Leslie Richman, encouraged me to 

write about the Social Thinking curriculum and autism generally. Tim Krahn and  

Andrew Fenton, who have written about these issues, gave generously of their time to 

discuss autism and moral responsibility. Boston University neuroscience student 

Raya Bidshahri has worked diligently with me over the last few months, and I’m  

hoping for many productive conversations this spring in Montreal. 

 

————— 

Ken Richman is Professor of Philosophy and Health Care Ethics at MCPHS University 

(formerly the Massachusetts College of Pharmacy and Health Sciences) in Boston. 

He has written on a variety of topics in philosophy of medicine and bioethics. He is a 

visiting scholar with the Neuroethics Research Unit at the Institut de Recherches 

Cliniques de Montréal this spring, where he will be speaking on autism and moral 

responsibility on 9 June 2016. 

http://www.worldcat.org/title/mindblindness-an-essay-on-autism-and-theory-of-mind/oclc/31435666
http://cogsci.bme.hu/~ivady/bscs/read/bc.pdf
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10803-005-0039-0
http://www.richmanweb.com/#/the-elsita-project/4583761687
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-5914.2009.00402.x/abstract
https://www.ircm.qc.ca/LARECHERCHE/axes/neuro/neuroethique/Pages/R%C3%A9seau.aspx?PFLG=1033&lan=1033


 

  

BOOKS AND BOOK REVIEWS 
Review of Joseph J. Fins, Rights Come to Mind: Brain Injury, Ethics, and the Struggle for  

Consciousness. Glannon W. Am J Bioeth. 2016 Jun; 16(6): W6-7.   

 
ARTICLES 
Clinical Research in Vulnerable Populations: Variability and Focus of Institutional Review Boards'  

Responses. 

Kästner B, Behre S, Lutz N, Bürger F, Luntz S, Hinderhofer K, Bendszus M, Hoffmann GF, Ries M. 

PLoS One. 2015 Aug 14; 10(8): e0135997. eCollection 2015. 
 

Observations on Ethical Issues in the Neuro-ICU. 

Bernat JL. Neurocrit Care. 2015 Aug; 23(1): 1-3. 
 

Uncertainty, conflict and consent: revisiting the futility debate in neurotrauma.  

Honeybul S, Gillett GR, Ho KM. Acta Neurochir (Wien). 2016 May 3. [Epub ahead of print]. Review. 
 

Understanding the 'therapeutic misconception' from the research participant's perspective. 

Kim SY, De Vries R, Holloway RG, Kieburtz K.  J Med Ethics. 2016 May 4. [Epub ahead of print]. 

 

Competence in chronic mental illness: the relevance of practical wisdom. 

Widdershoven GA, Ruissen A, van Balkom AJ, Meynen G. J Med Ethics. 2016 May 10.  
 

Disclosure of incidental constituents of psychotherapy as a moral obligation for psychiatrists and 

psychotherapists. Trachsel M, Gaab J. J Med Ethics. 2016 May 11. [Epub ahead of print]. 
 

First-in-human cell transplant trials in Parkinson's disease: The need for an improved informed  

consent process. 

de Melo-Martín I, Hellmers N, Henchcliffe C. Parkinsonism Relat Disord. 2015 Aug; 21(8): 829-32.  
 

Scepticism and hope in a complex predicament: People with addictions deliberate about  

neuroscience. 

Meurk C, Morphett K, Carter A, Weier M, Lucke J, Hall W. Int J Drug Policy. 2016 Mar 10. 
 

Minding and Caring about Ethics in Brain Injury. 

Gillett G. Hastings Cent Rep. 2016 May; 46(3): 44-5.   
 

Beneficence and Nonmaleficence in Treating Neonatal Hypoxic-Ischemic Brain Injury.  

Tagin M, Zhu C, Gunn AJ. Dev Neurosci. 2015; 37(4-5): 305-10. Epub 2015 Feb 25. 
 

Perspectives and experiences of Dutch multiple sclerosis patients and multiple sclerosis-specialized 

neurologists on injectable disease-modifying treatment. 

Visser LH, Heerings MA, Jongen PJ, van der Hiele K. Patient Prefer Adherence. 2016 Apr 26; 10: 659-

67. eCollection 2016. 
 

Guidelines for ethical behavior relating to clinical practice issues in neuromuscular and  

electrodiagnostic medicine. 

Abel NA, De Sousa EA, Govindarajan R, Mayer MP, Simpson DA. Muscle Nerve. 2015 Dec; 52(6): 

1122-9. Epub 2015 Oct 10. 
 

The vegetative state: prevalence, misdiagnosis, and treatment limitations. van Erp WS, Lavrijsen JC, 

Vos PE, Bor H, Laureys S, Koopmans RT. J Am Med Dir Assoc. 2015 Jan; 16(1): 85.e9-85.e14.  
 

Ethical Challenges in Psychiatric Administration and Leadership. 

Moffic HS, Saeed SA, Silver S, Koh S. Psychiatr Q. 2015 Sep; 86(3): 343-54.  
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http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27216108
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27216108
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26275228
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26275228
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25894455
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27143027
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27145809
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27165839
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27169707
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27169707
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26004682
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26004682
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27142450
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27142450
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27150418
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25720376
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27175066
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27175066
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26372720
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26372720
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25528282
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26024739


 

  

Adolescent construction of mental illness: implication for engagement and treatment. 

Chisholm K, Patterson P, Greenfield S, Turner E, Birchwood M. Early Interv Psychiatry. 2016 May 11.  
 

Commentary: Deep Brain Stimulation as Clinical Innovation: An Ethical and Organizational Framework 

to Sustain Deliberations About Psychiatric Deep Brain Stimulation. 

Fins JJ.  Neurosurgery. 2016 May 11. [Epub ahead of print]. No abstract available.   
 

Force-feeding prisoners is wrong. 

Boyd JW. AMA J Ethics. 2015 Oct 1; 17(10): 904-8.   

 

Recruitment strategies and patient selection in clinical trials for Parkinson's disease: Going viral and 

keeping science and ethics at the highest standards. 

Picillo M, Kou N, Barone P, Fasano A. Parkinsonism Relat Disord. 2015 Sep; 21(9): 1041-8.  
 

Neuroscience in forensic psychiatry: From responsibility to dangerousness. Ethical and legal  

implications of using neuroscience for dangerousness assessments. 

Gkotsi GM, Gasser J. Int J Law Psychiatry. 2016 May 18. [Epub ahead of print]. 
 

Post-traumatic stress disorder: Psychiatric management, atonement and justice. 

Jacob KS. Natl Med J India. 2015 Jul-Aug; 28(4): 198-200.   

 
NEWS AND SOCIAL MEDIA 

Ideas from the Trenches - The Open Mind 

Luksic N, Howell T. CBC Radio. May 04, 2016. 
 

The science of selfhood 

Seth AK. NeuroBanter. May 09, 2016. 
 

Bring them back 

Fins J. Aeon. May 10, 2016. 
 

There’s No Such Thing as Free Will 

Cave S. The Atlantic. May 16, 2016. 
 

Reversing brain death: an immodest proposal 

Johnson LSM. Impact Ethics. May 24, 2016. 
 

Five things to know about Gord Downie's glioblastoma 

Canadian Press. CTV News. May 24, 2016. 
 

Sparking fears of a zombie apocalypse: Controversial study aims to ‘reanimate’ the brain dead  

Cha AE. The Washington Post. May 24, 2016. 
 

Hidden camera reveals ABA therapist interacting 'roughly' with autistic 4-year-old boy 

Hendry L. CBC News: CBC Investigates. May 25, 2016. 
 

Awake in a Nightmare 

Emslie K. The Atlantic. May 26, 2016. 
 

Ten serendipitous findings in psychology 

Bishop D. BishopBlog. May 29, 2016. 
 

The road to Bill's Place: How brother's tragedy inspired drummer's home for people with brain injuries 

Roberts J. CBC News. May 31, 2016. 
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http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27168481
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27171326
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27171326
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26496052
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26228079
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26228079
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27209602
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27209602
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27132731
http://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/ideas-from-the-trenches-the-open-mind-1.3564615
https://neurobanter.com/2016/05/09/the-science-of-selfhood/
https://aeon.co/essays/thousands-of-patients-diagnosed-as-vegetative-are-actually-aware
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/06/theres-no-such-thing-as-free-will/480750/
https://impactethics.ca/2016/05/24/reversing-brain-death-an-immodest-proposal/
http://www.ctvnews.ca/health/five-things-to-know-about-gord-downie-s-glioblastoma-1.2914718
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/to-your-health/wp/2016/05/24/sparking-fears-of-a-zombie-apocalypse-controversial-study-aims-to-reanimate-the-brain-dead/
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/aba-therapy-hidden-camera-1.3597575
http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2016/05/sleep-paralysis/484490/
http://deevybee.blogspot.ca/2016/05/ten-serendipitous-findings-in-psychology.html
http://www.cbc.ca/news/health/brain-injuries-treatment-bills-place-1.3607268
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Brainstorm 110, avenue des Pins Ouest, Montréal (Québec) H2W 1R7 

514-987-5723 • neuroethics@ircm.qc.ca  

If you would like to be removed from our newsletter list, 

please email neuroethics@ircm.qc.ca  with “Newsletter-Remove” in the subject line.  

Si vous souhaitez ne plus recevoir ce bulletin, 

veuillez écrire un courriel à neuroethics@ircm.qc.ca  avec le titre « Enlever Bulletin» comme sujet.  

University of British Columbia, National Core for Neuroethics  

Neuroethics at the University of Pennsylvania  

International Neuroethics Society  

Neuroethics Research Unit / L’Unité de recherche en neuroéthique  

Journal of Ethics in Mental Health  

Novel Techethics  

Neuroethics at the Stanford Center for Biomedical Ethics  

Berman Institute of Bioethics’ Program in Ethics and Brain Sciences  

Centre interfacultaire en bioéthique et sciences humaines en médecine  

The Neuroethics Blog  

Emory Program in Neuroethics  

American Journal of Bioethics Neuroscience  

Neuroethics Women (NEW) Leaders  

mailto:neuroethics@ircm.qc.ca
mailto:neuroethics@ircm.qc.ca
http://www.neuroethicscanada.ca
http://neuroethics.upenn.edu/
http://www.neuroethicssociety.org/
http://www.ircm.qc.ca/neuroethics/en
http://www.jemh.ca
http://www.noveltechethics.ca
http://neuroethics.stanford.edu/
http://www.bioethicsinstitute.org/neuroethics
http://www.unige.ch/medecine/ib/accueil.html
http://www.theneuroethicsblog.com
ethics.emory.edu/neuroethics
http://www.ajobneuroscience.com
http://neuroethicswomenleaders.com/

