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TO THE EDITOR—To advance awareness of
ethical issues in the neurosciences1–3, we
studied historical and emerging trends in
neuroimaging, using functional magnetic
resonance imaging (fMRI) as a model.
Functional MRI has had a significant
impact on the neurosciences in the past
decade given its wide availability, unprecedented coupling of spatial resolution and
safety, and application to a broad range of
normative and clinical neurobehavioral
phenomena4. Over time, the terrain of
fMRI studies has expanded from examination of basic sensorimotor and cognitive processes to topics that more directly
relate to human motivation, reasoning and
social attitudes. Here we provide empirical validation of these trends and explore
what issues they portend for the future.
PubMed and Ovid search engines were
used to identify all peer-reviewed articles
involving fMRI between 1991 and 2001.
We developed the following taxonomy to
classify articles: motor, primary sensory,
integrative sensory, basic cognition,
higher-order cognition, emotion, clinical,
methods development, reviews, and nonhuman primate. Two reviewers, who were
blind to author, publication year and journal, independently coded the articles into
one or two categories.
The search returned 3,426 unique fMRI
articles published across 498 different journals. Regression analysis showed that papers,
journals and clinical and methods studies
increased significantly over time (Fig. 1;
for statistical details, see Supplementary
Data online). We also identified relative
decreases and increases in the percentages
of publications in different neurobehavioral
categories (Fig. 2). Motor studies and
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