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A new study has found that commonly prescribed antidepressants could have an effect on people's morality and willingness to harm
others. In this photo, the antidepressant drug Prozac, also known as fluoxetine, are seen on a table in Leicester, central England
February 26, 2008 in this posed photograph. Reuters/Darren Staples

Healthy people who are given commonly prescribed mood-altering drugs see significant changes in the degree to which
they are willing to tolerate harm against themselves and others, according to a study published Thursday. The research has
implications for understanding human morality and decision-making.

A team of scientists from the University College London (UCL) and Oxford University found that healthy people who were
given the serotonin-boosting antidepressant citalopram were willing to pay twice as much to prevent harm to themselves
or others, compared to those given a placebo. By contrast, those who were given a dose of the dopamine-enhancing
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Parkinson’s drug levodopa made more selfish decisions, overcoming an existing tendency to prefer harming themselves
over others.

The researchers said their findings, published (http://www.cell.com/current-biology/abstract/S0960-9822(15)00595-
3) in the journal Current Biology, provided clues to the neurological and chemical roots of common clinical disorders like
psychopathy, which causes people to disregard the emotions of others. 

The researchers compared how much pain subjects were willing to anonymously inflict on themselves or other people in
exchange for money. Out of 175 subjects, 89 were given citalopram or a placebo and 86 were given levodopa or a placebo.

They were anonymously paired up into decision-makers and receivers, and all subjects were given shocks at their pain
threshold. The decision-makers were then allowed to choose a different amount of money in exchange for a different
amount of shocks, either to themselves or the receivers.

On average, people who were given a placebo were willing to pay about 35p per shock to prevent harm to themselves and
44p per shock to prevent harm to others. Those who were given citalopram became more averse to harm, paying an
average of 60p to avoid harm to themselves and 73p per shock to avoid harm to others. This meant that citalopram users,
on average, delivered 30 fewer shocks to themselves and 35 fewer shocks to others.

However, those who were given levodopa became more selfish, showing no difference in the amount they were willing to
pay to prevent shocks to themselves or others. On average, they were willing to pay about 35p per shock to prevent harm to
themselves or others, meaning that they delivered on average about 10 more shocks to others during the trial than those
who took a placebo. They also showed less hesitation about shocking others than those given the placebo.

Similar research (http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2014/11/141117164226.htm) conducted by the same team in
November found that subjects were willing to spare the stranger pain twice as often as they spared themselves, indicating
that they preferred harming themselves over others for profit, a behavior known as “hyper-altruism.”

"Our findings have implications for potential lines of treatment for antisocial behavior, as they help us to understand how
serotonin and dopamine affect people's willingness to harm others for personal gain," Molly Crockett of UCL, the study’s
lead author, said in a press release (http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2015/07/150702132301.htm). "We have shown
that commonly-prescribed psychiatric drugs influence moral decisions in healthy people, raising important ethical
questions about the use of such drugs.

"It is important to stress, however, that these drugs may have different effects in psychiatric patients compared to healthy
people. More research is needed to determine whether these drugs affect moral decisions in people who take them for
medical reasons."
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Deborah Harte ·  Top Commenter · Works at Self-Employed
Yet more scaremongering when it comes to antidepressants, which help billions of people, myself included, every single day. What about conducting some studies on medications which
people take for physical ailments, and their adverse side effects - of which there are PLENTY? (Ex-nurse) Umm, no.....that wouldn't be sensational or newsworthy enough, would it?
Reply · Like · Follow Post · Edited · July 5 at 4:51am

Richard Jensen · San Diego, California
It doesn't look like the levodopa is doing much either way for sefishness or altruism. The only significant difference was from the SSRI drug. And if it helps someone feel better, it's not
really a surprise that it would boost harm avoidance, although ironically harm avoidance is considered to be a negative personality trait.
Reply · Like ·  · Follow Post · July 3 at 4:19pm2

Lori Sloan ·  Top Commenter
When they say "healthy" people, do they mean those without depression? Isn't the chemical make up of someone with depression different than that of someone who does not have it? It
is obviously different of someone with or without Parkinson's. This study was a waste of time and money.
Reply · Like ·  · Follow Post · July 3 at 1:04pm1

Whitney Malone · NYU
Sorry but this article, like most, is absolute B.S. The key word in the beginning is "COULD"
Reply · Like ·  · Follow Post · July 3 at 12:27pm2

Michael G. Powell ·  Top Commenter · Whittier, California
It is no secret that changing somebodies brain chemistry will affect their behavior. Psychiatry has been dong this for years with varying degrees of success. People in general manipulate
their brain chemistry with legal and illegal drugs, meditation, fasting, sensory depravation too.
Reply · Like ·  · Follow Post · July 3 at 9:04am4

Kevin Fleming ·  Top Commenter · Works at Self-Employed
I'd like to see the same study with other drugs that ppl use. My guess is that this test would show decreased willingness to harm others with pot or opiates and increased
willingness with stimulants (like meth) and alcohol. I think it would be interesting to say the least. After all, one of the biggest arguments against legalization is crazed
druggies, right?
Reply · Like ·  · July 3 at 9:50am4
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