
‘Risky decisions’ and why our brains make it so easy for us to gamble

A new study by a team from Johns Hopkins University appears to have identified a region of the brain that
plays a critical role in risky decisions. Published September 20 in Current Biology, the authors analyzed
the behavior of rhesus monkeys, who share similar brain structure and function to our own. And like us,
they are risk-takers, too.

First the authors trained two monkeys to “gamble” against a computer to win drinks of water. Then they
had to choose between a 20 percent chance of receiving 10 milliliters of water versus a far more reliable
80 percent chance of getting only three milliliters. The monkeys overwhelmingly took the gamble.

…

Previous work has shown a brain region called the supplementary eye field (SEF) is, along with regulating
eye movements, also involved in decision-making. When the authors suppressed SEF activity by cooling
the region with an external metal plate—a process that is harmless and reversible—the monkeys were 30
to 40 percent less likely to make risky bets.

…

“We do not understand the risk-taking network in the brain well enough to think about therapeutic
implications,” [co-author Veit Stuphorn] says. “But as our understanding increases, there is hope for better
behavioral interventions based on a better understanding of the factors that drive risky decisions. And in
the long run possibly direct interventions in the form of brain stimulation.”
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