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By way of introduction… 

 Repo! The Genetic Opera 
 

 Are there limits to what someone can freely and 
voluntarily consent? 
 Should some options not be offered? 
 

 Given the asymmetric power relation between 
physicians or researchers on the one hand and 
patients or subjects on the other, how can free, 
voluntary, and informed consent be obtained? 

http://www.repo-opera.com/flash_home.html
http://www.repo-opera.com/flash_home.html


Requirements and Aims of Informed Consent 

 Crucial aspect of respecting autonomy of 
patients and research subjects 
 But respecting autonomy involves more than offering 

informed consent form! 

 
 “requires much more than avoiding deception 

and coercion. It requires an attempt to instill 
relevant understanding and to avoid many forms 
of manipulation” (Beauchamp & Childress 118) 
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Meanings of ‘Informed Consent’ 

 Autonomous authorization 
 More than mere assent 
 Does not have to be perfect to have moral force 
 

 Legally and institutionally valid consent 
 Based on social rules, avoiding legal liability 
 

 Can autonomously authorize without being 
able to give valid consent and vice versa 
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http://youtu.be/RA7sX_FYSCY


Limits of Informed Consent (?) 
 Cannot always tailor to informational and 

autonomy needs of particular patient/subject 
 

 Limitations in information processing, 
understanding, reflective and true beliefs 

 
 Therapeutic privilege 

 Controversial, can be narrowly or broadly interpreted 
 

 Research study designs 
 General vs. specific consent 
 Single- and double-blind studies 



Forms of Influence & Obligations 
 Coercion 

 “one person intentionally uses a credible and severe threat of 
harm or force to control another” (B&C 133) 

 Credible threat + subject responds as if threatened 
 

 Persuasion 
 Remonstration, appeal to reason 
 

 Manipulation 
 “swaying people to do what the manipulator wants by means other 

than coercion or persuasion (134) 
 
 Problems of inducement in medical research, attempts to 

convince patients to agree with physician in medical care, 
paternalistic policy measures 
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Nuremberg Code 

http://ori.dhhs.gov/education/products/RCRintro/c03/b1c3.html


Discussion Questions 
 Imagine that there was a proposed study that could potentially lead to the 

eradication of a (non-lethal but prevalent) sexually transmitted disease. The 

research design calls for a large infected group that can be tested and re-tested at 

regular intervals, and they cannot find volunteers in their local community. 

 

 If the most efficient and reliable results could be obtained by infecting adults through 

deception, would it be justified? What if they consented to the research but  not to 

the possibility of deception? 

 

 What if the adults were a poor, uneducated population in a developing country? 

What if they gave a general consent? 

 

 What if the subjects were cognitively disabled children? 
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Presidential Commission Report 

Daily Show on the U.S. apology… 

http://bioethics.gov/cms/node/654
http://bioethics.gov/cms/node/654
http://www.thedailyshow.com/watch/tue-october-5-2010/green-the-army-now
http://www.thedailyshow.com/watch/tue-october-5-2010/green-the-army-now
http://www.thedailyshow.com/watch/tue-october-5-2010/green-the-army-now



