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Bioethics applied in a public health research
Bioética en la realizacion de una investigacion en salud publica
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Abstract:

This article highlights the importance of bioethics when a research in the field of public health is being carried out.
Research in health care allows us to obtain advances such as: preventing diseases, diagnose them and treat them.
The Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) states that Bioethics is the discipline that looks to explain ethical
problems that emerge in relation to health by doing research on human beings, designing and implementing a health
policy, and providing medical attention. Bioethics is not a code of precepts but an activity of analysis based on
ethical principles and criteria that guide the medical praxis in several health care areas. In 2004, the UNESCO
launched a program of ethical teaching which varies depending on the region and country, and demands special
attention regarding moral issues that are relevant in such specific regions. Based on those recommendations and
reports, the UNESCO launched that same year, the Program of Bioethics Teaching.
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Resumen:

El presente articulo destaca la importancia que tiene la bioética cuando se realiza investigacion en el area de Salud
Publica. La investigacion en salud es una via que nos permite lograr avances tales como; prevenir enfermedades,
diagnosticarlas y tratarlas. La Organizacion Panamericana de la Salud (OPS) sefiala que la Bioética es la disciplina
gue busca aclarar problemas éticos que surgen en relacion a la salud: al hacer investigacion con seres humanos,
disefiar o implementar una politica de salud, y brindar atencion médica. La bioética no es un cddigo de preceptos
sino una actividad de andlisis a la luz de principios y criterios éticos, que guia la practica en las distintas areas de la
salud. Desde el 2004, la UNESCO lanzé el programa de ensefianza en ética, la cual varia considerablemente entre
las regiones y los paises, y exige una atencidn particular respecto a las cuestiones morales relevantes de estas
regiones especificas. Sobre la base de dichas recomendaciones e informes, la UNESCO lanzé en 2004 el Programa
de Ensefianza en Bioética.
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INTRODUCTION . .
the basis of ethics.

the bioethical events; it is necessary to subtly go deeper into

To define the term of bioethics, the etymological bases of the
word should be mentioned. Ethics comes from the Greek ethos
that means a place where one lives. Aristotle defined it as the
way of being or the character; and bios that means life.
Therefore, the Word bioethics can be defined as the life ethics.
But defining the term is not enough to understand completely

The PAHO states that bioethics is the discipline that aims at
explaining ethical issues that emerge in relation to health: by
researching with human beings, designing and implementing
health care policies, and providing medical attention. Bioethics
is not a code of precepts, but an activity of analysis based on
ethical principles and criteria which guide the medical praxis.
The principles of Hippocratic ethics, mainly based on
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recognizing a human in all its dimensions (material and
spiritual), allowed a holistic approach of the health-disease
process. But, since the 15th century, with Renaissance, a
revolution of human thinking, this approach changed.
Medicine, already a scientific knowledge, developed its
biomedical paradigm even with more strength (Sanchez,
2001). Through history, the term bioethics with a sense of
ecology and population, was quickly applied to public health
problems and biomedical researches, in such a way that it
included the field of medical education and was expanded to
its social projection (Navarro, 1999). Bioethics, associated to
the scientific activity with human life turned crucial because of
the tragic events occurred during the Second World War. Due
to the abuses committed against the Jewish people, physicians
and soldiers were judged and condemned in the Nuremberg
Trials, leading to the creation of the Nuremberg Code. In
1964, the World Medical Association called to the Declaration
of Helsinki; code that establishes a series of recommendation
for the clinical researches. This is the most important guiding
document regarding ethics on human being’s experimentation
(Brevis, 2007).

On the other hand, public health must be understood as the
meeting point where biological, social, and behavioral
sciences converge. It addresses the social and institutional
answers to certain epidemiological conditions. Therefore, it is
about a discipline that simultaneously articulates a medical
model (health-disease concept), an institutional system of
answers and a set of specific therapies that combines
biological, political and social approaches. Its purpose is to
promote health, prevent, diagnose and treat diseases and
conditions, as well as promote physical and social
rehabilitation (Juarez, 2002). Also, research is a way that
allows us to accomplish advances like prevent, diagnose and
treat diseases. Research in health goes together with ethics and
represents a challenge for professionals who sometimes may
not agree with methodological considerations, since the line
between praxis and research is very narrow. That is why the
students of Public Health must value research as a mean to
knowledge construction, with the main objective of taking care
of the population’s health.

A researcher with no ethics puts his/her personal interests
above the ethical values every professional is supposed to
have. Science by itself generates ethical and social bonds like
honesty and the need of cooperation and social exchange
(Morales, 2011).

This way, it is necessary to review the importance of bioethics
when a study group of university students is doing research, as
well as knowing the General Health Law and the use of the
informed consent.

In this sense, the decisions made in public health regarding
health care, planning, clinical attention and biotechnology
must be framed from a bioethical perspective taking into
account conceptual elements that lead to several approaches:
differential, life cycle, genre, ethnic and population, among

others, always analyzed from a human rights (HRC) and social
justice perspective in health; aspect that suggests to
understand, reflect and decide on human rights (PDSP, 2012).

PUBLIC HEALTH

The essence of public health is to go beyond the individual.
There are several meanings of public health, but all of them
refer to the environment around the individual and take into
account his/her family, community, and general society.
Within this common vision, two poles can be identified:
minimalist and maximalist (Darras, 2004). Either way, public
health transforms the individual body into a socialized and
normalized body. It goes from treating the disease to planning
health (Hours, 2001). As a consequence, public health
introduces a tension between the four basic principles of ethics
(Coughlin, 1997).

It is necessary to include in this understanding some aspects
like diversity, difference, multiculturality, socioeconomic and
political conditions of health care, in a context of constant
evolution of science and technology in our society, which also
combine the awareness and moral action that are characteristic
in a society going through a crisis of neo-conservatism and
ethical relativism that affect an hermeneutical of bioethical
phenomenology (Mendieta, 2016).

When it comes to teaching bioethics, it is necessary to
generate in the students a positive attitude of reflection, alert
and awareness about the ethical dilemmas that will probably
come across their professional lives.

A strictly scientific education, updated and of a high academic
level is not enough. It is necessary that in their learning
process they not only get knowledge, but also skills and
abilities to not only “know how to do it” but also prove the
“reason to do it”, and at the same time enhancing attitudes and
ethical-moral values, that is, understanding the human
qualities which offer us the opportunity to preserve life,
appreciate our ancient culture, ennoble our existence, serve
and not harm others, be honest, generous and tolerant. Ethical,
social and human components should be an important part of
students, teachers and the entire institution (Tellez, 2011).

BIOETHICS

Bioethics is not only applied ethics, it is the ethical reflection
about principles given in a special field of knowledge, about
basis, theories and moral principles. Also, it is not clinical
ethics, consisting applying scientific and hospital knowledge
to the cases. Yet, bioethics must be understood as a discipline
that has gained great importance nowadays, where science gets
together with a great technological advance, but it sometimes
deprives the patient from human warmth and from their own
right to life, as well as death (Suarez, 2002). Bioethics is
taught because it is the discipline that covers the biological
sciences to improve the life quality of humans, in the sense
that it allows them to participate in their evolution. Physicians
know they are technically capable of doing their job but they
do not know if they must do it or not (Brevis, 2007). The four
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principles of medical bioethics (non-maleficence, beneficence,
autonomy and justice) were understood since the beginning as
universal principles to be linked with applied ethics (Do Céu
Patrdo,1996). It is important to develop research related with
the ethics of care, behavior, and responsibility or researchers,
the application of ethical principles and moral values of public
health praxis in different scenarios. It is necessary to take into
account that even when research is social, the ethical demands
are the same in all the stages of the research process.

PUBLIC HEALTH AND BIOETHICS

Rising literature about bioethics of public health has generated
debates beyond problems focused on the relation physician-
patient; therefore, in the bioethics of public health, there are
unresolved researches, studies and approaches of social causes
of population health, the structural corruption of state politics
regarding the management of resources for public health, the
disconnection of the former and the training of the health care
professional (still framed in a curative model), trade and
stratification of health (one for the rich, and other for the
poor), among other aspects. In public health, bioethics has
been contextualized from the guidelines of the World Health
Organization (WHO) with the initiative Ethics and Health
(2002), which guides the public policies of the health care
sector. The aspects mentioned serve as a basis to reflect on the
social importance of policies and the actual implications of the
action, through conceptual foundations of the actual
knowledge of public health and its relation with bioethics.

GENERAL HEALTH LAW

The main purpose of the right to a health protection is that all
inhabitants enjoy basic health benefits of the same quality,
efficacy and timing. Our Constitution is not the exception in
defining health protection as a right (Elizondo, 2007). In terms
of research in Mexico, the control is carried out through the
General Health Lay Regulations in Terms of Health Research;
the Regulations of the Federal Commission for the Protection
against Sanitary Risk; the Official Mexican Standards,
Agreements and Guidelines on the subject published in the
Official Journal of the Federation, where the guidelines,
procedures and principles that the research must follow, have
been established (Lépez, 2016). The compliance of these
guidelines guarantees the protection of dignity, human rights,
safety and welfare of the participants in the study. The General
Health Law, chapter five “Research for Health”, only section,
establish the guidelines and principles that a research in the
field of health care must follow involving human beings of
biological samples from them.

FREE AND INFORMED CONSENT

The informed consent is the tangible expression of respect to
the autonomy of people in the health care and health research
fields. The informed consent is not a document, it is a
continuous and gradual process between the health care

personnel and the patient, which is established in a document
(CONBIOETICA).
The informed consent has two parts:

a. Disclosure of information: the information given to the
patient must be clear, true, sufficient, convenient, and
objective regarding the attention process, mainly the
diagnose, treatment, and prognosis of the condition. In
the same way, it is important to inform about the risks,
physical and emotional benefits, the duration and the
alternatives, if there were any.

The process includes proving if the patient has
understood the information, encouraging them to ask
questions, providing them answers and counselling them
if requested.

The data must be given to competent people in terms of
the law, their age, and their mental capacity. In the case
of people with limitations in conscience, reasoning or
intelligence, it is necessary to get authorization from
their legal representatives. However, whenever possible,
it is better to have the patient’s consent.

b. Voluntary nature of the decision: after being properly
informed, the patient has the possibility to grant or not
his/her consent so any procedure is carried out. It is
important to favor the autonomy and establish the
necessary conditions to exercise the right to decide.
Presented as respect to human dignity and to the
autonomy of the participants, all the ethical requirements
for the consent process are stated, highlighting the
following: The protection of vulnerable subjects with a
limited capacity or freedom. The consent in
epidemiological research where there is contact of the
individuals involved, is needed. The article 100 of the
General Health Law establishes that the research in
human beings must be adapted to scientific and ethical
principles that justify the medical research; that it is the
only method to obtain this knowledge; that the subject
under experimentation is safe and not exposed to risks or
unnecessary harm; that there is a written informed
consent of the subject under research or his/her legal
representative; and that only health professionals carry
out the process.

ETHICAR CODES

A code is a set of rules encoded and ordered by chapters
related to a specific topic and accepted by a community of
individuals specialized and interested in the matter. In the next
list there are the most important ethical codes in history (Fig.
1):
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CODIGOS DE ETICA
Consejos de Esculapio
Oracion de Maimodnides
Juramento Hipocrético

Codigo Internacional de Etica Médica

1.

2.

e

4,

5. Codigo de Niiremberg
6. Declaracion de Budapest

7. Declaracion de Helsinki

8. Declaracion de Ginebra

9. Declaracion de los Derechos Humanos

10. Declaracian Universal sobre el Genoma y Derechos Humanos

Figure 1. Codes of Ethics

It must not be forgotten that simultaneously, the professional
exercise is ruled by laws, which guide the activities that
professionals do in terms of legal obligations. Therefore, there
are exclusive rules that specific professionals must follow, like
for example physicians, nurses, dentists, psychologists,
pharmacists, physiotherapists, social workers, and clinical and
paraclinical lab technicians, among others (Durante, 2011).

RESEARCH HUMAN BEINGS

In sum, bioethics deals with (according to the fundamental
concepts of the general theory of systems) the full study of the
conditions that must be taken into account for a harmonious
development of individuals and the collectivity. Bioethics
tackles ethical conflicts that emerge in the biological sciences
as it can be the case of research in animals or the manipulation
of their genetic structure, or problems derived from the use of
petroleum-based fuels. So, medical ethics focus on the
theoretical aspects of the medical sciences, as well as its
practice.

To take into account the ethics in the development of a
research, the application of autonomy, beneficence and justice
should be identified and valued in each stage of the protocol
and process of the research, under the responsibility of a
Committee of Ethics in Research (General Health Law). To
carry out any study, no matter the phase of the research you
are at, whether it is to apply health resources, procedures or
experimental activities in humans or biological samples from
them, scientific, ethical, and regulatory principles (nationally
and internationally accepted) must be respected. As it has been
mentioned, the researcher must follow, at all times, the
scientific and ethical principles that are nationally and
internationally accepted to conduct clinical studies in Mexico
(Fig. 2), even in the publication of reports, the confidentiality
of the subjects under research must be preserved, as well as of
that of the sponsors of the study. Besides, you must give credit
to the associated researchers and the technical personnel who
participate, and send a copy of the publications to the
institution’s address.

Patrocinadory sus
procedimientos operativos
es ar, evaluacion del impacto
del estudio en el sector salud,
riesgos y beneficios que
justifiguen su conduccién

Comité de ética en investigacion
con registro de COFEPRIS y
autoevaluacién de CONBIOETICA

Principios cientificos y
éticos nacionales e
internacionales aplicables
para conducir estudios de
salud en México

Ley General de Salud,
reglamentos, normas, guiasy
acuerdos para obtenerla
aprobacion de COFEPRIS en
materia de investigacion parala
salud en México

Cddigo de Niremberg,
Declaracion de Helsinki, CIOMS,
OMS, ICH, E6-R1, FDA Y
normatividad internacional

Figure 2. Scientific and ethical principles applied at a
national and international level to conduct health studies in
Mexico

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The consulted references to carry out this work provide an
overview of the considerations that must be reviewed when
someone wants to know the ethical aspects of health research.
Bioethics includes all the health sciences and similar
disciplines, it intervenes in biomedical research and human
behavior, it covers a wide range of social aspects like those
about public health, occupational health, international health,
ethics of population growth and environmental control, among
others. In the field of public health, the social and political
repercussions of applying the results of the epidemiological
studies lead to a specific bioethical load. The technical and
scientific advance of epidemiology demands and update of its
relation with ethical principles, therefore, it is important that
the professionals in the field are informed and updated
regarding their practice within research. As it was mentioned
before, the bioethical aspects must be present and taken into
account in every methodology, because the vulnerability of
individuals will always be a priority, this means that an ethical
evaluation must be performed to prevent the participants or
groups from suffering physical or economical damage, or a
loss of prestige or self-esteem after participating in a study.
The possible risks must be informed and it must be proved that
there are more benefits than risks. If delicate information is
obtained, one must be discrete in communicating and
explaining the results or conclusions. Researchers must respect
the ethical rules stated in several regulations. On the other
hand, researchers must have compatible interests with their
partners, sponsors and participants in the study. It should be
mentioned that it is the duty of researchers to submit their
projects to the committees of ethical revision of their
corresponding education or research centers to tackle any
ethical dilemma, ethical complaint, and in general, topics
related to ethics including rules and procedures, allowing to
strengthen a culture based in ethical values and principles.
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SUGGESTIONS

By conducting a research protocol during the master’s in
Public Health at the Universidad Auténoma del Estado de
Hidalgo, whose population of study are students of
undergraduate degree; the approval from the Committee of
Research Ethics was obtained. It is important to continue this
certification process not only in this one, but in every research
carried out in the Institution whose object of study are human
beings.

To continue promoting values, but most importantly, value the
Committees on Bioethics of the University as they deserve. To
promote among the students and the faculty tools like the
Lecture on Bioethics “Dr. Guillermo Soberon Acevedo” of the
School of Health Sciences (ICSa), which allow to generate
high quality research.

The scientific practice must follow consolidated guidelines
which determine the ethical conduct of every professional who
must always embrace them in their scientific labor.
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