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SUMMARY This article aims to stimulate discussion about the ethical problems
which can arise in an epidemiological study. Itis suggested thatin such studies
there are new ethical problems which require a widening of the present codes.

It has been recognized for some time that there must be a well-defined
ethical code which limits medical experiments on human beings. The Medical
Research Council (1964) and the World Medical Association (1964) have laid
down guidelines for clinical investigations which emphasize the following
points. In an experiment carried out to obtain information which is not of
direct benefit to the subject, true consent must always be obtained. In a con-
trolled trial, where the aim is to fisd out how to improve the patient’s own
condition, such consent raust also be obtained, except where it might not be
in the patient’s best interest to seck ir. Such trials can be carried out only if
there is genuine doubt within the professicn as to which treatment or preven-
tive regime is best.

Ethical problems also exist in epidemiological studies, but general guide-
lines are not available. In some respects the ethical problems of such studies
are similar to those found in ciinical triais and analogies can be drawn. How-
ever, when a study of a population in its nartural environment is carried out,
two new problems arise. First, whereas a clinical trial is usually carried out
in the context of a pre-existing paiient care programme, subjects are ofien
chosen for an epidemiological stuay just because they are not participating in
existing medical or social programmes, Furthermore, aithough a clinical trial
is usually carried out where there 15 a continuing commitment to the subject’s
total health, an epidemiological study usually has no such commitment.
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cussed medical studies many of these considerations may also apply to other
kinds of survey, whether social, educational, ecoenomic, cte, Our remarks are
intended to be preliminary to a general discussion of these problems, and we
would hope that out of such a discussion a generally acceptable ethical code
for epidemiological smidics could be formulated. Just as clinical trials have to
satisfy ethical criteria for those conducting and financing them, so epidemio-
logical studies should have to do the same.
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