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3c[iv]: 20th Century: Human Genome


Student Resource Sheet 4: Decisions

Human Genome Decisions

Imagine yourself 20 years into the future and imagine two different societies.  Each society made different decisions about how the Human Genome Project information could be used.  In two groups (one for each society) tackle the following questions and then summarise and feedback to the other group.

Society One

Patenting: all scientists can freely access the information from the Human Genome Project.  The information cannot be patented.

Disseminating information: Doctors are expected to be given and provide open access to information about the genetic information about their patients to the patients themselves.

Access: Insurance companies, employers and mortgage companies have access to genetic information on their clients and employees.

Limits: Few limits are imposed on the use of genetic information.  For example the information could be available to doctors performing abortions, carrying out fertility treatment and governments setting up differential child benefit systems.

Society Two

Patenting: Companies can patent sections of the Human Genome information so that they can work to develop drugs or treatments related to the particular genetic disorders in that section of the DNA.

Disseminating information: Doctors are only expected to be given access to information about the genetic information of their patients  when the patient has initiated a request for a genetic test in response to a particular concern made likely through a consideration of family genetic history.

Access: Insurance companies, employers and mortgage companies do not have access to genetic information about their clients and employees.

Limits:  Strict limits are imposed on the use of genetic information, up to and including government bodies.

Questions

1. What are the advantages and disadvantages of the society you are considering in relation to the kind of future you would like to imagine yourself having?

2. What are the advantages and disadvantages of living in this society if you suffer from an inherited likelihood of getting a life threatening illness or a debilitating genetic disease?

3. What are the likely impacts of the society on how the worth of a person is viewed?

4. What ethical dilemmas are doctors likely to face in the society?

5. What opportunities for reducing or increasing human suffering does the society create?
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