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Outline
 The widening gap and why this is so
 Professional roles and obligations in

protecting the public interest
 Context for values, ethics and virtues
 How these things relate to risk assessment
 Humility and professional judgement
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Narrowing the gap

--- what gap?
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To start, we first must recognize
 The non-sustainability of a world that 

operates currently with a 10:90 split / gap 
(where 90% of research funding goes to diseases 
affecting 10% of the global population)

 The Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) were set in 2000 amid a flurry of 
idealism and hope … with 2015 the date for 
their achievement of reduced disparities 

 However, disappointing movement towards 
achieving the 2015 goals
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The Eight Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) (UN, 2000)

Replaced by Sustainability Development Goals (SDGs) 
in January, 2016
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The Spirit Level: why great equality 
makes societies stronger

Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett (2010)
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AFOEe6M2VT4

 Why Equality?  The Evidence
 Health
 Physical Health
 Mental Health
 Drug Abuse
 Obesity
 Children and Social Mobility
 Child Well-being
 Education
 Teenage Births
 Social Mobility
 Sustainability and Development
 Global Warming
 Foreign Aid and Global Peace Index
 Crime
 Imprisonment
 Violence

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AFOEe6M2VT4
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/spirit-level
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/physical-health
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/mental-health
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/drug-abuse
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/obesity
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/child-well-being
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/education
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/teenage-births
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/social-mobility
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/equality-and-global-warming
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/rich-and-poor-countries
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/imprisonment
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/violence
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TED Lecture (17 minutes) and 
Transcript of interview

The Social Consequences of Inequality
May 13, 2012 by Theresa Riley 

 http://billmoyers.com/2012/05/13/the-social-
consequences-of-inequality/

http://billmoyers.com/2012/05/13/the-social-consequences-of-inequality/
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Wealth Inequality in the USA
 A 6-minute video that demonstrates the ever-widening 

income disparities in the USA, showing how Americans 
think versus the reality of income disparity in America:

http://mashable.com/2013/03/02/wealth-inequality/ by Charlie White, Mar 2, 2013

 Canada is becoming similar, where the richest 86 people 
have as much wealth as the poorest 11.4 million of some 
35 million people in Canada …

http://www.thestar.com/business/2014/04/03/canadas_riches_86_people_have_as_
much_wealth_as_the_poorest_114_million.html

http://mashable.com/2013/03/02/wealth-inequality/
http://www.thestar.com/business/2014/04/03/canadas_riches_86_people_have_as_much_wealth_as_the_poorest_114_million.html


9



10

While non-whites, younger people and people in other countries 
are seeing falling death rates, a new study shows the reverse is 

happening for white men and women in the US aged 45-54.
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.
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Reasons
Suicide
Drug and alcohol abuse
Declining mental and 

physical health
Financial Stress
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Influences and pressures

Moneyed interests wish to maintain the 
status quo by infiltrating:
 Funding sources to peer review
 The questions we ask through access to data
 Study design to data analysis and 

interpretation
 Dissemination of findings to job security
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Be aware of forces at play that 
influence both science and policy. 

… Great vigilance and personal 
integrity are required to change 

course
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Manufacturing Doubt
 Epstein. 

The Politics of Cancer, 1978

 Davis. 
When Smoke Ran Like Water: Tales of Environ Deception …, 2002
The Secret History of the War on Cancer, 2007
Disconnect: The Truth About Cell Phone Radiation …, 2010

 Michaels. 
Doubt is their Product: How Industry's Assault on Science…, 2008

 McCulloch & Tweedale. 
Defending the Indefensible: The Global Asbestos Industry …, 2008

By fomenting uncertainty, the health policy-
maker’s role is undermined … 

→ the subversion and ambushing of science
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Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of 
“Scientists” Obscured the Truth on Issues 
from Tobacco Smoke to Global Warming
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“Industry’s offensive against the 
regulation of health and safety 
hazards uses academics to 
downplay or deny the 
seriousness of the hazards...”

Clayson and Halpern

J. of Public Health Policy

September, 1983



18

The Four D’s applied to
scientists studying that which 

does not support the status quo

 Deny
 Delay
 Divide
 Discredit
[ Dismiss ]
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Why ethics in the
professions?

 To keep ourselves on track, or to keep our
own house in order

 To socialize our students
 For professional accountability

 According to norms of behavior

 IN WHOSE BEST INTERESTS?

 WHO IS TAKING THE RISKS?
 WHO IS DERIVING THE BENEFITS?
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Core Values & Mission Statements 
developed for professional organizations

 They provide the anchor for our 
activity and collective motivation
… maintain, enhance, and promote health 
in communities worldwide … work to 
protect the public health interest above any 
other interest …
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Ethics Guidelines
The International Society for Environmental 

Epidemiology (ISEE) approved its new 
edition Ethics Guidelines on April 25, 2012

 http://www.iseepi.org/About/Docs/ethics_guide
lines_adopted_april_25_2012.pdf

http://www.iseepi.org/About/Docs/ethics_guidelines_adopted_april_25_2012.pdf
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Prescriptive codes

versus

Aspirational codes
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THE TEN COMMANDMENTS
• Thou shalt have no other Gods before me
• Thou shalt not bow down before graven images
• Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain
• Remember the Sabbath Day and keep it holy
• Honor thy father and thy mother
• Thou shalt not kill
• Thou shalt not commit adultery
• Thou shalt not steal
• Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor
• Thou shalt not covet
Moses, Mount Sinai
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The Buddhist Code of Moral Conduct
by Vajirananavarorasa

• The First Precept:
Abstaining from taking the lives of living beings

• The Second Precept:
Abstaining from taking that which is not given

• The Third Precept: 
Abstaining from sexual misconduct

• The Fourth Precept: 
Abstaining from false speech

• The Fifth Precept:
Abstaining from distilled and fermented intoxicants which are 

the occasion for carelessness which also includes drugs
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THE GOLDEN RULE - adapted

What is hateful unto you, do not do unto   your 
neighbor

Hillel, Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbat, 31B

Treat others as we would want them to treat us 
or our loved ones

Luke 6:31 and Matthew 7:12

Treat others justly so that no one would be
unjust to you

From the Prophet Mohamed’s Last Sermon
---------------------------------------------
Do our level best
Assert ourselves if we find someone else
who has done ill



27

The Scientific Ethic

A set of norms that define the scientific 
endeavor               an ethos that evolved 
gradually and organically.
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Deontological (i.e. duty-based)
In essence, the scientific ethic expects of scientists 
the duty to:

1. Use appropriate methods;

2. Be objective;

3. Be honest in reporting;

4. Publish results - POSITIVE as well as NEGATIVE;

5. Prohibit distortion in, for example:
- Falsification of data
- Biases inherent to study design
- Proper analytical procedures
- Objective interpretation

6. Do one’s own work:
- Plagiarism
- Acknowledge sources
- Graduate students not to be exploited

GOOD ETHICS             GOOD SCIENCE
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The FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES of 
BIOETHICS include:

RESPECT FOR AUTONOMY

- Requires Respect for Individual Rights and 
Freedoms (voluntary vs. involuntary exposures)

BENEFICENCE 

- Requires Doing Good - Consider consequences of 
interventions in people’s lives and of findings

NON-MALEFICENCE

- Requires Doing No Harm

JUSTICE 

- Requires the fair and equitable allocation of risks 
and benefits to all without  discrimination
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No hierarchy

- Constant tension among the four 
main principles

- Aim to maximize each of the four
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Other public health principles
Protect the most vulnerable in society
Beneficence 

Involve communities in our research
Respect for autonomy

Serve the public health interest above any 
other interest
Beneficence and Non-maleficence 

Always act with INTEGRITY
Beneficence & Non-maleficence
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The FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES of BIOETHICS
include (under Justice):

 ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
Who is taking the risks?
Who is deriving the benefits?

 THE POLLUTER PAYS
incentive to internalize costs
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The FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES of 
BIOETHICS include (under Non-maleficence 

and Respect for Autonomy)

PRECAUTIONARY PRINCIPLE
where there is a risk from a certain agent, the 

presence of uncertainty shall not be used as a 
reason for postponing cost-effective measures 
to prevent such exposure
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Principles – their utility

Normative basis for rational policy
Transparency of collective values
Accountability for actions taken
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Classical Health Risk Assessment –
reductionist and linear in approach

1. Hazard Assessment
2. Vulnerability Assessment
3. Risk Evaluation
4. Risk Communication
5. Risk Management
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The 1965 Hill aspects (“criteria”).
Is an observed association causal in nature?

 Strength of Evidence
 Consistency across studies
 Specificity of effects
 Temporality of effects
 Biological Gradient (dose-response)
 Plausibility of effects
 Coherence with other knowledge
 Experimental evidence
 Analogy based on experience

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1898525/?page=6

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1898525/?page=6
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Hill concludes …

“All Scientific work is incomplete –
whether it be observational or 
experimental. All scientific work is liable 
to be upset or modified by advancing 
knowledge. That does not confer upon us a 
freedom to ignore the knowledge we 
already have, or to postpone the action that 
it appears to demand at a given time.”
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QUESTION …

Is science value free?

OR, said another way:

Is science value neutral?
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A published work of 
relevance

 Weed, Douglas L. Underdetermination and 
incommensurability in contemporary 
epidemiology. Kennedy Institute of Ethics 
Journal, Vol. 7(2); 1997:107-127
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Two Examples (from Weed 1997)

Meta-Analyses:
Alcohol & Breast Cancer
Induced Abortion & Breast 

Cancer
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Risk Perception – Context (1 of 2)
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Risk Perception – Context (2 of 2)
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TAKE HOME MESSAGES
 Uncertainty IS inherent to science
 Science strives to be value-neutral /-free, 

but the human instrument is not 
 Look first to ourselves, because causal 

inference is a function of who it is that is 
making the inference which, in turn, is a 
function of how we apply our scientific 
methods
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DISCUSSION
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