





    
  Skip to main content
  




  

    

      
        
          
              
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  



  



  

          

        

      


      
        
              

      
        
          
                       

         

      

     
    
      
        
          [image: BMJ Journals]

                  

      

      
                  
            
                
    

    
  
    	Subscribe
	Log In 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  






	Basket 
	Search 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    
  Search for this keyword 
 






  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Advanced search  


  
  



  



  







  



  

            

          

                

    
        
      
                [image: Journal of Medical Ethics]
      

            
          
    

    
  
    	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Authors
	About
	JME Commentaries

  





    
  
    
  
    
  
        

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    
  Search for this keyword 
 






  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Advanced search  


  
  



  



  


  
  


  
        

    
  
  
    	 Close
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
        Main menu

    
  
  
    
  	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Authors
	About
	JME Commentaries



  


  
  



  



  






	Subscribe
	Log in 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  






	BMJ Journals

  


  
  




  



  



  

      

          

          
  
        
      
        
          You are here
	Home
	Archive
	Volume 34, Issue 6 
	Genes, race and research ethics: who’s minding the store?


        

       
      
          
            Email alerts
          
        

      

          

            
          
        
          
            
                                                                                                  
    

    
  
    
    
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Article Text
  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Article menu 
  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
  


  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    	Article 
Text
	Article 
info
	Citation 
Tools
	Share
	Rapid Responses
	Article 
metrics
	Alerts


  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    [image: Download PDF]PDF  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Research ethics


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
      Genes, race and research ethics: who’s minding the store?
        
  

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    [image: Loading]

  
    
  
      
  
  
    	L M Hunt1,2, 
	M S Megyesi2

	[bookmark: aff-1]1
Department of Anthropology, Michigan State University, East Lansing, Michigan, USA

	[bookmark: aff-2]2
Center for Ethics and the Humanities in the Life Sciences, Michigan State University, East Lansing, Michigan, USA


	L M Hunt, 354 Baker Hall, Michigan State University, East Lansing, MI 48824, USA; huntli{at}msu.edu




  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Abstract
Background: The search for genetic variants between racial/ethnic groups to explain differential disease susceptibility and drug response has provoked sharp criticisms, challenging the appropriateness of using race/ethnicity as a variable in genetics research, because such categories are social constructs and not biological classifications.
Objectives: To gain insight into how a group of genetic scientists conceptualise and use racial/ethnic variables in their work and their strategies for managing the ethical issues and consequences of this practice.
Methods: In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with a purposive sample of 30 genetic researchers who use racial/ethnic variables in their research. Standard qualitative methods of content analysis were used.
Results: Most of the genetic researchers viewed racial/ethnic variables as arbitrary and very poorly defined, and in turn as scientifically inadequate. However, most defended their use, describing them as useful proxy variables on a road to “imminent medical progress”. None had developed overt strategies for addressing these inadequacies, with many instead asserting that science will inevitably correct itself and saying that meanwhile researchers should “be careful” in the language chosen for reporting findings.
Conclusions: While the legitimacy and consequences of using racial/ethnic variables in genetics research has been widely criticised, ethical oversight is left to genetic researchers themselves. Given the general vagueness and imprecision we found amongst these researchers regarding their use of these variables, they do not seem well equipped for such an undertaking. It would seem imperative that research ethicist move forward to develop specific policies and practices to assure the scientific integrity of genetic research on biological differences between population groups.
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