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OCR AS/A2 Critical Thinking

7 Making ethical decisions
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An extremely thorough model answer is as follows:

In addressing the problem of obesity, I shall be applying the criteria of cost, likely effectiveness and human rights to the following possible choice:

Take obese children into care so that their diets can be monitored daily and make it 
a criminal offence to allow children in one’s care to become obese. 

Cost
Cost is an important criterion to consider in any public initiative, since funding is limited and spending in one field usually means cutbacks in another. Taking children into care would cost a great deal, either in payments to foster parents or in staffing care homes. Legal costs would also be entailed, since there would be court cases where parents opposed the measure and prosecutions of parents whose children had become obese. Document 5 suggests that the consultants who would be responsible for the diets of monitored children would expect large salaries.

On the other hand, document 7 refers to the ‘huge financial burden’ this problem currently poses for the government and NHS, so there will be high costs either way. This suggests that in this instance ‘cost’ is not the best criterion upon which to base 
a choice.

Likely effectiveness
Taking obese children into care so that their diets can be monitored daily could be effective in the short term for the individuals concerned, and making it a criminal offence to allow children in one’s care to become obese is likely to attract enough publicity to shock parents into thinking more carefully about their children’s diets.

However, document 7 reminds us that ‘one in five adults is obese’. Therefore taking obese children into care is unlikely to have much impact on the majority of the currently obese population. Furthermore once those children are old enough to live independently they may slip back into obesity. 

Likely effectiveness is a highly relevant criterion as campaigns targeting only one group and in the short term may waste public money without bringing broad and lasting benefits.

Human rights
People’s right to a family life would certainly be threatened by taking obese children into care. There could be so much opposition to this measure that those imposing it would have to present convincing evidence that children were obese (as measured by widely agreed criteria) and that this was because of overfeeding. Proving the latter would involve state intrusions into private life, another human rights issue. As a result many cases would be contested and it is likely that only a very small proportion of overweight children would be taken into care and perhaps only for a short time. Once returned to their families, it is likely that resentment against perceived ‘nanny state’ interference might result in little attempt to adhere to recommended diets.

Human rights is a very important criterion as measures that infringe rights are likely to be resisted by the public, so that they are rarely implemented in practice or, if they are, those who see themselves as victims may seek to undermine them.

To conclude, the criterion of cost fails to give clear guidance about this choice while the criteria of effectiveness and human rights, especially the latter, suggest it would not be 
a wise course of action. 
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Points to consider in your essay plan:

Natural law
Followers of natural law would oppose the creation of ‘designer babies’. They are born through the production in artificial conditions of a series of embryos, each of which is tested for genetic make-up. This theory takes no account of the intention behind the action, only that it is not natural. You might comment that this theory is not relevant to modern society, although it has plenty of supporters.

Consequentialism
If we use Bentham’s version, act utilitarianism, we could apply the hedonic calculus 
and add up the amounts of happiness or displeasure likely to be experienced by those involved in the scenario. Creating a designer baby is likely to save or at least prolong the life of one child and bring relief to the parents and other relatives, as well as a degree of satisfaction to the medical staff involved. The main loser is likely to be the designer baby, who may wonder whether he or she is valued as a person or primarily 
as a source of spare parts and worry about how many future demands there may be. Family relationships may be tense at times as a result of this, but less so than if a child was dying. Expensive medical procedures like this might also increase taxes, making the public less happy. Nevertheless it seems likely that producing a designer baby would bring more benefits than problems, making it ethical in the eyes of consequentialists.

Duty ethics 
If you tried to apply duty ethics to this problem you probably struggled. Creating test tube babies and then rejecting those considered unfit for purpose is so far removed from traditional morality that it would be difficult to apply Kant’s theory. If such a thing had been possible in his day, he might have said (and this of course is dangerous hypothetical reasoning about an event that did not happen) that treating a designer baby as a source of spare parts was exploitation. Other people should be regarded 
as rational beings with purposes of their own and should not be treated simply as a means to our own ends. However, parents in this situation have argued that they wanted another baby anyway, for its own sake, but preferred to be able to select one that could save an older child’s life. How would Kant have felt about using someone as a means to a life-saving act as well as valuing him or her as an autonomous individual?

Let us consider a more recent branch of deontology as W. D. Ross’s ideas about conflicting duties could be a more fruitful starting point for discussion. He identified beneficence as an important moral duty and the parents of the sick child, by seeking 
a designer baby, are ‘acting for the good of others to foster their health’. On the other hand the duty of non-injury, refraining from doing others harm, does not sit well with the destruction of all the embryos that are poor matches. A lot hinges on whether we regard embryos at such an early stage of development as people. Can they be described as moral patients, individuals capable of fully understanding what is being done to them and therefore of experiencing suffering? Ross’s theory is therefore difficult to apply, especially as he does not indicate which of these duties should take precedence.

In the examination it is quite acceptable to try to apply a theory to the dilemma and eventually point out that its stance on the matter is not clear. If done well, this can show impressive skills of assessment. However, there can be times when you are uncertain about how to apply a particular theory and then you will be pleased if you have learnt quite a few. Supposing you were not confident about applying deontological theories to the designer baby dilemma, would libertarianism be relevant?

Libertarianism 
Libertarians prioritise choice, believing that people should have freedom to do as they wish, so long as they do not harm others. The state should not interfere in personal matters. Leaving aside what is probably a minority view, that the discarded embryos are potential people who will be harmed, allowing couples to select a baby seems to accord with libertarian ethics. However, they would almost certainly draw a line at continued medical interference with the designer baby. While taking blood from the umbilical cord would be acceptable, more intrusive surgery such as the taking of a kidney before the child was old enough to give informed consent would be an infringement of the individual’s rights.

Conclusion
We could conclude therefore that, although followers of natural law would disagree 
with the creation of designer babies, consequentialists would be likely to support it. Libertarians too would support the parents’ right to choose this but, despite wanting to keep legislation to a minimum, might suggest safeguards protecting the designer baby’s own rights.
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This model essay has been made especially thorough to offer guidance on how to apply most of the ethical theories and use the documents, so it may be considerably longer than you could write in the allotted time. A good essay should apply at least two ethical principles in detail and a third perhaps more briefly, as prudentialism is used here. It would be possible to omit one of the theories, such as act utilitarianism, and still earn a high mark.
Introduction
If we attempt to reduce the risk of neural tube defects in foetuses by fortifying bread or flour with folates, we risk increasing health problems in some other groups. If we desist from fortification, significant numbers of babies will be born with these deficiencies and many more will be aborted because of this condition. Ethical principles are needed to help us make the best choice.

Paternalism
In addressing this dilemma, paternalists would in principle be in favour of government intervention to improve public health. They would note that it is not always possible for people to make the best dietary decisions for themselves, so those with specialist knowledge have a duty to ensure that the food they access is beneficial.

Document 1 suggests that half the country’s pregnancies are unplanned and many 
women therefore fail to take the folic acid supplements that could reduce the risk of 
neural tube defects in their babies. Quite a high proportion of those who have unplanned pregnancies could be under-age girls, who fail to make dietary provision for their baby through ‘ignorance’ so the government has a particular duty of care to them. Unborn babies are the most vulnerable group of all and will suffer most directly if their mothers’ diets lack folic acid, so it is only right for the authorities to take control of the issue by fortifying bread, a substance that pregnant women are highly likely to eat every day. 

All four documents are likely to contain reliable information. The Times has a reputation for accuracy and the Institute of Food Research is an organisation with relevant expertise. The Daily Mail is a more popular paper than The Times and needs to be interpreted with caution when expressing views on political issues such as asylum seekers, but its article here appears to be balanced and objective. The scientific evidence mentioned in each source is clearly based on research by named organisations using large samples and it is backed by authoritative sounding statistics. There is a consensus on the beneficial effects of folic acid in early pregnancy on the unborn child. So far, the paternalist line seems to provide a clear view suggesting the benefits of fortifying bread or flour with folates.

Prudentialism
Prudentialists would be likely to support the paternalist stance. Following the precautionary principle, the government should be entitled to introduce fortification 
of foods with folic acid to minimise the incidence of neural tube defects.

However, the problem of taking this line is that, if fortification becomes mandatory, then others are likely to be harmed. While document 2 suggests the supplement may reduce the incidence of Alzheimer’s, the other three documents suggest it could increase risks to other groups, including elderly patients with B12 vitamin deficiency. Decision makers have almost as much of a duty to protect the elderly and other vulnerable groups, many of whom will not be aware of the effects of folic acid, as they have to safeguard unborn children. Prudentialists would be unlikely to favour a precaution that protected some groups but increased risks to others. On balance, this makes the paternalist and prudentialist positions less useful for resolving the dilemma than first appeared.

Act utilitarianism
Consequentialism is another relevant approach to the dilemma, specifically act utilitarianism. We could attempt to apply Bentham’s hedonic calculus to work out the amount of benefit or harm likely to occur to different groups if bread or flour is fortified.

Document 1 tells us that 200 children are born with serious disabilities each year and up to 750 more are aborted. Document 2 suggests there could be a reduced risk of developing Alzheimer’s for those people who take the recommended dose of folic acid supplement. 

On the other side, according to the research described in document 3, the breast cancer death rate in women who took the high dose supplements was twice as high as for those who took none, although researchers suggest the results may have been reached by chance and further investigation is needed. Document 4 refers to a large number of conditions that may be made worse by the supplements. Figures are provided only for the over 65s, suggesting around 20% of over 65s in the UK with low B12 status could be adversely affected.

It is not practical to carry out a calculation because the only group for which we have fairly reliable numbers is the children in document 1. We do not know the size of 
the groups to which the percentages relate or have any figures at all for most of the conditions referred to in document 4. Even if we had accurate statistics, we would be faced with the impossible task of deciding whether a child born with a disability suffered a greater or lesser degree of harm than a mother dying or an elderly person suffering from ‘irreversible damage to the nervous system’. Document 1 also reminds us that 
the health of the individuals concerned is not the only consideration, as there are the emotional effects on those around them. The issue is further complicated by cost implications. Adding vitamins to bread would be likely to increase the cost to the consumer. Any intervention that changed the incidence of a range of medical 
conditions would have a complex impact on NHS expenditure and hence on the taxpayer. Act utilitarianism therefore has failed to resolve the dilemma. 

Libertarianism
Libertarians would be likely to oppose the mandatory fortification of bread or flour because it takes away the public right to choose (‘erosion of personal freedoms’, document 1). Moreover, such intervention would probably increase the price of these products that almost everyone needs, instead of giving people the option of spending their money on dietary supplements if they so wish.

In the free market situation that libertarians favour, entrepreneurs in the food industry could fortify some brands of bread and flour and market them at the groups likely to benefit, such as teenage girls, while producing other unfortified brands for the general public. Alternatively, to avoid the problem of family members with different needs sharing the same loaf, folic acid supplements in tablet form could be advertised much more persuasively than they are now to the relevant groups. This would be done by the manufacturers themselves, driven by the profit motive, rather than by the government, avoiding the public’s tendency to resist suggestions from the ‘nanny state’. While this voluntary approach has the disadvantage that some of those who become accidentally pregnant or who are at risk from Alzheimer’s might still not take the supplement, this is more than offset by the fact that none of those for whom folic acid could be harmful are likely to take it. The government cannot be held responsible for damaging some people’s health by meddling in their lives.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the libertarian approach seems to offer the most ethical solution to this dilemma. The government should desist from mandatory fortification of flour or bread, leaving the way free for entrepreneurs to target supplements at the appropriate groups and for members of the public to make their own choices.
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