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Theoretical and Practical Perspectives

Bioethics has long been accepted as an interdisciplinary field. The recent
‘empirical turn’ in bioethics is, however, creating challenges that move
beyond those of simple interdisciplinary collaboration, as researchers
grapple with the methodological, empirical and metaethical challenges
of combining the normative and the empirical, as well as navigating the
difficulties that can arise from attempts to transcend traditional
disciplinary boundaries. Empirical Bioethics: Theoretical and Practical

Perspectives brings together contributions from leading experts in the
field which speak to these challenges, providing insight into how they
can be understood and suggestions for how they might be overcome.
Combining discussions of metaethical challenges, examples of different
methodologies for integrating empirical and normative research, and
reflection on the challenges of conducting and publishing such work,
this book both introduces the novice to the field and challenges the expert.
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extensively on the theory and methodology of empirical bioethics, with
his methodological work developing primarily through his research on
the ethics of fathers, fatherhood and the family.
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bioethics methodology, and more broadly in clinical ethics and research
ethics.
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cambridge bioethics and law

This series of books was founded by Cambridge University Press with
Alexander McCall Smith as its first editor in 2003. It focuses on the law’s
complex and troubled relationship with medicine across both the devel-
oped and the developing world. Since the early 1990s, we have seen in
many countries increasing resort to the courts by dissatisfied patients and
a growing use of the courts to attempt to resolve intractable ethical
dilemmas. At the same time, legislatures across the world have struggled
to address the questions posed by both the successes and the failures of
modern medicine, while international organisations such as the WHO
and UNESCO now regularly address issues of medical law.
It follows that we would expect ethical and policy questions to be

integral to the analysis of the legal issues discussed in this series.
The series responds to the high profile of medical law in universities, in
legal and medical practice, as well as in public and political affairs.
We seek to reflect the evidence that many major health-related policy
debates in the UK, Europe and the international community involve
a strong medical law dimension. With that in mind, we seek to address
how legal analysis might have a trans-jurisdictional and international
relevance. Organ retention, embryonic stem cell research, physician
assisted suicide and the allocation of resources to fund health care are
but a few examples among many. The emphasis of this series is thus on
matters of public concern and/or practical significance.We look for books
that could make a difference to the development of medical law and
enhance the role of medico-legal debate in policy circles. That is not to
say that we lack interest in the important theoretical dimensions of the
subject, but we aim to ensure that theoretical debate is grounded in the
realities of how the law does and should interact with medicine and health
care.

Series Editors

Professor Margaret Brazier, University of Manchester

Professor Graeme Laurie, University of Edinburgh

Professor Richard Ashcroft, Queen Mary, University of London

Professor Eric M. Meslin, Indiana University
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PREFACE

This book was born out of a mixture of excitement and frustration –

excitement because of our engagement with a developing field, ‘empirical
bioethics’, which promises a great deal; and frustration because the
emerging field threatens to be so multifarious and vague that making
sense of it is a challenge for even the most seasoned researcher.

The premise that underpins empirical bioethics, however, is
simple, and this book is largely accepting of that premise:
a bioethics that is dominated by theoretical philosophical approaches
is ill-suited to the job of engaging with, and prescribing about,
complex ethical dilemmas. These dilemmas require solutions that
can be applied and defended in practice rather than in the pages of
an academic journal. A theoretical approach to bioethics provides
a perspective that focuses on argument and theoretical consistency –

but an approach to ethics that focuses wholly on argument and
consistency risks ignoring the human element and sanitising what
is, essentially, a very messy, social and human phenomenon. Good
applied ethics must, accordingly, be attendant to the realities of
moral life as it is practised, not (merely) as it is theorised about,
because good applied ethics must have real-world purchase; that is, it
must be resonant with moral actors in the world, not just those in
the academy.

There is certainly something compelling about the idea of real-world
purchase, but precisely what is meant by having ‘real-world purchase’
remains moot. For us, and for the purposes of this book, we understand it
as research that seeks, through engagement with empirical research, to
meet one or more of the following three conditions:

The Veridical Condition

The research process attempts to ensure that the ethical issue being

researched is genuine and authentic, framed in terms of the way it is

experienced and negotiated in practice by moral actors, rather than con-

structed in abstract by a moral theorist.

ix
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The Realist Condition

The research process attempts to ensure that the analysis is attendant to the

circumstances in which moral actors find themselves, and pays due con-

sideration to factors that may constrain or limit the actions or choices

available to actors.

The Pragmatic Condition

The research process attempts to generate conclusions/solutions to norma-

tive problems that are sufficiently respectful to, and engage sufficiently

seriously with, the concerns and issues of relevant stakeholders, such that

it is capable of being accepted and implemented.

There are myriad ways in which these conditions may be met – which
may be more or less successful – and arguably not all of them will
necessarily involve first-hand, direct engagement with empirical
research. The strategy that proponents of empirical bioethics have used,
however, has been to attempt to combine disciplines, or elements of
disciplines, to produce methodologies for ethical inquiry that allow
some kind of integration of normative and empirical research. Precisely
what form that ‘integration’ takes can vary substantially and is down to
the individual researcher to explicate, but broadly speaking we take it to
mean a process in which the empirical and the normative are not seen as
distinct and separate areas of inquiry (with the conclusions of one area
merely ‘imported’ for use in the other area), but as mutually informing
and, to some extent, symbiotic.

This focus on integration is significant because it demarcates our
account of empirical bioethics from other research strategies that are
commonly included under this term. We take it that there are a number
of other ways in which empirical research can be put to work in bioethics
that do not meet the three conditions articulated here. The empirical
identification of ethical issues in practice, the empirical substantiation of
practical moral arguments and the empirical evaluation of the imple-
mentation of ethical arguments/interventions into practice are com-
monly included in ‘broader church’ typologies of empirical ethics.
These empirical research designs raise their own problems and uncer-
tainties, though they all differ from empirical bioethics as we are framing
it because they are orientated towards meeting empirical objectives; they
do not set out (at least explicitly) with the aim of generating solutions or
conclusions to normative questions. While we do not focus on these
research activities in this book, our silence on them is not to discount
their importance, either as studies that are equally relevant to developing
our understanding of ethics in practice or as activities that are potentially

x preface
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complementary to the empirical ethics research practices that are the
focus of this book.

The enterprise of developing and articulating methodologies that
explicate the process of integration in empirical bioethics research has
been amajor focus of the literature to date, and a recent systematic review
of integrative empirical bioethics methodologies found 32 distinct
approaches. This certainly shows that the field is active and developing,
but we would take this opportunity to sound a warning – a warning that,
we hope, permeates this volume, but which may seem like a counter-
intuitive way to preface a book that is ostensibly concerned with
methodology.

There is a real danger that such an overt focus on developing meth-
odologies will lead the field to focus on process rather than practice, where
a discrete piece of research is evaluated according to the extent to which it
follows the process set out in a prescribed methodology rather than being
evaluated on its own merits given its specific aims and objectives.
To follow the prescriptions of a tried and tested methodology is by no
means a bad thing, but our concern is that there is a risk of methodolo-
gical proceduralism, in which the unreflective following of the steps set
out, and the effective and articulate description of those steps, might, at
best, replace serious reflection on methodological choices or, at worst,
hide a multitude of sins.

Accordingly we have sought in this book to bring together perspectives
from researchers actively working in this field who are both theorising
about methodologies in empirical bioethics and conducting research that
uses those methodologies. We have encouraged all our contributors,
particularly those articulating methodologies, to say something new,
clarify their positions and deal with criticism that has been previously
levelled at their approach. Above all, every chapter in this book
encourages the reader to think carefully about methodological choices
and consider the implications of epistemology and theoretical perspec-
tives for their research.

This book, then, is broadly anti-proceduralist. Our aim is to present
a source book, not a text book: one that clearly articulates the key
challenges in the field and provides accounts of methodologies that
have been tried and tested, and in doing so provides its readers with
material to take away, to reflect on and to use as they develop their own
thinking. It is designed to present examples of how to think through the
various challenges that empirical bioethics research presents and to
stimulate thought – not to provide answers.

preface xi
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The book has been arranged into two broad sections, Part I comprising
chapters about theoretical issues, and Part II comprising chapters that
outline specific ways of doing empirical bioethics and address other more
practical concerns. This distinction is somewhat artificial and reflects
differences in emphasis rather than anything more clear-cut. It is
a product of the need to find a way to structure the book and is not
a statement about the order in which questions ought to be approached
or about which perspectives ought to be prioritised. In fact, as editors of
this volume, our position is that the theoretical and practical considera-
tions outlined herein cannot be separated. This is very much part of the
excitement and challenge of the field: to find ways of approaching sub-
stantive moral questions which matter to practical actors, while taking
seriously both the demands for rigour that properly attach to different
forms of academic research and the theoretical and philosophical debates
that inform these demands. We hope this book will help other
researchers engage with, and confront, this challenge.

xii preface
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