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Editorial

Empirical ethics: A challenge to bioethics

In medicine the metaphor of an earthquake is often
used to denote spectacular, earthshaking developments
in the field of diagnosis, prognosis or treatment of
diseases. Bioethics is often challenged by such evol-
utions and forced to take on the role traditionally
expected from bioethics, by either consenting to or
rejecting such developments through a method of
rational argumentation. At this moment, the discip-
line of bioethics itself is confronted with a sudden
shaking at its core and a questioning of its actual iden-
tity and methodology. Bioethics began as a dialogue
between people from many different disciplines (such
as medicine, law, theology, biological sciences, social
sciences, philosophy, humanities) about moral ques-
tions in the field of medicine and biology. However,
through a process of professionalisation and institu-
tionalisation, bioethics crystallized into a discipline
that became anchored in the fields of theology and
philosophy. Despite the fact that other disciplines
such as law, medicine, and biology latched onto
the bioethical field, the goal of bioethics became
primarily a philosophical inquiry (with the aim of
logical reasoning, conceptual clarity, coherence, and
rational justification) (Borry et al., 2005).

This identity has come under pressure from empi-
rical ethics. Empirical ethics is a broad category,
grasping different interpretations of combining or
trying to integrate ethics and empirical research. In
spite of the interdisciplinary operating base of bio-
ethics, in the past the field remained rather reluctant
towards collaboration with social sciences. Most bio-
ethicists depicted sociological studies as irrelevant
to their discipline because they feared being too
strongly influenced by historical and sociological
contextualisation, which could bog them down in
cultural and ethical relativism. Such a strong bifurc-
ation between normative and empirical perspectives to
bioethical issues was partly rooted in the fundamental
metaethical distinction between “is” and “ought”.
Although there are various ways of combining empi-
rical research and ethical reflection (and of doing
empirical ethics), they all have some basic assump-
tions in common: firstly, empirical ethics states that
the study of people’s actual moral beliefs, intuitions,

behaviour and reasoning yields information that is
meaningful for ethics and should be the starting point
of ethics; secondly, empirical ethics acknowledges that
the methodology of the social sciences (with quantita-
tive and qualitative methods such as case studies,
surveys, experiments, interviews, and participatory
observation) is a way (and probably the best way) to
map this reality; thirdly, empirical ethics states that the
crucial distinction between descriptive and prescriptive
aspects should be more flexible. Empirical ethics
denies the structural incompatibility of empirical and
normative approaches, and believes in their funda-
mental complementarity; fourthly, empirical ethics is
a heuristic term which argues for an integration of
empirical methodology or empirical research evidence
in the process of ethical reflection. In its overarching
meaning empirical ethics is not a methodology of
doing ethics, but a basic methodological attitude to use
the findings from empirical research in ethical reflec-
tion and decision making; finally, empirical ethics
cannot be considered to be an anti-theorist approach, in
which the context and only the context would dictate
what is morally good or evil, because then it would
cease to be ethics.

Is empirical ethics a new approach? On the one
hand one can argue no because empirical research on
bioethical issues (Fox, 1989) and combining ethics
and empirical research (Edel, 1955) has been under-
taken for many years. Yet on the other hand, for the
first time more and more empirical studies focusing on
bioethical issues are being published. Some authors
label this a novel form of scholarship in bioethics
(Brody, 1990) or a “new form of ethics paper” (Arnold
and Forrow, 1993, p. 195). This new empirical work
is being done not only by sociologists or anthropolo-
gists, but also by researchers in medicine and public
health, epidemiologists, health economists, physicians
and even ethicists. In addition, for the first time theo-
logians, philosophers, health care scientists, social
scientists and medical scientists are being challenged
in an interdisciplinary debate to clarify what value they
attribute to empirical evidence in ethical reflection.

A reflection on the possibilities and impossibilities
of the use of empirical ethical research or ethics-
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related empirical research in ethical reflection and
methodology challenges and questions the actual iden-
tity of bioethics. “Is this empirical work unfortunate,
taking medical ethics away from its true intellectual
base in philosophy and leading to mediocre studies of
little interest or significance? Or is it a health devel-
opment in the maturing subject of medical ethics?”
(Hope, 1999, p. 219).

While earthquakes can never be predicted, scien-
tists can calculate the probabilities of potential future
earthquakes. Moreover larger earthquakes are mostly
preceded by foreshocks in the same location. The
actual seism in the field of bioethics also had its
warning tremors. Mainstream bioethics has been criti-
cized for being too abstract, too general, too specu-
lative, and too dogmatic, as well as too far removed
from clinical reality, insensitive to the peculiarities of
specific situations, and unable to adequately consider
the nature of diseases and the clinical contexts in which
clinicians and patients were confronted with ethical
problems (ten Have and Lelie, 1998). Approaches
as hermeneutics, casuistry, narrative ethics, situation
ethics, care ethics are foreshocks of today’s earthquake
and have in common that they consider ethical reflec-
tion to be located in a social and historical context,
influenced by cultural values and enriched by personal
narratives.

How the emergence of empirical approaches will
change the field and the methodology of bioethics
remains unclear. This lingering uncertainty is the most
controversial topic in the debate over the rise of the
empirical approaches in bioethics. Reflecting on the
purpose, rationale, limitations, use and misuse of
empirical methods in bioethics is the goal of this
theme issue. The original inspiration for this collec-
tion was the international conference Between Facts
and Norms, Empirical Methods in Bioethics, which
was organised by the Centre for Biomedical Ethics and
Law (K.U. Leuven, Belgium) for the European Master
in Bioethics, on March 7 and 8, 2003 and which
brought together more than a hundred researchers from
different fields. In this theme issue, we will leave
aside the discussion on the physical and biological
sciences. This however does not mean that a reflection
on their role in the process of ethical reflection is not
needed, nor that they may not be included as empirical
inquiries.

It is Jan Helge Solbakk who opens this theme
issue with an analysis of the use and abuse of empi-
rical knowledge in bioethical debates. The Norwegian
ethicist dissects the empirical arguments employed
in the controversy surrounding the ethical accept-
ability of using placebos as a comparative alterna-
tive to standard treatment as the control regimen in
randomized controlled trials of interventions to prevent

perinatal HIV-transmission. He highlights numerous
examples of biased selection and uncritical sifting of
empirical arguments and data, and clarifies the impact
of empirical components in ethical debates.

Such a warning concrete case analysis forms
a necessary bridge to the following two articles,
which are devoted to the perspective of empirical
researchers on the contribution of empirical research
to ethical reflection, theorizing and decision-making.
After a consideration of the potentials and proble-
matic aspects, the meaning and usefulness of empirical
resarch in bioethics, Stella Reiter-Theil develops the
concept of embedded research, which is inspired by
various qualitative approaches from the social sciences
such as participant observation, interview studies or
field research, but which tries to integrate them with
more rigorous protocols of observing and documenting
clinical reality. She reports from several studies such
as Euricon (a European study on research ethics in
neonatology), Care for the dying (a survey about the
ethical challenges in the care for the dying patient) and
ECOPE (end-of-life research in the fields of neonato-
logy, intensive care, oncology). Her major concern
is the development of an “interdisciplinary medical
ethics” which allows one to become familiar with
the clinicians’ perspectives on ethics. She strongly
believes that this will increase the acceptance of
medical ethics among clinicians and will integrate the
bioethicists much more in the clinical practice.

While most of the ethical literature in nursing
ethics is philosophical-theoretical in nature, Berna-
dette Dierckx de Casterlé et al. note that a recently
increasing number of empirical evidence based articles
on nursing ethics has been published. On the basis of
two empirical studies which they use as an example,
the authors analyse how empirical research may
contribute to ethics. The first research project investi-
gated nurses’ ethical behavior using a quantitative
design. Here the researchers tried to make visible
how nurses reason and deal with daily ethical nursing
dilemmas. The second study is a qualitative study
attempting to explore and describe the processes that
take place on an inpatient palliative care unit, and the
experiences of patients, relatives and palliative care
team members.

The other contributions in this theme issue are more
theoretical perspectives on the relation between empi-
rical research and ethics. Pascal Borry et al. give
an overview of the various contributions of empi-
rical evidence within ethical reflection and decision-
making. After the development of a three-step plan
(description of the moral question, assessment of
the moral question, and evaluation of the decision-
making) that describes the phases almost every process
of ethical reflection goes through, the article focuses



EDITORIAL 3

on the potential contribution of empirical research in
the various stepstones of that process.

Bert Molewijk et al. by contrast, have developed
a taxonomy of the ways in which ethicists combine
moral theory and empirical data. His divisions are for
heuristic and analytical purposes and aim at devel-
oping a scale on which different intensities of inte-
grating empirical research in ethical reflection and
methodology can be drawn. It may help ethicists to
clarify their own position and clarify their reasons for
using empirical evidence. The author depicts “inte-
grated empirical ethics” as a way in which ethicists and
descriptive scientists try to integrate moral theory and
empirical data in order to reach a normative conclusion
with respect to a specific social practice. The integ-
rative concept represents a theoretical hybridization
of normative and empirical disciplines by consciously
combining the cores of the two disciplines to form a
new field of research. The integrative concept tries to
bridge the normative-empirical chasm and rejects the
very idea of distinguishing between purely normative
and purely empirical claims.

The last four papers form a unity and should be
considered as a lively discussion about empirical
ethics as a methodology. Lieke van der Scheer and
Guy Widdershoven present the characteristics of
“integrated empirical ethics” and review the different
criticisms which have been leveled against this idea.
At the end of their article, the authors present an
example of empirical ethical research which has
led to the development of guidelines about the use
of coercion and compulsion. Notwithstanding the
fact that the integrated empirical ethical approach
might be neither suitable nor necessary for every
moral problem or question, the authors strongly
believe that it is a tool that may be used especially in
dealing with new problems for which a community,
a culture or humanity as such has not yet developed
rules, principles, or virtues. However, Mairi Levitt and

Bert Molewijk successively challenge the approach
of Lieke van der Scheer and Guy Widdershoven by
pointing and elucidating some difficulties and proble-
matic issues. The response of Lieke van der Scheer and
Guy Widdershoven to their argumentation contributors
concludes the debate.

The rise of empirical ethical research presents chal-
lenges to the very core of bioethics. Empirical ethics
shakes the bioethical world and compels bioethics to
disentangle the empirical ethical knot. It questions at a
fundamental level what place bioethics will reserve for
empirical approaches in its field and it questions at a
methodological level what a connnection or integration
this means in practice.

Pascal Borry
Paul Schotsmans

Kris Dierickx

K.U. Leuven, Belgium
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