Executive Summary: Organizations, particularly Catholic hospitals, schools and social service agencies, should re-examine their relationships to health and medical charities promoting unethical research such as human embryonic stem cell research and therapeutic cloning.  Part 6 of the Ethical and Religious Directives provides a helpful framework for ethical analysis and action.
Health Charities, Unethical Research and Organizational Integrity

In America, health and medical charities (HMCs) play a key role in educating the public about debilitating diseases and in raising millions of dollars annually to fund research for cures (see www.healthra.org).  In raising awareness and contributions, HMCs not only appeal to individuals, but also seek to establish partnerships with corporations, including Catholic institutions.  Over time, HMCs like the March of Dimes, Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation (JDRF), Muscular Dystrophy Association, and the American Cancer Society, have become successful, highly respected organizations.  

Recently, however, some HMCs have become advocates for unethical scientific research, e.g., involving human embryonic stem cells and therapeutic cloning, and some are using fundraising efforts to support such research.  For example, JDRF, one of the most successful HMCs, not only publicly endorsed research involving human embryonic stem cells, but has dedicated millions of donated dollars to fund it.  Moreover, JDRF engages in political advocacy to promote such research, donating over $1 million to a California initiative to provide state funds for human embryonic stem cell research.  Other HMCs that have publicly supported human embryonic stem cell research include March of Dimes, the American Diabetes Association and the American Cancer Society.  Given the significance of the ethical issues at stake in research, Catholic institutions, particularly health care organizations, should re-examine their support of these HMCs as a matter of organizational integrity.  

Some might question whether an ethical issue exists, preferring to focus on the valuable services HMCs perform and the many legitimate activities they fund.  Some see support for HMC campaigns as a tradition and a concrete sign of community involvement.  However, a more searching ethical analysis is required.  The principles addressing cooperation in evil and scandal in Part 6 of the Ethical and Religious Directives provide a helpful guide for this ethical analysis.  

The principles governing cooperation are relevant because Catholic institutions are sometimes asked to collaborate (or “partner”) with HMCs in at least one of the following: (1) to make a corporate donation; (2) to facilitate fundraising activities among their employees; and (3) to endorse an HMC in public statements and advertisements.  Any of these three activities involves at least material cooperation.  (Formal cooperation – the explicit approval of HMCs’ support for unethical research – certainly is possible, but most people probably are unaware that some HMCs are facilitating such research).  Material cooperation in evil should be mediate and preferably not routine.  The cooperation involved in donation and facilitation of fundraising could be viewed as proximate to the extent it directly assists an organization in promoting unethical research.  The amount of money or assistance provided is highly relevant as a measure of involvement.  This can include both the amount of money an HMC devotes to unethical research as well as the amount of money that an institution provides to such an HMC.  Some HMCs contribute a great deal to unethical research.  For example, JDRF contributes approximately10% of its research budget to stem cell research (over $10 million in FY 2005, with the vast majority of such grants funding human embryonic stem cell research.  It is true that, in the context of the total dollars involved in an HMC’s annual budget, any single donation might be viewed as contingent, and that mediate material cooperation in evil is allowed for certain serious reasons.  However, given that charitable donations, unlike paying taxes, are voluntary and that many worthy alternative charities exist, it is hard to understand what might be a serious reason for continuing to support such organizations in their current mode of operation.

The teaching of the ERDs on scandal, properly understood, is also particularly applicable to the ethical issues involved in the case at hand.  “Scandal” in ERD Part 6 does not refer to public embarrassment or damage to an organization’s public image, but rather to an “attitude or behavior that leads another to do evil.”  When Catholic institutions provide public, organizational support to HMCs promoting unethical research, they make it more likely that their employees, and others, will support such HMCs.  Moreover, they can lead others to view the unethical research promoted by such HMCs as legitimate.  

Ultimately, the failure to address the ethical issues at stake can make it less likely that problematic emerging trends in scientific research will be effectively checked and constructive alternatives will be developed.  An example of what is at stake here can be seen in the case of March of Dimes (MOD).  For over 50 years, MOD has been the premier HMC addressing birth defects and infant health.  In the 1970s, however, MOD came under public scrutiny by some for its promotion of amniocentesis (and advocacy of abortion following a positive test for a birth defect).  In the 1990s, MOD publicly supported legalized abortion and funded research into selective abortion in multiplex pregnancies.  More recently, MOD has publicly endorsed human embryonic stem cell research.  Unfortunately, the critique of MOD was too limited to be effective.  And, over these same years, a climate of eugenics has become more pervasive in the United States, one indication of which is that abortion now follows prenatal diagnosis of Trisomy 21 approximately 80% of the time.  Undoubtedly, many factors have contributed to this trend.  However, to avoid a similar result in the field of stem cell research, it is necessary to work even harder to build a public culture of respect for human life.  Complacent acceptance of high-profile HMCs facilitating unethical research is incompatible with the effort it will take to build such a culture.

There are several practical steps Catholic institutions should take at present: (1) take inventory of which HMCs they support and research the position and activities of these HMCs related to unethical scientific research; (2) where appropriate, find alternative HMCs or charitable projects worthy of receiving organizational support; (3) if they have already committed to donate or to participate in a fundraising campaign, take steps to appropriately restrict the donations contributed to an HMC under their auspices; and (4) most importantly, educate their boards, employees and communities about how faith-based mission and values contribute to authentically ethical research and health care services.  If these steps are taken, there is a much greater chance of fostering a consistent, public culture of respect for human life.
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