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Recently, Eyal et al. (1) suggested human challenge studies to accelerate coronavirus 

vaccine licensure. Surely speeding up the production and implementation  of an effective 

vaccine for COVID-19 would save many lives. But there are bioethical issues that have not 

been resolved by the article by Eyal and colleagues. 

  

The challenge study would involve enlisting young people with a lower risk of developing 

the severe form of COVID-19 infection. However, this risk would not be eliminated, so 

“human guinea pigs” would be exposed to the risk of serious illness or even death. To justify 

this, the authors state that it is common to select healthy subjects for challenge studies. 

However,  the mere fact that a practice is already implemented in other situations does not 

reduce the bioethical problems related to this specific case. In addition, the authors 

inappropriately suggest an analogy between organ donation (now carried out safely and 

with very low risks for the donor) and undergoing a study which endangers the very life of 

the subject and which potentially might not lead to the detection of an effective vaccine. 

  

The authors state that selecting healthy subjects with a high risk of natural infection would 

reduce the bioethical problems of experimentation. According to this reasoning, it would 

also be ethically acceptable to speed up and optimize research on therapies for lung cancer 

by inducing cancer in miners (healthy but high cancer risk).  

The authors stress that many lives would be saved. However, utilitarian morality is not 

applicable in the medical field. The logic of sacrificing a few to save many is not acceptable, 

even if the trial concerns a fundamental vaccine. . If it is right that the risk to a few is 

justified by the potential (only potential) benefit to many, is it also right to say that it is 

appropriate to sacrifice young people to create a vaccine for a disease that mainly kills 

elderly people? In fact, the elderly areconsidered by some much less “useful” to society than 

the young. Obviously, these are extreme examples, but they serve to understand the danger 

of utilitarian logic in the medical-scientific field.   

 

Still another problem is related to informed consent: the authors say that the subject will 

have to sign a consent form in which they must accept the risks of experimentation. So, how 

will you have to regulate for psychiatric patients (but not legally incapacitated)? Surely, the 



Acc
ep

ted
 M

an
us

cri
pt

 

 

challenge study can attract many mentally unstable individuals (with a desire for social 

redemption or with a craving for heroism). The psychiatric evaluation of all recruited 

subjects will certainly be necessary to identify all those who are unable to understand the 

real risks of the study. 

In the field of scientific research, there are specific rules to respect including technical, but 

also legal and bioethical. Even in emergency situations, we cannot fail to protect all involved 

subjects' rights, including the right to health.    
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