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Public Health Ethics
“The public health community takes it as an article of faith
that health must be society’s overarching value. Yet politicians 
do not always see it that way…
“What is needed is a clear vision of, and rationale for, 
healthy populations as a political priority.”
Lawrence O. Gostin and Lindsay Wiley, Public Health Law: Power, Duty, Restraint (3rd edn) (University of California Press, 
2016), p. 7.

Two questions for ethical public health:
• The philosopher’s question: “what makes health public?”
• The activist’s question: “how do we make health public?”
John Coggon and Lawrence O. Gostin, ‘The two most important questions for ethical public health,’ Journal of Public Health
(2020) 42:1, 198-202
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https://academic.oup.com/jpubhealth/article/42/1/198/5528173


Public Health Ethics: The Emergence of a Field
• Public Health: long understood as ‘the science 

of social justice’

• Surge of practical and academic interest in 
Public Health Ethics at turn of century

• Contrasting focus with ‘mainstream bioethics’
• Critique of a predominance of individualism and 

too narrow a biomedical focus
- Richard Horton, ‘Offline: Where is the public health leadership in England?’ The Lancet (2011) 378, 1060
- Nancy E. Kass, ‘Public Health Ethics: From Foundations and Frameworks to Justice and Global Health,’ Journal 
of Law, Medicine and Ethics (2004) 32, 232-242
- Angus Dawson and Marcel Verweij, ‘Public Health Ethics: A Manifesto,’ Public Health Ethics (2008) 1:1, 1-2
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Ethics within Public Health

• A mandate to improve population health
• A mandate to address social (health) inequalities

• A shared responsibility for health across society
• A role for government and other partners

See J. Coggon and A.M. Viens, Public Health Ethics in Practice: An overview of public health ethics 
for the UK Public Health Skills and Knowledge Framework (2017), available at 
www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-health-ethics-in-practice
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Achieving a ‘Fifth Wave’ of Public Health
“We start from the premise that population health improvement is 
conditional on a health-promoting societal context.” Meaning…
• The value of health is maximised:

• Reshape “institutional and social environment”
• Incentivise health (e.g. fiscal incentives/disincentives)

• Healthy choices are the default
• Create health-promoting built and commercial environments

• Unhealthy behaviour is minimised
• Extend tobacco strategies to other unhealthy products

Sally Davies et al., ‘For debate: a new wave in public health improvement,’ Lancet 2014 384:1889-95
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Cartoon by Birch, featured 
in Private Eye no. 1484, 
30th November—13th

December, 2018, p. 17
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Challenges from the ‘Nanny State’ Debate
• Principled arguments

• Hard/soft paternalism
• Slippery slopes

 Question sustainability
• Empirical claims
• Philosophical claims

• Non-principled arguments
• Arbitrary/incoherent claims

 Question rationale
• Mistake, or hidden 

agenda/interest?
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John Coggon, The Nanny State Debate: A Place Where Words 
Don’t Do Justice (London: Faculty of Public Health, 2018)
www.fph.org.uk/media/1972/fph-nannystatedebate-report-final.pdf

http://www.fph.org.uk/media/1972/fph-nannystatedebate-report-final.pdf
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