Strategy Session 10 – Case Reading

Genetic Testing in the Workplace

Background:

· Companies and their employees have an interest in reducing health risks in the workplace.  There are two approaches to doing so:

1. Alter production processes and the workplace to reduce hazards (often expensive)

2. Choose the work force to minimize risk; done in one of two ways: 

· By evaluating workers’ qualifications and experience

· By determining workers’ susceptibility to certain diseases that could result from exposure in the workplace (for example, genetic testing from a sample of blood or other bodily fluid)

Genetic Testing Info:

· Such tests:

· Are generally accurate

· Are sometimes expensive

· Offer a basis on which to minimize risks from exposure to certain health hazards and the possible tragedy of chronic or terminal diseases

· One such test is for G-6-PD deficiency.  “Those with the deficiency are highly susceptible to having their red-blood-cell membranes destroyed by certain drugs or other oxidizing agents.  It is especially a problem for blacks and some Mediterranean people.”
  The G-6-PD deficiency is carried by a sex-linked recessive gene, and approximately 100 million males worldwide are estimated to have this deficiency.

· Another genetic test is for AAT deficiency, which results in susceptibility to respiratory irritants such as those found in many workplaces.  Treatment of the deficiency involves intravenous injections of AAT on a frequent basis.

Screening vs. Monitoring:

· Genetic testing can be used for either screening or monitoring purposes:

· Screening:  assigning job applicants to positions and/or jobs according to health risk susceptibility of individuals.  Can also be used to identify susceptible individuals who can take precautions to protect themselves or be moved to other jobs with less exposure to possible irritants.

· Monitoring:  monitoring groups of employees over time to determine if they experience chromosome damage due to exposure in the workplace.  This could be important for employees who work with lead, beryllium, and/or other potentially toxic metals and chemicals.

Some companies believe that genetic testing might give them a degree of protection from liability if an employee chose to stay in a job after being notified that he or she was at risk due to genetic susceptibility.

Rights involved in the case:

· Legal and moral rights:  privacy, civil rights

· Specific and general rights:  employment contract rights

· Negative and positive rights:  obligation on the part of the employer to do everything possible to protect employees from health hazards

Moral Rights perspective (all moral judgments must be universalizable):

· Would you want companies to have the right to access parts or all of your genetic code?

Consequentialist perspective (the good is human well-being and is evaluated in terms of consequences):

· It is utilitarian to allow genetic testing that enables more efficient workplaces that are only harmful to a small portion of the population to keep “doing business”

Questions to think about:

· How do you prioritize these rights?

· Is genetic testing in the workplace warranted from a utilitarian perspective?

· Is there a risk that an individual with a genetic abnormality could face discrimination?

· Is genetic testing for monitoring more or less appropriate than its use for screening purposes?

· Does an employer have a moral duty to reduce risks in the workplace for all?

· If an employee with full understanding of his or her genetic susceptibility knowingly puts him or herself at risk, should the employer be held liable?

· Should there be a rule prohibiting the use of genetic information in determining eligibility for insurance or for setting premiums?

Scenario posed:

· Company has a production process requiring the processing of a metal that can be toxic to employees.  The company has satisfied all government safety requirements by a substantial margin.  Nevertheless, an individual with a particular genetic deficiency can develop chronic and serious long-term illnesses from exposure to the metal.  The company has three choices:

1. At an annualized cost of $1MM, install additional equipment to cut the risk 50%

2. Screen job applicants at an annualized cost of $100K and cut the risk 90%

3. Replace 80% of workers in metal processing with robots at a net annualized cost of $3MM (resulting in layoffs of 48 employees)

· What to do?
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