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Policies of Treatment vs. Enhancement 

Rapid technological progress in medicine allows for profound interventions in the human 

body. In the field of reproductive medicine in particular, new technologies enable access to 

human life at its earliest stages of development: Through targeted intervention in the genome 

of the newly developing human being, it is possible to predetermine its characteristics and 

shape its appearance almost entirely on demand. These new possibilities force us to 

reconsider the legitimacy of medical interventions and to rethink the corresponding concepts 

and evaluation patterns that are entrenched in society. 

The differentiation between "treatment" and "enhancement" plays an essential role in the 

evaluation of new medical procedures. The former describes a medical measure for healing 

purposes or for the preservation of health, while the latter is characterized by an objective that 

transcends the purpose of healing and aims at improving a healthy person.  The distinction is 

therefore based on a certain concept of the states "health" and "disease". Along the resulting 

dividing line, the distinction between justifiable and unjustifiable as well as between ethical 

and unethical medical activities should be made, as demanded by many parties. Therapeutic 

measures would therefore be desirable, while "enhancing" measures would be reprehensible. 

The relevance of this distinction is particularly evident in the debate on germ-line 

interventions and pre-implantation diagnostics. Both measures can pursue a therapeutic 

objective by, e.g., curing a (genetically) ill embryo or, in view of the health of the child to be 

born, selecting only a healthy embryo for implantation into a female uterus. However, the use 

of these techniques could also be based on non-pathological characteristics: For example, 

genes coding for any desirable traits could be added to a healthy embryo, or only an embryo 

that already has these genes could be transferred to a woman. The regulations on pre-

implantation diagnostics show very clearly how deeply entrenched in society this ethical 

assessment of medical interventions based on the categories "illness" and "improvement" is. 

As a rule, the European countries that authorise pre-implantation diagnostics only permit them 

in order to identify an embryo’s disease, not to determine its other characteristics. Such a 

limited permission exists, e.g., in Germany, France, Greece, Great Britain, Austria, and 

Switzerland. Parallel to pre-implantation diagnostics, germ-line therapy is, if at all, only 

considered acceptable for therapeutic purposes. Another practical problem is linked to this 

finding: How can therapeutic and non-therapeutic measures, i.e. ethical and unethical 

measures, clearly be distinguished?  Moreover, if only one objective is ethically justifiable, is 

there a risk of a development in the sense of a creeping moral erosion of society towards 

acceptance of interventions with ever-expanding objectives? 

The distinction between "treatment" and "enhancement" not only plays a role in the ethical 

evaluation of a medical measure itself but also has other consequences. While therapeutic 

measures are benefits provided by the statutory health insurance scheme to which the insured 

person is entitled, “enhancing” medical interventions are not covered by insurances. This 

leads to the risk of deepening social inequalities between rich and poor parts of the 

population. This consequence is particularly explosive in view of the ageing population in 

European countries: “Anti-ageing” measures will play an increasingly important role in the 

future, but will only be accessible for those who can afford them.  This unequal access to 

"enhancing" medical measures also calls into question the principles of equal opportunities, 

comparability, and evaluation of achievements within a society in a more general manner: 



What opportunities, for example in the job market, does a non-improved person still have if 

he or she has to compete with a person with artificially added special qualities and abilities? 

In addition, social pressure could arise to undergo "enhancing" measures so as not to be left 

behind by the privileged part of the population. This de facto limited accessibility and the 

resulting consequences for social coexistence raise the question of the need for state 

regulation.   

The aim of the network is to examine the significance of the distinction between "treatment" 

and "enhancement" for the ethical evaluation of medical measures on the one hand and with 

regard to the social consequences on the other. The topicality of this question will be 

demonstrated on the basis of the discussion and regulations regarding germ-line interventions 

and pre-implantation diagnostic in various European countries. It will be worked out how the 

legitimacy of these measures is justified, either because such measures are already allowed or 

at least because a potential permission is being discussed; what role the distinction between 

"illness" and "health" plays in this regard; and how the difficulty of distinguishing between 

the two categories is dealt with. The network will also develop a proposal for how to 

distinguish between "treatment" and "enhancement". To this end, existing models of 

differentiation between the two categories will be examined and evaluated. 
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