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From Nuremberg to UNESCO: 
informed consent to medical treatment 
or exam 
ABSTRACT

Th e informed consent to a medical treatment or participation in medical research is nowadays 
considered a fundamental standard of everyday practice and scientifi c research in medicine. 
However, accepting this standard, both in medical ethics and law, is not uniquely viewed 
upon in terms of its content or necessity. Starting from basic principles – human dignity and 
individual autonomy – UNESCO’s International Committee for Bioethics has off ered in 
sketches of three bioethics declarations unique rules which must be followed in the applica-
tion of this institute, and which were consequently adopted by consensus by all UNESCO 
state members. Following a short historical overview, this presentation examines the stan-
dards of patients’ consent to a medical measure or exam contained in UNESCO’s bioethics 
declarations, namely: Universal Declaration on Human Genome and Human Rights, Inter-
national Declaration on Human Genetic Data and Universal Declaration on Bioethics and 
Human Rights. Th e presentation will show that declarations hold only minimum standards 
that protect patients or participants in medical exams from self-willing treatment or research 
and that the authors of these documents missed the opportunity to set rigorous and explicit 
rules for the applications of this institute. However, bearing in mind that most countries’ 
domestic legal regulations are not suffi  ciently elaborated in regards with biomedicine and that 
the existing domestic laws diff er in many aspects, the author shall show that the UNESCO’s 
bioethics declarations are a useful source and signposts for the domestic systems in defi ning 
ethical and legal regulations regarding biomedicine. Besides, even though these documents 
are not legally binding, one should bear in mind that declarations of this type are the fi rst step 
towards the necessary protection of human rights with regards to biomedicine worldwide and 
they promote a new approach to solving bioethical dilemma based on the international law 
on human rights.

Key words: UNESCO, bioethics, patient’s consent, human dignity, autonomy, international 
law on human rights

* Correspondence address: Violeta Beširević, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Union University Law School, Belgrade, 
Goce Delčeva 36, 11070 Novi Beograd, Serbia; tel. +38111 2095502; fax: +381113196379; e-mail: besirevv@
ceu.hu.


