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I. Introduction 

After the State introduced measures to confront the COVID-19 pandemic 

(coronavirus or SARS-CoV-2), the Hellenic National Bioethics Commission (HNBC) 

examined in particular the issue of individual responsibility of our country’s citizens 

and residents in confronting COVID-19. Given the international experience since the 

first occurrence of the disease in December last year, the issue is becoming critical, 

especially now that the pandemic is spreading rapidly.  

This experience indicates that the measures taken by the State are not 

sufficient on their own to protect society from the pandemic. Whether these measures 

include recommendations to the general public or public obligations whose violation 

entails imposition of penalties, it is crucial that everyone demonstrates individual 

responsibility in order for these measures to be effective for the public health. 

From a legal perspective, each one of us is considered to be a member of a 

community that functions on the basis of rules and principles protecting not only 

individuals, but also the community itself. In our Constitution this claim is explicitly 

acknowledged in the Article 25, which protects human rights and freedoms, 

considering that a human is both an individual and a community member. Hence, 

from that point of view, the adoption of restrictive measures commensurate with the 

severity and progression of the threat to the public health has a solid background. 

Much more so, when the measures are supported by a pedagogical communication 

policy which explains the reasons for imposing them. 

 

II. Issues of principles 

In an open, democratic society an individual is free to choose his/her lifestyle 

defining by him/herself the way he/she behaves in the cycle of personal relationships 

and social life in general. The value of personal autonomy is a fundamental 

achievement associated with civilization and under absolutely no circumstances 

should it be questioned.  

Besides, respect for personal autonomy is a fundamental principle of 

Bioethics. However, enjoying personal autonomy should not come in conflict with the 

autonomy of others since every citizen is a community member. Specifically, the way 

we exercise our autonomy in its different forms is subjected to moral evaluation: our 
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behavior is not necessarily appropriate under certain circumstances, even if this 

behavior is a legitimate expression of our autonomy, namely the exercise of a legally 

established right. In this context, the bioethical dimension of nursing patients infected 

with the virus and taking precautionary measures to stop further spread is made 

prominent by taking individual responsibility in accordance with the principle of 

social solidarity, especially towards vulnerable individuals. 

In previous cases, the Commission suggested (see the Opinion “Transmissible 

Infectious Diseases: Public Health and Autonomy” 18-03-2011 and the 

Recommendation “Addressing the Ebola virus: Bioethical issues” 27-01-2015) that 

the exercise of autonomy may come into conflict with the protection of public health 

under special circumstances. This means that an individual is primarily subjected to 

moral assessment when exercising a right under such circumstances in case his/her 

behavior puts other people’s health at risk. This applies irrespective of the existence 

of specific legislation to prevent such behavior: self-restraint for the sake of others is 

mainly a matter of individual conscience rather than fear for penalties or unreasoning 

submission to State's decisions. Self-restraint does not mean giving up free exercise of 

one’s rights, therefore it does not entail autonomy loss. On the contrary, it strengthens 

smooth social coexistence which is a required condition in order for autonomy to be 

truly meaningful. 

 

IIΙ. Case study 

 By consequence the Commission considers that everyone who currently 

resides in our country: 

- Is individually responsible for taking the necessary measures to prevent the 

spread of the disease by following strictly the instructions given by the 

competent bodies and authorities of the State, in particular by the National 

Public Health Organization as is officially stated. 

- Is not excused from putting their family, friends, colleagues, customers and 

social relationships at risk by his/her behavior. 

- Is called to adjust his/her individual activity to the common objective of 

preventing the pandemic. Avoiding attendance of gatherings at work, 

http://bioethics.gr/images/pdf/ENGLISH/OPINIONS_REPORTS/infectious-op-EN.pdf
http://bioethics.gr/images/pdf/ENGLISH/OPINIONS_REPORTS/infectious-op-EN.pdf
http://bioethics.gr/images/pdf/GNOMES/Ebola_Recommendation_EN_FINAL.pdf
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marketplaces, religious worship, recreational areas, sports and culture venues 

is an essential measure of self-restraint, especially given the fact that 

technology makes it possible to substitute physical presence. 

 

IV. Supporting individual responsibility 

Under the emergency circumstances caused by the pandemic it is necessary that 

individual responsibility be supported and enforced by certain decisions made by the 

competent bodies and authorities: 

- The abundance of information communicated mainly via the internet and 

social media by different sources at a national and international level, presents 

a great risk of misinformation and causing panic to the public. The State, 

primarily through the National Public Health Organization, should find ways 

to ensure the validity of information using any appropriate means (official 

announcements, spots in mass media and the internet), as well as to respond 

immediately to misleading, especially profit-making press reports. Mass media 

with a wide impact are also responsible for communicating valid information 

and they can contribute by avoiding giving publicity to “paradoxes” in order to 

attract an audience. 

- The Commission would like to praise the doctors and the healthcare personnel 

of the National Health System (NHS) for their strong sense of duty, 

consistency and professionalism under these difficult circumstances. Despite 

the deficiencies and the serious problems that struck the National Health 

System during the financial crisis, Greece, compared to other countries, 

manages to keep the pandemic under control thanks to the quality of its 

personnel. 

Given this fact, the political leadership of our country should approach the 

pandemic as an opportunity for the radical reorganization of the NHS in the first place 

which, as it is the case all over the world, takes on managing the problem almost in 

full, but also the infrastructures of the biomedical community in general. Interventions 

in structures, personnel and equipment should be constant and permanent. 

Health crises, such as that of today, are characteristic of globalization which is 

associated with the burst of exchanges and connections on a global scale. It is 
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inevitable that, in our time, such crises will recur and thus Public Health Systems 

should be prepared to respond effectively. We, as an organized civil society, are able 

to guarantee that, provided that our individual responsibility is strengthened.  

 

Athens, 17 March, 2020 


