
Introduction
Parents have always exercised an enormous influence 
over their children’s development and eventual life 
circumstances. But, they soon may have direct 
influence over their children’s traits. While once the 
subject of science fiction fantasy, human genetic 
enhancement is becoming an ever more realistic 
possibility. At the very least, parents can even now 
employ advanced genetic selection techniques to 
choose eye color, hair color, and skin color, among 
other traits (Stone 2009)The use of genetic techniques 
for new purposes has resulted in immense debate. 
Critics like Michael Sandal (2004) worry about the way 
enhancement can change the parent-child relationship 
and threaten human dignity. Yet, it seems to me that 
parents seeking to enhance their children can do so out 
of love, in the same way that parents who send their 
children to private schools or who seek out the best 
athletic coaches can act out of love for their children. 
On the other hand, enhancement proponents, perhaps 
most provocatively Julian Savulescu (in Persson and 
Savulescu 2014), have insisted that certain types of 
enhancement are at least permissible and possibly 
obligatory. In my estimation, such proponents 
significantly underestimate potential social harms. 

Analysis
By enhancing their children and selecting for the traits 
they value or those they feel will best position their 
children for the future, parents can actually deny their 
children certain life experiences. For instance, consider 
the experience of developing your cross-country 
running skills and entering competitions. It’s 
foreseeable that, given the availability of college 
scholarships and general emphasis on athletics in U.S. 
society, parents might want to enhance their children’s 
muscle structure, maximum oxygen consumption, 
mitochondrial density etc., and genetic enhancement 
techniques could make this a reality. While today 
children put in long training hours with differing hopes 
of success and must learn to accept wins and losses, 
enhanced children would face better than average 
hopes of success and might be able to outrun the non-
enhanced fairly easily. Their enhancement would surely 
change the nature of childhood experience and 
development- not always entirely for the good. As 
another example, consider the possibility of being able 
to choose that a child not have a certain facial 
appearance. This choice might improve the child’s 
social acceptance and opportunities, but it also denies 
the child the opportunity to experience true acceptance 
regardless of attractiveness or other factors- a gift many 
of us are lucky to experience.

Overlooked 
Problem

Enhancement can deny children social 
goods, including their right to the life 
experiences and opportunities for true 
social acceptance that current adults have 
enjoyed.

Conclusions
O Enhancement can change children’s 
relationship, for the better or for the worse, 
to the social world.

O Enhancement can change the nature of 
childhood and prevent children from 
experiencing true social acceptance.

O At the very least, an expanded sense of 
what constitutes risks and benefits is 
needed.

O In the future, it may be helpful to ask for 
community input and to empirically assess 
parental understanding.

O Optional genetic enhancement is not an 
absolute good. 
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