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Summary

Modern biobanks should be considered as important
structural platforms for sharing samples and data,
providing benefits that go beyond those of a single study.
To increase the impact of biobanking on feasible
strategies to protect and improve peoples' health, it could
be useful to increase awareness about biobank research
potential in the scientific community, as well as to
promote collaboration among different fields of expertise.
The basis for involvement of biobanks in public health has
already been partly built up, emphasising the synergy in
organising efforts and the openness to infrastructure
collaboration, to ensure reliable long-term funding and
resource sharing to the benefit of all. To obtain the
maximum benefits possible from biobanks, which
currently constitute a set of heterogeneous structures, a
strategy of coordinated governance is needed, based on
harmonisation of different aspects, built on the consensus
of all stakeholders involved and society in general. It is
important that researchers strive to understand public
attitudes in this biobanking involvement so that the
relationships between public trust in biobanking, donors'
behaviours and support for public-health involvement in
the health-care system can be better understood.
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Introduction

Public health is the societal approach to protecting
and promoting health and improving the well-being
of communities, usually through social actions. As
described in literature, it can be defined as the
science and art of preventing disease, prolonging
life and promoting health through organised efforts
of'society.

Biobanks are repositories, which assemble,
store, and manage collections of human specimens
and related data. While the collection of samples and
data for research purposes has a long history in the
educational and medical systems, their recent
increase in number, size, and importance has
focused the attention on the changing nature of
biomedical research and relationships among
investigators, research participants, and the
organisations that fund and manage these entities

[1].
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With recent technological advances, the
potential to open up these existing collections for
new uses is starting to be realised, and new
biobanks are being established. As a result, many
types of biobanks have been founded for a wide
range of purposes and reasons.

What distinguishes the present from the past is
that the general scientific context has changed,
and the scale of biobanking activities, both in
terms of the quantity of samples and data, as well
as the range of disease areas and institutions now
involved in biobanking, have increased
considerably.

Another significant change is that these
collections are being configured in a way that
allows the entire scientific community to use
them as a resource. In fact, there is an increased
need for new solutions, so that the results of
research findings obtained through biobanks can
be translated into health planning programs for
the benefit of the general population. The results
of these studies could be of paramount
importance for planning effective and qualified
interventions for public health priorities,
designing national health strategies, and
developing preventive medicine interventions.

Modern biobanks should be considered as
important structural platforms for sharing
samples and data, providing benefits that go
beyond those of a single study. For this reason, it
has been suggested that the characteristics, which
should be considered when a biobank is designed
and structured are adaptability, tenability, and
ease of translation into other national contexts

[2].
Biobanking and Public Health

In many European countries, the potential utility
of biobanks in contributing to preventive and
predictive medicine has been precluded by lack
of widespread information on each collection,
and of national and international networking,
which also leads to a reduced possibility of
establishing collaborative projects and research
that would increase the impact of biobank
research on public health [3].

To increase the impact of biobanking on
feasible strategies to protect and improve people's
health, it could be useful to increase awareness
about biobanks' research potential in the overall
scientific community, and promote collaboration
among different fields of expertise.

A viable and equitable process of connecting

biobank research to public health interventions
should meet the highest ethical, legal, and
socially appropriate standards. Similarly,
biobank research should also be accompanied by
structured policies to guarantee that research
findings and results are useful for public health
needs, and that human rights, as well as research
ethical standards, are respected [4].

Public health, unlike clinical medicine, is
concerned with populations rather than with
individuals, and with prevention rather than with
cure, so the principles of clinical medical ethics
should not be simply and automatically
applicable to public health, where the need to
ensure the health of the general population
should be balanced against avoiding abuse
towards individuals. Public health research poses
particular challenges in different important areas,
such as anonymisation of samples and data,
donors' information and consent, and the return
of research results to the donors. Moreover,
public health should also aim at improving the
population's knowledge about scientific
research, as well as at making scientific
assumptions that justify the involvement of the
population in research projects, in order to
increase the awareness, understanding, and
acceptance of biobanks' activities by the
population [5-7].

Ethics and Harmonisation Policies

Establishing new biobanks implies developing
new ways of conducting research, because
today's research projects are frequently global,
involving international teams and cross-border
networks of experts from various fields from
different institutions, which pool and share
samples and data. This is what makes
harmonization in practice essential; the aim is to
place the most useful possible resources at our
disposal, helping researchers in their activity, to
provide a flexible framework that should not be
an obstacle for the technical progress of a
biobank, and offer all communities the
opportunity to benefit from the results obtained.
For all these reasons, biobank harmonization,
carried out on a standardised ethical and legal
platform, should become a key issue in the field
of biobanking, both in terms of regulation and
governance, with respect to peculiar challenges
such as cross-border exchange and transfer of
samples and valid sharing of data and results.
Biobank harmonisation initiatives have
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developed not only in technical aspects, such as
specimen and data management, but also in
sharing ethical and policy principles with
transparency, and with the goal to apply
translational science for public benefit.
Harmonization undoubtedly increases the
quantity of usable data and number of
biospecimens to implement the development of
translational research, and may help to overcome
some of the historical boundaries between
clinical and basic research.

At the beginning of the development of
biobanking ethical and legal attention was
centered on donors' involvement, and particularly
on the topics of informed consent, privacy
protection, proprietorship of samples, return of
results, and risk of stigmatisation. Considering
these topics still important, nowadays we believe
that, for biobanks to be useful in public health,
improvement in ethical dialogue is necessary to
accommodate broader social and political
perspectives in healthcare policies. In fact even, if
until recently the debate on shared ethical
principles that foster international scientific
collaborations has been paramount, the principle
of “public goods”, achieved by altruism,
solidarity and data sharing needs to be promoted,
moving the ethical discussion on biobanks from
an individualistic to a societal perspective, while
maintaining the necessary attention to respect of
traditional ethical principles [4, §].

Public Engagement and Trust in
Biobanks

Developing people's trust in biobanks research is
essential to maintain and increase their activities.
This will facilitate sample donation to biobanks
for the benefit of all individuals. In this sense, it is
essential to promote educational strategies
involving the media and society in general to
encourage sample donation, as well as public
engagement in biobanking. Furthermore, it
should be the duty of researchers involved in
biobanks to act responsively to maintain
transparency and informative efficacy on their
activities, to increase public trust and
engagement in donation and biobanking
research.

Public trust may concern the expectations that
one individual is an entity and it involves
acceptance of risk and exposure to vulnerability.
It means that individuals have expectations about
the actions of the entity involved and they are
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supposed to take their individual risk undertaking
these actions. Viewed from this perspective, trust
in biobanking governance may serve to increase
one's willingness to support biobanks activity by
encouraging sample donation and supporting
public encouragement in the development of
biobanking technologies and research.

As stated in literature, “for the adequate
development of basic rights and shared values
something else is essential: participatory self-
rule. Every individual should be able to engage in
public debate, and actively take part in social and
community life to foster and promote the
important values and liberties” [9, 10].

Regarding biobanking, sample donation does
not seem difficult, if we consider that donors see
human samples being kept rather than discarded,
and see them becoming useful for research. Since
donation might benefit others and contribute to a
generalised system of solidarity, the importance
of the human body is highlighted and the attitude
towards donation is improved.

This process might also facilitate giving
informed consent more trustfully and willingly,
granting, in this context, that donation permission
is nothing more than an automatic response [ 8].

Concerning this topic, for example, the results
reported by Morrell [11] show that donors had a
high level of willingness to donate residual
tumour tissue for research. Donation was often
considered “not a big deal” given that it involved
the use of tissues, which would be discarded
anyway and was perceived as involving little or
no credible risk. Despite the sense that donation
was “a lot of fuss about nothing,” donors
expressed considerable satisfaction at the thought
that their donation might benefit others and
contribute to a ‘“generalised system of
reciprocity”.

Including biobanks in the health-care system
could be an important step towards their
financing, developing sustainability through
stable funding, and their emergence as a
systematic infrastructure of primary importance
in public health. On the other hand, it is important
that biobanks are established and managed so that
they take into account the needs, development
plans, and future programs of public health,
understanding, therefore, the research needs,
which are more functional to the protection of
global health. Both the benefits of scientific
knowledge implementation and the benefits of
individuals linked to the knowledge of their
health status, show that biobanks may have a
fundamental role within the public system of
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health-care.

It is essential that operators, sponsors, and
researchers of biobanks cooperate with health
policy-makers in order to ensure integrated and
structured governance, including regulatory
aspects, technical aspects, and quality assurance
aspects, to meet the current and future needs at
both individual and societal level.

Conclusions

Biobanking may represent a valuable tool for
innovation in public health and production of
scientific knowledge, acquiring adequate
resources and the ability to integrate the different
biobanks in national and international networks.
The perception of general needs of individuals
and society to be informed and made positive is
crucial for enhancing the productivity and
scientific usefulness of biobanks in public health.

In this perspective, the promotion of
educational strategies involving the media and
society in general to encourage sample donation,
as well as biobanking engagement, is critical not
only to ensure an appropriate use of available
resources, but also in achieving a more structured
maintainance of biobanks.

The basis for involvement of biobanks in
public health has already been partly built up,
emphasising the synergy in organising efforts and
the openness to infrastructure collaboration, to
ensure reliable long-term funding and resource
sharing for the good of all. To obtain the
maximum benefits possible from biobanks,
which currently constitute a set of heterogeneous
structures, a strategy of coordinated governance
1s needed, based on harmonisation of structural,
technological, scientific, social, legal, and ethical
aspects, built on the consensus of all stakeholders
involved, and society at large.

One of the possible strategies for building the
scientific, social, ethical, and political framework
to develop biobanking for public health should be
elucidating and building trust on biobanking
activities and purposes by the media, the public,
policymakers, and health-care strategists, and by
supporting the recognition of the scientific
contributions given by researchers involved in
biobanks.

There is an increased need for new solutions in
order to translate into health planning programs
the results of research findings for the benefit of
the general population. The results of these
studies could be of paramount importance for

planning effective and qualified interventions for
public health priorities, for designing national
health strategies, and for developing preventive
medicine interventions.

It is important that researchers strive to
understand public attitudes in this biobanking
involvement so that the relationships between
public trust in biobanking, donor behaviours and
support for public-health involvement in the
health-care system can be better understood.
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