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Reportedly,  between 65  and 80% of  
respondents  to  public  opinion pol ls  on the 

desirabi l i ty  of  legal is ing  euthanasia,  
respond in  the  af f irmative .  
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But  there are  

problem s with  public  opinion  polls .  
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Problem #1  

 

Some al low mult iple  entries  leading to  
vote  r igging.  
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P r o b l e m  # 2  
 
M o s t  u s e  s i m p l e ,  e m o t i v e  q u e s t i o n s  w i t h  
‘ Y e s  /  N o ’  a n s w e r s .  
 
F o r  e x a m p l e :   
S h o u l d  a  d o c t o r  b e  a l l o w e d  t o  e n d  t h e  
l i f e  o f  a  p a t i e n t  e x p e r i e n c i n g  
u n c o n t r o l l a b l e  p a i n  a t  t h e  p a t i e n t ’ s  
r e q u e s t ?   
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Studies  by  international  pol lsters  
show that  support  for  euthanasia  
hinges  on how the question is  worded.  
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W h e n  a  p e r s o n  h a s  a  d i s e a s e  t h a t  c a n n o t  b e  
c u r e d  s h o u l d  d o c t o r s  b e  a l l o w e d  t o  e n d  t h a t  
p e r s o n ’ s  l i f e  b y  s o m e  p a i n l e s s  m e a n s  i f  t h e  
p e r s o n  r e q u e s t s  i t ?  Y e s  7 0 % ,  N o  2 7 %  

 

W h e n  a  p e r s o n  h a s  a  d i s e a s e  t h a t  c a n n o t  b e  
c u r e d  a n d  i s  l i v i n g  i n  s e v e r e  p a i n  s h o u l d  
d o c t o r s  b e  a l l o w e d  i n  l a w  t o  a s s i s t  t h e  
p a t i e n t  t o  c o m m i t  s u i c i d e  i f  t h e  p e r s o n  
r e q u e s t s  i t ?   Y e s  5 1 % ,  N o  4 5 %  
     

    

   G a l l u p  P o l l  M a y  2 9  2 0 1 3  
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Problem #3  

 

The opinions  they  ref lect  are  based on 
hypothetical  scenarios.  
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When the question is  personalised ,  the  
rate  of  af f irmative  responses  drops  
sharply.  

 

60.2% of  cancer  patients  supported 
euthanasia  in  a  hypothetical  s i tuation 
but  only  10.6% would seriously  
consider  i t  for  themselves.  
 

E m a n u e l  E L  e t  a l  J A M A  2 0 0 0 ,  2 8 4 : 2 4 6 0  -  2 4 6 8  
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Problem #4  

 

There is  widespread confusion as  to  
what  consti tutes  euthanasia  even 
amongst  doctors  and nurses.  
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Some def init ions.  

 

Euthanasia  (“a  good death”)  in  
practice  equates  to  using a  procedure 
with  the  del iberate  intention of  
terminating a  person’s  l i fe  as  quickly  
as  possible.  

Physician Assisted Suicide (PAS)  ~a 
doctor ’s  assistance to  commit  suicide.  
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W h a t  i s  N O T  e u t h a n a s i a .  

 

• W i t h - h o l d i n g  o r  w i t h d r a w i n g  
t e c h n o l o g i c a l  s u p p o r t  o r  m e d i c a t i o n  
t h a t  i s  n o t  a c c o m p l i s h i n g  a n y t h i n g  
u s e f u l .  

 

• D e a t h  t h a t  m a y  i n c i d e n t a l l y  o c c u r  
w h e n  m e d i c a t i o n  i s  b e i n g  
a d m i n i s t e r e d  p u r e l y  f o r  t h e  r e l i e f  o f  
s y m p t o m s .  
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Problem #5  

Public  ignorance of  key  issues.  

 

The pol lsters  invariably  promote 
euthanasia  as  a  s traight -forward 
procedure with  no dangers  for  the 
community  because ef fect ive legal  
safeguards  can be  drawn up.  I t  is  not  
so.  
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For many years  reports  from the 
Benelux countries  where euthanasia  is  
legal  have revealed major  compliance 
issues:  

• Non -reporting  by  doctors  

• Widespread use  of  euthanasia  
without  specif ic  request  by,  or  
consent  of ,  patients .  
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A  B e l g i a n  s t u d y .  

 

3 2 %  o f  r e p o r t e d  a s s i s t e d  d e a t h s  w e r e  d o n e  
w i t h o u t  e x p l i c i t  r e q u e s t  o r  c o n s e n t .  

( C a n a d .  M e d .  A s s o c .  J . 2 0 1 0 ,  1 8 2 :  8 9 5  –  9 0 1 )  

 

A  D u t c h  s t u d y .  

 

I n  2 0 1 0 ,  ~  3 5 0  o f  a l l  d e a t h s  w e r e  b y  
e u t h a n a s i a  p e r f o r m e d  w i t h o u t  s p e c i f i c  
r e q u e s t  o r  c o n s e n t .  

( L a n c e t - o n - l i n e  J u l y  1 1 t h .  2 0 1 2 . )  
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T h e  o n e  v a l u a b l e  l e s s o n  w e  c a n  l e a r n  
f r o m  t h e  D u t c h ,  B e l g i a n  a n d  L u x e m b u r g  
e x p e r i e n c e  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t  p o s s i b l e  t o  
c o n t a i n  t h e  u s e  a n d  a b u s e  o f  e u t h a n a s i a  
b y  l e g a l  m e a n s  d e s p i t e  w h a t  i t s  
a d v o c a t e s  a s s e r t .  
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Following the  Cartwright  Report  of  
1988,  the  ‘doctrine’  of  Informed 
Consent  has  been a  lynchpin of  
medical  practice  in  New Zealand.  I t  
will  be  seriously  eroded should  
euthanasia  be  legal ised .  
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P r o b l e m  # 6 .  
P u b l i c  i g n o r a n c e  o f  k e y  i s s u e s .  
 
T h a t  i t  i s  i n e v i t a b l e  t h a t  t h e  r a n g e  o f  
c o n d i t i o n s  f o r  w h i c h  e u t h a n a s i a  i s  
s a n c t i o n e d  w i l l  i n  t i m e  b e  b r o a d e n e d  
w e l l  b e y o n d  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  n a r r o w  
s p e c t r u m o f  i n d i c a t i o n s  f o r  w h i c h  i t  w a s  
i n t r o d u c e d .  
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Dutch polic ies  have expanded from 
euthanasia  of  the  terminally  i l l  to  
euthanasia  of  the  chronical ly  i l l ,  to  
euthanasia  for  psychological  distress  
and from voluntary  to  involuntary  
euthanasia  over  about  30 years.   

In Belgium this  transit ion has  taken 
about  f ive  years.   The proposal  put  
forward by  Maryan  Street  MP wil l  
a l low i t  in  N.Z.  from the beginning.  
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Problem #7.  

Public  ignorance of  key  issues.  

 

Diagnosis  is  not  a  precise art .  I t  is  a  
matter  of  probabil i t ies .  
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Post -mortem f indings  are  in  complete  
agreement  with  pre -death  diagnosis  in  
only  half  the  cases.   In  one study,  10% 
of  patients  would  have been expected 
to  l ive  had a  correct  diagnosis  been 
made.  

Some people  wil l  undoubtedly  be  
euthanased  for  a  disease  they  did  not  
have.  
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Problem #8.  

Public  ignorance of  key  issues .  

 

Prognosis  is  even tr ickier  than 
diagnosis .   Some people  wil l  have their  
l ives  terminated on the basis  of  an 
incorrectly  pessimistic  prognosis.  
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Problem #9.  

Public  ignorance of  key  issues.  

 

Euthanasia  and PAS do not  guarantee  
“death  with  dignity .”    
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In  a  s tudy  from the Netherlands,  
complications  arose  in  13.5% of  people  
undergoing euthanasia  and 41% of  
people  undergoing PAS.   In  10% more 
than one problem was  encountered.  
 

N e w  E n g .  J .  M e d . 2 0 0 0 ,  3 4 2 :  5 5 1  –  5 5 6 .  
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In  the  l ight  of  the  above research,  i f  
the  results  of  public  opinion are  to  
have any  weight,  the  question being 
posed would  need to  be  in  a  form 
similar  to  the fol lowing.  
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