American College of Physicians—American Society of Internal Medicine Opposes Physician-Assisted Suicide
PHILADELPHIA -- (August 7, 2001) The American College of Physicians-American Society of Internal Medicine (ACP-ASIM), the nation's second-largest medical organization, has declared its opposition to the legalization of physician-assisted suicide, according to a position paper published in today's Annals of Internal Medicine. The organization decided to oppose legalizing the practice even under narrow circumstances.
"Physician-assisted suicide should not become part of standard medical care. Its routine practice would raise serious ethical and other concerns, undermining the patient-physician relationship and the trust necessary to sustain both the relationship and the role of the medical profession in society," said Lois Snyder, JD, director of ACP-ASIM's Center for Ethics and Professionalism and lead author of the position paper.
The paper strongly supports a patient's right to withdraw from or refuse medical treatment but distinguishes those acts from euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide. The paper suggests many measures to alleviate suffering at the end of life, such as increasing access to hospice care, financing for palliative care, and better control of pain.
"We must solve the problems of inadequate care at the end of life, not avoid them through practices such as physician-assisted suicide," said Daniel P. Sulmasy, OFM, MD, PhD, a member of ACP-ASIM's Ethics and Human Rights Committee and an author of the paper.
In developing the position paper, the Ethics and Human Rights Committee considered the most common arguments for and against physician-assisted suicide. Reviewing the experience so far in Oregon, where the practice is legal, patients requesting help committing suicide making such a request have been more often concerned about loss of autonomy and control rather than suffering from pain or other symptoms. "We questioned whether it is medicine's role to give people absolute control over the timing and manner of death," said Snyder.
ACP-ASIM has been active in national efforts to improve the quality of end-of-life care, providing authoritative information to primary care physicians, who care for most dying patients. In 1997, ACP-ASIM created a Consensus Panel on End-of-Life Care to develop papers on topics such as communication; the goals of palliative care; evidence-based approaches to manage pain, depression, delirium and intractable suffering, and legal, financial and quality issues. The College has compiled the papers, originally published in Annals of Internal Medicine and JAMA, into a new book, Physician's Guide to End-of-Life Care, and is also developing patient education materials.
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