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Thaddeus Pope
Top 10 Things  

  UK Clinical Ethics  
  Professionals Must  
  Know about VSED

to disclose

nothing

Terminally Ill 
Adults (End   
of Life) Bill UK is not 

alone
in almost all 
jurisdictions
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7 8 9
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most academic   
& policy attention 
focuses on MAID but different

EOL option

VSED
Voluntarily 

Stopping 

Eating & 

Drinking 

roadmap

parts6 what is 
VSED?

10 11 12

13 14 15

16 17 18
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clinical status 

of VSED

prevalence of 

VSED in UK

VSED is 
legal

VSED matters 
even when MAID 
is authorized

challenges 
when facing 
VSED requests

what is 
VSED?

patient with 
capacity

able to take 
food & fluid 
by mouth 

voluntary 
decision 
to stop 

19 20 21

22 23 24

25 26 27
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≠ ANH ≠ natural loss 

appetite 

deliberate choice

  stop fluids 
  by mouth

goal = death
    from dehydration

>80% at 14d

>50% at 8d

28 29 30

31 32 33

34 35 36
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9 weeks Lucie Hauser 

not VSED

>80% at 14d

>50% at 8d VSED

voluntary refusal food & fluids by mouth

clinical status 

of VSED

1st person 
narratives

37 38 39

40 41 42

43 44 45
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books

Books 

films
Dying Wish

many 
cases

46 47 48

49 50 51

52 53 54
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not only   
1st person 
narratives

objective 
evidence
         patient experience

peaceful

comfortable

100 Oregon 
nurses cared for 
VSED patients 

most deaths
 “peaceful with   

little suffering”

Voluntarily Stopping 

Eating and Drinking: 

Systematic Review 

of Empirical Studies

     doi.org/10.1089/jpm.2024.0206

55 56 57

58 59 60

61 62 63
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64

clinical 
experience • Pic japan

300 hospice & 
palliative care 
specialists

32% 
experience with VSED

• Pic swiss 751 family 
physicians 33% 

experience with VSED

64 65 66

67 68 69

70 71 72
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• Pic Netherlands 700 family 
physicians 46% 

experience with VSED

• Pic Germany 255 palliative 
care specialists 61% 

experience with VSED

more clinical 
experience 
with VSED

80

professional society 
endorsements

73 74 75

76 77 78

79 80 81
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• Other med assn

AMDA

PALTC

     

       Austrian Palliative Society (OPG)

82 83 84

85 86 87

88 89 90
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• Other med assn

92

more clinical 
guidance

Guide - Caring 
for People Who 
Stop Eating and 
Drinking to 
Hasten the   
End of Life

Jan. 2024

Nov. 2023

Clinical Guidelines 
for Voluntarily 
Stopping Eating and 
Drinking (VSED)

validated & 
comfortable 
EOL option

more clinical experience

more professional society 
statements

more clinical practice 
guidelines

91 92 93

94 95 96

97 98 99
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prevalence  

VSED in UK
backup 
option

2nd choice MAID 
advocates

Tony 
Nicklinson

VSED

100 101 102

103 104 105

106 107 108
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Debbie 
Purdy

VSED 2021
Jane 
 Brooker

2024
Wendy 
 Mitchell Paul Groves 

  father

109 110 111

112 113 114

115 116 117
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VSED not just 
advocates

lawyers
Somerset 
magistrate

Monica 
Cooke

maths 
teachers

Jean 
Davies mother 

of MSP
more examples

Elena 
Whitman

118 119 120

121 122 123

124 125 126
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physician 
leaders

Michael 
Rosen

aristocracy
even the

Lady
 Montagu many more       

very publicly 
considered VSED

Sir Chris 
Woodhead

Gerald 
Sutherland

former 
welder

father of 
consultant 
anesthetist 
Keith 
Wilkinson

Emma Bray
                                                 June 2025

127 128 129

130 131 132

133 134 135
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More examples 

so …

VSED 

136 137 138

139 140 141

142 143 144
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no MAID 
available

VSED
VSED   
is legal

right to 
refuse 

treatment

ventilator
dialysis

CPR
antibiotics
feed tube

right to 
refuse 

treatment

VSED

“A person who is legally 

and mentally competent 

is entitled to refuse food 

and water …”

“entitled to refuse 
… even though … 
he will die”

“If he refuses, 
medical practitioners 
must comply        
with his wishes”

145 146 147

148 149 150

151 152 153
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  cannot force feed 
“doctor is in no 

danger of incurring 

criminal liability …”

“no danger … merely 

because he agrees …  

to palliate the pain & 

discomfort involved”

“if Dr. A. has the capacity 
to make decisions as to 
whether to take food and 
drink, he is entitled to 
starve himself to death if 
he so chooses”

Secretary of State for the Health Department v. Rob [1995] 1 All ER 677 

hunger strike cases same in other 
common law 
countries

154 155 156

157 158 159

160 161 162
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court 
precedent

Other case SA?

is VSED legal?

 asked &  
 answered

sizable, settled, 
and stable 

consensus

many VSED 

deaths

no healthcare 
licensing board 
discipline

163 164 165

166 167 168

169 170 171
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no criminal 
prosecutions

no medical 
malpractice

“Some patients with 
capacity may choose 
for themselves to stop 
eating and drinking, as 
they are free to do”

“patient 
with capacity 
can … refuse … 
food & fluids”

“you can provide 

symptom relief”

172 173 174

175 176 177

178 179 180
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“treatment to address … pain     
& … distressing symptoms”

encouraging or assisting suicide
≠ no assisting

only

clinician does  
not cause death

clinician does  
not intend death

patient in control 

only

VSED ≠ AS

181 182 183

184 185 186

187 188 189
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UK clinicians may 
support patients 
who VSED

VSED still 
matters

even with enactment 
of the Terminally Ill 
Adults (End of Life) 
Bill, VSED still matters 

reasons6 reason 1

2025   2027

2026   2028

VSED only 
legal option

190 191 192

193 194 195

196 197 198
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reason 2
even if MAID legal

many patients   
will be ineligible

6-month 
prognosis

grievous & 
irremediable 
suffering

6mo

Huntington’s
 

Parkinson’s

completed 
  life

dementia

6mo →
 no capacity
 no self-ingestion

199 200 201

202 203 204

205 206 207
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no MAID 
available

VSED
• Pic Netherlands 2.1%

   of all deaths

deaths 
euthanasia

40% 
VSED 
eligibility MAID 

eligibility 

reason 3 VSED can make 

patient eligible

VSED is not only 

an alternative

208 209 210

211 212 213

214 215 216
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MP Naz Shah
Amend 14

VSED bridge    

to MAID
reason 4

MAID legal &

patient eligible

not accessible

217 218 219

220 221 222

223 224 225



6/14/2025

26

waiting 
periods

available 
clinician

even if legally 
available, not 
practically 

VSED 
accessible MAID 

accessible 

reason 5

prefer VSED 
over MAID

ss

Wendy 
Mitchell

226 227 228

229 230 231

232 233 234
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“If assisted dying 
was available … I 
would have chosen 
it in a heartbeat”

but VSED

MAID

time to say 
goodbye

   consistent with 
  with morals

passive not 
active like MAID

more natural

reason 6

advance 
requests

even if MAID is legal

even if patient is eligible

even if MAID is accessible

235 236 237

238 239 240

241 242 243
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MAID while 

still have 

capacity

too soon life still  
  worthwhile

earliness  

 problem capacity no capacity

MAID 
here

244 245 246

247 248 249

250 251 252
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but

capacity no capacity

MAID 
here

capacity no capacity

MAID 
here

premature  

  dying
current situation  

  still acceptable

MAID not a 

  good option 

253 254 255

256 257 258

259 260 261
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at this time not ready 

  to die yet

concerned 

about future 

circumstances

lack capacity    

 at future time
PRESENTED BY: 

• Most world

few jurisdictions 
permit MAID

almost none permit 
advance requests

262 263 264

265 266 267

268 269 270
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contrast 
VSED

VSED ADs 
accepted

VSED 
AD MAID AD 

VSED still matters

   even with MAID

even if MAID 
enacted,         
not yet in force

many seriously ill 
patients will not 
qualify for MAID

even if they 
qualify, many 
patients cannot 
access MAID

271 272 273

274 275 276

277 278 279
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patients can use 
VSED to bridge 
to MAID

some patients 
prefer VSED    
to MAID

Pt can request 
VSED in AD  
(but not MAID)

temporary fix makeshift solution

but
even with 
authorized 
MAID

VSED still 
matters

280 281 282

283 284 285

286 287 288
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challenges 
with VSED

legal 
questions

am I even 
allowed to help 
a patient VSED

vague    

non-specific

“VSED … should be 
considered in the 
context of the relevant 
law … and the legal 
precedent”

289 290 291

292 293 294

295 296 297
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what law

what precedent
what does it say

what does the 

law permit

what does the 

law forbid

in addition to 
legal questions

clinical 
questions

how to support 
& palliate

how to counsel 

& advise

298 299 300

301 302 303

304 305 306
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can you raise   

VSED as an option 

or only respond

ethical 
questions

eligibility1

who is eligible 

for VSED

patient must 

have capacity

patient does   
not need 
terminal illness

but
does patient 
need a serious  
illness

what illnesses 
are serious 
enough 

307 308 309

310 311 312

313 314 315
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must patients 
with longer 
prognosis meet 
higher standards

psychiatric consultation  

spiritual care evaluation  

social work evaluation  

ethics consultation 

those are just 
some eligibility 
questions

revocation2
what if patient 
asks for water     
-- after losing 
capacity

mouth care 
sprays & swabs

reassess 

patient of  
their plan

remind 
patient her 
own video

show what if patient 
persists in 
requests?

316 317 318

319 320 321

322 323 324
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legal  uncertainty

clinical  uncertainty

ethical  uncertainty

those are just some 
of the issues to 
address in policies   
& procedures

conclusion
more patients are looking at VSED

2022

325 326 327

328 329 330

331 332 333
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“lack of guidance on 

VSED … undermines 

good clinical practice” so…

“develop and  
disseminate clear 
guidance for clinicians 
and the public”

2024
“nationally agreed 
information, advice   
or guidance for health 
professionals…”

334 335 336

337 338 339

340 341 342
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“… could help 
clinical teams 
navigate clinically 
and ethically”

2024 last 18 
months

Nov. 2023

Clinical Guidelines 
for Voluntarily 
Stopping Eating and 
Drinking (VSED)

Caring for People 
Who Stop Eating 
and Drinking to 
Hasten the End 
of Life

Jan. 2024

but so…

343 344 345

346 347 348

349 350 351
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keep going develop policies 

& procedures at 

your institution

357

Thaddeus Mason Pope, JD, PhD, HEC-C 
Mitchell Hamline School of Law

875 Summit Avenue 

Saint Paul, Minnesota 55105

T   651-695-7661

C   310-270-3618

E   Thaddeus.Pope@mitchellhamline.edu

W   www.thaddeuspope.com

B   medicalfutility.blogspot.com

352 353 354

355 356 357
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