
Original article | Published 21 May 2015, doi:10.4414/smw.2015.14142
Cite this as: Swiss Med Wkly. 2015;145:w14142

“Swiss physicians’ attitudes to assisted suicide”

A qualitative and quantitative empirical study

Susanne Brauera, Christian Bolligerb, Jean-Daniel Struba

a
Breuer & Strub / Medizin Ethik, Politik, Zurich, Switzerland

b
Büro Vatter, Policy Research & Consulting, Berne, Switzerland

Summary

'( %� '#�)�  > )G9DJ5B<1>4� 1CC9CD54 CE93945 9C <571< 1C
<?>7 1C 9D 4?5C >?D 9>F?<F5 C5<6�C5BF9>7 =?D9F5C� '8IC9391>�
1CC9CD54 CE93945 9C B57E<1D54 2I C@539693 7E945<9>5C 9CCE54
2I D85 )G9CC �3145=I ?6 $54931< )395>35C �)�$)�� *89C
1BD93<5 CE==1B9C5C D85 B5CE<DC ?6 1> 5=@9B931< CDE4I ?6
@8IC9391>CU 1DD9DE45C D? 1CC9CD54 CE93945 9> )G9DJ5B<1>4�
G8938 G1C 3?==9CC9?>54 2I D85 )�$)� *85 CDE4I �9> �5B�
=1>��9C�1F19<12<5�?><9>5�1D� GGG�C1=G�38�
$�*�&�)� *G5<F5 AE1<9D1D9F5 9>D5BF95GC 1>4 1 GB9DD5>
CEBF5I G5B5 3?>4E3D54� 9>F?<F9>7 1 49C@B?@?BD9?>1<� CDB1D9�
6954 B1>4?= C1=@<5 ?6 )G9CC @8IC9391>C ����� 3?>D13D54�

��
��B5C@?>45>DC��B5C@?>C5�B1D5������
(�)+#*)� �E5 D? D85 B5C@?>C5 B1D5 1>4 D85 G945 F1B91D9?>
?6 B5C@?>45>DC 6B?= ?>5 @B?65CC9?>1< C@5391<9DI D? 1>?D85B�
D85 69>49>7C 1>4 9>D5B@B5D1D9?>C @B5C5>D54 C8?E<4 25 B5�
71B454 1C 1@@<I9>7 ?><I D? D85 7B?E@ ?6 @8IC9391>C G8?
1B5 9>D5B5CD54 9> ?B 1B5 @1BD93E<1B<I 16653D54 2I D85 9CCE5 ?6
1CC9CD54 CE93945� *85I 31>>?D 25 75>5B1<9C54 D? D85 G8?<5
2?4I ?6 @8IC9391>C 9> )G9DJ5B<1>4� &6 D85 B5C@?>45>DC�
��� 3?>C945B54 @8IC9391>�1CC9CD54 CE93945 D? 25 :ECD96912<5
9> @B9>39@<5� G89<5 ��� G5B5 6E>41=5>D1<<I ?@@?C54 D? 9D�
�<D8?E78 �� 3?E<4 9=179>5 C9DE1D9?>C G85B5 D85I G?E<4
@5BC?>1<<I 25 @B5@1B54 D? @5B6?B= 1CC9CD54 CE93945� 9D 9C
3<51B 6B?= D85 CDE4I D81D D89C @?D5>D91< B5149>5CC 4?5C >?D
=51> D81D 1<< B5C@?>45>DC G?E<4 1ED?=1D931<<I 25 @B5@1B54
D? @5B6?B= 9D 9> @B13D935 1C C??> 1C D85 <571< 3B9D5B91 1B5 =5D�
*85 F1CD =1:?B9DI ?6 B5C@?>45>DC 5=@81C9C54 D81D D85B5
C8?E<4 25 >? ?2<971D9?> D? @5B6?B= @8IC9391>�1CC9CD54 CE9�
3945� &@9>9?>C 49665B54 1C D? G85D85B @8IC9391>�1CC9CD54
CE93945 C8?E<4 B5=19> B5CDB93D54 D? 31C5C G85B5 D85 @5BC?>
3?>35B>54 9C 1@@B?1389>7 D85 5>4 ?6 <965� -89<5 1 <1B75 =1�
:?B9DI ?6 B5C@?>45>DC 3?>C945B54 @8IC9391>�1CC9CD54 CE93945
1<C? D? 25 :ECD96912<5 9> @B9>39@<5 9> >?>�5>4�?6�<965 C9DE�
1D9?>C� �� CE@@?BD54 D85 =19>D5>1>35 ?6 D85 5>4�?6�<965
3B9D5B9?> 9> D85 )�$) �E945<9>5C 1C 1 >535CC1BI 3?>49D9?>
6?B @8IC9391>�1CC9CD54 CE93945� &F5B �	� ?6 D85 B5C@?>4�
5>DC 814 >5F5B 255> 3?>6B?>D54 G9D8 1 B5AE5CD 6?B 1CC9CD54
CE93945�2I�1�@1D95>D�
�&%�#+) &%)� *85 F1CD =1:?B9DI ?6 @8IC9391>C CEB�
F5I54 3?>C945B54 1CC9CD54 CE93945 D? 25 :ECD96912<5 9> @B9>�

39@<5� 8?G5F5B� D859B CE@@?BD G1C CDB?>7<I 45@5>45>D ?>
D85 C@539693 C9DE1D9?>� *85 CDE4I 9>4931D5C D81D 5F5> @8IC�
9391>C 5H@B5CC9>7 1 @?D5>D91< B5149>5CC D? @5B6?B= 1CC9CD54
CE93945 D85=C5<F5C G?E<4 >?D 4? C? 1ED?=1D931<<I 96 1<< D85
3B9D5B91 6?B 1CC9CD54 CE93945 G5B5 =5D� �CC9CD54 CE93945 D8EC
1@@51BC D? 25 1> 5H35@D9?>1< C9DE1D9?>� G8938 @8IC9391>C
G?E<4 ?><I 253?=5 9>F?<F54 9> ?> 1 F?<E>D1BI 21C9C� *85
1ED8?BC B53?==5>4 D81D D85 3EBB5>D )�$) �E945<9>5C B57�
E<1D9>7 @8IC9391>�1CC9CD54 CE93945 9> )G9DJ5B<1>4 C8?E<4 25
B5F95G54 G9D8 B571B4 D? D85 5>4�?6�<965 3B9D5B9?> 1C 1 >535C�
C1BI�3?>49D9?>�6?B�@8IC9391>�1CC9CD54�CE93945�

Key words: physician-assisted suicide; assisted suicide;
suicide regulation

Introduction

*89C CDE4I G1C 3?==9CC9?>54 2I D85 )G9CC �3145=I ?6
$54931< )395>35C �)�$)� 9> C@B9>7 �	
�� *85 19= G1C D?
?2D19> 1> ?F5BF95G ?6 D85 B1>75 ?6 F95GC 85<4 2I @8IC9�
391>C 9> )G9DJ5B<1>4 ?> D85 CE2:53D ?6 1CC9CD54 CE93945� 1>4
?6 D859B 5H@5B95>35C 9> D89C 1B51� *85 CDE4I G1C @B?=@D54
2I D85 3?>DB?F5BCI G8938 1B?C5 9> �	
� ?F5B D85 B57E<1D9?>
?6 @8IC9391>�1CC9CD54 CE93945 /
0� *85 )�$) �E945<9>5C
?> S�>4�?6�<965 31B5T� G8938 6?B= @1BD ?6 D85 �?45 ?6 D85
)G9CC $54931< �CC?391D9?> ��$��� 1<<?G 6?B D85 @?CC92�
9<9DI ?6 @8IC9391>�1CC9CD54 CE93945 9> 5H35@D9?>1< 31C5C� 1<�
D8?E78 D85 3B9D5B91 C@5396954 1B5 =?B5 CDB9>75>D D81> D85
75>5B1< <571< B5AE9B5=5>DC 6?B 1CC9CD54 CE93945 9> )G9DJ5B�
<1>4� S�1C54 ?> D85 @1D95>DUC 3?>49D9?>� 9D 31> 25 1CCE=54
D81D D85 5>4 ?6 <965 9C 9==9>5>D� �<D5B>1D9F5 ?@D9?>C 6?B
@B?F949>7 B5<956 81F5 255> 49C3ECC54 1>4� 96 45C9B54� 9=@<5�
=5>D54� *85 @1D95>D 81C 4539C9?>1< 31@139DI� 1>4 D85 45C9B5
6?B CE93945 9C G5<<�3?>C945B54� 1B?C5 G9D8?ED 5HD5B>1< @B5C�
CEB5� 1>4 9C @5BC9CD5>D� *89C 81C 255> F5B96954 2I 1> 9>45�
@5>45>D D89B4 @1BDI� G8? >554 >?D 25 1 @8IC9391>�T /�0 *85
@?C9D9?> @1@5B 9CCE54 2I D85 �5>DB1< �D893C �?==9DD55 ?6
D85 )�$) 9> �	
� 144C� S > @1BD93E<1B� 9D =ECD 25 5H3<E454
D81D D85 45C9B5 6?B CE93945 9C 1 CI=@D?= ?6 1 =5>D1< 49C?B�
45B�T�/�0
'8IC9391>�1CC9CD54 CE93945 9C @B9=1B9<I E>45BCD??4 1C D85
@B5C3B9@D9?> ?B 49C@5>C9>7 ?6 1 4BE7 6?B D85 @EB@?C5 ?6 CE9�

Swiss Medical Weekly · PDF of the online version · www.smw.ch Page 1 of 8

http://www.samw.ch


3945 /R�0� &D85B 13D9?>C 3?>CD9DED9>7 1CC9CD54 CE93945 1B5�
6?B 5H1=@<5� 9>C5BD9>7 ?B <51F9>7 1 31>>E<1 9> @<135 6?B D85
@EB@?C5 ?6 CE93945 2I 9>6EC9?>� ?B @B?F949>7 C@539693 9>�
CDBE3D9?>C�6?B�CE93945�/�� �0�
�33?B49>7 D? D85 �545B1< )D1D9CD931< &66935� 6?B @5BC?>C B5C�
945>D 9> )G9DJ5B<1>4� D85 >E=25B ?6 1CC9CD54 CE93945C B?C5
6B?= 
�� D? �	� 25DG55> �		� 1>4 �	
�� D85 >E=25B ?6
31C5C ?6 1CC9CD54 CE93945 9>F?<F9>7 @5BC?>C >?D B5C945>D 9>
)G9DJ5B<1>4 9C >?D ;>?G>� �9F5> D85 <13; ?6 @B539C5 41D1
1F19<12<5��9D�9C�496693E<D�D?�5CD9=1D5�6EDEB5�45F5<?@=5>DC�
*85 @B5C5>D CDE4I 9>F?<F54 1 AE1<9D1D9F5 1>4 1 AE1>D9D1D9F5
3?=@?>5>D� *85 69>49>7C 1>4 9>D5B@B5D1D9?>C B5<1D5 D? D85
7B?E@ ?6 @8IC9391>C G8? 1B5 9>D5B5CD54 9> ?B @1BD93E<1B<I 16�
653D54�2I�D85�9CCE5�?6�1CC9CD54�CE93945�9>�)G9DJ5B<1>4�

Methods

Qualitative study (interviews)

Sampling and data collection
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Quantitative study (written survey)

Sampling and data collection
�?B D85 GB9DD5> CEBF5I� 144B5CC 41D1 G5B5 ?2D19>54 6B?=
D85 =5=25BC89@ 41D121C5 ?6 D85 )G9CC $54931< �CC?391D9?>
��$�� 9> �52BE1BI �	
� � 49C@B?@?BD9?>1D5 CDB1D96954 B1>�
4?= C1=@<5 ����� G1C D85> C5<53D54� G9D8 ?F5BC1=@<9>7
?6 �
� <9>7E9CD93 =9>?B9D95C � D1<91>� 1>4 �B5>38�C@51;9>7
)G9CC� 1>4 ��� C@5391<D95C ?6 @1BD93E<1B 9>D5B5CD R 61=9<I
=54939>5� @CI3891DBI 1>4 @CI38?D85B1@I �85B516D5B @CI389�
1DBI���>5EB?<?7I��=54931<�?>3?<?7I�1>4�75B91DB93C�/�� 
	0�
�6D5B @B5D5CD9>7� G85B5 @1BD939@1>DC G5B5 9>F9D54 D? 3?=�
=5>D ?> @B?2<5=C� D85 �5B=1> AE5CD9?>>19B5 G1C DB1>C�
<1D54 9>D?  D1<91> 1>4 �B5>38� 1>4 5138 ?6 D85 DB1>C<1D54
F5BC9?>C G1C 3853;54 2I DG? @5BC?>C G9D8 >1D9F5�C@51;5B
5H@5BD9C5 9> D85 B5<5F1>D >1D9?>1< <1>7E175� �DD13854 D? D85
AE5CD9?>>19B5 G1C 1 4569>9D9?> ?6 D85 D5B= S@8IC9391>�1CC9C�
D54 CE93945T 1>4 1 CE==1BI ?6 D85 1@@<9312<5 B57E<1D9?>C�
*85 CEBF5I G1C 3?>4E3D54 2I @?CD 25DG55> �D8 $1B38 1>4
��D8 �@B9< �	
� *85 B5C@?>C5 B1D5 G1C ��� �> � 
��
���
�<D8?E78 ?><I C<978D 49665B5>35C 9> B5149>5CC D? @1BD939@�
1D5 G5B5 ?2C5BF54 25DG55> C5H5C 1>4 25DG55> <1>7E175 B5�
79?>C� B5C@?>C5 B1D5C F1B954 G945<I 6B?= ?>5 C@5391<DI D?
1>?D85B��D12<5�
��

Measures
*85 AE5CD9?>>19B5 9>3<E454 AE5CD9?>C ?> D?@93C CE38 1C D85
6?<<?G9>7�
V �1C93 1DD9DE45 D? @8IC9391>�1CC9CD54 CE93945 �S'8IC9�

391>C C8?E<4 >?D @5B6?B= 1CC9CD54 CE93945T� S'8IC9391>C

Table 1: Total of physicians in Switzerland, contacted physicians, and respondents of the questionnaire.

Total of physicians Contacted physicians Respondents
n % n % n % Response rate

(%)
Total* 31,555 100 4,837 100 1,318 100 27

Language region*
German-speaking 22,066 70 2,771 57 766 58 28

French-speaking 8,171 26 1,376 28 377 29 27

Italian-speaking 1,318 4 690 14 175 13 25

Sex**
Male 20,426 61 3,171 66 831 63 26

Female 12,816 39 1,666 34 487 37 29

Specialty**
Family medicine 6,569 20 866 18 312 24 36

Geriatrics 195 1 195 4 81 6 42

Psychiatry 3,426 10 760 16 236 18 31

Medical oncology 282 1 282 6 81 6 29

Neurology 503 2 503 10 119 9 24

Other 22,267 67 2,231 46 489 37 22

Source (population): *FMH membership dataset, February 2014 (basis for random sampling); **FMH Medical Statistics 2013.

Source (contacted physicians/respondents): Survey of physicians conducted by Büro Vatter/Brauer & Strub.
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Figure 1

Respondents’ assessment of whether physician-assisted suicide is

justifiable in principle for various conditions.

Source: Survey of physicians conducted by Büro Vatter/Brauer &

Strub; n = 1,318 (weighted).

Survey question: Is physician-assisted suicide justifiable in principle

in the following situations (assuming the patient has decisional

capacity)?

Table 2: Respondents’ readiness to perform assisted suicide.

Survey question: Can you imagine any situations where you would be prepared to perform assisted suicide?Basic attitude to

assisted suicide Yes Probably Probably not No Don’t know, no

answer

Total

n. 0 1 36 246 7 290Physicians should not perform assisted suicide

% 0 0 3 19 1 22

n 252 276 203 161 63 956Physicians should be allowed to perform assisted

suicide % 19 21 15 12 5 73

n 26 16 4 2 1 49Physicians should be obliged to perform assisted

suicide % 2 1 0 0 0 4

n 3 5 6 5 4 23No answer

% 0 0 0 0 0 2

n 281 298 249 414 75 1,318Total

% 21 23 19 31 6 100

Types of basic attitude

n 570Potentially prepared to perform assisted suicide

% 43

n 370Accepts principle of assisted suicide

% 28

n 290Opposed to assisted suicide

% 22

n 95Other

% 7

Source: Survey of physicians conducted by Büro Vatter/Brauer & Strub; n = 1,318; the figures presented are weighted and rounded. Therefore, their sum may slightly differ

from the total numbers.
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Table 3: Respondents’ assessment of whether physician-assisted suicide is justifiable in principle for various conditions.

Survey question: Is physician-assisted suicide justifiable in principle (assuming the patient has decisional capacity)?

Yes Probably Probably not No Don’t know, no answerPatient characteristics

n % n % n % n % n %

Seriously ill, severe pain, end of

life

765 58 269 20 81 6 180 14 23 2

Seriously ill, severe pain, end of

life; minors

338 26 459 35 135 10 299 23 87 7

Serious muscular or neurological

disease (e.g. amyotrophic lateral

sclerosis)

377 29 425 32 199 15 278 21 39 3

Severe pain due to chronic

progressive disease

306 23 471 36 247 19 238 18 56 4

Advanced age, multimorbidity;

dependent on care

282 21 360 27 241 18 396 30 39 3

Dementia 125 10 247 19 320 24 542 41 84 6

Refractory, chronic, severe

mental illness

129 10 290 22 333 25 489 37 77 6

Advanced age, healthy; suicide

desired for personal reasons

100 8 161 12 265 20 737 56 55 4

Source: Survey of physicians conducted by Büro Vatter/Brauer & Strub; n = 1,318; the figures presented are weighted and rounded. Therefore, their sum may slightly differ

from the total numbers.

Table 4: Respondents’ position on the end-of-life-criterion in the SAMS Guidelines.

Survey question: Should the following condition be maintained in the SAMS Guidelines?

Yes Probably Probably not No No answer

n % n % n % n % n %

End of life is imminent 661 50 321 24 112 8 145 11 80 6

Source: Survey of physicians conducted by Büro Vatter/Brauer & Strub; n = 1,318; the figures presented are weighted and rounded. Therefore, their sum may slightly differ

from the total number.
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The end-of-life criterion as a necessary condition for
physician-assisted suicide
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Figures (large format)

Figure 1

Respondents’ assessment of whether physician-assisted suicide is justifiable in principle for various conditions.

Source: Survey of physicians conducted by Büro Vatter/Brauer & Strub; n = 1,318 (weighted).

Survey question: Is physician-assisted suicide justifiable in principle in the following situations (assuming the patient has decisional capacity)?
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