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MEDICAL AID IN DYING IS FUNDAMEN-
TALLY DIFFERENT FROM EUTHANASIA. 
While both practices are designed to 

bring about a peaceful death, the distinction 
between the two comes down to who administers 
the means to that peaceful death. Euthanasia is 
an intentional act by which another person (not 
the dying person) administers the medication. By 
contrast, medical aid in dying requires the patient 
to be able to take the medication themselves and 
therefore always remain in control. Euthanasia is 
illegal throughout the United States. Medical aid 
in dying is authorized in six states plus Washington, 
D.C., with legislation being considered in 26 
other states.  

STATE LEGISLATURES AND COURTS  
IN STATES WHERE THE PRACTICE IS 
AUTHORIZED RECOGNIZE MEDICAL  

AID IN DYING AS DIFFERING FROM SUICIDE, 
ASSISTED SUICIDE OR EUTHANASIA. Euthanasia 
and assisted suicide are both illegal in jurisdictions 
where medical aid in dying is authorized. Medical 
aid-in-dying laws on the books in California, 
Colorado, the District of Columbia, Oregon, 
Vermont and Washington expressly state: “Actions 
taken in accordance with [the Act] shall not, for 
any purpose, constitute suicide, assisted suicide, 
mercy killing or homicide.” And in Montana, where 
assisted suicide is specifically illegal, the Montana 
Supreme Court ruled in Baxter v. Montana that 
medical aid in dying provided to terminally ill, 
mentally competent adult patients in no way violates 
established state law [including Montana’s assisted 
suicide statute] or the principles of public policy.”

THE AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGICAL  
ASSOCIATION ASSERTS MEDICAL AID IN 
DYING AND SUICIDE HAVE “PROFOUND 

PSYCHOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES.” People who 
seek medical aid in dying want to live but are 
stricken with life-ending illnesses. They feel deeply 
offended when the medical practice is referred to 
as suicide or assisted suicide.  

LEADING MEDICAL ORGANIZATIONS 
REJECT THE TERM “PHYSICIAN-ASSISTED 
SUICIDE.” The American Academy of 

Hospice and Palliative Medicine, American Medical 
Women’s Association, American Medical Student 
Association and American Public Health Associa-
tion have all adopted policies opposing the use 
of the terms “suicide” and “assisted suicide” to 
describe the medical practice of aid in dying. 

THE MOST PROMINENT PROFESSIONAL 
SOCIETY IN THE UNITED STATES  
ADDRESSING ISSUES THAT ARISE AT  

THE INTERFACE OF LAW AND MEDICINE REJECTS 
THE TERM “PHYSICIAN-ASSISTED SUICIDE.” The 
American College of Legal Medicine filed an amicus 
brief before the United States Supreme Court in 
1996 rejecting the term and adopted a resolution 
in 2008 in which they “publicly advocat[ed the] 
elimination of the word ‘suicide’ from the lexicon 
created by a mentally competent, though termi-
nally ill, person who wishes to be aided in dying.”  


