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The Attitudes of Nurses to Euthanasia
Background

Active voluntary euthanasia (AVE) remains unlawful in the United Kingdom (UK), but is an important issue for practising nurses as technological advances allow patients to be kept alive using artificial means. The nursing role encompasses the care of people at the end of life in a variety of settings. While this includes fundamental caring activities, the role of the nurse is changing to work across professional boundaries and skill share with doctors. Examples of these changes are clearly set out in the ten key roles for nurses within the NHS Plan (Department of Health, 2000). This broadening of nursing responsibility means that the attitudes of nurses to AVE are of particular importance individually, because of their close involvement and experience in the care of the dying patient, and collectively, because of their influence upon healthcare policy and practice. The attitudes of nurses to AVE are underrepresented in the literature. Of the research that has been published ( e.g. Asch, 1996; Bilsen et al., 2004; Kitchener, 1998; Kuhse & Singer, 1993; Tanida et al., 2002; Teisseyre et al., 2005; Verpoort, Gastmans, & de Casterle, 2004;), there are few examples of studies using reliable, valid attitude measures.
Overall Aims of the thesis:

· To investigate the attitudes of UK nurses to AVE
· To investigate similarities and differences in attitudes to AVE of nurses working in differing clinical areas
· To evaluate the impact of research design and data collection methods on attitudes towards AVE. 
Four studies were conducted.
Study 1: Focus groups
Aims
· To identify the concepts registered nurses consider to be important in the AVE debate

· To generate preliminary data to formulate questions and stimulus material for future studies. 

Method
· Three focus groups with 6 intensive care (ICU) nurses, 5 hospice and 5 nursing home nurses.

Results
Content analysis of data identified the following concepts:

· The advantages and disadvantages of administering AVE.
· Factors helpful or a deterrent to administration.
· How a nurse may feel carrying out AVE at the patient’s request.
· The influences on the nurses’ decision making.
· The types of patients for whom AVE might be appropriate. 

Study 2: Internet Based Survey
Aims

· To explore the motives and attitudes of nurses to AVE
· To examine the similarities and differences in attitudes to AVE held by nurses working in different practice areas. 

Method
An online questionnaire:

· Questions derived from data collected in Study 1

·  Euthanasia Ideology Scale (EIS) (Adams, Bueche, & Schvaneveldt, 1978)

· Moral Judgment Test (MJT) (Lind, 1999).

Results

· Factor analysis of data from 328 participants revealed three factors a) nurses’ concerns about administering AVE; b) patient control and the alleviation of suffering; c) conditions for administering AVE. 
· Overall participants did not strongly agree or disagree with AVE.

· The mean scores for the AVE ideology scale were in the ‘unsure’ category.
· Some differences in attitudes across practice areas were evident.
Study 3: A Q methodological investigation
Aims
· To explore diversity in nurses’ subjective understanding of AVE.
· To investigate similarities and differences in these understandings in nurses with different clinical experiences. 
Method

· Sixty Q sorts carried out with ICU, hospice and nursing home nurses.
Results
· Intercorrelations among sorts were computed, factor analysis with principal components analysis and varimax rotation.
· Three understandings of nurses’ attitudes to AVE were found a) ‘cautiously supportive’ of AVE; b) ‘against AVE’; c) ‘supportive of patient autonomy’.

·  Differences were observed in the nurses who defined each factor based on clinical experience.

Study 4: A Theory of Planned Behaviour Study (TPB)
Aims

· To identify the attitudes of nurses working in ICU, hospices and nursing homes to AVE.

· To investigate if nurses working in different clinical areas hold similar attitudes to AVE.

Method

A questionnaire:
· Three scenarios describing an ICU, nursing home and hospice patient 
· TPB  and consistency measures
· Euthanasia Ideology Scale 
Results

· Data were analysed from a sample of 140 nurses using Analysis of Variance and Stepwise Multiple Regression
· Across all scenarios, a positive attitude to AVE was the strongest predictor of intentions. 
· Differences were found in the TPB measures across the groups of nurses.  
· Some differences were found in the way the nurses viewed the patients in the scenarios.
Discussion
Inevitably this thesis shows that some nurses support AVE while others do not. The findings of Study 2 indicate a degree of ambiguity regarding the administration of AVE, but Studies, 3 and 4 show more clearly the reasons why UK nurses either agree or disagree with AVE. This series of studies are of importance to the nursing profession as they show understanding of the attitudes of nurses to AVE, identify the issues that nurses think are important in the AVE debate and demonstrate that some nurses would be willing to administer AVE in certain circumstances. Of particular significance is that studies 3 and 4 give some insight into which nurses hold more positive attitudes. The need to respect the patient’s autonomous choices, the alleviation of pain and suffering are important issues, but the complexities of working within a multidisciplinary team and the challenge to patient autonomy posed by the patient’s network of social relationships are also recognised. An important finding is the concern nurses have of the potential impact on the practice and delivery of nursing the administration of AVE would have. 
The mixed methodological approach enables a thorough investigation of a complex subject, and evaluation of research design and data collection methods. The studies show the limitations of survey designs to investigate ethical questions, and three methods not previously used to investigate nurses’ attitudes to AVE have been used and evaluated. 
Conclusion

The contribution this thesis makes to nursing scholarship is to show the determinants of attitudes of UK nurses to AVE, to uncover the effect of clinical speciality on such attitudes and review the importance of appropriate research design for investigating ethical questions in nursing.
Word count: 1,000 words excluding references.
References
Adams, G.R., Bueche, N., & Schvaneveldt, J.D. (1978). Contemporary views of AVE: A regional assessment. Social Biology, 25(1), 62-68.

Ajzen, I. (1991). The theory of planned behavior. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 50, 179 - 211.
Asch, D. (1996). The role of critical care nurses in euthanasia & assisted suicide. New England Journal of Medicine, 334(21), 1374-1379.

Bilsen, J. J. R., Vander Stichele, R. H., Mortier, F., & Deliens, L. (2004). Involvement of nurses in physician-assisted dying. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 47(6), 583-591.

Department of Health. (2000). The NHS Plan: A Plan for Investment. A Plan for Reform. London: DOH.

Kitchener, B.A. (1998). Nurse characteristics and attitudes to active voluntary euthanasia – a survey in the Australian Capital Territory. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 28(1), 70-76.

Kuhse, H., & Singer, P. (1993). Voluntary euthanasia and the nurse: an Australian survey. International Journal of Nursing Studies, 30(4), 311-322.
Lind, G. (1999). An Introduction to the Moral Judgment Test. Retrieved 23rd November, 2005, from http://www.uni-konstanz.de/ag-moral/mut/mjt-intro.htm.
Tanida, N., Asai, A., Ohnishi, M., Nagata, S. K., Fukui, T., Yamazaki, Y., et al. (2002). Voluntary active euthanasia and the nurse: A comparison of Japanese and Australian nurses. Nursing Ethics, 9(3), 313-322.

Teisseyre, N., Mullet, E., & Sorum, P. C. (2005). Under what conditions is euthanasia acceptable to lay people and health professionals? Social Science & Medicine, 60(2), 357-368. 

Verpoort, C., Gastmans, C., & de Casterle, B. D. (2004). Palliative care nurses' views on euthanasia. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 47(6), 592-600.

PAGE  
1

