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PREAMBLE

Voluntary Assisted Dying refers to the administration of a 

Voluntary Assisted Dying substance and includes steps 

reasonably related to such administration (clause 3(1))1. Voluntary 

Assisted Dying is now part of Victorian, Western Australian and 

Tasmanian law2-4; and Queensland has a consultation process 

underway5. The significant political and mainstream media 

attention given to the Voluntary Assisted Dying legislation in 

mainstream media6-9 suggests Voluntary Assisted Dying remains a 

major social policy issue with significant implications for the health 

system, health professionals and greater society10. Members of 

the nursing community across Australia will likely have questions 

about Voluntary Assisted Dying legislation as it pertains to each 

state or territory and possible implications for how the legislation 

is enacted and monitored, how vulnerable populations are 

appropriately safeguarded, and for their individual circumstances.

THE POSITION OF THE AUSTRALIAN COLLEGE  

OF NURSING

The Australian College of Nursing (ACN) acknowledges the 

significance of Voluntary Assisted Dying and the importance of 

access to palliative care for all who need it, across Australia. 

Every person should have choice in access to services such as 

specialist palliative care. Palliative Care provides “an approach 

that improves the quality of life of patients and their families facing 

the problems associated with life-threatening illness, through the 

prevention and relief of suffering by means of early identification 

and impeccable assessment and treatment of pain and other 

problems, physical, psychosocial and spiritual”11. Whilst Australia 

ranks second in the world for palliative care,12 not all Australians 

are currently able to access specialist palliative care services; and 

the quality of palliative and end-of-life care provision varies13. 

ACN emphasises that Voluntary Assisted Dying is not a part of 

palliative care, nor are the two mutually exclusive. If a person 

with a life-limiting illness chooses to access Voluntary Assisted 

Dying, this does not preclude the person from ongoing access to 

other health care services, including specialist palliative care.  

Relevance to Nurses

Every nurse is expected to fulfil their role by providing safe, 

person-centred care and to work within their scope of practice. 

The Code of Ethics for Nurses states that inherent to nursing is 

a respect for human rights, including the right to life and choice, 

to dignity and to respect14. The Code of Conduct which sets out 

the legal requirements, professional behaviour and expected 

conduct for nurses in all practice settings in Australia; endorses 

that nurses practise within legal and regulatory frameworks, 

practise safely, effectively and collaboratively, and that nurses 

embody integrity, honesty, respect and compassion15.  

ACN acknowledges that a nurse may have a personal opinion 

on Voluntary Assisted Dying, likely influenced by personal and 

professional experiences, culture, religion and many other 

factors. Individuals’ views and beliefs on Voluntary Assisted 

Dying are to be respected. The Victorian Voluntary Assisted 

Dying Act acknowledges the diversity of personal views and 

contains provisions for conscientious objection2, with similar 

provisions in other state legislations. Any nurse who has a 

conscientious objection to Voluntary Assisted Dying should be 

respected and supported by their colleagues and workplace. 

A nurses’ decision not to engage in any part of Voluntary 

Assisted Dying does not negate the nurses’ obligation to 

continue to practise according to the profession’s code 

of conduct and standards for practice when providing 

patient care. Appropriate provisions should be put in 

place to ensure safe and high-quality care for the dying 

person and their family across all health care settings.

High-quality palliative and end-of-life care must be 

responsive to the needs, preferences and values of 

people, their families and carers16. Nurses can and should 

continue to prioritise, contribute to and promote patient-

centred communication which ensures a person’s wishes 

are acknowledged and their autonomy is respected16.  

Nurses may be asked about Voluntary Assisted Dying, thus 

it is essential for each nurse to be familiar with relevant 

legislative frameworks, as well as being skilled in having 

sensitive conversations about end-of-life concerns, 

including a person’s choices and preferences.
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Where Voluntary Assisted Dying legislation has been enacted; 

health service managers, professional leaders, policy-makers and 

individual nurses are encouraged to understand the legislation 

and consider the workplace implications including the need 

for education for nurses, other health professionals and the 

community. Policies/protocols and other guidance documents 

are likely to require revision to ensure that health consumers, 

nurses and other health professionals are adequately informed 

and supported, particularly in cases where a person wishes 

to access Voluntary Assisted Dying. Whilst the Voluntary 

Assisted Dying legislation will specify relevant monitoring 

requirements, it is incumbent upon health services to monitor 

the local impact of any legislation on the nursing and other 

health professional workforce, and the wider community.

REFERENCES

1.	 Parliamentary Library and Information Service. Research Note: 

Voluntary Assisted Dying Bill 2017. Victoria: Parliament of Victoria, 

2017  Contract No.: No. 1 October 2017.

2.	 Parliament of Victoria. Voluntary Assisted Dying Act 2017. 

No. 61 of 2017. 2017. Available from: http://www.legislation.

vic.gov.au/Domino/Web_Notes/LDMS/PubStatbook.nsf/

f932b66241ecf1b7ca256e92000e23be/B320E209775D253CCA2581E

D00114C60/$FILE/17-061aa%20authorised.pdf.

3.	 Parliament of Western Australia. Voluntary Assisted Dying 

Bill 2019. Parliament of Western Australia, 2020. Available 

from:  https://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/Parliament/Bills.nsf/

BillProgressPopup?openForm&ParentUNID= 

502E87F2E1B94E27482584A3003A757C.

4.	 Parliament of Tasmania. End-of-Life Choices (Voluntary Assisted 

Dying) Act 2020. 2020. Available from: https://www.parliament.tas.

gov.au/bills/pdf/30_of_2020.pdf.

5.	 Queensland Parliament. Voluntary assisted dying. Report No. 34, 

56th Parliament. 2020. Available from:  https://www.parliament.qld.

gov.au/Documents/TableOffice/TabledPapers/2020/5620T490.pdf.

6.	Marciniak C. With Voluntary Assisted Dying not an option, Laura 

Henkel is heading to Switzerland to ‘die with dignity’. ABC news. 

2019 15 December 2019.

7.	 Meachim L. Voluntary Assisted Dying laws no help to chronically 

ill man who wants to die. ABC News. 2019 26th November 2019.

8.	 Sims N. Victoria’s Voluntary Assisted Dying provisions will change 

my death - and my life. ABC News. 2019 18 June 2020.

9.	 Baker E. Husband shares wife’s story as voluntary assisted dying 

bill faces unclear fate in Tasmania. ABC News. 2020 12 October 

2020.

10.	 White BP, Willmott L. Evidence-based law making on voluntary 

assisted dying. Australian Health Review. 2020;44(4):544-6 10.1071/

AH19201. 

11.	 World Health Organization. WHO Definition of Palliative Care 

2018 [cited 2020 5 November]. Available from: http://www.who.int/

cancer/palliative/definition/en/.

12.	 Economist Intelligence Unit. The 2015 Quality of Death 

Index: Ranking palliative care across the world. A report from the 

Economist Intelligence Unit. London: Economist Intelligence Unit, 

2015.

13.	 Productivity Commission. Introducing Competition and Informed 

User Choice into Human Services: Reforms to Human Services, 

Draft Report. Canberra: Australian Government, 2017.

14.	 International Council of Nurses. The ICN Code of Ethics for 

Nurses. Geneva, Switzerland: International Council of Nurses, 2012.

15.	 Nursing and Midwifery Board of Australia. Code of Conduct for 

Nurses. Canberra: Nursing and Midwifery Board of Australia, 2018.

16.	 Palliative Care Australia. National Palliative Care Standards. 5th 

ed. Griffith, ACT: Palliative Care Australia; 2018.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The Position Statement was developed by ACN’s End of Life Care 

Policy Chapter. 

Collaborators:

Distinguished Professor Patsy Yates FACN (Chapter Chair)

Associate Professor Melissa Bloomer FACN (Deputy Chair), 

Chapter members:

Dr Sara Karacsony MACN

Mrs Claudia Virdun MACN

Dr Melissa Taylor MACN

Dr Jayne Hewitt MACN

Ms Jessica Balson MACN

Mr Mark Staaf MACN

Ms Alysia Coventry MACN

Assoc Prof Sarah Jeong MACN

Ms Monique Blackburn MACN

Ms Paula Davis MACN

Acknowledgment is made to Adjunct Professor Kylie Ward FACN 

(CEO of ACN) and Dr Carolyn Stapleton FACN (Director of Policy, 

Strategy and Advocacy).

POSITION STATEMENT Voluntary Assisted Dying

CITATION:  

Australian College of Nursing (ACN). 2020, ‘ Voluntary Assisted 

Dying – Position Statement’, ACN, Canberra.© ACN 2020

ISBN (print): 978-1-925913-84-2 	 

ISBN (electronic): 978-1-925913-85-9

http://acn.edu.au
https://www.facebook.com/acnursing
https://www.linkedin.com/company/australian-college-of-nursing
https://twitter.com/acn_tweet
https://www.instagram.com/acn_nursing/

