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Death is the common denominator that unites all living beings. Most people have 
never had to confront their own mortality but the people I interviewed have. From 
talking to dying people, I learned that they think they can, and more importantly 
should, be trusted to know what’s right and wrong for them when it comes to the 
end of life.  

New Zealand is currently considering an End of Life Choice Bill. If the Bill passes it 
would allow a person with a terminal illness (with a life expectancy of less than six 
months), or with a grievous and irremediable illness, who is in an advanced state of 
irreversible decline in capability but of sound mind and who is experiencing 
unbearable suffering to make a voluntary choice over how and when they will die.  

But one of the major concerns with euthanasia and assisted dying is that people who 
have chosen to die may have gone on to live longer or change their minds about 
dying at that time. 

I was fortunate to get the chance to interview 14 New Zealanders from around the 
country, representing various ages, backgrounds and beliefs, all of who had a limited 
life expectancy due to illnesses such as cancer, chronic lung disease, auto-immune 
disease, and motor neurone disease. These interviews covered all manner of critical 
issues: life, death, suffering, values, religion, society, suicide, medicine, quality of life, 
meaning and purpose.  

They all shared the belief that they would know if and when the time was right for 
them to choose to die; they all wanted the option of assisted dying and euthanasia. 

It wasn’t what I set out to find out but I was left with a sense of how well they knew 
themselves. The people I interviewed had been through so much already – multiple 
treatments, pain, nausea, surgery, declining function, trouble breathing, shrinking 
physical and social worlds.  Through these difficult experiences people came to know 
themselves in a deeper way, they found new meaning and purpose in life. They 
understood what they could tolerate; as one man with advanced cancers said “We 
each know our own body and what we’re capable of or not capable of”. They 
appreciated what was right and wrong for them in terms of their medical care. An 
extension of these decisions about what care is appropriate for them was the 
decision to hasten their death. 

Many emphasised they were of sound mind to make this decision. They had made 
decisions about their bodies throughout their lives and they had been encouraged 
throughout their illness to make decisions about treatments, support, and services. 
Health professionals advocate that patients are in the best positions to know what 



medical decisions are appropriate for them and to choose according to their 
priorities in life and their values.  
 
But the decisions available to dying people do not extend to deciding about how and 
when they die. The interviewees’ views on assisted dying and euthanasia were only 
strengthened by their illness. The people I interviewed all made it very clear that 
they would intrinsically know if and when the time was right for them to be assisted 
to die. As one woman put it, “I just want to hang in there until I can’t, and then I 
want to have a peaceful end”.  The time was right when you had made peace with 
death. You had prepared those you were leaving behind the best you could. You had 
your affairs in order.  
 
What surprised me about all of the people I talked to was how accepting they were 
of their own death. This shouldn’t be confused with welcoming death. As one 
woman with ovarian cancer said “letting death come to you”. Interviewees said they 
had to make peace with death or they’d spend their last months fighting it, which 
was futile and a waste of precious time. Instead they chose to spend time with loved 
ones, making good memories, and ensuring their families were taken care of when 
they were gone. By accepting and preparing for their death, they could get on with 
living.  
 
Each person’s life is unique. What makes their life worth living, their purpose, their 
own version of a good life and, on the other hand, their own definition of unbearable 
suffering. My interviewees stressed that we should each be able to decide what is 
right for us in accordance with our views on life, as long as this doesn’t harm anyone 
else. “You should have the choice of when enough is enough. When there is nothing 
left but suffering, I want the choice”, one man with motor neurone disease said. 
 
Deciding when to die is not a decision that the dying will make lightly.  
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