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Abstract: This paper argues that a cost-benefit type economic analysis of whether or not to
prohibit euthanasia should not be undertaken by health services managers unless ethical
issues have been resolved to a particular conclusion. A conclusion on ethical grounds in
favour of the prohibition of euthanasia renders the consideration of economic criteria
redundant. The case of the German euthanasia programme in the 1930s is used to illustrate
the danger of attempting to combine ethical and economic criteria into a single decision rule.
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A Note on Economics and Euthanasia

Abstract: This paper argues that a cost-benefit type economic analysis of whether or not to
prohibit euthanasia should not be undertaken by health services managers unless ethical
issues have been resolved to a particular conclusion. A conclusion on ethical grounds in
favour of the prohibition of euthanasia renders the consideration of economic criteria
redundant. The case of the German euthanasia programme in the 1930s is used to illustrate

the danger of attempting to combine ethical and economic criteria into a single decision rule.

In recent years, considerable attention has been paid to the possibility of legalising euthanasia.
Although the debate has been based largely around the ethical issues, any change in public
policy on this issue could have important implications for the management of health services.
It has been argued in this Journal (Ward, 1997) that, as a consequence, the ethical debate
about euthanasia should not be divorced from an economic consideration of the costs and
benefits to society of euthanasia. In this note we argue that, on the contrary, an economic
analysis of euthanasia should be undertaken only if the ethical issues have been resolved in a
particular way. In other words, an economic assessment of the case for or against euthanasia
is not complementary to the ethical assessment but instead is dependent on its resolution.
Ward (1997) argues that ethics is concerned with individuals and “therefore does not
take into account the societal perspective” (p. 33). He contrasts this with economics which is
said to be concerned with the relative costs and benefits to society and can “help to determine
if euthanasia is of benefit to the majority in society.” (p. 33) Implicit in his argument is that
the net benefit to the individual (from ethical considerations) can be compared with the net
benefit to society (from economics) and that both can be included in an overall decision rule

for whether or not to legalise euthanasia. This comparison would presumably have to be



made using a common scale on which to measure all the benefits and costs.

The argument that ethical consequences or implications of euthanasia for an
individual can be evaluated is based partly on the question of whether or not a value can be
put on life. Ward (1997) draws on the health economics literature (e.g. Mooney, 1977) to
suggest that a positive answer to this question is implicit in many health rationing decisions
and is applicable to the euthanasia decision. An event which results in a death, however,
involves not just a transition from a state of being alive to one of being dead; it is also set
within a specific context. In particular, euthanasia (as defined by, for example, Leenan, 1984)
also involves the specific act of a medical professional killing a patient. The ethical status of
this act has implications both for individuals and for society. Thus, to be able to make an
economic assessment of euthanasia, we would have to be able to evaluate the costs and
benefits of this act of killing. That in turn would involve nothing less than a definition and a
resolution of the ethical issues in a particular way.

We can consider two possible conclusions to the ethical debate. The first might be
that the act of killing by euthanasia is ethically acceptable in some circumstances. In this
case, it would be appropriate to consider the net benefits of the act to the individual patient
along with the wider economic considerations. Alternatively, the conclusion might be that
the act of killing by euthanasia is ethically unacceptable. In that case, it becomes impossible
to draw up a scale on which to compare the net benefits of the act with the wider economic
considerations. For example, the killing of an innocent person against their will might be
considered ethically unacceptable under any circumstances. If so, it would be entirely
inappropriate to move on to an economic evaluation of the overall net benefits to society of a
policy to legalise the killing of that individual.

Ward (1997) asserts that “introducing an economic perspective is not incompatible



with ethical issues” (p.40), whereas we argue that the decision to include an economic
perspective to resolve the policy issue is conditional on a particular prior resolution of the
ethical issues. Ward suggests that, from a reading of the literature, the ethics and the
economics of euthanasia point in the same direction for policy; that is, against a complete
prohibition (op. cit., p. 40). If that were indeed so (and the literature is not conclusive), then
the decision implied by combining economic and ethical considerations would be the same as
that implied by resolving the ethical issue first. Thus, the two different decision rules lead to
the same decision in this case. This would not necessarily be the case, however, in all
circumstances; that is, where the ethical considerations point towards one decision and the
economics towards a different one. By proposing to compare ethics and economics of
euthanasia whatever the circumstances, Ward implies that the decision rule is defined by a
particular prior resolution of the ethical issues: one that finds an unqualified prohibition
unacceptable.

A case study from this century may help to illustrate the argument. The euthanasia
programme of Germany which commenced in the 1930's is well-documented (see, for
example, Cleaver and Grant, 1998). Attempts to justify this programme concentrated on its
economic benefits, for example that “300,000 hospital beds would be made available by
getting rid of mental patients” (Wertham, 1998, p.24). The use of economic arguments in this
way was viewed by many as being inappropriate. This view was coupled with a judgement
that the German euthanasia programme was ethically unacceptable. Once this conclusion on
the ethical debate had been drawn, the discussion of the economic arguments which took
place in Germany became at best irrelevant and at worst offensive.

In conclusion, we would urge economists and health managers to be careful before

drawing on a conventional cost-benefit type of economic analysis to support ethically



questionable policy proposals. Rather we should acknowledge that, in some cases, ethical

considerations render the consideration of economic criteria redundant.
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