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Background: Concerns had been raised about the scientific quality of a 2017 article by 

ethicist Theo Boer in which he theorised that lawful voluntary assisted dying (VAD) 

would potentially ‘dampen’ suicide rates, but drew the opposite conclusion: the 

suggestion that VAD cases have caused higher suicide rates. 

Methods: A structured, forensic examination of the article was conducted. 

Results: Numerous serious shortcomings were found, including (a) profound 

unfamiliarity with the complexity of suicide; (b) lack of a clear and specific pre-hoc 

methodology; (c) numerous unsupported speculations; (d) cherry-picked data and 

casual dismissal of data at odds with the conclusion; (e) a simple correlation 

interpreted as causation while failing to control for any confounding factors; (f) 

incoherent, contradictory and misleading statements; and (g) multiple editorial errors. 

Conclusions: Boer’s article is poorly conceived and carelessly assembled, revealing 

unfamiliarity with both the subject matter and with scientific principles. The 

conclusions drawn are not supported by the article’s methodology or data. The article 

offers mere smoke and mirrors to conclude that VAD may increase suicide rates, at 

odds with wider evidence. 
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Figure 1: Underlying illness in Dutch VAD cases 
Source: Euthanasia Commission annual reports 

Point (3) 
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Point (4) 
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Figure 2: Dutch total and psychiatric VAD & general suicide rates 
Sources: Annual Euthanasia Commission reports, Central Bureau of Statistics 

Netherlands 

0.0%

0.5%

1.0%

1.5%

2.0%

2.5%

3.0%

3.5%

4.0%

4.5%

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

P
er

ce
n

t 
o

f 
al

l d
ea

th
s

Psych VAD and general suicide

Total VAD

VAD in psychiatric cases

General suicide



Journal of Assisted Dying, 4(1) 2019  5 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

 
Figure 3: General suicide rates in selected OECD countries 
Source: https://data.oecd.org/healthstat/suicide-rates.htm 
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Figure 4: Belgian total & psychiatric VAD, & general suicide rates 
Sources: Belgian Euthanasia Commission reports, Statistica, Belgian Bureau of 

Statistics 
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APPENDIX: SIGNIFICANT SUICIDE FACTORS 
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