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Voluntarily Stopping Eating and Drinking Policy 

SCOPE 
This policy applies to all PeaceHealth settings and services in the location(s) checked below: 

 Ambulatory Surgery Center ✓ PeaceHealth Medical Group 

✓ Cottage Grove Medical Center ✓ Sacred Heart RiverBend 

✓ Ketchikan Medical Center ✓ Southwest Medical Center 

✓ Ketchikan Long Term Care ✓ St. John Medical Center 

✓ Peace Harbor Medical Center ✓ St. Joseph Medical Center 

✓ Peace Island Medical Center  System Services Center 

✓ PeaceHealth Home & Community ✓ United General Medical Center 

 PeaceHealth Laboratories   

PURPOSE 
The purpose of this policy is to clarify the PeaceHealth position on "voluntarily stopping eating and 
drinking" (aka VSED). 

DEFINITIONS 
• Ethical and Religious Directives for Catholic Health Care Services (ERDs): A document 

published by the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops that provides ethical and 
religious guidance to be followed by any and all Catholic healthcare systems wishing to 
maintain a Catholic identity. 
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• Voluntarily Stopping Eating and Drinking: A volitional choice – deemed wrong according to the 
moral teachings of the Roman Catholic Church – to refuse oral food and fluids for the purpose 
of hastening death via the process of terminal dehydration. 

POLICY 
As a Catholic health system, PeaceHealth does not promote or participate in voluntarily stopping eating 
and drinking (VSED) to hasten death. (See ERDs 58 and 60.) Patients wanting information on VSED 
should consult their provider. 

OVERVIEW 
VSED is a volitional choice – deemed wrong according to the moral teachings of the Roman Catholic 
Church – to refuse oral food and fluids for the purpose of hastening death via the process of terminal 
dehydration. VSED is distinct from the withdrawal of burdensome medical treatment (such as a feeding 
tube) or deciding to stop eating and drinking due to an inability to receive oral food and fluids because of 
burdens related to a medical condition. Individuals who successfully complete VSED die from 
dehydration brought on by the voluntary choice to refuse to take oral food and fluids. Individuals deciding 
to pursue VSED may or may not have a terminal medical condition. As a Catholic health system, 
PeaceHealth understands the intake of oral food and fluids under normal circumstances to be ordinary 
or proportionate means of preserving human life. (See ERD 56.) Exceptions to this may occur when in 
the judgment of the patient (or their health care representative) the intake of oral food and fluid 
themselves become excessively burdensome due to an underlying medical condition. (See ERDs 57 and 
58.) 

PROCEDURE 
1. Patients voicing an interest in pursuing VSED should be asked about the reasons for their 

interest in VSED to determine if modalities offered by PeaceHealth may help, and receive a 
palliative care consult, a spiritual care consult, a hospice eligibility intake assessment, and/or 
information from their provider about relevant community resources as appropriate. 

2. Patients pursuing VSED independently who are also hospice eligible may be admitted to a 
PeaceHealth hospice program with the intent of receiving hospice care consistent with 
PeaceHealth's mission and values. 

3. Patients in the hospital voicing an interest in pursuing VSED who are not hospice eligible 
should receive a palliative care consult, a referral for spiritual care, and/or information from 
their provider about relevant community resources as appropriate. 

4. PeaceHealth caregivers or providers with conscience objections should follow the process 
outlined in the Objections of Conscience Policy. 

HELP 
Further information may be obtained by contacting Mission Integration by phone at (360) 729-1295, or 
the System Director of Hospice and Palliative Care at (360) 729-1681. 
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