History of the End-of-Life Choice
Movement
1967
A right-to-die bill is introduced in the Florida
legislature, arousing extensive debate, but
ultimately is unsuccessful.

1971

Compassion & Choices is the leading nonprofit
organization working to improve care and expand
choice at the end-of-life. For more than 30 years
we have worked to change attitudes, practices and
policies so that everyone can access the information
and options they need to have more control and
comfort at the end of life.

Hospice, Inc. was founded in the United States.

1980
The Hemlock Society, an end-of-life care
organization for those suffering with incurable
illnesses, forms. It later evolves into End-of-Life
Choices, which in 2005 merges with Compassion in
Dying to form Compassion & Choices, the largest
organization in the United States advocating for
people’s rights at the end of life.

1990
The U.S. Supreme Court rules in Cruzan v. Director,
Missouri Department of Health, affirming the right of
Americans to refuse unwanted medical treatment
and their right to appoint a healthcare proxy to
speak for them when they cannot.1

1994
Compassion in Dying develops and files two federal
lawsuits -- Glucksberg v. Washington2 and Quill v.
NY3 -- asserting that a mentally capable, terminally ill
patient has a right protected by the U.S.
Constitution’s guarantees of liberty, privacy and
equal protection to choose aid in dying. The
Federal District Court for the Western District of
Washington rules that this right exists. The state of
Washington appeals the decision to the Ninth
Circuit Court of Appeals.
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Oregon voters approve the Oregon Death With
Dignity Act, a ballot initiative that permits terminally
ill patients, under specified standards, to obtain a
physician’s prescription to shorten the dying process
in a humane and dignified manner. The measure
passes with 51 percent of the vote.4

1996
The Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals (in Glucksberg v.
Washington)5 and the Second Circuit Court of
Appeals (in Quill v. NY)6 both decide that the U.S.
Constitution protects the choice of a capable,
terminally ill patient to choose aid in dying. The
states of New York and Washington appeal the
decision in the U.S. Supreme Court.

1997
The National Right-to-Life Committee challenges
Oregon’s Death With Dignity Act, stalling
implementation until the challenge is dismissed by
the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals. The Oregon
legislature puts a measure on the ballot to rescind
the law, but it is defeated by 60 percent of the
voters. Later that year, Compassion in Dying client
“Helen” becomes the first person to use the law to
die peacefully.

In Glucksberg v. Washington7 and Attorney General
Vacco of New York v. Quill8, the U.S. Supreme
Court declines to find federal constitutional
protection for aid in dying and refers the issue to
the states. However, the court recognizes a federal
constitutional right for dying patients to receive as
much pain medication as necessary to obtain relief,
even if this advances time of death.

2001
Compassion & Choices represents the Bergman
family of California in bringing the nation’s first case
to claim that failure to treat pain adequately
constitutes elder abuse, winning a $1.5M verdict for
patient’s pain and suffering. The case establishes
that failure to treat pain adequately can result in
significant financial risk to healthcare providers.9

2002
Attorney General John Ashcroft issued a directive in
2001 to prevent the Oregon Death With Dignity Act
from being implemented. The state of Oregon sued
to stop the directive, joined by a group of terminally
ill Oregonians and represented by Compassion &
Choices. Federal District Court Judge Robert E.
Jones in Oregon v. Ashcroft10 rules against the
Ashcroft directive rebuking the federal government
for its attempt to “stifle an ongoing, earnest and
profound debate in the various states” concerning
aid in dying.

2004
The State of Oregon asks the United States Ninth
Circuit Court of Appeals in Oregon v. Ashcroft to
affirm the lower court decision, which it does,
leaving the Oregon Death With Dignity Act intact.11

2006
Medical associations begin to adopt policies that
support aid in dying, including The American
Women’s Medical Association, the American Public
Health Association and The American Medical
Students’ Association.
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2008
On November 4, Washington voters
overwhelmingly approve by ballot measure the
Death With Dignity Act by a margin of 59% to 41%.
Washington becomes the second state to authorize
aid in dying.12
In December, Montana District Court Judge
Dorothy McCarter holds that the Montana
Constitution protects a peaceful death with dignity,
making Montana the third state to authorize legal
aid in dying.13

2009
On December 31, the Montana Supreme Court
rules in favor of the landmark case brought by
Compassion & Choices (Baxter v. Montana),
affirming that it is not against Montana public policy
for a physician to provide medical aid in dying to a
mentally capable, terminally ill individual.15

2010
New York passes the Palliative Care Information Act
(PCIA) in August. The law, drafted by Compassion &
Choices and modeled after a similar measure in
California, requires healthcare workers to provide
information and counseling on end-of-life options.15

2011
The U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB)
issues its first official statement condemning aid in
dying. Compassion & Choices responds by holding
a press conference on the same day, in the same
building, refuting the USCCB’s false claims
throughout national media.16
Award-winning documentary about Oregon’s Death
With Dignity Act, How to Die in Oregon, is released,
featuring Compassion & Choices clients.17

2012
Compassion & Choices becomes a member in the
Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights,
the nation’s premier coalition promoting and
protecting civil and human rights in the
United States.

2013
On May 20, Vermont becomes the fourth state to
authorize aid in dying and the first in the nation to
do so through the legislature.18
In December, Compassion & Choices joins with
aging-focused organizations, healthcare reform
groups and legal experts to launch the Campaign to
End Unwanted Medical Treatment.19

2014
On January 14, medical aid in dying is authorized in
New Mexico due to a lawsuit filed jointly by
Compassion & Choices and the American Civil
Liberties Union. In her ruling, the presiding judge
writes, “This court cannot envision a right more
fundamental, more private or more integral to the
liberty, safety and happiness of a New Mexican than
the right of a competent, terminally ill patient to
choose aid in dying.”20
Compassion & Choices releases a national poll
showing that 25 million people per year experience
unwanted medical treatment.21
A Pennsylvania judge dismisses all charges against
Barbara Mancini, who was arrested for handing her
dying father his prescription morphine. The
Pennsylvania Attorney General charged Barbara
Mancini for assisting the death of her 93-year-old,
terminally ill father whom Barbara was caring for
while he was on at-home hospice care. Compassion
& Choices ignites a nationwide discussion on endof-life autonomy through its campaign to have the
charges dropped.22
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The Institute of Medicine of The National
Academies releases “Dying in America: Improving
Quality and Honoring Individual Preferences Near
the End of Life”. Compassion & Choices conducted
educational briefings and commissioned policy
papers in support of the report’s
recommendations.23

Brittany Maynard, a terminally ill 29-year-old
Californian, releases a video as part of a
transformative joint campaign with Compassion &
Choices to expand access to medical aid in dying in
California and nationwide. The video garners 9
million views in its first three weeks on YouTube,
and coverage from every major news outlet
catalyzes not only a nationwide conversation on
death with dignity but more than two dozen aid-indying bills introduced in state legislatures around
the country.24

2015
Twenty-five state legislatures and the District of
Columbia introduce medical aid-in-dying bills.25
U.S. Senators Mark Warner (D-VA) and Johnny
Isakson (R-GA) introduce the bipartisan Care
Planning Act of 2015, which would create a
Medicare benefit for people facing grave illness to
work with their doctor to document their personal
goals for treatment. Compassion & Choices
endorsed this legislation.26
The California Medical Association drops its 28-year
opposition to medical aid in dying by taking a
neutral position on the End of Life Option Act.27
The New Mexico Court of Appeals issues a decision
on Aug 11, 2015, finding that there is no
fundamental right to aid in dying in New Mexico,
reversing the decision of District Judge Nash’s
2014 ruling.28
California becomes the fifth state to authorize
medical aid in dying by passing the End of Life
Option Act and thereby providing a total of 16%

percent of the U.S. population access to the full
range of end-of-life care options.29
The Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services
issues a rule to reimburse doctors for advance
planning and end-of-life conversations after
successful advocacy by Compassion & Choices and
other aging and healthcare organizations.30
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