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Viewpoints of Medical Students on Medical Decisions
Concerning Selective Nontreatment for Seriously Ill Involuntary Patients

Kiyoshi Muraoka and Kanehisa Morimoto
Department of Environmental Health (Hygiene and Preventive Medicine),
School of Medicine, Osaka University

In order to gain insight into the backgrounds of arguments in Japan about selective
nontreatment or so-called “passive euthanasia,” this paper analized the results obtained
through questionnares sent to 193 medical students. The questionnare consisted of 12
questions about three seriously ill involuntary cases; (1) a 10-year-old “brain death (BD)”
boy, (2) a 21-year-old persistent vegetative state (PVS) girl and (3)a four-day-old han-
dicapped newborn with 18-trisomy syndrome, permitting every student, given that he or
she is the attending physician,to decide whether or not the respirator on each patient
should be taken off to stop simply prolonging the patient’s life.

In the case study of BD, 629 of the medical students acknowledged the definition that
BD is the death of a human being, but only 16% adopted immediate stopping the terminal
care,while 699 maintained that whether to stop it depends on the decision of his parents.
In the case study of PVS, it was only 169 who regarded PVS as dead, while 829% denied
it. Accepting the parental request, 23% agreed to withdrawal of respirator, whereas 60%
disagreed to it on the assumption that it means allowing her to die unjustly. In the case
study of the handicapped baby being placed on a respirator after a repiratory crisis, 34%
chose the non-treatment decision because the suffering of the baby should not be
prolonged, on the one hand, and 539 wanted the medical intervention against death to
continue even though hope seemed virtually nonexistent, on the other. (What brought

about the variations in medical decisions among the lower,middle and higher classes of

* KRAZERE - RERFEE ** KARKFEEBER
162



BIROEIIFILIC B S 2 BEE DT

the medical students was also discussed and the cause was more than just a difference of
their medical knowledge.)

In a word, most of the medical students trend toward categorizing these involuntary
conditions into two groups; (i) the one with much probability of nontreatment such as
BD, and (ii) the other with few possibility of nontreatment such as PVS or handicapped
newborns, the latter of which belongs to the sanctity-of-life ethic concepts.

On the contrary, in most of the western quality-of-life ethic concepts, as we finally
reviewed, there could be found no difference amongst those three conditions. All of them
basically belong to the quality-of-life ethic concepts which assigns hardly any value to
the involuntary conditions regarded as ‘non-person’ whose life is not expected to be a
meaningful life, especially viewed from “personalistic perspective.” why selective
nontreatment does matter to health care of the involuntary patients should get more

attention in common medical practice, research, teaching and public debate in Japan.
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