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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Søren Holm 
University of Manchester, UK 

REVIEW RETURNED 19-Apr-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This is an interesting and valuable paper on a very topical issue. The 
problems caused by a low response rate, and potential responder 
bias are clearly identified and discussed, which makes the paper 
valuable despite these problems.  
 
I think the recruitment of participants need to be explained better. 
Why did the authors decide to recruit experts 'in Europe, 
predominantly in the UK' only? And what does 'predominantly in the 
UK' mean percentage wise?  
That this is mainly a study of UK experts and their views should be 
reflected in the abstract, in the discussion, and potentially in the title. 
UK expert views may not be representative of European views or of 
views in general.  
 
Minor points:  
 
Page 3: Is assisted dying currently legal in Canada? This raises 
interesting legal technicalities. Current legislation has been found 
not to be Charter compliant, but given that the government was 
given time by the Court to remedy this situation it is not clear that 
assisted dying is currently legal (i.e. before the current Bill going 
through the Canadian parliament has been passed). 

 

REVIEWER Nicole Steck 
Institute of Social and Preventive Medicine, University Bern, 
Switzerland 

REVIEW RETURNED 28-Apr-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Assisted dying is subject to intense public debates in many Western 
countries, including the UK. Researchers of different countries 
worldwide are investigating various aspects of the topic. The authors 
want to identify existing gaps in knowledge and define future 
research priorities, based on the input of experts and interested 
bodies from different background.  
The Delphi technique used to achieve this aim seems appropriate. 
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The reporting of methodological aspects as response rates for all 
rounds, the method used to achieve consensus and results are 
good. However, I am not an expert on the Delphi technique and can 
therefore not enter deepens on the methodology of the paper.  
The manuscript is well written and provides important input to the 
ongoing debate and research on assisted dying. There are few 
points to consider:  
Main comment:  
- The invitation of experts predominantly from the UK is not fully 
consistent with the aim of the article to identify the main areas of 
uncertainty and subsequent research priorities in general, without 
any focus on the UK.  
Particularly clinicians, patients and care representatives from 
countries with an assisted dying practice could provide important 
and interesting input to identify gaps in research. Also established 
research groups for example from the Netherlands and Belgium or 
Oregon with extensive experience may be aware of important areas 
of uncertainty.  
The predominance of UK experts becomes also apparent in some 
resulting questions, for example “Why do people consider going to 
Dignitas – is it fear of dying, pain, control?”  
The introduction and the quotation of the invitation for participants 
(“A number of arguments have been made both for and against 
changing the law around assisted dying…”) show also a UK-focus of 
the article.  
If the focus is on the UK, the aims should be rephrased accordingly, 
“to identify research priorities from a UK-perspective”. They might 
overlap with international research priorities, but differ in some 
points at least from countries with an assisted dying practice.  
Minor comments:  
- In the last sentence of the first section of the introduction I would 
not only refer to soap operas, but also other fictional formats: “… the 
topic has been explored in novels, movies and even in soap opera 
storylines. “  
- On page 4 in the second last section concerning the description of 
the first stage there is a reference to the appendix. It would be 
helpful, if questions provided by the authors could be distinguished 
from questions added by the participants.  
- In the second sentence of the second section on p. 12 there is a 
“be” too much: “A low response might have been expected…” 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer: 1  

Reviewer Name  

Søren Holm  

Institution and Country  

University of Manchester, UK  

 

Please state any competing interests or state ‘None declared’:  

None declared  

 

Please leave your comments for the authors below  

This is an interesting and valuable paper on a very topical issue. The problems caused by a low 

response rate, and potential responder bias are clearly identified and discussed, which makes the 

paper valuable despite these problems.  

Thank you  
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I think the recruitment of participants need to be explained better. Why did the authors decide to 

recruit experts 'in Europe, predominantly in the UK' only? And what does 'predominantly in the UK' 

mean percentage wise?  

On p.5 under ‘Participants’ we have added: “These sources identified a range of groups and 

individuals who have previously shown an interest in the legal status of assisted dying in the UK”.  

On p.7 under ‘Respondent Characteristics’ we have added: “A large majority of respondents (93%) 

were UK-based, though responses were also received from elsewhere in Europe, including Belgium 

and Switzerland”.  

That this is mainly a study of UK experts and their views should be reflected in the abstract, in the 

discussion, and potentially in the title. UK expert views may not be representative of European views 

or of views in general.  

The reviewer has raised an important issue, so we have added the following paragraph to the 

discussion on p.12: “Over 90% of respondents were based in the UK, with the remainder from 

elsewhere in Europe. There were no respondents from other regions, in particular the US states 

where assisted dying legislation has been enacted. This would raise concerns about possible 

unrepresentativeness if the identified high-consensus questions related specifically to medico-legal 

issues. However, the highest-consensus questions identified here relate to how and why people make 

end-of-life decisions, which are more likely to be of universal concern. Nevertheless, we acknowledge 

that the relative emphasis placed on such questions may partly depend on cultural context.”  

For the reasons stated here, we have also noted the UK-focus in the abstract, but not the title of the 

manuscript.  

Minor points:  

 

Page 3: Is assisted dying currently legal in Canada? This raises interesting legal technicalities. 

Current legislation has been found not to be Charter compliant, but given that the government was 

given time by the Court to remedy this situation it is not clear that assisted dying is currently legal (i.e. 

before the current Bill going through the Canadian parliament has been passed).  

The Canadian government officially proposed its change in legislation while this manuscript was 

under review. We have updated the paragraph on p.3 to reflect the current state of affairs.  

 

Reviewer: 2  

 

Reviewer Name  

Nicole Steck  

 

Institution and Country  

Institute of Social and Preventive Medicine, University Bern, Switzerland  

 

Please state any competing interests or state ‘None declared’:  

None declared  

 

Please leave your comments for the authors below  

Assisted dying is subject to intense public debates in many Western countries, including the UK. 

Researchers of different countries worldwide are investigating various aspects of the topic. The 

authors want to identify existing gaps in knowledge and define future research priorities, based on the 

input of experts and interested bodies from different background.  

The Delphi technique used to achieve this aim seems appropriate. The reporting of methodological 

aspects as response rates for all rounds, the method used to achieve consensus and results are 

good. However, I am not an expert on the Delphi technique and can therefore not enter deepens on 

the methodology of the paper.  

The manuscript is well written and provides important input to the ongoing debate and research on 

assisted dying. There are few points to consider:  
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Main comment:  

- The invitation of experts predominantly from the UK is not fully consistent with the aim of the article 

to identify the main areas of uncertainty and subsequent research priorities in general, without any 

focus on the UK.  

Please see responses to reviewer #1, who raised a similar issue. We have made changes throughout 

the manuscript to address this point directly.  

Particularly clinicians, patients and care representatives from countries with an assisted dying practice 

could provide important and interesting input to identify gaps in research. Also established research 

groups for example from the Netherlands and Belgium or Oregon with extensive experience may be 

aware of important areas of uncertainty.  

We did approach and receive responses from specialist research groups outside the UK, but have 

attempted to preserve their anonymity. However, we have now added that we approached specialist 

research groups under ‘Participants’ on p.5  

The predominance of UK experts becomes also apparent in some resulting questions, for example 

“Why do people consider going to Dignitas – is it fear of dying, pain, control?”  

The introduction and the quotation of the invitation for participants (“A number of arguments have 

been made both for and against changing the law around assisted dying…”) show also a UK-focus of 

the article.  

If the focus is on the UK, the aims should be rephrased accordingly, “to identify research priorities 

from a UK-perspective”. They might overlap with international research priorities, but differ in some 

points at least from countries with an assisted dying practice.  

In the discussion on p.12 we have added the following paragraph to address this issue:  

“Over 90% of respondents were based in the UK, with the remainder from elsewhere in Europe. 

There were no respondents from other regions, in particular the US states where assisted dying 

legislation has been enacted. This would raise concerns about possible unrepresentativeness if the 

identified high-consensus questions related specifically to medico-legal issues. However, the highest-

consensus questions identified here relate to how and why people make end-of-life decisions, which 

are more likely to be of universal concern. Nevertheless, we acknowledge that the relative emphasis 

placed on such questions may partly depend on cultural context.”  

Consequently, we have amended various sections of the manuscript, without rewording the aims of 

the study. However, would be happy to do so if the editor considered this necessary.  

 

Minor comments:  

- In the last sentence of the first section of the introduction I would not only refer to soap operas, but 

also other fictional formats: “… the topic has been explored in novels, movies and even in soap opera 

storylines. “  

Thank you, we have incorporated this suggestion and referenced relevant examples.  

- On page 4 in the second last section concerning the description of the first stage there is a reference 

to the appendix. It would be helpful, if questions provided by the authors could be distinguished from 

questions added by the participants.  

The authors only provided illustrative examples of what a research question might look like; all of the 

questions in the appendix were proposed by the respondents. None were proposed by the authors. 

We have amended the paragraph on p.4 for to clarify this point.  

- In the second sentence of the second section on p. 12 there is a “be” too much: “A low response 

might have been expected…”  

Thank you, the extra word has been deleted. 

 

 

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2016-012213 on 7 June 2016. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/

