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UNDERSTANDING FINAL EXIT
2020: A COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE
TO END-OF-LIFE CHOICES

The conversation surrounding end-of-life
decisions  has  evolved  significantly  in
recent  decades,  moving  from  hushed
whispers to open, thoughtful dialogue. At
the  heart  of  this  discourse  l ies  a
controversial  yet  profoundly  impactful
book: Final Exit 2020. Written by Derek
Humphry,  this  updated  edition  of  a

classic text continues to spark debate,
provide information, and challenge legal
and ethical  norms. Whether you are a
medical  professional,  a  patient  facing
terminal  illness,  or  simply  a  curious
reader,  understanding the content  and
context of Final Exit 2020 is essential
for  grasping  the  modern  right-to-die
movement.
This article does not aim to advocate for
or against the practices described in the
book.  Instead,  it  provides  a  balanced,
informative overview of what Final Exit
2020 contains, its historical significance,
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the legal  landscape it  operates within,
and the ongoing ethical conversations it
fuels.  By  the  end,  you  will  have  a
thorough  understanding  of  th is
influential  work  and  its  place  in  the
broader discussion of death with dignity.

The Genesis of
Final Exit and Its
2020 Edition
Derek Humphry first published Final Exit
in  1991,  a  time when assisted suicide
was far less visible in public discourse.
Humphry, a journalist and founder of the
Hemlock Society,  wrote the book after
his own experience assisting the suicide

of  his  first  wife,  who  was  suffering  from
terminal  cancer.  The  original  text  was
groundbreaking,  offering  practical
guidance  on  self-deliverance  for
terminally ill individuals seeking to end
their suffering on their own terms.
Decades later, medical technology, legal
frameworks,  and societal  attitudes had
shifted.  The  2020  edition—Final  Exit
2020—is  not  merely  a  reprint  but  a
significant  update.  It  incorporates  new
information  on  drug  availability,  legal
changes  in  states  and  countries  that
have  legalized  assisted  dying,  and
additional insights into the psychological
and practical aspects of planning one’s
own  death.  The  book  remains  a
cornerstone  of  the  r ight- to-d ie
movement,  despite  ongoing  criticism
from  medical,  religious,  and  disability
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rights groups.

What Does Final
Exit 2020 Cover?
The  content  of  Final  Exit  2020  is
comprehensive  and  direct.  It  is  not  a
light read, nor is it intended for casual
browsing.  The  book  is  structured  to
inform  and  guide  individuals  who  are
already  determined  to  end  their  lives
due  to  unbearable  suffering  from  a
terminal  illness.  Key  areas  covered
include:

Legal Landscape: An updated
overview of jurisdictions where
physician-assisted suicide or
voluntary euthanasia is legal,

including the specific requirements
and restrictions. This section helps
readers understand their options
within the law.
Methods and Protocols:
Detailed descriptions of various
methods of self-deliverance, with
an emphasis on the use of specific
drugs, dosages, and administration
techniques. The 2020 edition
reflects changes in pharmaceutical
availability and includes warnings
about unreliable methods.
Practical Planning: Advice on
how to create a peaceful
environment, prepare necessary
documents, and communicate with
loved ones. This includes guidance
on avoiding legal complications for
family members who may be
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present.
Ethical and Emotional
Considerations: Discussion of the
mental and emotional preparation
required, as well as the
importance of leaving a clear
explanation for one’s actions to
reduce guilt and confusion among
survivors.
Medical Context: Explanations of
terminal illnesses, pain
management, and palliative care
options. The book emphasizes that
its guidance is for those who have
exhausted all acceptable medical
alternatives.

It is crucial to note that Final Exit 2020
is intended for competent adults facing
irreversible,  incurable  conditions.  The

author repeatedly stresses that the book
is  not  for  those  suffering  from
depression, treatable pain, or temporary
emotional distress.

The Legal Status
of Assisted Dying
in 2020 and
Beyond
One  of  the  most  valuable  sections  of
Final  Exit  2020  is  its  clear-eyed
examination of the law. As of the 2020
edition,  assisted  suicide  was  legal  in
several U.S. states (Oregon, Washington,
Vermont,  California,  Colorado,  Hawaii,
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New Jersey,  Maine,  and the District  of
Columbia)  as  well  as  in  countries  like
Canada  (under  MAiD),  Belgium,
Netherlands,  Luxembourg,  Colombia,
and Switzerland. Each jurisdiction has its
own  criteria—usually  requiring  a
terminal  diagnosis  with  a  prognosis  of
six  months  or  less  to  live,  multiple
requests,  waiting  periods,  and  mental
competency assessments.
However, for those living in places where
assisted dying remains illegal, Final Exit
2020 provides information that may be
used in private. This creates a legal gray
area.  The  book  advises  readers  to
understand the risks of prosecution for
assisting a  suicide—even the presence
at a death can lead to charges in some
regions.  The book does not  encourage
breaking  the  law;  it  simply  offers

knowledge for those who have already
made a private decision.

Ethical
Perspectives:
The Controversy
That Never
Fades
The  recommendations  in  Final  Exit
2020  are polarizing.  Supporters of  the
right-to-die  movement  argue  that  the
book  empowers  individuals  to  avoid
prolonged suffering, maintain autonomy,
and die with dignity. They point to cases
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where palliative care cannot adequately
address pain or existential distress. For
them, the book is a tool of liberation and
compassion.
Opponents,  including  many  religious
groups,  hospice  organizations,  and
disability rights advocates, raise several
concerns:

Risk of coercion: Vulnerable1.
individuals might feel pressured to
end their lives to avoid being a
burden.
Inaccuracies or outdated2.
advice: Critics warn that self-
deliverance methods can be
unreliable, leading to failed
attempts that cause severe injury
or prolonged suffering.
Devaluation of life: The3.

existence of such a guide could
subtly shift societal attitudes
toward seeing death as a solution
to suffering, rather than improving
end-of-life care.
Legal implications for others:4.
Family members or friends who
assist based on the book’s advice
may face criminal charges.

Derek  Humphry  and  his  supporters
c o u n t e r  t h e s e  a r g u m e n t s  b y
emphasizing that the book is a resource
for those who have already made a firm,
rational  decision. They also stress that
improved  palliative  care  and  legal
a s s i s t e d  d y i n g  s e r v i c e s  a r e
complementary,  not  contradictory.  The
ethical debate remains unresolved, and
Final  Exit  2020  continues  to  be  a
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lightning rod for both sides.

The Role of
Medical
Professionals and
Hospice Care
It is important to understand that Final
Exit 2020 does not position itself as a
replacement for medical care. Rather, it
addresses a gap for individuals who feel
that  conventional  medicine—even
excellent hospice care—cannot alleviate
their  suffering.  Many  physicians  oppose
the book because it bypasses the doctor-
patient relationship and encourages self-

administration  of  lethal  drugs,  which
may  be  obtained  illegally  or  without
proper medical oversight.
However,  some  medical  professionals
advocate for open discussions about all
options, including self-deliverance. They
argue that when a patient is determined,
providing accurate information (even if it
is from a book) can reduce the risk of
botched attempts. This nuanced position
is  reflected  in  the  growing  number  of
“end-of-life doulas” and consultants who
help families navigate the dying process.

Practical
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Guidance: How
to Approach the
Book

Responsibly
If you choose to read Final Exit 2020, it
is essential to approach it with caution.
The book is not a substitute for medical
advice, mental health support, or legal
c o u n s e l .  H e r e  a r e  s o m e
recommendations for responsible use:

Consult with healthcare
providers about your condition
and palliative options. Many
people find that modern pain

management and hospice care
significantly improve their quality
of life.
Seek psychological support if
you are experiencing depression,
anxiety, or fear. These are
treatable, and a desire to die may
stem from reversible mental
health issues.
Understand the legal risks in
your location. Even owning the
book could be seen as evidence of
intent in some jurisdictions.
Sharing it with a vulnerable person
might be interpreted as
encouragement.
Talk to loved ones about your
wishes. Secrecy can lead to
confusion and trauma. Open
communication, while difficult,
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often helps families come to terms
with your decision.
Consider advance directives
and living wills, which legally
document your treatment
preferences and can reduce the
need for extreme measures.

Final Exit 2020 is not for everyone. It is
a  tool  for  a  specific,  determined  subset
of  terminally  ill  individuals.  For  others,
reading it may provoke anxiety or ethical
conflict.  It  is  advisable  to  read  reviews,
discuss with trusted advisors, and take
your time.

The Impact of

Final Exit 2020
on the Right-to-
Die Movement
The publication of each edition of Final
Exit  has  coincided  with  shifting  public
opinion.  The  2020  edition  arrived  as
assisted dying laws were expanding in
the United States and Canada, and as
global  debates  intensified  over
extending eligibility to dementia patients
or those with psychiatric conditions. The
book’s influence is felt in several ways:

It provides a historical record of
the movement, showing how
techniques and legal strategies
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have evolved.
It serves as a reference for
lawmakers and advocates seeking
to understand the practical
realities of self-deliverance.
It empowers individuals to take
control of their death, which can
be seen as either a triumph of
autonomy or a dangerous
privatisation of dying.

Despite  its  controversies,  Final  Exit
2020 has sold hundreds of thousands of
copies  and  is  translated  into  many
languages. It  remains one of the most
requested books in prison libraries,  for
inmates  with  terminal  illnesses,  and
among  elderly  populations  who  fear
being  kept  alive  against  their  will.

Criticisms and
Alternatives
No  discussion  of  Final  Exit  2020  is
complete  without  acknowledging  its
critics. Many organizations, including the
American  Medical  Association  and  the
World  Medical  Association,  oppose
physician-assisted suicide as a violation
of the Hippocratic Oath. Religious groups
argue that  only  God should  determine
the  timing  of  death.  Disability  rights
activists  caution  that  the  book’s
emphasis  on  “rational  suicide”  can
implicit ly  devalue  l ives  that  are
dependent  on  care.
Alternatives  to  using  the  book  include
pursuing  legal  assisted  dying  in
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jurisdictions  where  it  is  available,  or
focusing  on  improving  hospice  and
palliative care to the point where no one
feels the need to seek self-deliverance.
Some  reg ions  have  in t roduced
“voluntary  stopping  of  eating  and
drinking”  (VSED)  as  a  natural  way  to
hasten death under medical supervision.
Palliative sedation is another option that
can  relieve  suffering  without  direct
intention  to  end  life.
These  alternatives  do  not  negate  the
relevance of Final Exit 2020, but they
provide a broader context for end-of-life
decision-making.

Conclusion: A
Guiding Star or a
Warning Light?
Final Exit 2020 is neither a manual to
be followed lightly nor a manifesto to be
dismissed. It represents one endpoint in
t h e  s p e c t r u m  o f  e n d - o f - l i f e
resources—an  honest,  unflinching  guide
for  those  who  have  made  the  most
difficult  decision  a  human can make.  Its
continued  publication  and  update
demonstrate that the desire for control
at  the  end  of  l i fe  is  not  fading;  i f
anything,  it  is  growing  as  medical
technology extends life—and sometimes
suffering—beyond natural limits.



12

12 Final Exit 2020 2023-01-14

For  individuals  facing  terminal  illness,
t h i s  b o o k  c a n  b e  a  s o u r c e  o f
empowerment and peace. For society, it
raises  uncomfortable  but  necessary
questions about autonomy, compassion,
and the limits of medicine. Whether you
agree  with  its  message  or  oppose  it
entirely, understanding Final Exit 2020

is crucial for anyone engaged with the
ethics of living and dying.
In  the  end,  the  book’s  greatest
contribution may be its demand that we
take  the  topic  of  death  out  of  the
shadows and into the light of deliberate,
informed, and humane conversation.


