
CARE
at the End of Life 



Foreword 
If someone you care about is dying, this booklet may help you to know what 
to expect in the last days and hours of their life. 

We understand this is an upsetting and challenging time for you. We hope 
this booklet will help make this time a little easier. 

If you have any queries or if you would like to talk to a member of the 
multidisciplinary team (MDT) in the hospital, please let the nurse in charge 
of the unit know.  
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When someone you care about is dying it can be hard to know what to say 
or do. Sometimes it is hard to know how to comfort the person who is dying. 

This booklet aims to help you to understand what is happening when you 
are in this difficult situation. Some deaths are sudden, and not every death 
in hospital is expected, so some parts may not apply to you. 

This booklet includes information about: 

•	 some of the changes that can happen when someone is dying, and what 
you can do to help 

•	 talking about feelings 

•	 talking about beliefs and Spiritual Support

•	 what to do if someone dies while you are with them

•	 looking after yourself

•	 finding Bereavement support

The person who is dying may already have told you and/or the healthcare 
team about what they want for themselves at this time. The healthcare 
team will do their best to follow the person’s wishes, respecting their right 
to confidentiality. 

Every person is unique, so every death is different.

Introduction
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Coping with changes in the 
person who is dying
This section explains some of the changes that are 

common when a person is close to death. When a 
person enters the final stages, dying may affect their 
body or mind, or both. 

These changes are a normal part of the dying process. 

Sometimes these changes appear a few days before 
death, sometimes a few hours. These are part of the 
normal, natural process of the person’s body slowing 
down. 

This is an uncertain time and difficult to predict.

If any changes worry you, please speak with a member 
of the healthcare team.

Changes that may happen include:

•	 not wanting to eat or drink

•	 becoming restless

•	 getting cold hands and feet

•	 sleeping more

•	 becoming confused

•	 changes in breathing

•	 having pain or discomfort.

These changes do not happen in a set order. Not all of 
them happen to everyone.

Not wanting to eat or drink 
When close to dying, many people stop wanting to eat 
or drink, their lips and throat can sometimes get dry. 
This is normal, but it can be upsetting for those who 
care about them. 

You can help them by gently wetting their mouth and 
lips with a mouth sponge. This will usually be enough 
to keep the person comfortable.

The healthcare team can explain what is going on, what 
to expect and what they are doing to provide care and 
comfort at this time.

Becoming restless 
Sometimes the person who is dying can become 
restless. They may be anxious, or make repeated 
movements, such as pulling at their blankets or clothes. 
This is usually because of physical changes in the body.

Getting cold hands and feet 
The person’s hands and feet may feel cold, and may 
change colour. This is because their heart is sending 
blood to the vital parts of the body, and it is not reaching 
their arms and legs. You can put extra blankets over 
the person’s hands and feet to keep them warm and 
comfortable.

Sleeping more 
As a person is dying they may spend more time sleeping. 
When they are awake they may be tired and sleepy, with 
little energy. They may not want to speak. They may slip 
in and out of consciousness. This is normal.

Let the person relax and rest. 
It is important to remember that hearing does not 
always fade before death, so even when the person 
seems less conscious they may be able to hear you.

•	 You can let them know that you are with them by 
speaking, holding their hand or doing something 
that you know will comfort them. 

•	 Speak softly and clearly, and use the person’s name. 

•	 Talk to the healthcare team if the person’s restless 
actions are upsetting them or you.
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Becoming confused
When awake the person may be confused about where 
they are, the time of day, who you are or even who they 
are. They may see or hear things which are not there. 
They may appear to speak with people who have died 
before them. 

You can remind the person gently about reality, and 
reassure them they are safe. 

Let them know you are with them by speaking, holding 
their hand or doing something that you know will comfort 
them. Speak softly and clearly, using the person’s name. 
Talk to the healthcare team if the person’s confusion is 
upsetting them or you.

Changes in breathing 
As a person nears death, their breathing will change. 
It may get very fast, or become slow or shallow. The 
person may appear to be breathless. When they are 
very near to death, there may be long gaps in a person’s 
breathing. You can continue to hold their hand and 
speak to them in a reassuring way. 

You may notice loud or soft gurgling noises coming from 
the person’s chest. The noisy breathing will usually not 
disturb him or her, although it may be upsetting for you 
to listen to. This type of breathing does not mean the 
person is in pain. Talk to the healthcare team if you are 
worried about the person’s breathing.

Having pain or discomfort 
You may worry that the person you care about is in pain 
or uncomfortable. However, in most circumstances 
she or he will have little or no pain. The healthcare 
team will do all they can to make sure the person is 
comfortable, for example, by changing their position in 
the bed if needed. 

You can tell the healthcare team if his/her pain or other 
physical symptoms seem to get worse. The team will 
give medication as needed to ease the symptoms so that 
the person who is dying has as little pain as possible. The 
team may also ask the opinion of specialist palliative care 
staff. The healthcare team will answer any questions you 
may have about symptoms or medications.

The healthcare team can explain what is going on, what 
to expect and what they are doing to provide care and 
comfort at this time.
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Talking about feelings
The time approaching death can be an emotional time 
for everyone. The person who is dying, and people who 
care about them, like you, may go through a range of 
emotions. These may include shock, anger, upset, fear, 
denial, helplessness, relief, frustration and acceptance. 
These feelings can come and go in any order. Both you 
and the person you care about may go through all of 
them, or some of them, or none of them.

People respond in different ways. There is no right or 
wrong way to deal with these feelings.

This part of the booklet aims to give you some ideas 
about what you can do or say to support the person 
when they are going through these emotions. 

This section outlines: 

•	 what you can do to support the person who is dying 
talking about dying and death 

•	 talking to children about dying and death 

•	 touch 

•	 being quiet together letting go.

What you can do to support the person who is dying. 
Sitting with the person and listening is very important 
at this time. Careful listening helps the person who is 
dying to share their feelings. It may also help you to 
understand their concerns. 

Be respectful of what the person says. Try not to brush 
them off or change the topic. Most people just want to 
be listened to as they express their hopes and fears, they 
may just want to know that they are not alone.

Talking about dying and death 
Talking about dying and death can be very difficult. 
Many people find it hard to know what to say. People 
can react in ways you might not expect. Some people 
avoid talking about it. Some remain positive, while 
others want to talk more openly. You may not be sure 
of what to say at this time. There is no right or wrong 
way to deal with this. Everyone is different. It is helpful 
to let the dying person talk about what is on their mind. 

Let them take the lead in the conversation. They may 
talk about dying in an indirect way, such as by asking, 
“Is there life after death?” On the other hand, they may 
be more direct and ask:

“Am I dying?”

If you can, it is good to respond to any questions. If you 
feel stuck for words you could say something like, 

“Are you worrying about something?”

“That’s a big question - have you been thinking about 
that for a while?”



Although it can be hard, it can be good to talk about the 
truth if that is what the person wants. Some people who 
are dying do not want to focus on what lies ahead or to 
talk directly about the end of life. But at the same time 
they may want to be reassured about what is happening 
and that they are getting the right care and support. 

When you are talking about death, it helps to listen 
carefully and to let the person speak freely. This may 
be about practical, emotional or spiritual matters. 

Some people don’t feel ready to have this kind of 
conversation. The healthcare team are there for support.

It is important that you look after yourself at this time. 
For more about this, see page 15. Talk to the healthcare 
team if anything is worrying you.

Being quiet together
As the person becomes weaker, they will have less 
energy for talking. Sometimes they may not want to 
talk. That is fine. Just knowing you are always ready 
to listen to them can be very reassuring. It can be good 
to keep your friend or relative company as you sit in 
silence together.

Letting go 
Saying a final goodbye is never easy and some 
people find letting go difficult. Tears and talking about 
memories can be part of saying goodbye and help 
you both let go. Some people want to be there every 
moment. Others find it difficult to spend time with their 
loved one when death is near, some people don’t get to 
say goodbye and some people don’t cry.

Everyone is different and unique.
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Talking about beliefs and 
Spiritual Support
The pastoral care team and other healthcare staff can 
give you support at this time. The pastoral care team 
can provide support based on a person’s faith tradition. 
They can also contact other counsellors, as needed or 
you may invite a member of your own faith community 
to provide spiritual support.

Church of Ireland

41 Rathfarnham Road
Dublin 14 D6W XV62
Telephone:01-49505543

Catholic Church

Church of Annunciation
Willbrook Road
Rathfarnham
Dublin 14 E803
Telephone: 01-4958695

Jewish Congregation
Dublin Hebrew Congregation
32a Bothar Fearnain
Dublin City
Telephone: 01-4923751

Funeral Services

Ramon Massey & Son

165 Cromwell’s Fort Road,
Crumlin Cross,
Dublin 12.
D12 XV77 (Opposite Ashleaf SC)
Phone: 01 455 5121
ramon@ramonmasseys.ie

Fanagans Funeral Directors
Head Office
54 Aungier Street
Dublin 2
24 Hour Service
Tel: 01 4167700
info@fanagans.ie

Larry Massey Funeral Directors, Rathfarnham

Eden Centre, Grange Road
Rathfarnham
Dublin 16
D16 VO46
Phone: 01 406 100
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What to do if someone dies 
while you are with them

Looking after yourself

It may be that the person you care about dies while you are with them. If 
so, please tell the healthcare team, so that a doctor can come to confirm 
the death. 

When you know the person has died, you do not have to do anything quickly. 
Take your time. If there are several people around the bed, you can all take 
the opportunity to say or do whatever feels right for you. 

The healthcare team may ask you to leave the person for a few minutes. 
This can be a good time to contact other family members and friends. 

The pastoral care team along with the healthcare team can support you at 
this time and explain what will happen next.

It can be difficult to think about minding yourself when someone you care 
about is dying. The healthcare team is there to support you. If you can, ask 
your family and friends for practical or emotional support. 

Remember to eat and sleep when you can. Try to keep up your strength so 
you can spend time with the person who is dying or others who care about 
them.

Grieving 

Grief is a natural process. It is what happens as people adjust to loss and 
change. Some people grieve before the person dies, as well as afterwards.

Even if the death was expected, many people feel shock and disbelief 
when it happens. You may appear to be coping but can also feel detached. 
Feelings and thoughts can come and go in waves. Grief does not happen 
in a set way. 

The healthcare team including your GP can help you at this time.
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Finding Bereavement 
Support
Grief isn’t something we “get over” in the weeks or months after a death but 
can be experienced for years and decades to come. Bereavement does not 
follow a definite pattern and can be different for everyone.

You can call the Irish Hospice Foundation Bereavement Support Line 1800 80 
70 77 Monday-Friday 10am-1pm.

If you need to speak to a professional these organisations will be able to furnish 
you with the names of qualified therapists who specialise in issues of loss and 
grief:

•	 The Irish Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy (IACP), Tel. 01 
2303536.

•	 The Irish Association of Humanistic and Integrative Psychotherapy, Tel. 01 
2841665.

•	 The Psychological Society of Ireland (PSI), Tel. 01 4720105







Bloomfield Hospital
Stocking Lane, Rathfarn-
ham,  
Dublin 16  D16 C6T4

Tel: (01) 495 0021
Email: info@bloomfield.ie

bloomfield.ie


