
Helping a loved one who is dying 
 

 
We know that this is a difficult time for your family, so we want to be as honest and straight-forward as possible 
in helping you understand what might happen. In this spirit, we would like to describe some of the normal 
changes you may notice as your loved one is dying. We hope to provide you with some ways to think about 
these changes and care for your loved one who may show all or none of these changes as they find their own 
way through the dying process. The dying process is usually comfortable for patients, but should you believe 
that your loved one is experiencing unpleasant symptoms, please let a member of the medical team know. 

(1) Breathing: you may notice your loved one breathing differently—faster or slower, shallower or deeper. They 
may also take long pauses in their breathing as they near death. This is not uncomfortable for the dying 
patient.  

(2) Congestion: a gurgling sound may develop from extra saliva in the back of the throat that the dying person 
can’t swallow. Though it may be distressing to others in the room and may be very loud, it does not bother 
the patient. Helping to turn your loved one from side to side or elevating the head of the bed can sometimes 
help. 

(3) Confusion: Those who are dying may become confused about time, place and the people around them. They 
may also have visions of people or things that aren’t real. These visions may be reassuring to them. It helps 
to gently remind the patient who you are and where they are. It can also be helpful for you to help create a 
space for them that is calm, comfortable and home-like with light during the day and dark at night. 

(4) Food: Your loved one will have less need for food and drink as their body prepares to die. They will be less 
hungry and eat less; nothing will taste good; cravings may come and go; and liquids become preferred to 
solids. Even though this is a natural process the body undertakes as the metabolism slows down, this can be 
difficult for families to accept.  Offering ice chips or popsicles for comfort may be helpful to you. 

(5) Restlessness: As their brain receives less blood, your loved one may become restless. Keeping the room calm 
and speaking to them quietly and calmly may help. Be sure to introduce yourself every time and let them 
know what you’re there to do. 

(6) Senses: Hearing and touch will remain until the end of your loved one’s life. Always know that you can 
comfort them by speaking to them and providing calming touch. If it makes sense, play some favorite music 
or allow other important people to call & speak to them.  

(7) Sleep: Your loved one will sleep more and more. First, it may become difficult for them to keep their eyes 
open then it may become more difficult to wake them until, finally, they are sleeping all the time. We 
recommend spending lots of time with them when they are most awake. 

(8) Withdrawal: The dying person becomes less concerned about their surroundings. This begins first with the 
world – no interest in news or television – and then for people, even those who are most loved. With this 
withdrawal comes less of a need for them to talk with others. 
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(9) Other physical changes 

a. Arms and legs may become cool to the touch or even purple because of decreased circulation. 
b. Blood pressure will become lower. 
c. Body temperature may become irregular and fever is normal. 
d. Dry mouth may be unpleasant; artificial fluids don’t help with this but a little bit of water or olive oil 

swabbed on the tongue and gums can help. 
e. Muscles around the eyes and mouth may relax causing them to be open. 
f. Pulse may become irregular with fast or slow heart beats. 
g. Skin color may be flushed with fever or bluish with cold. The knees, ankles and elbows may develop 

spots on the skin known as “mottling.” As they near death, the skin may take on a yellowish color. 
h. Urine production will become less-and-less and will become darker in color. 

During your time at the bedside, we encourage you to follow the advice of Dr. Ira Byock and, if it feels 
appropriate, tell your loved one “I forgive you, please forgive me, thank you, I love you” (The Four Things That 
Matter Most). 

 

How to know when your loved one has died 

(1) No breathing 
(2) No heartbeat 
(3) No response to sounds or touch 
(4) Eyelids slightly open 
(5) Eyes fixed on a certain spot 
(6) Jaw relaxed and mouth slightly open 
(7) Loss of control of bowel and bladder 

If you are in the hospital or a nursing facility and you notice these things, please call for your nurse and they will 
call for a doctor. If you are at home with hospice, please call your hospice agency.  

Otherwise, you do not need to call 911. Instead, you can call your chosen funeral home and they will help with 
the next steps.  
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