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Many families have questions about what they can do to comfort and care for their loved ones 

during the last hours or days of life. While there is no right or wrong way to be with the dying, 

below are some guidelines that may help you to feel more confident during this difficult time. 

 

• “Being with” is more important that “doing for” during this time. Give yourself 

permission to be with your loved one at the bedside. The chores and other work can wait 

for another time. 
 

• “Touch” lets your loved one know that you are present. You may touch your loved one 

if that is comfortable for you and for them, and if it does not cause pain. 
 

• Be open to whatever comes. Acknowledging your acceptance of your loved one’s 

approaching death can be done gently and with love. Saying “goodbye” can be an 

important part of closure for you and your loved one. Leave nothing unsaid that might 

bring you and your loved one peace and comfort. 
 

• Talk to your loved one if you want to, as they may hear you. You can share your 

favorite memories, read books or poems, pray, or play favorite music. However, do not 

feel pressured that you must talk if that is not comfortable for you, or if your loved one 

preferred quiet or reflective time over talk.  
 

• If your loved one is reporting seeing or speaking with loved ones who have died, or is 

speaking about symbols such as butterflies, lights, or going on a trip, allow them to talk 

if these things are not disturbing to them. Do not try to talk them out of what they 

believe they see. 
 

• Play soothing music in keeping with your and your loved one’s preferences.  
 

• Lightly stroke hands, feet, or back with moisturizing lotions. 
 

• Provide moisturizing mouth care. Apply cool (or warm) compresses to the forehead. 
 

• Take time for quiet. It is not necessary to talk or do anything. Your presence is a gift to 

your loved one. 
 

• Avoid excessive environmental stimuli. Be aware that loud noises, constant talking, and 

other distractions can increase your loved one’s anxiety or restlessness. 
 

• Avoid talking ‘about’ your loved one as if they are not present. Include them as part of 

the conversation, even if they are not participating or are not responsive. 
 

• Give yourself permission to take a break. It is “OK” for your loved one to have quiet or 

alone time as well. 


