Signs of Approaching Death
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hen confronted with approaching death, we as friends and family wonder when exactly death will occur.
We want to know “How much time is left?” This is a very difficult question for the doctors and nurses to
answer, but we do know that each individual approaches their death in their own unique way.

Your hospice team has observed many individuals that are in the process of dying. As with phases of living, there
are similar patterns that people follow. Not everyone follows the same pattern to complete a task, but the outcome
is always similar. The following information is patterns of the dying person. We hope this helps you understand the
process your loved one is going through.

There are normally two phases prior to the actual time of death: the “pre-active phase of dying” and the “active
phase of dying”. Most generally, the preactive phase of dying lasts about two weeks, while the active phase of
dying lasts about three days. We say “generally” because each person approaches his or her death differently.

Some patients that we have seen have shown all the signs of the preactive phase of dying for a month or longer,
while some individuals show the signs of the active phase of dying for two weeks. On occasion a patient will show
the signs of the active phase of dying within hours, and then remain in that state for several days.

Signs of the Preactive Phase of Dying:

o Increased restlessness, confusion, agitation, inability to stay content in one position and insisting on
changing positions frequently (this can be exhausting to the family and caregivers)

e Withdrawal from active participation in social activities

e Increased periods of sleep, lethargy

e Decreased intake of food and liquids

e Beginning to show periods of pausing in the breathing whether awake or sleeping

e Derson reports seeing persons who had already died

e Person states that he or she is dying

e Person requests family visit to talk

e Inability to heal or recover from wounds or infections

o Increased swelling of either the legs and arms or even the full body

Signs of the Active Phase of Dying

e Inability to arouse the person, or only able to arouse
the person with great effort, but he or she quickly
returns to a deep sleep

e Severe agitation, hallucinations; not acting in the
person’s normal manner or personality.

e Much longer periods of pausing in the breathing

e Dramatic changes in the breathing pattern. May
include very rapid breathing or repeated changes in
the patterns of breathing (such as slow, progressing
to very fast and then slow again.
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Signs of Approaching Death

Signs of the Active Phase of Dying:

Other very abnormal breathing patterns

Severely increased respiratory congestion or fluid buildup in the lungs
Inability to swallow any fluids

Person may state that he or she is going to die

Person breathing through a wide open month continuously and sometimes can no longer be under-
stood when speaking

Urinary and/or bowel incontinence

Decease in urine output and urine can be much darker (red or brown)
Very low blood pressure

Persons hands, arms, feet and legs can feel very cool to the touch

A bluish or purplish color to the person’s arms and legs

Body may be held in a rigid unchanged position

Although all individuals do not show all of these signs,
many will be seen in each dying person. We really don’t
know exactly when death will occur until it has happened,
there is the tradition of “keeping a vigil” when someone is
dying. If you wish to “be there” with your loved one
when death occurs, keeping a vigil at the bedside is part of
the process.

Even though he or she cannot respond by speaking, always
remember that your loved one can often hear you even up
until the very end. Your loving presence at the bedside can
be a great expression of your love and help them feel calmer
and more at peace at the time of death.

If you have any questions about the signs and symptoms
appearing with your loved one, talk to one of your hospice
team members.
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