goved ones become surprised and disturbed when
a terminally ill and normally calm family

member becomes restless or even agitated. The depth of
such restlessness varies from person to person. When
moods and personalities seem to change, as family members
you may feel completely bewildered and helpless, not
knowing what to do to help your loved one. We all know
that when a person is experiencing even minor illnesses
they may demonstrate mood changes such as irritability,
anger, depression, and avoid communication with others.
A person with a terminal illness may experience profound
mood changes, these mood changes are often difficult for
caregivers to handle. Causes and treatment for restlessness
and agitation are well known among your Hospice profes-
sionals.

Terminal Agitation varies in each individual. There are
some common themes that can be seen over and over again.
The person may be too weak to walk or stand, but they
insist on getting up from the bed to the chair, or from the
chair back to the bed. Whatever position they are in, they
complain that are not comfortable and demand to change
position. They may yell out using uncharacteristic lan-
guage; sometimes angrily accusing others around them of
something. They appear extremely agitated and may not
be objective about their own condition. The person may
hallucinate, have psychotic episodes and be totally “out of
control”
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Some individuals may demand or the caregiver may want to
go to the emergency room, but in many cases the transpor-
tation and the unfamiliar environment can make the
situation worse. Some individuals may insist that the
police be called to help them; others may not recognize
those around them. The person may act as if they were
living in the past, confronting an old enemy.

Metabolic changes may be the cause of the agitation. As an
individual nears death, body organs and systems begin to
fail to a greater degree. Kidneys stop producing as much
urine and do not function well; the liver and other organs
start to shut down. Waste produced from the cells and
tissues of the body begins to build up in the tissues and
blood stream. This is the natural dying process, but for a
period of time it can cause a chemical imbalance in the
body. This imbalance alone may account for some of the
agitation that your loved one is experiencing.

We all want the individual to feel comfortable. Just as with

all symptoms, other causes of the agitation must be ruled

out or eliminated. For example, a person that is experienc-
(continued on back)
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ing intense pain may become agitated. Caregivers
must first determine what other causes might exist.
The following are examples of questions that you can
ask yourself as you approach this concern:

* Is there anything physically interfering with the
comfort of the person?

* Does the person have pain that is not being
managed? (Observing facial expressions and body
language is important in answering this ques-
tion)

 If the individual has a urinary catheter, is it open
and is the urine flowing freely through it

* Has the person had a bowel movement recently?
Could they be constipated?

* Is there some other sudden change in function
that may be causing distress to the person?

* Is the person going through obvious psychologi-
cal and emotional distress?

* Has a new medication been added or has a
regular medication been changed or stopped?

Things to try at home to help your loved one are:

* Playing their favorite music, softly
e Warm bath, or bed bath

* Back rub or hand massage

* Table top water fountains

* Reading to them

* Getting them to engage in conversation. Talk
about past pleasant events.

* Sing songs, recite prayers and poetry
* Look at family albums

If these and other obvious causes of the agitation
have been eliminated and the non-medical sugges-
tions do not seem to help, then please contact your
Hospice professional. Your Hospice team will be able
to assist you in obtaining medications and/or other
items that will help you calm your loved one

Our goal is to keep you and your loved one comfort-
able and your Hospice team will be most effective in
managing this situation within the home setting.




