helping your loved one who is dying
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Your loved one, who is someone you care deeply for, is dying. This is an extremely difficult time for you, your loved one, and all who care about her or him. You may be asking yourself, "How can I be of best help and comfort?” Here are some suggestions that may be a useful guide:

You can begin to help your loved one by accepting for yourself the painful reality of her or his impending death. You can allow the gradual process of letting go unfold for each of you, recognizing that your loved one’s journey needs to be validated and respected. It may not be until she or he actually dies that you can finally acknowledge the reality of your loss.

Perhaps the greatest gift you give your dying loved one is the gift of your presence. 

If it is possible, visit your loved one at the hospital or at home―not just once― but as often as possible. Rent a movie and watch it together. Play cards or games, or perhaps read to her or him. Simply sitting and being present will say to your loved one, “I am willing to walk this difficult road with you and face with you whatever comes.” Also, respect your friend’s need for alone time; sometimes she or he may not be up for company.

If you are unable to visit your sick friend due to distance or other circumstances, write a letter. Tell your friend how much she or he means to you. Reminisce about some of the fun times you’ve shared. Do your best to write again soon. If you’re not comfortable writing, consider sending a video or audiotape of “notes” to your friend. Or simpler yet, pick up the phone.

Through listening well, you can help your loved one cope during this difficult time.
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Your physical presence and desire to listen without judging or giving advice are valuable helping tools. Give your friend permission to express her or his feelings about the illness without fear of criticism. This will help your friend feel heard and understood. Think of yourself as someone who “walks with” not “behind” or “in front of” the dying person.

Avoid saying “I know just how you feel.” Comments like, “This is God’s will,” or “Just be happy. You have had a good life” are not helpful. Instead, they hurt and make your loved one’s experience with terminal illness more difficult. Simply letting your friend know you love and accept her or him is support that can help and give comfort.  

You will be better able to help your friend if you learn about her or his illness.
If you educate yourself about the illness and its probable course, you will be a more understanding listener when she or he wants to talk. You will also be more prepared for the reality of the last stages of the illness.

Your friend may want to talk about the impending death, or may want to avoid this discussion. The key is to follow your friend’s lead. Keep in mind that your friend will experience this illness in her or his own unique way. Allow your friend to talk about the illness at her or his own pace. 

Your dying friend may need help with the activities of daily living.

Preparing food, washing clothes, cleaning the house, or driving your friend to and from medical appointments are just a few of the practical ways of showing you care.           

Remember to nurture yourself as well as your friend.
Someone you care deeply about is dying and will soon be gone. Find support from others who can listen without judgment as you talk about your own feelings. Take good care of yourself. Eat nutritious meals. Get ample rest. Continue to exercise. Spend time doing things that make you happy.

Helping a dying friend may be very difficult. 
[image: image3.png]


Be compassionate with yourself by accepting your limitations. Not everyone can offer ongoing, supportive friendship to someone who is dying. If you feel you simply can’t cope with the situation, try to understand your reluctance and learn from it. Ask yourself, “Why am I so uncomfortable with this?” and “What can I do to become a more open, available friend in this time of need?”

As you go through this process of self-understanding, stay in touch with your friend in the best way that you are able. Perhaps make a phone call rather than a visit. Write a note if you can't bring yourself to phone. Friends and family often abandon people with terminal illnesses, leaving them lonely and depressed. Let your friend know that this situation is difficult for you, and at the same time, acknowledge that your friend’s fears and needs come first. 

Also, it is important to pay attention to your own energy level so that you do not become exhausted. Trying to do too much may result in you becoming overwhelmed. As a result, you may become emotionally unavailable to your friend because of your own tiredness.          

After your friend dies, you will need to mourn the loss. 

It is difficult to heal unless you openly express your grief. You may feel confused, overwhelmed, or cut off from yourself and others when your grief is denied. If you embrace your grief and the healing process, you can move on with life.

It may be helpful to remember that grief is a process, not an event. 

Be patient and tolerant with yourself. The death of someone you loved changes your life forever. You may want to seek support for yourself. 
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