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How to Know When Death Is Nearing for Someone on Hospice 

When someone you love is on hospice, it is natural to wonder how you will know when 
death is getting close. Families often feel unprepared, even when they know the end of life 
is approaching. Hospice teams help with medical care, but many people still look for clear, 
compassionate guidance about the signs that the body is preparing for transition. 

Understanding these changes can bring comfort. It can help you make decisions, gather 
loved ones, and create the peaceful environment your person deserves. Here are the most 
common signs that death may be nearing for someone on hospice. 

Changes in Breathing 

Breathing patterns often shift in the last days or hours of life. These changes can look 
different for each person, but common patterns include: 

• Irregular or shallow breathing

• Long pauses between breaths

• A soft, gentle pattern that gradually slows

• The appearance of the Cheyne Stokes pattern, which includes cycles of deep
breaths followed by periods of no breathing

These changes happen naturally. They are usually not uncomfortable for the person who is 
dying. 

Decreased Appetite and Thirst 

One of the earliest signs that death is approaching is a noticeable decline in appetite. The 
body simply does not need food or fluids the same way it used to. Families sometimes feel 
worried when their loved one stops eating, but this is a normal part of the dying process. 

You may notice: 

• A sudden disinterest in meals

• Only wanting a few sips of fluid

• Difficulty swallowing

Comfort becomes more important than intake. 



Page 2 of 4 
Your Journey Home  
End-of-Life Experts 

Increased Sleep or Unresponsiveness 

As the body begins to conserve energy, the person may sleep much more than usual. In the 
final days, they may be difficult to wake or respond only briefly. This shift can feel 
emotional for families, but it is not a sign of suffering. It is simply the body moving inward. 

Withdrawal and Quietness 

Many people begin to withdraw from conversations or social interactions. This may look 
like: 

• Less talking 

• Short or simple responses 

• A peaceful focus on internal experiences 

Sometimes, people may talk to loved ones who have already passed or share meaningful 
messages. This is part of the natural process of letting go. 

 

Changes in Skin and Circulation 

As circulation slows, the body may show certain physical signs such as: 

• Cool hands and feet 

• Mottling, which looks like purplish or bluish patterns on the skin 

• Pale or bluish lips and nails 

These changes often appear in the final hours or days. 

 

Restlessness or Agitation 

Some people experience restlessness near the end of life. They may pick at blankets, shift 
in bed, or appear confused. This can be caused by changes in oxygen, medication, or the 
natural transition process. Hospice teams and doulas can help create calm through gentle 
presence, soothing voices, music, or comforting rituals. 
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Changes in Urine Output 

Because the body is taking in less food and water, urine becomes darker and less frequent. 
In the final days, output may stop completely. This is a normal part of the body slowing 
down. 

Hearing and Touch Remain Strong 

Even when someone is unresponsive or appears unconscious, hearing is often the last 
sense to fade. Your words, tone, and presence still matter. Many families find comfort in: 

• Reading life stories 

• Playing favorite music 

• Holding hands 

• Sharing loving messages 
 

When to Call Hospice 

Hospice teams are available for support whenever you notice new changes. They can help 
determine whether death is nearing and guide you through what to expect. It is always okay 
to reach out, even if you are unsure. 

How a Doula Supports You During This Time 

An end of life doula provides emotional, educational, and practical support that 
complements hospice care. Families often say that a doula helps them feel more prepared, 
calmer, and less alone. 

A doula can help you: 

• Understand what signs are normal 

• Create a peaceful space for vigil 

• Support family members emotionally 

• Sit bedside so no one feels alone 

• Honor the wishes and legacy of your loved one 
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Final Thoughts 

Recognizing when death is near can bring clarity and peace. While every journey is unique, 
these signs are common and natural. You do not have to navigate this time on your own. If 
you need guidance, reassurance, or support, I am here to walk beside you. 

If you would like to learn more or schedule a consultation, you can reach out through my 
website. www.YourJourneyHomeDoula.com 

 


