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Physical and Mental Comfort











Skin Irritation


Dry skin and itching can be an unpleasant experience during a terminal illness.  Use lip balm for dryness on lips or water-soluble lotion after a bath when skin is damp.  Using a damp cloth over closed eyes can relieve eye dryness.  For dry mouth, use ice chips if conscious, or wipe mouth with damp cloth, cotton ball or specially treated swab.  Pressure ulcers can also develop from lying or sitting in the same position.  Turning the person every few hours, using a special mattress, cushion or foam can also help.








Pain Management


Not everyone who is dying experiences pain. However for those suffering with severe pain, it can impede quality of life.  Pain management should be everyone’s responsibility, from physicians to community health professionals, clients who report pain and family administering medications.  The primary goal of pain management is to control pain by preventing it, rather than just relieving it. Client and family often express concerns around long term drug dependence, however experts believe this should not be regarded as a concern when attempting to control pain. 








          Digestive Concerns


Nausea, vomiting, constipation and loss of appetite are all common to end of life.  There are many medications that can control these symptoms.  Frequent, small meals can be easier than 3 large meals.  Likewise, offering more desirable or favourite foods.  If the individual is expressing the desire to eat, but cannot complete this task, family can offer to assist.  However, family should not force a person to eat as loss of appetite is a normal part of dying.  The body requires less food and therefore forcing this can actually lead to more discomfort. 
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   Temperature   


     Sensitivity


Lack of sensation to hot and cold is common for people who are dying. Look for signs that the person is too hot or too cold (shivering, pushing on/off blankets, hunching shoulders).





                     Fatigue


Lack of energy, chronic tiredness and general fatigue is common in end of life.  Limit tests and treatments to what is necessary and helpful.  Make provisions around care (ie-use a commode, bath seat or sponge bath instead of expending energy walking to bathroom).





                                Mood


Dealing with a myriad of physical discomforts can lead to changes in mood such as anxiety, irritability, anger & sadness.  A decrease in mood can affect the individual’s interactions with family as well as act as a barrier in the grieving process.





By becoming familiar with some of the common issues faced at the end of life, we can be mindful of the physical and mental needs of dying individuals.  This understanding serves as a critical platform for engaging clients and providing quality end of life care








                         Breathing Problems


Shortness of breath is common in up to 3/4 of all end of life clients.  This unpleasant awareness of breathlessness, smothering or suffocation is called Dyspnea. Dyspnea is subjective, with the only reliable measure being client self-report and therefore, measurements such as respiratory rate or pulse oximetry is not helpful.  While the root causes are usually disease-related, an increase in breathlessness can be associated with some degree of anxiety.  The client can be treated with oxygen, opioids or anxiolytics, as well as non-pharmacological treatments like: a calm, reassuring attitude, physiotherapy, distraction therapy, relaxation exercises, breathing control techniques, counseling, using a fan, opening the window, using a vaporizer, raising the head of the bed or keeping the line of sight clear to outside.  Towards the very end of life, noisy breathing (death rattle) is common when fluids build up in the throat, while the throat muscles are relaxed.  There is medication to assist with this, which is usually administered for the family’s sake and comfort, not for the individual.











