
What to Expect as Death Approaches

Decreased need for food and drink: As the body slows down, appetite fades. Sips of water or
ice chips may be all that is desired.

Longer sleep and less responsiveness: The person may spend most of their time asleep,
difficult to rouse, or drifting in and out of awareness.

Withdrawal from surroundings: When awake, they may seem distant, detached, or lost in
thought, as if already preparing to let go.

Moments of confusion or disorientation: They might forget where they are, not recognize
familiar people, or misinterpret ordinary sights and sounds.

Visions and conversations with unseen visitors: It is common for the dying to see or speak to
loved ones who have already passed, or to reach out with arms and hands toward something
invisible. These moments often bring comfort rather than fear.

Restlessness and agitation: They may fidget, tug at sheets, or pull at medical equipment as
the body grows less comfortable.

Changes in breathing patterns: Breathing may become irregular — shallow, rapid, then slow
again. Long pauses without breath can occur before breathing resumes.

Labored or “gurgling” breathing sounds: Mucus and secretions in the throat may create rattling
or congested sounds.

Yawning, sighing, or snoring: Due to lack of oxygen and muscle relaxation, yawns or raspy
snores may appear.

Cool or bluish skin: As circulation diminishes, hands, feet, and limbs may feel cold and show a
bluish or mottled tint.

Bruising and pooling of blood: Lower blood pressure and slower circulation can cause deep
blue bruises, especially along the back or spine.

Distinct odors: Some people notice a sweet or chemical-like scent (similar to nail polish
remover) as organs begin to shut down.

Loss of bladder and bowel control: With the body’s functions slowing, accidents or
incontinence may occur.

Final signs of letting go: Hands may unclench, the jaw relaxes, and breath gradually fades
until it ceases altogether.

Caregiver Note: These changes are natural, though they may feel unsettling to witness.
Offering comfort, gentle reassurance, and presence is the most important gift in these
moments.


