
sPiriTual care

When someone you love is dying:
preparing for death, coping with grief



This booklet was created in an effort to help explain the 
dying process and the emotions that may accompany the 
grieving process. We hope that it can serve as a resource 
to help you during this difficult time in your life. We have 
included sections on the physical and emotional changes 
of a person nearing death; a description of the grieving 
process; a checklist of things to do following the death of a 
loved one; a section on various mortuaries in the area; and
listings of community resources and suggested readings.
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When someone you love is dying
You are beginning a journey that is often frightening, painful 
and sometimes lonely. As death draws near, the person you 
love undergoes many emotional and physical changes. This 
section offers practical suggestions to help you move toward 
healing in your grief experience.

accepting the nearness of death
In the last days of life, the person you thought you knew may 
baffle you, being happy one day and angry or hostile the 
next day. This is the same person you know, but he or she is 
engaged in a difficult struggle. Approaching death arouses 
strong feelings and you may feel hurt or confused by what 
your loved one says. But now, more than ever, your love and 
support are very important.

Professionals who work with people facing death have found 
that people experience different emotions as they reach 
the end of life. Some common emotions are denial, anger, 
bargaining, depression, and reconciliation. All or some of 
these emotions may be felt.

It is helpful to read about the various emotions in order to 
better understand what your loved one is feeling.

Denial. People who learn that they have a terminal
illness may react with shock and disbelief. They may deny 
their condition in spite of explicit information about their 
diagnosis.

For example, it is not uncommon for a person to start 
“doctor shopping,” to delay starting treatment, or to seem 
happy and optimistic in spite of the diagnosis. A person may 
insist that the diagnostic tests are wrong and attribute 
 symptoms to a cold or other minor illnesses. These are 
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healthy, normal ways of dealing with a difficult and painful 
situation. Denial is a protective mechanism that allows 
people to collect their thoughts and gather their energy 
before they are able to begin to come to terms with their 
situation.

Anger. This emotion occurs as the person becomes aware 
of the inevitability of death and reacts with rage, hostility, 
resentment or envy of others’ lives, health, and vitality. This 
can be a time when a person asks, “why me?”

Bargaining. People may seek to make some kind of
agreement that will postpone or avoid death. Often a person 
will set a specific event as a deadline, for example, to live 
until a daughter’s wedding. Other people may negotiate with 
themselves — “If I follow all the doctors orders then I will get 
better.” Religious people may bargain or negotiate with God, 
promising to provide services for the church, for example, in 
exchange for an extended life.

Withdrawal/depression. This emotion arises from
a sense of loss. The depressed person may be mourning 
for past or impending losses. This may also be a time of 
withdrawal, when a person refuses visitors, becomes very 
quiet, and becomes detached from loved ones. This time 
may be a preparatory grief period, a time of preparing to say 
good-bye to everyone and everything one loves.

Reconciliation. The dying person is no longer angry or 
depressed. Beginning to realize the full reality of death,  
he or she begins to be able to let go. Energy is redirected.  
At this time the person may be able to talk about his or her 
own death, helping family and friends prepare for the time 
when he or she will no longer be alive. Some people may be 
uninterested in present or future events.
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Physical changes as deaTh aPProaches
Being close to someone dying is never easy, but it can help 
to know the physical changes that may take place just before 
death. Knowing what to expect can help you stay calm and 
continue to give support and comfort.

The following physical changes are typical in a person  
close to death, but all of them may not be present in any  
one person.

The senses. The person’s speech may become difficult to 
understand. Because of changes in a body’s metabolism, 
the person may be restless and increasingly confused 
about time, place or the identity of close and familiar 
people. The clarity of vision decreases, and some dying 
people have hallucinations or visions of people or things 
that others cannot see.

Most people dying are totally unconscious or semiconscious 
at times. The interval between consciousness and uncon-
sciousness varies from seconds to hours or even days.

Hearing is the last sense a dying person loses. Even people 
who seem to be unconscious can often understand those 
around them. By your touch and voice, you can reassure 
the person that he or she is not alone.

Temperature. The person may feel hot or cold to the touch, 
but still be comfortable. As the blood pressure drops and the 
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circulation slows down, the person’s hands and feet become 
colder. There may be increased perspiration. The skin color 
may become flushed or bluish.

Breathing. The person’s breathing pattern may change, 
becoming fast, slow, or irregular. There may be periods of 
non-breathing or sounds of “gurgling.” Some people have 
difficulty breathing and are more comfortable in a sitting 
position. Medication can help relax the person and reduce 
apprehension; in some cases it may help the person breathe 
more easily.

Eating. A person may begin to eat and drink less. You may 
think that they would feel cravings for food, but as the body 
slows down, it’s need for nutrition fades. This concept of not 
eating or drinking is often very difficult to accept. A person 
may get a dry mouth which may inhibit speaking, and some-
time small sips of water, ice chips, or using a sponge to wet 
the tongue may be comforting.

Incontinence. A person may lose the ability to regulate his or 
her bowel and bladder. Many times the most comfortable 
way to deal with this change is to use a diaper.

Sometimes these changes are difficult to watch. You may 
wonder how long a person will continue on with these 
changes and when death will happen. You may even find 
yourself hoping that the person will die. It is normal and 
natural to wish that death would come to relieve suffering.
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afTer deaTh Takes Place
In the hours and days after your loved one’s death, in the 
midst of you own fatigue and distress, you will have to 
make a number of decisions and practical arrangements. 
The following information relates to a death in the hospital, 
and the accompanying checklist can be used to review the 
details you may need to address.

After a death, you will be asked to sign a form authorizing 
the hospital to release the body to the mortuary of your 
choice. The body may be taken to the hospital’s holding 
area until a mortuary representative arranges to pick it up.

You may be asked to give permission for an autopsy or you 
may want to request that an autopsy be done. An autopsy is 
not always necessary, but it can provide information about 
the nature of the disease and the cause of death. Autopsies 
help physicians learn more about disease and thus have 
important benefits for the care of other people in the future. 
Your doctor, a person from our Social Service department, 
the hospital chaplain, or your own clergy can help you make 
a decision about an autopsy.

In some circumstances, the hospital is required to 
notify the coroner after a person dies. The coroner then 
decides whether or not an autopsy is required. The family 
cannot refuse permission for an autopsy requested by the 
coroner. Coroner’s cases include deaths where the attending 
physician cannot state the cause of death; where suicide is 
suspected; after an accident or injury; where death may  
have been caused by a criminal act; where death was due 
to poison or an occupational cause; where death took place 
during surgery or before the person had recovered from 
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anesthesia; and when the person has been in a coma 
throughout the hospital stay.

Your loved one can give the gift of life to others by donating 
organs and tissues to help other people regain their health. 
Many people have indicated their intention to donate organs 
after death. However, even if the person has authorized 
donation of organs and tissues, we will ask for the family’s 
permission. Additionally, in the State of California, a hospital 
is required to ask the next of kin of any person under the age 
of 70 if they are interested in organ donation.

Here at El Camino Hospital, we have established a 
relationship with California Transplant Donor Network 
(800-55 DONOR).

Any questions you may have about organ donation can 
be best answered by calling California Transplant Donor 
Network directly.

grief and mourning
Experiencing loss affects your emotions, physical well-being, 
and spirit. Grief is the intense internal sadness that you may 
feel when dealing with a change, loss, or difficult situation.

Grief is a natural, healthy, human response to loss. Mourning 
is the external expression of grief. Understanding grief and 
mourning can help you face a difficult change, and to recover 
and grow from the experience.

Grief can take many forms and each person grieves in his or 
her own way. Some reactions are typical, but they can vary 
in kind, strength, or duration. Below is a description of some 
common reactions, but it is important to remember that you 
may find your own reaction to grief to be different.
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Feelings associated with grief : sadness, anger, denial, guilt, 
depression, loneliness, anxiety, hope, helplessness, shock, 
numbness, fear, relief.

Physical sensations associated with grief : fatigue, upset 
stomach, headache, tight neck and shoulders, shakiness, 
weak muscles, tightness in the chest or throat, labored 
breathing, sighing.

Thought patterns associated with grief : disbelief,
preoccupation with loss, confusion or disorientation, 
inability to focus, a sense of the presence of the deceased, 
fantasies of the deceased.

Behaviors associated with grief : disturbed sleep
or appetite, wringing hands, absentmindedness, social 
withdrawal, dreams of the deceased, searching and calling 
out for the deceased, sighing, restlessness, overactivity, 
crying, visiting places that remind you of the deceased, 
treasuring or carrying objects that belonged to the deceased.

The grieving process becomes less intense as you begin to 
adapt to the changes and resume your daily routine. No one 
can tell you how long you will grieve, or how long you should 
grieve. It is important to learn how to live with the loss. It 
is important to take care of your emotional needs such as 
expressing your feelings, asking for help and accepting it, 
and being kind to yourself. You need to take care of your 
physical needs by getting rest, staying healthy and being 
alert for problems.

One way to help yourself experience grief may be to find a 
supportive person or people with whom you can share your 
feelings. It is important to realize and recognize your loss, 
to be gentle to your own healing process, to avoid judging 
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yourself, and to give yourself time for healing. However, 
when grief does not subside and is becoming overwhelming, 
you should seek help.

On the following pages we list some resources within 
El Camino Hospital and in the community that can assist 
you during this difficult time in your life.

resources for helP and suPPorT
Resources at El Camino Hospital
chaplain/spiritual care services
The hospital chaplain, and volunteers who work with the 
chaplain, offer counseling, prayer, emotional support, and 
sacraments to patients and families of all faiths. Call extension 
7568 or, from outside the hospital, 650-988-7568 during 
office hours (weekdays 8:00 a.m. – 4:30 p.m.). At other times, 
ask your nurse to contact the hospital supervisor to request 
the clergy resource from your denomination. The chaplain’s 
office can also arrange a visit from your own clergy. A meditation 
room is available for prayer or meditation. There is also a medi-
tation garden, located between the new main hospital and 
the Willow Pavilion on the Mountain View campus. In the 
lobby concourse of the new main hospital in Mountain View, 
a labyrinth design in the floor offers a place for walking meditation 
during the lobby’s quieter hours.

Resources in the community
hospice
National Hospice Organization, Washington, DC
703-243-5900
Hospice is a program available in the community that 
provides a person with a terminal illness the opportunity 
to live comfortably and with dignity until they die. Hospice 
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offers support and guidance to individuals and families to 
help care for a loved one who is dying and help deal with 
the physical, emotional, and spiritual issues related to the 
loss of a loved one. Hospice care is provided through a team 
approach by a nurse, social worker, home health aide, and 
volunteers, all of whom are specially trained to work with 
individuals who are dying.

Hospice can be provided in the home, in a nursing home, 
or in a residential care or board and care facility. Medicare 
offers a hospice benefit, as do many private health insurance 
programs. There are several agencies in this community  
who can provide hospice services. If you are interested in 
hospice, ask your doctor or a representative from the care 
coordination to determine if hospice is appropriate.

grief support groups and individual/family counseling
Cancer Support and Education Center (Menlo Park)
Individual/family/couples/children’s groups and counsel-
ing to deal with loss of loved one. Contact: 650-327-6161

Center For Living with Dying (Santa Clara and Morgan Hill)
Bereavement assistance through individual support and 
group counseling, life threatening illness support service, 
services for children and adults. Contact: 408-243-0222

Compassionate Friends (South Bay Area)
Referrals to monthly meetings for families who have lost 
children. Contact: 408-776-3520

CONTACT
24-hour-a-day telephone support staffed by volunteers 
trained to provide crisis intervention and community 
resources. Contact: 408-279-8228
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Help After Neonatal Death (H.A.N.D., Santa Clara County)
Peer support groups, telephone support, resource library for 
individuals and families who have experienced a neonatal 
death or pregnancy loss. HAND groups are located in many 
parts of the Bay Area. Contact: 408-995-6102

Hospice of the Valley (San Jose)
Individual/child/adolescent counseling and support groups 
to deal with loss of loved one. Contact: 408-559-5600

KARA (Palo Alto)
Counseling and support groups for children, adolescents, 
and adults dealing with unexpected death or diagnosis of a 
terminal illness of a loved one. Contact: 650-321-5272

Kids Helping Kids (Menlo Park)
Free support group for children and teens (and parents) who 
have a parent or relative with cancer or a life-threatening 
illness. Contact: 650-326-3800

Pathways Hospice
(San Francisco, Peninsula, and South Bay)
Grief support groups, drop-in groups, individual counseling 
offered on an ongoing basis to individuals dealing with the 
loss of a loved one. Contact: 650-949-3029

Mid-Peninsula Widows and Widowers Association
(Los Altos)
Ongoing support and activities for those who have lost  
a spouse or significant other. Contact: 408-378-2604

El Camino Hospital support groups
800-216-5556
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resources folloWing deaTh
Depending on where death occurs, the circumstances of 
death, and if there are responsible and available relatives, 
there are certain tasks that may need to be completed.

Following is a general checklist of things that may need to 
be done when a death occurs. Some tasks can be done in 
advance, some immediately after a death, and others can be 
completed in the weeks following.

checklist of things to be done at the time of death
 Choose a mortuary.
 Call and meet with mortuary representative to make 

arrangements for service. They will need information about 
the deceased such as social security number, place and 
date of birth, parents’ names and their places of birth, and 
most recent employment. The mortuary representative will 
help with decisions such as choosing a casket and so forth.

 Make a list of immediate family members, close friends, 
and employers or business colleagues who need to be 
notified.

 Select family or friends whom you would like to 
participate in a memorial service.

 Collect information for the obituary. Include age, place of 
birth, cause of death, occupation, service club member-
ships, military service, outstanding work, list of survivors, 
and time and place of funeral service. Deliver in person, 
or by phone, fax or email to newspapers. Some mortuar-
ies will assist with this process.

 Decide on an appropriate memorial to which gifts can be 
made, for example, to a church or charity. (Include this 
information in obituary if desired.)
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 Assign a person to stay in family home at time of service 
for security reasons.

 Have family members or friends take turns answering 
phones or door.

 Arrange accommodations for visiting friends and relatives.
Consider child care.

 Ask friends and/or family to coordinate supplying meals 
for the following days.

 Notify lawyer and executor. Get six to eight copies of the 
death certificate from the funeral director.

 Plan for disposition of flowers after the funeral.
 Decide on acknowledgement notes/printed notices and 

order through mortuary or stationery supplier.

in the weeks following
 Review all insurance policies, benefits, and other similar 

documents.
 Notify all insurance companies, including car insurance, 

for cancellation. Notify Social Security, if applicable, or 
any other pension program.

 Check all debts and installment payments. If there will 
be a delay in payment, call each and ask them for time to 
handle things before payment is due.

 If the deceased lived alone, notify utility companies and 
landlord, if applicable, and give forwarding address to the 
post office for mail. Take precautions to secure property.

If needed, ask for help. Some useful resources may be an 
attorney, an accountant, or the Health Library & Resource 
Center at El Camino Hospital.
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morTuaries and funeral chaPels
Listed below are some of the mortuaries and funeral homes 
in our community. This listing does not constitute an 
endorsement or recommendation.

Chapel of the Hills
615 N. Santa Cruz Ave., Los Gatos 
408-354-7740

Chapel of the Flowers Funeral Home
900 Second St., San Jose 
408-294-9663

Cusimano Family Colonial Mortuary
96 El Camino Real West, Mountain View 
650-968-4453

Darling Fischer — Garden Chapel
471 East Santa Cruz St., San Jose 
408-998-2226

Jones Mortuary
660 Donahue, East Palo Alto 
650-323-2481

Lima Family Mortuary
1315 Hollenbeck Ave., Sunnyvale 
408-736-3491

Memorial Chapel
213 East Campbell Ave., Campbell 
408-379-5010

Roger, Hapgood & Tinney*
980 Middlefield Road, Palo Alto 
650-328-1360
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Spangler Mortuary (three locations)*
779 Castro St., Mountain View 
650-967-5546

399 S. San Antonio Rd., Los Altos 
650-948-6619

174 N. Sunnyvale Ave., Sunnyvale 
408-736-6294 
Can accommodate witnessed cremation (Hindu)

Willow Glen Funeral Chapel*
1039 Lincoln Ave., San Jose 
408-295-6446

Jewish funeral home:
Sinai Memorial Chapel
1501 Divisadero, San Francisco 
415-921-3636

other alternatives for pre-planning of memorial  
arrangements:
Alta Mesa Memorial Park
695 Arastradero Rd, Palo Alto 
650-493-1041 
Can accommodate witnessed cremation (Hindu)

Neptune Society
798 South Second St., San Jose 
408-287-8700

Funeral Consumers Alliance
650-321-2109

* Non-sectarian funeral homes that understand Jewish customs.
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suggesTed readings and references
books for children
Picture books:
Bartoli, J. (1975). Nanna. New York: Harvey House. (death of 
grandmother)‡

Breebaart, J. and P. (1993). When I Die, Will I Get Better.
New York: Peter Bedrick Books. (about death of a brother, 
using animals in the story)‡

Brown, L.K. and Brown, M. (1996). When Dinosaurs Die: 
A Guide to Understanding Death. Boston: Brownard & Co. 
(general picture book about death)‡

Douglas, E. (1990). Rachel and the Upside Down Heart.
Los Angeles: Price Stern. (father’s death)‡

Fassler, J. (1983). My Grandpa Died Today. New York:
Human Science Press. (grandfather’s illness and death)‡

School age books:
Donnelly, E. (1980). So Long Grandpa. New York: Crown. 
(grandfather’s illness, anticipated death)‡

Frost, D. (1991). Dad! Why Did You Leave Me? Scottsdale,
PA: Herald Press. (father’s death)

Jordan, M. (1989). Losing Uncle Tim. Niles, IL: Whitman. 
(uncle dies of AIDS)‡

LeShan, E. (1976). Learning to Say Goodbye: When a Parent 
Dies. New York: Avon. (losing a parent)‡

Whitehead, R.(1971) The Mother Tree. Seabury Press. 
(mother’s death)
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general books
Callahan, M. and Kelley, P. (1983) Final Gifts. New York: 
Bantam Books.‡

Donelly, K.F. (1987). Recovering from the Loss of a Parent. 
New York: Doss, Mead & Co.‡

Donelly, K.F. (1994). Recovering from the Loss of a Loved 
One to AIDS. New York: St. Martin’s Press.‡

Dunn, Hank (1995). Hard Choice for Loving People. Herndon, 
VA: A&A Publisher, Inc.

Kubler-Ross, E. (1969) On Death and Dying. New York:
MacMillan.§

Kubler-Ross, E. (1974). Questions and Answers on Death & 
Dying. New York: MacMillan.§

Kushner, H. D. (1981). When Bad Things Happen to Good 
People. New York: Schocken Books.§

Neeld, Elizabeth Harper. (1990). Seven Choices: Taking
the Steps to a New Life After Losing Someone You Love.
New York: Potter.

Myers, Edward. (1986). When Parents Die: A Guide for 
Adults. New York: Viking Press.§

Rando, T. (1995). Grieving: How to Go On Living When
Someone You Love Dies. New York: Bantam Books.

Schaefer, Dan & Lyons, Christine (1986). How Do We
Tell the Children: A Parent’s Guide to Helping Children 
Understand and Cope When Someone Dies. New York:
New Market Press.§
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Temes, Roberta (1984). Living With An Empty Chair.
New York: Irvington Publishers, Inc.§

Wolfelt, Alan D. (1992). Understanding Grief : Helping
Yourself Heal. Ft. Collins, CO: Accelerated Development.§

Wolfelt, Alan D. (1997). The Journey Through Grief :
Reflections on Healing. Ft. Collins, CO: Companion Press.

Weizman, S. G. and Kamm, Phyllis. (1985). About Mourning: 
Support and Guidance for the Bereaved. New York: Science 
Press.§

references
Excerpts of the publication “Understanding Death and 
Dying” reprinted with permission of Stanford Hospital and 
Clinics, Division of Patient Care Services.

Excerpts of “Checklist of Things to be Done at the Time 
of Death” reprinted with permission of Information and 
Referral Services, Inc., Senior Handbook 1997.

‡ available at the Mountain View Public Library

§ available at El Camino Hospital’s Health Library  
& Resource Center



We hope this booklet provides some answers to your 
questions about the process of death and bereavement. 
Please do not hesitate to reach out to someone.

The Rev. Maryellen Garnier
Hospital Chaplain

Funding for this publication provided by a grant from the El Camino Hospital Auxiliary
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