
Irish Hospice Foundation COVID-19 Care & Inform 
resources may help
COVID-19 restrictions mean some of the ways we traditionally mark and connect in our 
grief are still not possible. This is a very uncertain and upsetting time. However, we can 
support ourselves and each other in new ways during this difficult period.

You may be caring for a loved one at home, no longer have the same support network, 
or someone close to you has died. This is a distressing time for you and we hope the 
information here will help make this time a little easier.

In response to COVID-19, we have developed our Care & Inform Information and Advice hub to keep people updated 
on matters related to death, dying and bereavement. All information is in line with current HSE and Government 
guidance and is available to download and print from https://hospicefoundation.ie/covid19careandinform/.

Are you caring for a  
loved one at home, or has  
someone you love died? 
Do you need information and support?
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Are you: Caring for someone 
who is frail or perhaps close to 
the end of life at home? 

Are you: Visiting someone in a 
nursing home or hospital?

Irish Hospice Foundation
Care & Inform

Caring for someone, nearing 
end of life, at home during 
the COVID-19 crisis
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Caring for someone at the end of life 
at home: some practical information
This resource is for people caring for someone at the end 
of life at home. The aim is to help you to know what to 
expect and how you can support a person who is dying. 
Your GP, Public Health Nurse and/or Community Nurse 
can provide advice on medications and other supports that 
can help.

The information here has been adapted from the “What 
you can do to practically care for someone who is in 
their last days and hours of life” document developed by 

the HSE National Clinical Programme for Palliative Care. Some information has also been 
adapted from the Helix Centre and NHS End-of-life Care Toolkit for Carers at Home.

Breathlessness and cough

Breathlessness and cough can be distressing and can make it difficult to communicate. If the 
person you are caring for is experiencing this, try to give them time and space to respond. 
Do not force the person to talk. It might be helpful to talk calmly and reassuringly, to open a 
window to allow fresh air in or a fan may be useful. If possible, sit the person up with pillows, 
rather than lying flat. This can help to relieve the sensation of not being able to breathe. 
Before someone dies their breathing often becomes noisy. Some people call this the ‘death 
rattle’. Try not to be alarmed by this. It is normal and happens because of a build-up of 
secretions as well as the muscles at the back of the throat relaxing. There are medicines that 
can be given to help if it is a problem.

Pain

Not everyone experiences pain when they are dying, but some people do. If they are less 
conscious, they may grimace or groan to show this. It is a good idea to check the person’s 
position in bed to see if this can also help. They may be too weak to move, and this can cause 
discomfort. You might be aware if they have any areas that are known to hurt, for example a 
bad back. This can be useful to remember when helping them to re-position. There are also 
medicines that can be given to ease pain.

Agitation or restlessness

Some people can become agitated and appear distressed when they are dying. This can 
be frightening. It is important to try to find out the cause of any restlessness. Having a full 
bladder or bowel can be a cause. This can be relieved by using a catheter to drain urine or by 
giving medicines to help the person open their bowels. The GP and nurse(s) can help with 
this. If it is not either of these, you can try to reassure the person by talking and/or sitting 
with them. Touch can be effective too. If you are comfortable, you could hold the person’s 
hand. There are also medicines that can be given to help.
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When someone 
you care about is 
dying in a nursing 
home - what to 
expect.
If someone you care about is dying in a nursing home, this information may help you know 
what to expect. You may be worried about many things, including COVID-19. We understand 
that this is an emotional and challenging time for you. We hope this resource will help to 
make this time a little easier by providing helpful and useful information. 

Much of the information here has been adapted from the Health Service 
Executive (HSE) and Hospice Friendly Hospitals Programme (HFH) 
booklet: When someone you care about is dying in hospital – What to 
expect. This booklet can be accessed here: https://hospicefoundation.ie/
wp-content/uploads/2020/04/When-someone-you-care-about-is-dying-in-
hospital_What-to-expect.pdf

Talk to the healthcare team (GP, Nurses, Healthcare Assistants, etc.) if there 
is anything worrying you or the person living in the nursing home. You might be worried 
that now is not a good time to do this. However, the healthcare team are available to provide 
information and answer any questions you might have. We understand that COVID-19 is a 
source of stress and anxiety now. 

This resource includes some information about COVID-19 and links to HSE websites. This 
is where the most up to date and reliable information about COVID-19 can be found. This 
is followed by information about visiting a nursing home during the COVID-19 crisis.  Also 
included here is practical information about the physical changes that can happen as a 
person is dying. Not all the changes explained here happen as a person dies. In addition, not 
all the things suggested to provide comfort and reassurance may be possible at this time due 
to COVID-19 restrictions. We have included as much information as possible so you can be 
prepared about what to expect. Take your time reading this information and remember to ask 
any member of the healthcare team if you have questions.   
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- What to expect -
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What can I do when I can’t 
visit a loved one who is dying? 
During these difficult times you may have a 
family member, friend or loved one who is in 
the last weeks or days of their life. You may be 
cocooning or current visiting restrictions may 
mean that you are unable to visit them. This is a 
very difficult situation to be in and you may find 
this very upsetting.

Visits are restricted as this is the best way to 
reduce the risk of you or other people you love 
getting the COVID-19 virus. This is a big sacrifice 
for you, your family and loved one. The Irish Hospice Foundation recommends that when visiting 
in person is not possible, health and care settings are proactive in ensuring that patients and 
residents remain connected through the use a variety of methods to bring comfort, compassion 
and company to the dying person. Continued support should be provided for families. This 
should include providing guidance on how family members can use available technology to 
enable ‘virtual visiting’ to keep connected and by ensuring that information regarding your loved 
one is communicated clearly and sensitively.

If you are not able to visit in person, here are some suggestions that you might  
find helpful. 

•	 It might be helpful and reassuring to find out more about the care your loved one is getting. 
If another family member or friend is the main contact for your loved one, check with them 
first.

•	 Talk to the staff in the care setting about your concerns or any questions you have- staff may 
need consent from your loved one to discuss aspects of their care with you.

•	 Other family and friends may be able to visit and keep you up to date by phone, text or social 
media.

Ways to connect with your loved one.

•	 It may be possible to phone the person, you may be able to talk to them or read to them over 
the phone. We appreciate this is not ideal and doesn’t replace person to person visiting, but it 
can be a good way to keep in contact and feel connected.

•	 You can also video call and text message, liaise with staff if help is required to make sure your 
loved one’s telephone is charged and close by them.

•	 If another family member or friend is able to visit your loved one, you could ask if they can 
help with a phone or video call.

•	 Even if your loved one isn’t able to communicate with you, they may still be able to hear your 
voice on the phone or see you on a video call.
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Are you: Bereaved and need 
advice or help?

Are you: Planning a 
funeral?

What is Grief?
A death in your family or in your circle of friends is always difficult. You may feel
shocked, upset, tearful or distressed. You may find it difficult to concentrate and
to realise what has happened. You may be angry or frightened. These
experiences are particularly confusing and intense in the early days and weeks
of a bereavement.
 
In Ireland, we have a long tradition of coming together in the days after a death.
We all understand the rituals that happen around a death, and they often
provide comfort. These may involve a wake, a funeral, a burial or cremation.
There may be a gathering or meal after the funeral and later, a month’s mind.
 
People have found arranging a funeral, meeting with family and friends to be
helpful.   We share stories and memories about the person who died.  We laugh
and we cry.  We pay tribute to the person who died through our mourning.  
 
The Covid-19 pandemic has changed the traditional ways we mark our grief. For the
moment, it is not possible to come together and to gather in one location.  It is
not possible to have a large funeral.  It may not be possible to receive the
company of those who wish to offer condolences. 
 
However, we can support ourselves and each other in different ways.
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If you’re caring for someone who is very sick and are worried they may die, or
someone you love has just died, you may have some concerns about what
might happen at a funeral during this COVID-19 response period. 
 
In Ireland, funerals are how we celebrate and commemorate those who have
died.  As you navigate this new reality please remember death ends a life, not a
relationship and your connection with the person who has died will remain.
 
In these difficult times, everyone is working together to help each other. We at
The Irish Hospice Foundation send our heartfelt condolences to you as you
enter this different journey.
 
However, we can support ourselves and each other in different ways.

Planning a funeral during the COVID-19 pandemic
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We have prepared some information we hope will help
and inform you at this very difficult time as part of our
‘Care and Inform’ series. 
We intend to prepare more advice at a later stage and
will update this information as more advice is issued.  
 
All advice is in line with HSE advice.
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Are you: Looking for ways to support young people at this time?
These resources have been developed with the Irish Childhood Bereavement Network.

Helping 
children 
grieve during 
COVID-19 
restrictions

Supporting 
teenagers to 
grieve under 
COVID-19 
restrictions

Finding Ways 
for Children/
Young People 
to say Goodbye

In normal times, when someone is very unwell, we would encourage parents to allow children take
part in opportunities to say goodbye to loved ones in any way they feel comfortable. Children and
young people are usually very involved in a family member’s final days, in our end-of-life goodbyes
and funeral traditions. 
 
It helps them understand the finality of death and it shows them how to give and receive
compassion. Children often like to feel they have contributed to the care of the person and can often
take a lot of comfort in the future for little acts of kindness they were part of for their sick relative.
 
During these exceptional times, however, it may not be possible to take part in our normal end-of-life
and funeral practices. Infection controls may mean family members do not have an opportunity to
spend time with someone who is dying, to say goodbye or attend funerals. 
 
Children will need a lot of reassurance and love during these distressing times. They need to know
that even though the adults around them are worried and very sad, they will still be able to care for
them. They may also feel that they need permission to show their emotions and talk about their
feelings.
 
Children may worry they have not been as good at following the measures to stop the spread of
COVID-19 or they may hear things in the media about how children are vectors playing a role in
spreading the virus. These anxieties will be worse if someone close to them dies.
 
Young children may blame themselves in some way for the death. It is normal for primary school
aged children to engage in ‘magical thinking’, this means they can invent explanations in their heads
about why bad things have happened.  
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Proudly developed with The Irish Childhood Bereavement Network

COVID-19 restrictions Finding
ways to help children and

young people say goodbye if  a
family member is  dying or has

died

We know this is a scary time for everyone, especially children and young
people. 

Children need adults to help them understand what’s going on, to help
them talk about what frightens them and to help reassure them.

In normal times, we would encourage parents to allow children take part in opportunities to say
goodbye to loved ones in any way they feel comfortable. Children and young people are usually
very involved in our funeral traditions. It helps them understand the finality of death and it
shows them how to give and receive compassion. Funerals also help children feel less isolated
as they are part of something they share with other adults and children in their families. Often
for children, funerals connect them with extended family members, particularly cousins and
relations who are of a similar age. During these exceptional times, however, it may not be
possible to take part in our normal end-of-life and funeral practices. Infection controls may
mean family members do not have an opportunity to spend time with someone who is dying,
to say goodbye or attend funerals.

During these weeks of isolation, sadly some families will experience the death of a loved one; it
may be due to COVID-19 or it may be completely unrelated.  It’s natural to want to protect and
shield children when someone dies; however, we need to talk to children to help them feel safer.
The best thing to do is give children honest, age-appropriate information about death. It is
painful to see a child upset, but children cope better with sad news when they are told the truth.
Helping children understand death and grief will vary depending on the child’s age and
developmental stage.  
See our simple guide here: https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie/families/childrens-grief/

Helping children grieve 
during COVID-19 restrictions

Grieving in exceptional t imes
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Funerals 

Proudly developed with The Irish Childhood Bereavement Network

Under normal circumstances, grief can feel isolating, however during COVID-19 restrictions
it is especially important to find ways to support and connect with each other. 
Grief is made up of many feelings and reactions and can be confusing. 
All of us, at every age, are challenged by grief. 
 
Adolescence is a time of great change. As teenagers try to bridge the gap between
childhood and adulthood, they struggle with issues of identity and independence.  As
children move towards adulthood and become more independent they look towards
friends and peers more and more.  Losing someone at this time can make life very difficult.  
It is particularly important to think about how to support teenagers through grief in the
changed territory created by COVID -19.
 
The Irish Childhood Bereavement Network (ICBN) has developed some specific resources
to help you understand and to support a grieving young person or teenager.
 
See our simple guide here: https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie/families/adolescents-
and-grief/

Grieving in exceptional t imes
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Supporting teenagers to
grieve during COVID-19

restrictions

Bereavement Support Line 
You might also want to talk to someone if you have 
been recently bereaved or a previous bereavement feels 
more difficult at this time.

The new Irish Hospice Foundation Bereavement Support Line, 
in conjunction with the HSE, is here to support those affected 
by bereavement during COVID-19. It is staffed by trained Irish 
Hospice Foundation personnel and volunteers. 

Call freephone 1800 80 70 77, Monday to Friday, 10am - 1pm. 

For further information: www.hospicefoundation.ie  
or call 01 679 3188

This information is brought to you by Irish Hospice Foundation. If you would 
like to support us you can do so online at www.hospicefoundation.ie CHY 6830 Registered Charity 20013554
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