
Caring for someone with breathlessness

There is an increasing pressure on NHS 

resources caused by the Covid-19 

epidemic. This is a difficult time for 

everyone, and especially for people who 

are vulnerable due to frailty, or life-limiting 

or terminal conditions.  

Over the coming weeks and months NHS 

doctors and nurses (and those who work 

in charitable palliative care organisations

like Marie Curie and Macmillan) will work 

hard to give you the best care we can.

As your relative or friend approaches the end 

of their life they may experience changes in 

their breathing. Everyone is different, so it’s not 

easy to say exactly what will happen to your 

loved one.

Some people feel breathless or short of breath. 

You might hear this called dyspnoea. It can be 

made worse if your loved one is anxious. The 

doctor or nurse may give them medicine for 

breathlessness or advise practical steps, like 

opening a window or adopting positions in 

which breathing is easier (see below).Some 

people experience other changes in breathing 

towards the end of life, including noisy 

breathing, shallow breathing or irregular 

breathing. This isn’t usually distressing for the 

person themselves, but there may be things a 

doctor or nurse can do to help.

• Your relative or friend’s breathing 

difficulties can become worse if they 

are feeling anxious. Knowing you or 

another family member or friend is 

nearby can be reassuring for them, 

and will prevent breathlessness being 

caused by anxiety.

• It might be reassuring for your loved 

one if you speak calmly to them and 

hold or stroke their hand gently. 

Even if someone is unconscious, they 

may still be able to hear or feel you.

• If you are worried that your loved one 

is distressed or in pain, speak to their 

doctor or nurse.

Towards the end of their life or as a 

symptom of illness, your friend or relative’s 

breathing may become labored.  There are 

a number of things you can do to support 

them.

• If they’re breathing though their mouth, 

try keeping their mouth moist with 

sips of water or ice cubes.

• If they are unable to swallow, sucking 

on a moist sponge can help from 

letting their mouth get too dry.

• Keep rooms well ventilated by 

opening windows. Cooling the face by 

using a cool flannel or cloth, and 

keeping room temperature down do 

it is not stuffy, can also help.

This information leaflet is to help friends and relatives 

support those who are ill at home during this time.

Breathlessness towards the end of life



Noisy breathing

Some people's breathing becomes loud if 

mucous has built up in their throat or airways. 

This is because they aren’t coughing or clearing 

their airways. 

Changing the way your friend or family member 

is sitting or lying down can help with this. You can 

ask the doctor or nurse what might help.

It can be upsetting or worrying for you to hear 

these noises. But it’s unlikely to be painful or 

distressing for your loved one.

As the moment of death comes nearer, your loved one’s breathing may slow down and 

become irregular. It might stop and then start again or there might be long pauses or stops 

between breaths. This is sometimes known as Cheyne-Stokes breathing. This can last for a 

short time or long time before breathing finally stops

This video explains how to care for a 

friend or family member who is having 

difficulty breathing (link below or scan 

the QR Code above with your phone)

https://vimeo.com/191991664/3d48a453ce

Shallow or irregular breathing

Breathing positions

https://vimeo.com/191991664/3d48a453ce

