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Safety Considerations for Hospice Patients: Ensuring Comfort and Well-being

When a loved one enters hospice care, the primary focus shifts from curative treatments to
providing comfort, dignity, and support through the end of life. While the goal is to alleviate
suffering, it is equally important to ensure the safety of hospice patients as their physical and
emotional needs evolve. A safe environment helps improve quality of life and can help prevent
accidents, injuries, or unnecessary distress.

Here’s an overview of key safety considerations for hospice patients to ensure they receive the
highest level of care and comfort during their final days.

1. Environmental Safety: Preventing Accidents and Falls

As patients near the end of life, their physical strength and mobility often decline. Therefore,
creating a safe living environment is crucial to reduce the risk of accidents such as falls or
injuries.

o Clear Pathways: Ensure that hallways, walkways, and common areas are free from
clutter, furniture, and obstacles that could cause tripping.

e Non-slip Flooring: Use non-slip rugs or mats in areas where the patient may walk, such
as bathrooms or hallways. Consider using low-pile carpeting or non-slip tiles to prevent
slipping.

e Proper Lighting: Good lighting is essential to prevent falls and ensure patients and
caregivers can navigate safely. Nightlights are especially helpful for nighttime trips to the
bathroom or other areas of the home.

o Grab Bars and Handrails: Install grab bars or handrails near the bed, in the bathroom
(near the toilet, shower, and tub), and along any stairs to help with stability and ease of
movement.

o Elevated Bed and Adjustable Furniture: Make sure the patient’s bed is at a
comfortable height for getting in and out. Adjustable hospital beds, for example, can
elevate the head or feet, helping to reduce the risk of pressure sores or discomfort.

o Safe Bathroom Setup: Ensure that the bathroom is easily accessible, with non-slip mats,
a raised toilet seat, and a shower chair if needed. Consider using a commaode if the patient
has trouble walking to the bathroom.

2. Medication Safety: Proper Administration and Monitoring

During hospice care, patients often take a variety of medications to manage symptoms such as
pain, anxiety, nausea, or difficulty breathing. Proper medication management is vital to ensure
the patient’s comfort while avoiding complications.
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Medication Schedule: Keep a clear and organized medication schedule that ensures
medications are taken at the correct times and doses. Consider using a pill organizer or
medication reminder system.

Medication Labels: Ensure that medications are clearly labeled and stored in a safe,
secure place. Labeling should include both the medication name and instructions to avoid
confusion.

Prevent Medication Errors: Double-check medications before administering them, and
make sure you understand the dosage and the proper method of delivery (oral, topical,
etc.). Consult with the hospice team if any changes are made to the medication regimen.
Manage Pain Effectively: Hospice care often involves managing pain and discomfort.
Ensure that pain medications are administered on time and at the appropriate intervals to
prevent unnecessary suffering.

Watch for Side Effects: Monitor for any side effects or reactions to medications, such as
drowsiness, confusion, dizziness, or allergic reactions. Notify the hospice team if any
new symptoms occur.

3. Mobility and Positioning Safety

Patients in hospice care may experience significant changes in mobility, and proper positioning
can reduce discomfort and prevent complications such as pressure sores.

Reposition Regularly: For patients who are bedridden, reposition them every two hours
to avoid pressure sores, also known as bedsores or decubitus ulcers. This will also help
improve circulation and comfort.

Use of Supportive Cushions: Ensure that the patient is positioned comfortably in bed or
in a chair. Use pillows, foam wedges, or special cushions designed to relieve pressure on
the skin and prevent sores.

Supportive Devices: If the patient needs assistance moving, use a transfer belt, slide
sheets, or a hoist to help lift and reposition them safely. These devices protect both the
caregiver and the patient.

Physical Therapy: Some patients may benefit from physical therapy or simple range-of-
motion exercises to maintain muscle strength and mobility. Work with the hospice team
to develop an individualized plan.

4. Breathing and Respiratory Safety

Many hospice patients experience difficulty breathing due to conditions such as COPD, heart
failure, or cancer. Ensuring the patient's respiratory comfort is essential for their safety and well-

being.

Elevate the Head of the Bed: For patients experiencing shortness of breath, elevate the
head of the bed to help improve lung expansion and make breathing easier.



HOSPICE OF

Q FLORIDA

o Oxygen Therapy: If the patient requires supplemental oxygen, ensure that oxygen is
being administered correctly, according to the prescribed settings. Make sure oxygen
tanks and tubing are stored safely to avoid any risks of fire or oxygen leakage.

e Monitor Breathing Patterns: Watch for signs of respiratory distress, such as labored
breathing, wheezing, or cyanosis (bluish color in the lips or extremities). Contact the
hospice team if any signs of respiratory difficulties are noticed.

5. Hydration and Nutrition Safety

Hospice patients often experience changes in their ability to eat or drink due to illness or
medication side effects. Providing the right support in this area is essential for both safety and
comfort.

o Hydration Management: If the patient is still able to drink fluids, ensure that they stay
hydrated by offering small sips of water, juice, or other liquids throughout the day. If they
have trouble swallowing, consider using a thickening agent for liquids to prevent
choking.

e Nutritional Support: Depending on the patient’s ability to eat, offer small, easy-to-
swallow meals. If the patient has a reduced appetite or difficulty eating, consult with the
hospice team to determine the best nutritional plan, which may include soft foods or
liquid nutrition.

e Monitor Swallowing: If the patient has difficulty swallowing or a history of aspiration
(food or liquid entering the airway), be cautious with food and drink. Consult with the
hospice team about strategies to minimize the risk of aspiration pneumonia.

o Use of Feeding Tubes: Some hospice patients may require a feeding tube to ensure
proper nutrition. Make sure feeding tube care is being handled properly to prevent
infection and ensure the patient receives the right nutrition.

6. Personal Care and Hygiene Safety

Personal hygiene is an important part of maintaining the patient’s dignity, comfort, and overall
health. Proper hygiene also helps prevent infection and discomfort.

e Bathing and Grooming: Assist with bathing and grooming needs in a way that respects
the patient’s dignity. If the patient is bedridden, consider using bed baths or wipes to
clean the body without causing stress.

e Oral Hygiene: Regular oral care is important to prevent dry mouth and other oral health
issues. Use a soft toothbrush or mouth swabs to clean the patient’s mouth, especially if
they cannot brush on their own.

e Incontinence Care: If the patient is incontinent, use absorbent pads and make sure they
are changed frequently to prevent skin irritation or infection. Apply skin protectants or
barrier creams if necessary.

o Skin Care: Monitor the patient’s skin for any signs of redness, irritation, or pressure
sores. Use gentle skin care products and keep the skin clean and dry to promote comfort.
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7. Emotional and Psychological Safety

While much of the focus in hospice care is on physical safety and comfort, it’s equally important
to consider the emotional and psychological well-being of the patient.

o Provide Emotional Support: Offer a listening ear and emotional comfort to the patient.
Engage in meaningful conversations, offer reassurance, and ensure they feel valued and
heard.

¢ Respect the Patient’s Wishes: Be mindful of the patient’s preferences when it comes to
visitors, activities, and the overall care plan. Providing an environment where the patient
feels in control of their own choices can help reduce anxiety and promote peace.

e Manage Stress and Anxiety: Many hospice patients may experience anxiety, fear, or
sadness as they approach the end of life. Talk to the hospice team about options for
managing anxiety, such as medication or relaxation techniques.

Final Thoughts

Ensuring the safety of hospice patients involves a holistic approach that addresses their physical,
emotional, and psychological needs. By creating a safe environment, managing medications,
supporting mobility, ensuring breathing comfort, maintaining nutrition, and offering emotional
care, caregivers can help hospice patients experience a peaceful, dignified end-of-life journey.

Remember that the hospice care team is there to offer guidance and assistance. Never hesitate to
reach out to them if you have any concerns about the safety or well-being of your loved one.



