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Looking at the Dying
Through the Window of a Hospice

Kazunari YAMAMOTO and Tetsuo KASHIWAGI

In our country over two hundred—-thousand people die of cancer each year. Over 90% of all
cancer patients die in general hospitals. There are limitations to giving appropriate care to ter-
minally ill patients in the atmosphere of general hospitals for acute illnesses. Hospices pro-
vide an environment developed specifically to meet the needs of the dying patient and his or
her family.

It has been about 10 years since a hospice was opened in 1984 at the Yodogawa Christian
Hospital. The total number of deaths in the hospice was 1656. Almost all the patients had ad-
vanced cancer. The most common origin of the cancer was the stomach, followed by the
lungs, large intestine, liver, breast, etc. Awareness among patients of their diagnosis and
that they are in a hospice is increasing. The average length of stay has become shorter year
by year.

Terminal cancer patients have many symptoms: pain, loss of appetite, general fatigue, ab-
dominal discomfort, nausea and vomiting, dyspnea, and so on. So pain control is very im-
portant in hospice care. Most pain is relieved with Morphine given orally. Symptom control
is indispensable for the terminal patient to live fully keeping his or her dignity.

At the terminal stage about 80% of all patients show some psychological symptoms such as
irritability, agitation, anxiety. So psychological care is as important as symptom control is.
In psychological care, it is necessary to listen to the patient carefully sitting at his or her bed-
side with sympathetic and understanding attitude.

Even if symptom control and psychological care are done well, it is hard to accept death.
Religious and spiritual support play important roles. It is little late to face one’s own death at
the terminal stage, so it is necessary to consider death from an earlier time. To the end the
spread of death education is hoped for.

Hospice care is total care of body, mind, and spirit. It offers pain and symptom control,
psychological care, and spiritual support. Music is essential in caring for terminally ill
patients. Music affects patients totally: it relaxes muscles, lessens anxiety or loneliness,
and inspires hope.

In the hospice, family care is important no lees than patient care. The central points of fa-
mily care are ( 1 )to help the members of family to express their feelings of sorrow thoroughly,

(2) to support the family and help to the members to accept the patient’s death.
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The number of patients who received home care service has been increasing little by little.
Home care service in our country will become very important in the future because people basi-
cally would like to die at home.

It is hoped that every person will be able to choose the best care when he or she becomes ter-

minally ill in the near future.



