
 

Intensive care units poorly equipped to care
for the dying
5 October 2009

Almost half of the patients who die in intensive
care units die within 24 hours, but the environment
is not equipped to provide good end-of-life care.
Most relatives are nevertheless happy with the
care given, shows a thesis from the Sahlgrenska
Academy at the University of Gothenburg,
Sweden. 

An intensive care unit (ICU) is designed primarily
to save lives rather than provide end-of-life care.
When a patient dies on an ICU, this often follows a
sudden illness or trauma, and neither the patient
nor relatives are prepared for death. 

"The location and environment in which people die
mean a lot not only for the person who is dying but
also for those who are to look after them and those
who must learn to live without them," says nurse
Isabell Fridh, who wrote the thesis. 

Her thesis shows that Swedish ICUs are often
unable to care for dying patients in separate
rooms. The waiting rooms to which relatives are
sent are often too few and too small. Most units do
not have a care programme for end-of-life care,
and many also have no procedures in place for
supporting relatives after a death, which is
standard practice at hospices. The results also
show that almost half of the patients (in the study)
died within 24 hours after admittance (to intensive
care), and 40% of these did not have any relatives
present at the time of death. 

"This may seem to paint a bleak picture, but the
truth is that most of the relatives I interviewed for
my thesis thought that the care given was a
positive experience despite their sense of loss,"
says Fridh. "Many feel that their loved one
benefited from all available medical resources and
that everything that could be done to save their life
was indeed done." 

Relatives rarely complain about the physical
environment, but they do not like to be separated

from the patient against their will, and greatly
appreciate being able to spend that last bit of time
with their loved one in a private room. 

Isabell Fridh also interviewed ICU nurses, who do
their utmost to care for dying patients even where
the environment is not well suited to it. Nurses use
the available medical technology to alleviate
patients' suffering and try hard to provide privacy
and give relatives a lasting sense that their loved
one's death was peaceful and dignified. 
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