
   
 

The end of life is something few talk about, yet is one of the most universal 
truths we all live with. We will die, whether we like it or not. 
Since few people talk about this natural phenomenon of life, it can leave 

many terminally-ill individuals and their families filled with unresolved 
questions and a lack of understanding for what to expect in the last chapter 

of life… death. 
During the tough time of losing life, a death doula can help turn the hard 
situation into a much softer and more comfortable experience for everyone 

involved. 
 

What is a Death Doula? 
A death doula (also sometimes called end-of-life doula, or death midwife) is 
a trained nonmedical professional who provides emotional, physical, 
and educational support for someone nearing death. They can be 

considered a mentor for the final chapter of life and are typically brought in 
by the dying individual’s family. 

While some doulas may be on call, others may do overnight care or regular 
scheduled visits. The death doula accompanies and provides comfort for the 
dying person, and makes the dying process more pleasant for everyone 

involved. 
Death doulas foster relationships with individuals beyond their diagnosis 
and strive to minimize their loneliness and isolation through death, a role 

that is often too difficult to be played by close family members and friends. 
 

 

People are Yearning for a Better 
Death 
While many people shy away from thinking or talking about death, there’s a 

growing Death Wellness movement that’s shifting the conversation from 
avoidance to embracing the inevitable. 
More people are witnessing the death of a loved one in hospitals or nursing 

homes and are unsure of how to best support their loved ones in their last 
days. This has led people to begin rethinking how they’d like their own death 
process to unravel when the time comes. 

Nowadays, more people are talking about death, planning for end-of-life 
care, making decisions on what will happen with their body after death, and 

how their life will be remembered and honoured. 
 

https://eterneva.com/resources/death-wellness
https://www.nextavenue.org/how-a-death-doula-can-help-patients-and-families/


   

What Does a Death Doula Do? 
 
There’s no question that death brings up incomparable emotions for the 

dying as well as their family members and friends. 
While the death and grieving can be extreme for those going through it, a 

death doula is an educated third party who’s there to provide an enlightened 
outlook on the experience of death for everyone involved. 

When a death doula enters an individual’s life specifically for the 

dying process, they bring expertise, resources, realistic 

expectations, and unbiased support to help make sense of it all. 

Besides breaking the ice and serving as a conversation facilitator for end-of-

life wishes, the death doula provides support in the following areas. 
 

 

1. Facilitate end-of-life planning. 
Death doulas allow the dying person and their family members to speak 
openly and frankly about dying by asking the questions that family 

members and hospital workers may feel uncomfortable, unready, or 
untrained to ask. 
They ask the individual what they would consider to be a good death. This 

helps ensure preparations for the dying space looks and feels, the music or 
sounds, readings and rituals can be made for the final weeks and days of 
life. 

While some people would like to die in their home, next to the 

window and surrounded by loved ones, others may prefer being 

outside on the porch next to their beloved pet with their favourite 

music playing. 

Working directly with the dying individual, the doula creates a vigil plan for 

how they want to spend their final days and hours and then communicates 
that with the family and necessary hospital or nursing home staff. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 



   

2. Mediation and advocacy so 
that the dying person’s wishes 
are honoured. 
Regardless of what the individual wants for the end of their life, it’s up to the 
doula to respect their wishes and help the family plan accordingly. 

The doula will also consult with the individual’s families about their wishes. 
For example, since many families are separated by distance, the doula can 

help ensure that the loved one will not be alone when they die. 
The job of the doula is not to influence the requests of the individual and 
their family, but to respect and honour them. This often means reminding 

family members of the wishes of the dying individual. 
 

3. Comfort measures for the 
dying. 
The role of the doula is neither medical nor clinical and often coincides with 
the nature of medical staff and hospice care. That being said, the doula can 
help with making the individual more comfortable whenever possible. 

The doula acts as an advocate for the needs and comforts of the 

dying individual, whether that be physical, emotional or spiritual. 

For example, one doula helped her patient be more comfortable by playing 

cards with him and rubbing his legs. Doulas are also trained to model how 
to touch the dying person. 
 

4. Emotional support. 
When someone is dying, it’s common for family members to feel awkward, 
sad, and not know what to say to their loved ones. 
Terminally-ill individuals can often become lonely in their last chapter of life. 

Family members, doctors, and nursing staff can begin to talk as if the 
individual is no longer there and this can leave them feeling very isolated. 
The death doula is there for the dying individual, talks to them throughout 

the entire process, and allows them to have someone consistent with them 
as they stop receiving treatments and begin to exit this world. 

https://www.salon.com/2014/06/30/the_man_i_helped_to_die/


   
Bringing a focused and intuitive presence to the final stage of life, 

the death doula encourages deeper engagement for the dying 

individual and their family. 

The death doula doesn’t shy away from hard conversations and often helps 
facilitate conversations that help provide support both the emotional needs 

of the dying individual and their family members. 
 

5. Life review and legacy project 
support. 
When someone is facing death, an important part of the process is putting 
together legacy items to help carry on the memory of the individual. 
Throughout this process, the doula gives the dying person a window to 

reflect on their life and an opportunity to explore the impact they had on 
others. 

The doula often works with the family to put together a scroll of 

memories. This may include photos, videos, collages, and other 

keepsakes that will be passed on after the person’s death. 

Some families have also started to coordinate a shared digital album that 

allows family members to contribute their personal memories from anywhere 
in the world. 

As part of the end-of-life plan, the doula may also help facilitate what will 
happen with the body after death. For example, whether the body will be 
buried amongst past family members or turned into a diamond for the 

family to cherish forever. 
 
 

 

6. Education, information and 
resources. 
Since the death doula is fully trained in what to expect in the weeks, days, 

and hours leading up to death, they can help explain the symptoms and 
signs of the dying process as they occur. 
This can help both the dying individual and their family members have an 

idea of what they can expect to help reduce uncertainty. 

https://www.eterneva.com/resources/end-of-life-checklist
https://eterneva.com/


   
While death can be very overwhelming, having a sense of “what’s normal” 
during this time can be a big relief to everyone. 

 

7. Respite for caregivers. 
Depending on the specific situation, there will be family members or medical 
staff that will be acting as primary caregivers for the dying individual. 

While the job of the doula isn’t to replace the primary caregiver, their role 
assisting with physical and practical care can certainly ease the burden. 

Something as simple as getting water, opening the blinds, or brushing their 
hair can both help make the individual more comfortable and give caregivers 
a break from their taxing roles. 

Some doulas may even sit by the individual’s side for an evening so that the 
primary caregiver can take a night off to take care of themselves. 
 

 

8. Logistical and household 
support. 
If there are loose ends that need to be tied, such as decluttering an 

individual’s house and belongings, there are some doulas that also take on 
this responsibility. 
Whether it’s helping to sell a car, figuring out what to do with a beloved pet, 

or packing lunches for the rest of the family, the death doula can step in to 
provide additional logistical and household support where needed. 
It’s important to consider that no two death doula relationships will be the 

same as every scenario will require unique attention to ensure the dying 
individual and their family remain as comfortable as possible. 

 

9. After death care. 
Once the individual passes, the doula continues to be present for the family 
for 3-6 weeks and ensures the original end-of-life plans are completed. 

The doula helps the family with processing the emotions and 

experiences after the person has died, guiding them in their early 

stages of grief. 

Some doulas are also used to help coordinate the funeral, cremation, and 
burial process to help lessen the load for the grieving family members. 

https://www.eterneva.com/resources/cremation-process


   

Conclusion 
 
Whether we call it a death doula, end-of-life doula or a death midwife, one thing 
remains the same… it’s possible to plan a good death and get trained assistance 
with the process. 
While that still might sound scary to many people, the more we open up and begin to 
utilize death doula services, the more pleasant the death process will become. 
 


