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Development of a Protocol for Nursing Care after Death for
Adult Patients in Hospitals
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Purpose: This study developed a protocol for nursing care after death for adult patients in hospitals. Methods:
This was a methodological study to develop a care after death protocol. The preliminary protocol was
developed based on a literature review, guidelines, and practice recommendations from groups of experts and
clinical nurses. Content validity was evaluated by a group of experts (n=6) and nurses (n=30) in two hospitals.
Results: The preliminary protocol recommendations were modified by validation and the open-question
analysis results. The final protocol comprised three general recommendations and 43 recommendations in five
steps that are verification and notification of a death, personal care of the body, viewing the patient, patient
transfer, and documentation and self-care. Conclusion: This study result provides nurses with a consensus
information on patient care after death and family support in a hospital setting. This nursing protocol is expected
to improve the quality of care after death for adult patients and their families, and can be used for developing
educational and emotional support for nurses to accomplish their important role.
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Table 1. Characteristics of Participants in Content Validity

(N=30)
Characteristics Categories n (%)
Age (yr) 20~29 15(50.0)
30~39 9(30.0)
>40 6(20.0)
Gender M 1(3.3)
F 29(96.7)
Hospital A 15(50.0)
B 15 (50.0)
Unit Intensive care unit 16 (53.3)
General unit 14 (46.7)
Position Staff nurse 4(13.3)
Charge nurse 26 (86.7)
Education Diploma 1(3.3)
Bachelor's degree 24 (80.0)
>Master's degree 5(16.7)
Experience of end-of-life ~ Yes 12 (40.0)
education No 18 (60.0)
Total clinical career <3 4(13.3)
(yr) 4~6 14 (46.7)
>7 12 (40.0)
Current clinical career <3 9(30.0)
(yr) 4~6 17 (56.7)
>7 4(13.3)
Table 2. Propriety and Satisfaction with Protocols ~ (N=30)
Variables Likert scale M=SD
Propriety of protocols 4 3.11+0.39
Satisfaction with protocols 5 3.98+0.48

M=mean; SD=standard deviation.
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Table 3. Protocol for Nursing Care after Death for Adult Patients

Categories

Recommended protocols by category

Purpose

Preparation of
equipment

Issues for prior check

Step 1

Communication

Supporting the
grieving family

Step 2

General principle

Removal of
mechanical devices

Washing (cleaning)
and dressing

Managing the
appearance and
positioning'

Step 3

Supporting the family
in saying goodbye
to the patient

Guiding the family
on next steps

Step 4

Preparing the patient
for transfer to the
mortuary

Step 5

Documentation

Supporting the nurse

+ Maintaining patient dignity by treating their body with dignity, respecting their wishes, and supporting the grieving and

bereavement process of the family

- Dressing items and sets; body washing supplies; occlusive tape, tape, gloves and an apron; clean sheets, incontinence pad, diapers;

notification of death forms (morgue tag); clean personal clothing

- Religion, preferred religious/spiritual/cultural wishes (of patient & family); wish (of family) to take part in personal care; risk of

infection; medical procedures (e.g. suture, organ/tissue donation, post-mortem)
Verification and notification of death

- Inform the doctor to verify patient's death and record the time of verification of death in the patient documentation
- Inform the family about the patient's death very carefully if they weren't with the patient when he/she died
- (In case of a shared room) inform other patients in the immediate vicinity of the person's death in a sensitive manner

- Stay with the family and accept the family's grief reactions

- Allow them enough time to process what has happened, and be prepared to listen from family rather than speak

- Avoid judgemental statements or offering rationalizations for the death, and commend for family's hard work first
- Guide the family's anticipatory grief leading to the natural grieving process after death

- Honor the religious/spiritual / cultural wishes of the patient and their family

Personal care of the body

- (If possible) two or more nurses perform personal care as a team

- Treat the patient's body with respect to maintain their dignity

- Check any wishes from patient and family relating to care after death, and respect their wishes and any spiritual, religious or
cultural rituals

- Screen the patient's bed area to ensure the patient's privacy and to avoid causing distress to other patients

- Inform the family of the personal care process and support the family members present who wish to be involved in personal care
(e.g. wiping, dressing)

- Check the infection control issues in advance and implement infection control according to the standard precautions

- Follow appropriate personal protective equipment guidelines (e.g. gloves, an apron)

- Remove all invasive catheters and medical devices (e.g. nasogastric tubes, indwelling catheters, drains, and central venous catheter)
- Use absorbent and occlusive dressing to prevent any leakage from wounds or drainage sites

- Wash the patient face and body using toiletries, alcohol swab, paper towel and bowl

- Clean the patient from top (face first) to bottom and minimize exposure to the body

- Use pads/ diapers to absorb possible leaks of fluid from the urethra, vagina or rectum

- Remove jewelry in the presence of another person and placed in a valuable property envelope; clearly document any ornaments
worn by patient

- Dress the patient in clean personal clothing (as per family's preferences) and (if possible) cover with a clean sheet/a blanket (if
possible)

- (If possible) lay the patient on their back, straighten their arms, legs, fingers, and place a pillow under the head

- Close the eyes by lightly pressing down on the eyelids for 30 seconds

- (If the jaw needs more support) place a small towel (rolled up towel) or bibs underneath the chin

- Clean the mouth and teeth or dentures, (if possible) reinsert dentures or place the dentures in a labeled container
- Tidy the patient's appearance, so that the family can remember the last appearance in a positive manner

Viewing the patient

- Invite the family to view the patient and ensure enough time and quiet environment to be with the patient

- Reassure family that everything has been done to care after death for the patient and to maintain their dignity

- Support the family's grief reactions with compassion, through active listening, and by being together

- Honor and support the religious/spiritual / cultural consciousness for parting (e.g. prayer, hymn, pastoral care or chaplain support)
- (If preferred by the team members) pray for the soul of the patient by implementing the agreed rituals (e.g. silence, prayer)

- Inform family about the bereavement services they can access, (if possible) refer to the hospital bereavement services
- Guide the family through next steps (e.g. discharge, issuance of death certificate, and funeral service)

Patient transfer

- Apply patient identification band to the patient's wrist or ankle

- Attach the notification of death form (morgue tag) to the sheet for transfer to the mortuary
- If there is a risk of infection, attach a biohazard label to the morgue tag

- Wrap the whole body in a sheet under the patient and taped it lightly

- See off the patients and family

Documentation and self-care

- Record all actions carried out in the medical and nursing documentation
- Perform measures to reduce the risk of cross-infection (e.g. dispose the used equipment; decontaminate used bed, table and room
by washing)

- Make time to sit with team colleagues to recognize their distress following care after death
- Provide appropriate support for the nurses (e.g. debriefing and reviewing care provided at death and the process of care after death;
talking to the manager about their feelings; speaking to colleagues about their experience; and consulting a counselor or psychologist)
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