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ABSTRACT

The objectives of this hermeneutic phenomenological study were: to describe
and explain ICU nurses’ experience in caring for dying patients. The informants of the study were
12 professional nurses working at the surgical ICU and the medical ICU of a university hospital.
The informants were selected using purposive sampling method, and the data were collected
through individual in-depth interviews from November 2006 to March 2007. The data were
analyzed with van Manen’s method (van Manen, 1990).

The results of the study revealed that:

1. The ICU nurses described dying patients in the ICU in two ways: 1) they
had little chance to survive and not likely to be rescued, and 2) they had physically sings and
symptoms changed.

2. The meanings of caring for dying patients given by the ICU nurses were: 1)
doing things that were worthwhile; 2) caring with heart; 3) doing difficult work with a
challenging role; and 4) caring for them was like walking in the dark.

3. The ICU nurses’ feelings towards caring for dying patients were: 1) doubtful
and unsure of the patients’ mental response; 2) uneasy with conflict that they could not provide
the patients complete care; 3) uncomfortable to tell the truth to the patients’ relatives; 4) stressed
and under pressure because they could not express their feeling; 5) sympathetic and depressed
about the loss of the patients and their relatives; and 6) feeling good and content with their part in
helping the patients die peacefully.

4. The ICU nurses conducted their practice in three ways: 1) caring for the
patients holistically according to standards; 2) taking care of the patients’ relatives as the most
important persons for the patients; and 3) caring for their own feeling in order to be well-

prepared.
(5)



5. There were seven factors related to experience in caring for dying patients:
1) direct experience in caring for dying patients and losing a close person in life; 2) knowledge in
belief about death and caring for dying patients; 3) skills in caring for dying patients; 4) work
style focusing on helping the patients to survive; 5) time management in working; 6)
communication styles among member of the caring team; and 7) policy and administration.

The results of the study revealed that ICU nurses cared for dying patients
holistically to help patients have a good death or die as peacefully as they could. As there were
many factors involved, recommendations could be made to provide guidelines for improving the

quality of caring for dying patients in the ICU.
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