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People Die as They Have Lived
How a person approaches dying — the decisions they make, how they want to be cared for, what happens at 
and after death — is profoundly shaped by their culture, faith, and sense of meaning. People die as they have 
lived, within their own beliefs and traditions. Honoring this is central to dignified hospice care.

This guide covers approaching each person with cultural humility, honoring their practices around dying and 
death, and supporting their spiritual and existential needs. By honoring culture, faith, and meaning, you 
protect dignity at life's most sacred passage.

Learning Objectives — by the end of this module you will be able to:

•  Explain why culture and spirituality matter at the end of life

•  Practice cultural humility and responsiveness

•  Honor cultural practices around dying and death

•  Support spiritual and existential needs

•  Respect diverse beliefs without imposing your own

Section 1: Why Culture and Spirituality Matter at the End of Life
Culture, faith, and meaning shape how people approach dying — their decisions about care, how they want to 
be treated, who is involved, and what happens at and after death. These deeply personal influences are central 
to a person's identity and dignity. Honoring them is core to good hospice care; ignoring or overriding them 
causes real harm and distress at the most vulnerable time.

Section 2: Cultural Humility and Responsiveness
Cultural humility means approaching each person's culture with curiosity, respect, and openness — not 
assumptions or stereotypes. Don't assume you know what someone wants based on their background; ask the 
patient and family what matters to them, and follow their lead. Every person is an individual, even within a 
shared culture. Recognize the limits of your own perspective, and let the patient and family teach you what 
they need.

Section 3: Cultural Practices Around Dying and Death



Cultures and religions vary widely in their beliefs and practices around dying and death — who should be 
present, how decisions are made, how the body is cared for and touched, what rituals occur before and after 
death, dietary and modesty practices, and timing. Accommodate these practices wherever possible, and ask 
the patient and family rather than assuming. Honoring a family's traditions around death is a profound act of 
respect.

Section 4: Spiritual and Existential Needs
The end of life raises profound spiritual and existential questions — about meaning, legacy, forgiveness, 
relationships, and what comes after death. Support the patient's own search for peace and meaning, whatever 
their faith or worldview, by listening and being present. You don't have to answer the big questions. Recognize 
that spiritual distress (a sense of meaninglessness, fear, or unresolved conflict) is real suffering worth 
addressing with the team.

Section 5: Working With Chaplains and Spiritual Care
Hospice chaplains and spiritual care counselors support people of all faiths and of no faith — their role is to 
meet each person's spiritual needs on the person's own terms, not to convert or impose. Involve spiritual care 
as the patient wishes; offer it, and respect a patient's choice to decline. Chaplains help with meaning, ritual, 
reconciliation, and connecting patients to their own faith communities. Spiritual care is for everyone, including 
the non-religious who seek meaning and peace.

Section 6: Supporting Rituals and Practices
Help make space for what's sacred to each patient — rituals, prayers, sacred music, religious objects, dietary 
and modesty practices, and the presence of important people or clergy. Accommodate religious and cultural 
needs in care and the environment as much as possible, and protect time and space for them. Work with the 
family and chaplain to honor these practices, which can bring deep comfort and peace at the end of life.

Section 7: Respecting Diverse Beliefs Without Imposing
Respect every patient's beliefs, including those very different from your own. Never impose your own beliefs, 
try to convert a patient, or judge their choices about how they live and die. Your role is to support the patient 
on their own path, honoring their culture, faith, and decisions — even when you personally see things 
differently. This respect is at the heart of dignified, person-centered end-of-life care.

Honor, never impose

Whatever your own beliefs, your job is to honor the patient's — not to convert, persuade, or judge. Their faith and 
culture guide their care.

Section 8: Dignity at a Sacred Passage
Honoring a person's culture, faith, and search for meaning protects their dignity at the most sacred passage of 
life. People die as they have lived — within their own beliefs and traditions — and your respect for that is a 
profound gift. Ask what matters, listen, accommodate practices, and involve spiritual care. Whatever your role, 
helping a person die with their identity and beliefs honored is sacred, meaningful work.



Key Terms

Term What it means

Cultural humility Approaching each person's culture with curiosity and 
respect, not assumptions.

Spiritual care Support for meaning, peace, and existential needs, for all 
beliefs.

Existential needs Concerns about meaning, legacy, and what comes after 
death.

Ritual A meaningful practice around dying and death.

Spiritual distress Suffering from meaninglessness, fear, or unresolved 
conflict.

Chaplain A hospice spiritual care provider who supports all faiths 
and none.

Check Your Understanding
1. Why do culture and spirituality matter at the end of life?

2. What is cultural humility?

3. How should you handle cultural practices around death you're unfamiliar with?

4. Who do hospice chaplains support?

5. What does it mean to respect beliefs without imposing?

What's Next

Looking ahead

Next, HOS-08: The Dying Process & Care at the Time of Death covers recognizing and caring through the final days 
and hours.


