Summary of

On Death and Dying '

What The Dying Have To Teach Doctors, Nurses, Clergy & Their Own Families

By Dr. Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross

Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross (1969) & Dr. Ira Byock’s 50th Anniversary Introduction (2014)
1. Purpose of the Book

Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross wrote On Death and Dying to humanize medical care, give voice
to terminal patients, and challenge the culture of death-avoidance in hospitals. She argued
that listening to the dying is essential medicine, and that honest, compassionate
communication reduces fear and supports dignity.

2. The Five Stages of Grief (Patterns, Not a Formula)
1. Denial — A temporary buffer that helps patients absorb overwhelming news.

2. Anger — Often directed at loved ones, clinicians, or God; a natural expression of
pain and loss of control.

3. Bargaining — Attempts to regain control through “if only...” negotiations.

4. Depression — Reactive (sadness about losses) and Preparatory (turning inward
toward acceptance).

5. Acceptance — A quiet peace marked by withdrawal and readiness.
3. What the Dying Need

* To be treated as whole human beings

* Truth about their condition

* Control where possible—over daily routines, pain management, and decisions
* Emotional honesty and space to express feelings

* Presence—not abandonment

* Opportunity for closure, forgiveness, and meaning

1 Using ChatGPT to summarize On Death and Dying by Dr. Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross published in 1969 and Dr. Ira Byock’s
Introduction in the 50™ Anniversary edition published in 2014. On Death and Dying available from Amazon and other
booksellers. www.lifesjourney.us. November 2025.



http://www.lifesjourney.us/

4. Family & Caregiver Dynamics

Families experience their own emotional stages. Honest communication reduces fear and
conflict. Caregivers must cultivate compassion, emotional awareness, and presence.

5. Cultural Critique

Kiibler-Ross criticized Western avoidance of death and called for reclaiming meaningful
rituals and truthful engagement with mortality.

Dr. Ira Byock’s Introduction (2014) — Key Points:
1. Kiibler-Ross as a Pioneer

Her work transformed medicine’s approach to dying and helped launch modern hospice
and palliative care.

2. Clarifying the Stages

The stages are descriptive patterns—not a linear sequence or checklist.

3. Listening as Treatment

Byock emphasizes the power of deep listening as the core of humane end-of-life care.
4. Today’s Chronic Dying

Kiibler-Ross’s insights remain relevant as many now live longer with chronic illnesses.
5. Families & Care Teams

Emotional patterns appear in caregivers as well as patients; self-reflection and
communication are essential.

6. A Cultural Call

Byock urges society to face death honestly to enable more peaceful, meaningful living
and dying.



