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                                        THE EXPERIENCE OF PET LOSS   -2009 

 

 

“I never knew anything could hurt so badly.  I cried a whole ocean of tears.  I went through self- 

hatred for putting my pet to sleep, to depression, to acceptance.  For a long time I couldn’t even 

watch a dog food commercial.”  

“It was the most tragic, traumatic, and emotionally devastating experience I had ever been 

through.  I didn’t know what to do.  I cried day and night.” 

“I felt like someone had ripped out my insides.” 

 

The excerpts are from the book,  The Emotions of Pet Loss,   by Moira Anderson Allen, M.Ed.;  

and may strike a familiar chord with pet owners.  Grief, anger, guilt and depression are all typical 

responses to the death of a loved one.  Only recently, however, have researchers come to realize 

that a pet may also be considered a loved one and a family member, and that its death may evoke 

similar and often equally intense emotions.  

 

For many people, the death of a pet means losing a cherished family member who has been a 

constant companion and source of love in its most innocent and purest form.  The animals with 

which we share our lives and our hearts are frequently the one source of support that remains 

stable and consistent through the many life changes we experience.  We walk with our pets, we 

talk with them, we eat with them, and we exercise and sleep with them.  Why then, are we so 

often surprised by the intensity of emotions we feel when they die?  We fall in love with our pets 

and whether they walk, crawl, or fly, or have fins, fur, or feathers, the loss of such a companion 

can be heartbreaking,  If your pet has died, you have a right to be sad, hurt, angry, confused, or to 

feel overwhelmed.  Grief, confusion, anger, guilt and depression are all typical responses to that 

loss. 

 

                                          WHAT YOU MIGHT EXPERIENCE 

 

 Extreme Sadness; your loss is significant and it makes sense that you will be sad when you 

think about your pet.  

 Feelings of aloneness; think that no one you know understands what you are going through. 

 Feeling as though your departed pet is present; seeing, hearing, or smelling your pet, or 

feeling as tough the spirit of your pet is present  

 Guilt; may occur if you feel responsible for your pet’s death – the “If only I had been more 

careful” syndrome.   

 Denial; makes it difficult to accept that your pet is really gone.  It’s hard to imagine that your 

pet won’t greet you when you come home, or that t doesn’t need its evening meal.  Many 

find it hard to get a new pet for fear of being “disloyal” to the old. 
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 Anger may be directed at the illness that killed your pet or the veterinarian who “failed to 

save its life.” Sometimes it is justified, but when carried to extremes, it distracts you from 

the important task of resolving your grief. 

 Revisiting prior losses;   may bring up memories of other losses you have had in your life. 

 Confusion and concentration; focusing and concentrating on tasks is very difficult. 

 Depression; is a natural consequence of grief, but can leave you powerless to cope with your 

feelings. 

 

You may run into people – even close friends – who don’t understand your grief, and who may 

tell you that it is “silly” or “inappropriate” to grieve over the loss of an animal.  After all, it was 

“just a dog”.  It is easy to condemn such people out of hand for what seems to you an 

inexcusable lack of understanding, but do remember, grief makes people uncomfortable;  most 

people genuinely want to help, but simply don’t know how. “Our culture is extremely intolerant 

of grief,” In the opinion of animal behaviorist C. Miriam Yarden,  “ It is natural to feel grief 

over the loss of anything we attach ourselves to emotionally no matter how large or small our 

loss may be, we must openly discuss our feelings or our grief will not be resolved.” 

 

If your family or friends love pets, they will understand what you are going through.  Don’t hide 

your feelings in a misguided effort to appear strong and calm.  Working through your feelings 

with another person is one of the best ways to put them in perspective.  If you do not have family 

or friends who do not understand, there are Pet Loss Counselors and many valuable resources 

available for grief counseling.  Remember, your grief is genuine and deserving of support.   

 

                                                   THINGS TO REMEMBER 

 

You are an individual and your way of grieving will differ from the way other people grieve, 

your own grieving process also will differ in intensity and duration in the losses you experience 

throughout your lifetime.  Following are a few of the many ways that grief can be expressed and 

healing enhanced: 

 Open expressions of emotions such as crying, conversations about loss, etc. 

 Drawing, writing poetry, or other artistic expressions 

 Internal processing, thinking about the loss, trying to make sense of it, often done during 

activities such as meditation, exercising, bike riding 

 Dedicating time to animal organizations 

 Committing to make positive changes in your own life 

 Making scrapbooks of photograph albums of your pet 

 Keeping a written documentation of your feelings such as journaling 

 

Friends or family members may try to convince you to get a new pet before you feel ready.  You 

are the only one who will know if and when it’s time for such a commitment.  Some people find 

it helpful to get another pet before the death of their current pet; others find it beneficial shortly 

after.  Some decide to wait weeks, months, or even years.  Some people decide not to bring 

another companion animal into their lives. There is no correct way for everyone to do this and it 

is most important that you follow your heart in this decision.  You are not betraying your pet 

that has died by bringing another pet into your life.  In fact, many people think of getting a new 

pet as a tribute to their deceased pet because they have come to realize how wonderful the 

human-animal bond can be.  However, you want to be certain that you can love your new pet for 

its own personality and characteristics, and that you are not wanting it to be just like your pet 

that has died.  
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                                                            EUTHANASIA  

 

Euthanasia is often the most emotional and painful decision you make for your animal.   Your 

veterinarian is the best judge of your pet’s physical condition; however, you are the best judge of 

the quality of your pet’s daily life.   If a pet is in constant pain, undergoing difficult and stressful 

treatments that are not helping greatly, unresponsive to affection, unaware of its surroundings, 

and uninterested in life, a caring pet owner will probably choose to end the beloved companions 

suffering.  Evaluate your pet’s health honestly and unselfishly with your veterinarian.  

Prolonging pets suffering in order to prevent your own ultimately helps neither of you.  Nothing 

can make this decision an easy or painless one, but it is truly the final act of love that you can 

make for your pet.  Euthanasia literally means “good death”.  Your careful consideration of this 

process will hopefully make it a little easier on both you and your precious companion.  

 Information “Preparing yourself for your pet’s euthanasia” is a brochure available from the 

Association for Pet Loss and Bereavement at:  www.aplb.org   

 

                                                    BEREAVEMENT STUDY 

 

The Continuing Impact of a Pet’s Death:  Researchers from the Pacific Graduate School of 

Psychology are conducting a study to learn about the impact of pet loss; the investigators are 

Wendy Packman, JD, PhD, Nigel Field, PhD, and Rama Ronen, PhD.  They are requesting 

participation from adults (18 years and older) who have lost a pet within the last 12 months.  It is 

hoped that the information learned will assist in providing comprehensive care for those grieving 

the death of a beloved animal companion.  FMI: petlossstudy@gmail.com or call (650) 433-3870 

This survey can be completed on-line or via phone number listed above.  

 

                                                  AVAILABLE RESOURCES  

 

The number of resources available for this topic is formidable – a few are listed below & were 

reviewed for content and ease of navigation:   

 

1. Pet loss Support page : http://www,pet-loss.net  Guide to support groups by state; reading   

material listings; & hotlines  – most comprehensive one reviewed & easily navigated 

2. Association for Pet Loss and Bereavement: www.aplb.org   (718) 382-0690 

3.. Nikki Hospice Foundation  www.pethospice.org  

4 . MyGriefSpace.net  blogs chat rooms, forums 

5. Several Universities offer  Pet loss support  and hotlines staffed by Veterinarian student 

volunteers :  Cornell University, Colorado State, Iowa State, University of California Davis, 

Michigan State, Tufts University, University of Illinois, and Washington State University.  
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