Week 5 Euthanasia and Pet Loss 

Notes
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	One of the ways that pet loss differs from human loss is that we have cemeteries for people.  They are a place where we can go to reflect on the loss of an individual.  While there are pet cemeteries, they are not nearly as common as those for people.  Usually cemeteries are pleasant surroundings, as is the case here with the large oak tree.  Notice the name on the headstone in the center.  This is my mother’s grave.  
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	I want to dedicate this lecture to Rick, our 16 year old Walker Hound that we had to euthanize in October, 2005. He lived with us for 13 years. 
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	Before we get started discussing pet loss, I think it is worth looking at an age comparison with humans.  Animals typically do not live as long as humans, so how old is my dog, anyway?  We used to think that you just multiplied the animals’ age by seven.  While that may serve as a WAG, it is not thought to be that accurate.  This sliding scale, based on the size of the animal, is thought to represent the closest comparison to canine and human years.
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	This is Chamois, Ricky’s companion for ten years, and another opinion from the Farmer’s Almanac.
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	So why is it we become so attached to our four-legged companions; and what makes losing them so difficult. 

Compared to humans, their lifespan is relatively short, making separation by death a more frequent occurrence than is usually experienced in the human-human bond.

Not only do they die, but they can disappear.
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	This scenario is troubling, because it may signal a significant change in the person’s lifestyle, including the loss of their trusted companion.

Whatever the cause of the separation, the loss of a pet perceived as a loved being can be a profoundly disturbing experience, regardless of the person’s life stage.
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	The death of a pet may represent many different things to different persons

Initial separation experience—as in the case of a child

A lessening of reality contact—as in the case of an adult

The loss of an otherwise unobtainable recipient of care and unconditional companionship—as in the case of an elderly person
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	For children, the death of a pet may be their first encounter with a permanent separation. 

Because the young child often thinks of the family pet as similar to him/herself, the death of the animal can be confusing and frightening

The child may ask why the pet was punished and if a similar punishment might ever occur to him/herself.  Since most young children think that death is reversible, they may at times wish the pet dead, thinking that they can resurrect it.  Then when the animal does die and the finality of death becomes a reality, the child may experience extreme feelings of guilt and even nightmares.
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	There is evidence that certain groups, by virtue of their social conditions, are predisposed to a greater impact from the grief associated with pet loss.

Families with Children Living at Home

The pet in question may be older than the eldest child

The child in question may have known the pet his or her entire life and have a very deep bond
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	Many elderly feel alienated from their families, relying, in turn, on a pet to provide the unconditional love that may help the person cope with rejection and the losses associated with aging.  Elderly people may draw many parallels and conclusions between the care of a geriatric pet and their own situation.  When an elderly person with cancer must have an only pet euthanized because of the diagnosis of a malignancy, it can be very traumatic for several reasons.  

The loss of a pet can have negative impacts on the health of the owner.

The implication is strong, even if erroneous, that what is true for the pet is true for the person.  A person with an incurable disease may empathize closely with a pet in the same condition.
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	Single Adults, Couples Without Children and Elderly Living Alone

These groups share smaller households and support networks and have fewer opportunities to nurture another person.  In some cases the pets serve as a child-substitute for childless couples or single adults and for parents of grown children when the children have left home.  
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	The people who fall into these groups may want their pets to play a much larger role in their lives than do persons with multiple “significant others.”  Activities and emotional support that evolve around the pet may be much more critical to the pet owner when there are no children or other family members in the household.  Household members and a social network are important in helping people cope with any loss.  If the social network of these types of pet owners should be smaller, they may be more vulnerable to the negative consequences of a pet’s illness or loss.
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	Pets serve as a bridge to other people, a bridge that is ultimately severed at the death of the pet.  For example, a couple has a dog for many years, and the husband dies.  Sometime later, when the elderly woman’s dog dies, she may mourn both the husband and the dog, since she had lost the last connection to him.
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	It has been said that in one very important way, veterinary medicine is a more rational system than human medicine.  It can consider the humane termination of life as well as its sustenance.

Euthanasia may be the only alternative, especially if the prognosis is associated with pain or suffering for the animal.

This is a relative, subjective factor and may be associated with strong guilt and grief reactions.

This rationale is more troublesome.  May be due to decreased physical ability or mobility or an increased dependence on others.  This is a very stressful time for the owner, because having to give up personal independence, possessions, and family, it can be a particularly bad time to also be forced to give up a beloved pet.

The owner may be deeply bonded with the animal, but can no longer derive pleasure because it is unable to fill the role of a companion.  This often occurs when the owner’s quality of life is adversely affected because of the medical care or personal attention required for an aging pet.
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	1.  Loss of a pet can trigger a significant grief reaction in almost any family member

2.  The intensity and duration of the grief is extremely variable and not predicted by the strength of the person’s bond.  For instance, the loss of a pet during childhood may have lifelong effects, especially if the child feels powerless and excluded from events surrounding the animal’s death.

3. There is no “normal” grief reaction.  Only each individual’s personal reaction and process of resolution. 

What do you think is the average duration of grief over the loss of a pet? 4. Average duration of grief over the loss of a pet is ten months
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	The generally accepted stages of grief are:

Denial

Anger

Guilt

Depression

Resolution
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	Do the stages of grief always follow the preceding order?  The stages of grief do not necessarily occur in the order we just listed, and a person can experience pathologic grief and remain in one of these stages.  It is entirely possible that people experience all these feelings, not in a linear fashion, but repeatedly.  Each repetition may be a step toward eventual resolution.  Another problem is the lack of social approval and rituals for dealing with grief caused by pet loss.  With human loss, we expect our social network to be sympathetic and understanding, willing to listen and to provide help through the difficult times.  We also have public rituals such as funerals, memorial services and burials to help validate the worth of the departed, convince us that they are really gone, and allow us to express our bottled up rage, loss, sadness guilt and love.  All these things help us work through the grief to resolution, yet all or most of these are lacking or they are socially unacceptable in the event of a pet’s death.  We are likely to be ridiculed by our social peers if we express any sense of grief more than a few days after a pet dies. 

Anticipatory Grief:  The owner is grieving both the loss of the relationship as it once was and the pet’s impending death.

Discuss some of the ways individuals deal with their grief
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	One of the ways to validate the worth of a deceased pet is the way that we ceremonialize its departure.
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	Many people go to great lengths to ritualize the departure of a cherished pet.  To do so gives them a sense of closure.  
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	And, similar to the picture I showed you of my mother’s grave, often times owners will have a place to go to reflect on the loss and to remember the pet.
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	For years people have tried to keep the pet by having them stuffed or freeze-dried.  The latest fad is genetic cloning.  People believe that if they have a deceased pet cloned, they will have a carbon copy of their pet.  Genetically speaking that is true, but so much of an animal’s personality is phenotypic, not just genotypic.  From the Genetic Savings & Clone Website.  To know if cloning — and gene banking — are right for you, first you must answer one question as honestly as possible: Do I want to bank my animal's DNA because I'm distraught and want the SAME animal back, or because my animal had a unique genetic endowment which deserves to be preserved? Keep in mind that you can love someone or something whose genetic endowment is unremarkable, simply by virtue of shared experiences.

If your honest answer is that you are grieving your animal's loss and seeking an identical replacement, then we respectfully discourage you from using our services. Nothing can replace your animal — not even a clone — and the healthiest thing you can do is grieve fully, without illusions.
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	This is something we share with clients who have lost a pet.  It is called “The Rainbow Bridge.”
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	The choice of whether or not to replace a pet, like other choices, should be an individual decision.  

Many well meaning persons will encourage the grieving pet owner to immediately acquire a new pet.  However, this may not be an appropriate course of action for several reasons.  Grieving is a painful, but necessary, human response to loss.  

If acquisition of a new pet occurs in an attempt to avoid grieving the lost animal, grief may be repressed or it may be channeled into other negative responses.  Repressed grief will, at some future time, resurface and may be more painful than it would have been if the process had not been interrupted initially.  Unresolved grief can be a contributing factor in severe depression at a much later time.  With healthy grief resolution will usually come a readiness and desire to reinvest emotionally in a new pet.
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	Next week we will learn more about veterinary medicine in our trip to College Road Animal Hospital.
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	Here is a map for your reference.
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	In two weeks, we will discuss zoonotic diseases and public health. 
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	We will do a Friends of Felines Spay-a-thon on Sunday February 19th at 9:00 AM.

Anybody interested in running on Wednesday mornings?  I used to do this with students, but have gotten out of the habit.  It is a fun way to exercise.  Usually we discuss some pertinent topic (we run at a pace that allows for conversation).  Hope you will come.  
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	This week’s words of wisdom
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