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Grief Companion Volunteer Frequently Asked Questions

What is a Grief Companion Volunteer? -   The human-companion animal bond is a mutually beneficial and dynamic relationship between people and animals that is influenced by behaviours essential to the health and wellbeing of both. At Canine Partners, we recognise that grieving for a canine partner when your dog retires, moves home, is given a terminal diagnosis or a dog in training moves to the next stage of their journey can be a very difficult time. Grief can come in many different forms and can evoke a range of emotions. Our Grief Companion volunteers will provide emotional support for our partners and volunteers by walking alongside them to help them navigate their grief journey. You will provide informal, one-to-one or group support in a safe space to share experiences and explore their feelings around their loss. You’ll play a key role by being there; offering peer support and friendship during difficult times. 

What does the role involve? - To provide a welcoming and supportive place to partners and volunteers to feel heard and less alone. Give short-term, emotional support by email/phone call and/or virtual sessions. During the calls or sessions, you’ll actively listen and explore their feelings around their loss and grief.
You will also signpost to other services when required.

What skills do we require from you?
· Compassionate and reliable
· Presence and empathy
· Good listening and communication skills
· Good organisational skills
· Computer skills in word, excel, email
· Non-judgemental approach
· Consistent and dependable
· Always able to maintain confidentiality
· Respectful of others' beliefs and opinions
· Must be aged 18 and over
· Happy to use your own phone and IT equipment to complete tasks and make phone calls
· Level 2 Certificate in Counselling Skills (or working towards) or an Emotional Wellbeing qualification
Do I need experience in counselling or on a telephone helpline? - Level 2 Certificate in Counselling Skills (or working towards) and/or an Emotional Wellbeing qualification.
When will partners and volunteers contact you?
Reasons for loss:
· Change of circumstances EG Relationship breakdown/having a baby
· Going into a care home or hospice
· Person is moving in with someone else and unable to continue in their volunteer role due to tenancy arrangements
· Develop allergies
· Financial concerns
· Change of job and location
· Dog’s behaviour is unmanageable
· Rehomed
· Theft
Assistance Dog/Dog in training:
· Retirement from working role
· Early retirement due to health or injury
· Death
· Euthanasia
· Sudden death due to trauma or injury
· Terminal diagnosis
· Moving to the next stage of their training journey
Do I need any equipment? - Happy to use your own phone and IT equipment to complete tasks and make phone calls with a reliable phone and Wi-Fi signal.

How much time do I need to give to volunteering? - You can donate whatever time you have available; we ask for a regular once a month commitment from you. 
What is involved in the registration process? 
Completion of an Information Form
We ask for one character reference from someone that has known you for at least six months but are not related to or living at the same address as you.

Welcome pack with access to the volunteer online portal
Creation of a Canine Partners email address, and password to access training, Microsoft 365 and how to access.
What training is given and how do I access it? - Completion of GDPR, Confidentiality, Mental Health Awareness, Safeguarding modules on ‘my course's’ platform. Grief and Bereavement delivered by an external organisation. Canine Partners Grief and Bereavement webinar coming in August 2026.

Which virtual platforms can I use? Using your Canine Partners email address, you can access the following by creating your own login:
· Zoom
· Google Meet
· Teams.
Or use Canine Partners Zoom login Leadership zoom account

What resources will I be given? All of these can be found on the volunteer portal.
· Grief Companion Role Description
· Grief Companion Frequently Asked Questions
· Emotional Support Communication Skills Guidelines
· Challenging Conversations Guidelines
· Supporting a child/young person through loss
· Pet loss grief support
· List of mental health first aiders within Canine Partners
· Canine Partners Safeguarding policy
· Mental Health Booklet

Your boundaries and knowing how to recognise your own emotional triggers - To be able to provide emotional support to others you need to be able to look after yourself. An important aspect of self-awareness is being able to recognise and respect boundaries, for both parties. To maintain a professional relationship and make sure each person knows what is expected of them and to protect each person’s mental and physical well-being. Setting clear expectations of what we can offer and what you will and will not accept from the other person ensures that each person knows where they stand. Keep self‑disclosure to a minimum. It is crucial to prioritise and take responsibility for your own well-being and mental health to avoid burnout.  

What happens if I'm going on holiday or wish to take time-out? We just ask you to let us know in advance if possible. Make time for regular reviews of your health and well-being. Taking time out could be a simple matter of scheduling time each day for rest and relaxation, or it could involve withdrawing from some activities to reduce demands and allow recuperation.

Confidentiality – Our volunteers and partners will confide their feelings about their loss. They will put their trust in you; not expect you to share what they have said to anyone within Canine Partners. There will be times when you feel that to maintain your own mental well-being you need to share what has been said and this is why it’s important to have an appointed person that you can talk to.
 
However, in some situations you will need to break their confidentiality for legal reasons. The main one will be if you suspect there is a safeguarding issue such as an adult at risk. This includes anyone who you feel is in imminent danger of committing suicide. It is best practise to tell the person that you need to share the information to protect them and get them some help. It is always better to get the person’s permission to share their information. By doing this it is much more likely that they will accept any help offered by social services or the emergency services. 

What if I have safeguarding or suicide concerns about one of the people I'm supporting? The first principle of safeguarding is that it is everyone’s responsibility. Often a person who is bereaved will be hurting and will want the pain to stop. They may say things such as 'I wish this would all go away or 'I wish I was dead'. This does not necessarily mean they are contemplating suicide. You will need to further explore how they are feeling and what support they have. We should also consider whether those people who are not coping well with a loss may mean they are now at risk. It is also worth remembering that pre-existing health conditions can be brought on again or made worse by the stress of bereavement. If you are concerned that they may be considering suicide, then you should gently ask for more information.  
You are not trained to support someone with suicidal thoughts, but you have a duty of care to sensitively help them get the help they need.  They need help from their GP, social services or their community mental health team, if they are a patient with them. Suicide is a safeguarding issue and will come under our workplace's safeguarding policy regarding breaking confidentiality.
Any person who expresses suicidal thoughts and feelings should always be taken seriously. 
There are also managers on hand to support you and there's an out of hours number should you need it.

Sometimes, we are not the right person to provide support. If grief feels overwhelming or they are struggling to cope, ask them to contact their GP and/or the organisations listed below.
Signposting Organisations

· Pet Bereavement Support Service helpline on 0800 096 6606, open 8.30am – 8.30pm
· Samaritans – 116 123, day or night
· Health Assured Helpline, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year by calling 0800 028 0199.  


Your love and care can make a world of difference!
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