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Pet Loss Grief Support

Pet grief is the intense, valid, and often overlooked emotional pain felt after losing a beloved animal companion, mirroring human grief with symptoms like sadness, guilt, loneliness, and disruption of identity. 

Surviving pets often experience grief after losing a companion, loss of an owner, displaying behaviours like withdrawal, searching for the deceased, changes in appetite, and altered sleep patterns. Some animals are deeply affected; others show no outward signs at all. Where the mutual attachment was not strong, or when animals are more owner-oriented, surviving animals might not seem to be missing the dead one at all. Or, if they are exhibiting different behaviour this might be because they are sensitive to the owner’s sadness and to changes in habitual routines.

To support them, maintain consistent routines, provide extra attention, or comfort, and allow them to adjust to new household structures.

Common signs of grief in pets
· Behavioural changes
· Physical changes
· Searching
· Maintain being more vocal including whining
· Reorganization
· Withdrawn
· Increased comfort seeking
· Accidents in the house
· Lose interest in playing
· Loss of appetite – weight loss
· Developing separation anxiety
· Restlessness or pacing
· Changes in sleep patterns
· Loss of confidence
Cats that have become strongly bonded to one person over the years can have great difficulty adjusting to the loss of the person. They might hide, refuse food, resist handling (trying to escape), or become lethargic and apathetic. They can have dilated pupils and fail to groom themselves. These behaviours and signs might continue for several weeks.

How to help a grieving pet
· Maintain routine with:
· Getting up in the morning
· Feed at the exact same time every day to provide a sense of stability
· If the dog does not eat within 10-15 minutes, remove the food and wait until the next scheduled meal. This prevents them from grazing and helps them understand that mealtime is a specific event.
· When the dog is not eating, make their food more appealing; avoid drastic changes that could cause digestive upset and lead to fussiness.
· Feed them in their usual spot to avoid added stress
· Greetings – “hello and goodbye”
· Preparing for sleep.
· Provide routine
· Environmental Enrichment
· Avoid quick replacements
· Veterinary Check-up and if required referral to Behaviourist (APBC)

It is important to show patience and compassion during this adjustment period, as pets may take weeks or even months to adapt to the loss.
It is crucial to acknowledge it as a real loss, seek support and allow time for healing through rituals, memorials, or talking with others who understand.

Whether or not an animal will adapt depends on many things:
· the age of the animal - young dogs are more adaptable
· the length of the relationship
· if it has been used to living with other people
· its basic nature (easy-going or anxious)
· whether or not the environment has changed
· routines being kept or not kept.

‘When we think of those companions who travelled by our side down life’s road, let us not say with sadness that they left us behind, but rather say with gentle gratitude they once were with us’.
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