[image: Purple text on a black background

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]  

Supporting a child or young person through animal loss and grief

A child or young person can experience loss and grief of an animal for the same reasons as an adult:
· Change of circumstances EG Relationship breakdown/having a baby/change of job and location
· Going into a care home or hospice
· Adult is moving in with someone else and unable to continue in their volunteer role due to tenancy arrangements
· Develop allergies
· Financial concerns because of parent/carers unemployment
· 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 journey of its training
Preparation can make a great difference to developing coping strategies through grief. It's important to be open and honest about death with children from any age. 

Up to two years of age
Very young children have no concept of death, but they can miss the presence of an animal and will be aware of tensions in the family if others are grieving. They might become clingy and whining, needing reassurance and adherence to routine to enable them to feel secure.

From around two to four years
Toddlers and pre-schoolers might express their feelings of confusion, fear and sadness about death through play and open shows of emotion. They have difficulty grasping that death is permanent.

Around five to eight years
Death might be personified and understood as being some evil being that can be controlled and defeated by super-heroes. Children of this age may feel somehow responsible that they have not prevented a death, or they may feel a death is their fault for not being a super-hero. At around the age of eight years children are gradually becoming aware that death is permanent but hoping that it maybe doesn’t happen to everyone. It's natural for some anxiety to be associated with the realisation that death is irreversible.

From nine to 12 years
Children and young people at around this age are aware of the biological finality and universality of death. They need honest and direct answers.

Young people aged 11 to 16
Adolescents can be distressed and embarrassed by the strength of their grief. They need every opportunity to share their feelings without having any expectations imposed on them as to how they should feel.

A child or young person can only take in small amounts of information. You may need to repeat on numerous occasions.

Talking about animal death
To help a child grieve about a pet death, be honest and use clear language. Use clear, simple words ‘died’ ‘dead’. Avoid using ‘putting to sleep’ which can confuse children and may lead to fears about going to sleep. Make it clear to them what death means. Ensure that they understand the dead pet’s heart has stopped beating and that they’re not breathing anymore. Go through this carefully as children may need to be clear about what happens to the body after death.

If a dog is unwell or moving to the next chapter of its training, tell them and keep them informed about what’s happening.

Be honest about the circumstances:
Acknowledge their emotions – let them know it's normal to feel sad, angry, upset, or 
confused.
Share your own feelings – show them its ok for adults to grieve and feel sad too.
Answer questions - honestly and as simply as possible.
Reassure – It’s not their fault.

How to recognise grief in children and young people
· Feel abandoned
· Anger and Rage
· Anxiety
· Avoidance
· Becoming or feeling ill
· Confusion
· Sadness
· Disbelief
· Engaging in distracting behaviour
· Fear
· Guilt
· Lack of energy
· Loss of appetite

Encourage expression and remembrance
· Encourage them to spend time with them.
· Talk openly - Create a safe space for them to share what the animal means.
· Creative outlets – Encourage drawing, writing letters, making scrapbooks.
· Create memorials – hold a small ceremony, plant a tree, or make a memory box.
· Read books - read age-appropriate books about loss to process the experience.

Maintain connection and provide comfort
· Create rituals – write a goodbye letter.
· Offer physical comfort – Provide hugs and a quiet presence.
· Help them ‘continue bonds’ Activities that keep the memories alive are crucial from healing.

Know when to seek help
If grief seems intense and disruptive after a month, consider seeking support from your doctor, a professional that specializes in children's grief.

Recommended books to help children navigate pet loss:
Toddlers & Preschoolers (Ages 0-4)
‘When a Pet dies’ by Fred Rogers.
‘The Goodbye Book’ by Todd Parr.

Early School Age (Ages 4-8):
‘I’ll always love you’ by Hans Wilhelm.
‘The invisible leash’ by Patrice Karst.

Older Children (Ages 8-12):
‘Each little bird that sings’ Deborah Wiles.
‘Jaspers Day’ by Marjorie Blain Parker.

Children and pet loss charter
P – Pets are important- they are family members too
E – Explain things to me before, during and after they happen
T – Take time out to help me explore my feelings and fears
 
L – listen to me – I have thoughts and opinions too
O – Open up, show me and tell me how you are feeling
S – Speak to me honestly and simply
S – Support me when I need it, but when I’m ready let me stop grieving too
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