Is grief and mourning for a pet and a family member the same? Narrative review

Abstract

Many people live with pets and most of them are considered as family members. So, when a pet dies,
people experience grief and mourning. Despite the recent increase in research interest in human-pet
relationships, as far as I know there is no review that answers this question: are grief and mourning for a
pet and for a family member the same thing? The present narrative review can be a first step in answering
this question.

Methods

This review was conducted according to the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analysis) statement in the PubMed database. After removal of duplicates and examination of
titles and abstracts, 50 papers were included in the review. The retrieved articles were selected and
evaluated by reading each of them in full text. The author of this study is one, therefore, to reduce the
probability of bias in the selection process, this selection was repeated after three months.

Discussion

Only one study among those examined directly compared the severity of grief over human death and the
death of a pet. In this study, no significant differences were found between pain severity levels. However,
since grief is a subjective experience, this work has the limitation that the same person did not experience
the loss of a family member and a pet. It also presents other critical issues since it does not examine the
factors that can influence the response to the loss.

Furthermore, three other research articles dealt in depth with the topic of mourning following the loss of a
pet, although their main objective was not the analysis of the comparison between the pain of losing a pet
and that of a human family member. Cervantes (2023) developed a systematic review whose objectives
were: to better understand the grieving process and experience in humans after the loss of a pet to promote
mental health well-being in the workplace. The second research identified is that of Testoni et al. (2023)
whose objective was to validate the HHHHMM quality of life scale in the Italian context (Villalobos,
2011). The third paper, (Uccheddu et al. 2019) has the aim objective to validate a new tool, the Mourning
Dog Questionnaire, but is limited to the pain and mourning resulting from the loss of a dog.

Conclusions

Research indicates that pet owners experience a spectrum of pain and pain intensity when their pet dies,
ranging from moderate to excruciating.

This grief is often compared to that felt over the loss of a close family member. However, many variables
influence the intensity of mourning: age, social condition (living alone or in a family context) of the
caregiver/pet owner, age of the dead animal, etc. Therefore, further research is needed.

Furthermore, this review reveals widespread underestimation of the grief associated with the loss of a pet,
both by society at large and by individuals who do not own a pet.

This disenfranchised grief can have a profound emotional impact on those who experience the loss of a
pet.

It is also clear that veterinarians can play a role in helping pet owners grieve and in improving the well-
being, resilience, and quality of life of people experiencing pet loss. Additionally, further research is
needed to develop a measure of grief disavowal specific to pet loss.
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Terminology

The following terms have been adopted:

Animal companions (ACs): animals kept as companions to humans and generally of domesticated
species. Commonly dogs, cats, horses, rabbits, smaller mammals, birds and reptiles, and excluding fish. I
avoid the term ‘pet’ in this paper because it does not adequately reflect the current scientific understanding
of animals’ sentience, cognitive complexity and individuality, or the complexity and modern reality of the
relationships between animals and their owners (Fraser, 2008).

Grief: the behavioural, social, psychological and emotional reactions that a person has in response to the
rupture or ending of a significant relationship with another (after Casarett, Kutner & Abrahm, 2001).
Animal companion bereavement: the period following the death of an animal companion during which
grief may be experienced and mourning may occur (after Casarett, Kutner & Abrahm, 2001).
Disenfranchised grief: it is defined by the American Psychological Association (APA) as “grief that
society (or some element of it) limits, does not expect, or may not allow a person to express”.

Introduction

In the world, especially in the Western part, there are more and more families living with a pet. For
example, according to the American Veterinary Medical Association (2023), in the United States
approximately 88.8 million dogs and 61.9 million cats inhabited 62 million and 37 million U.S.
households, respectively; based on a survey conducted in 2017 (Ji, 2017) in South Korea 29.4% or 5.74
million out of 19.52 million households in the country raised pets; according to the latest Assalco-
Zoomark Report 2023 data in Italy there are 65 million pets, of which approximately 10 million are cats
and 9 million are dogs.

As a result, a considerable number of individuals share a significant part of their lives in the company of
animals. These individuals often develop deep emotional bonds with their pets, to the extent that the vast
majority of owners of dogs, cats, and other pet species in the Western world consider them members of
their families (Pirrone et al., 2015a, 2015b ).

Most common pet species have considerably shorter lifespans than humans, ranging from about 18 months
(hamsters) to seven years (rabbits and giant dog breeds), 13-17 years (many cats and dogs) and 20 years
(some cats). For many pet owners, particularly those with multiple animals, this means experiencing grief
more frequently than their human loved ones (Hewson, 2014).

It is therefore very likely that during their lifetime, the owners/caretakers of these animals may experience
grief due to the loss/death of their pet. The experience of loss is often related to grief and mourning, which
are behaviors exhibited by AC owners. But the pain and grief resulting from the death of pets is often
underestimated or even unacknowledged (not allowed) by others, which results in a lack of understanding
regarding the extent and consequences of unallowed grieving (DG) ( Brown et al., 2023).

Previous studies have investigated attachment bonds between pet owners and the animals when they were
alive, as well as bonds between owners when their pets were dead. Additionally, they observed coping
mechanisms implemented following the loss of a pet (Schmidt et al., 2018; Hughes & Harkin, 2022;
Lykins et al., 2023).

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first narrative review to seek to understand whether and how the
pain and mourning associated with the loss of a pet is comparable to the pain and mourning associated
with the loss of a significant person.

Methods



This review was developed in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) statement (table 1). The PubMed databases were searched for primary research,
including original research articles, systematic reviews, and articles written in any language. The search
was conducted, including ahead-of-print publications, up to March 12, 2024, containing the terms "grief,"
"grieving," "bereavement," "loss," and "pet." A total of 46 documents were identified through the initial
search. An additional 26 documents were added through other sources. After removing duplicates and
examining titles and abstracts, 50 records were included in the review (table 2). The retrieved articles were
selected and evaluated, twice after three months, by reading each one in full text (see table 3 for further
details). The selected papers were those that evaluated and/or compared the pain and mourning associated
with the loss of a pet with the pain and mourning associated with the loss of an individual who plays an
important role in one's emotional life.

Table 1. Inclusion, exclusion criteria and search strategy

Inclusion criteria: - Original research article,
- Systematic review
- Article written in any language
- Including ahead print

Exclusion criteria:

- Cross-sectional studies that have investigated an association between the mourning
of an animal and the psychopathological mental state of the owner or other
members of the animal keeper's family unit.

- Studies that have investigated the positive and/or negative factors of living with a
pet.

Search strategy (Pubmed)

(Grief[ Title/Abstract]) OR (Grieving[Title/Abstract]) OR ([Breavement [Title/Abstract]))) AND
(Loss[Title/Abstract])) AND (Pet[Title/Abstract])

#1 Grief OR Grieving OR Breavement AND Loss AND Pet



Table 2
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meta-analysis.
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The figure shows a flowchart of the search strategy. Of the 46 articles found in the databases as of March 12, 2024,
adding the 26 identified through other sources and removing duplicates, the title screening yielded 66 original articles.
Subsequently, 52 articles were selected through title and abstract screening. Finally, 50 articles were included in the
final review.
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veterinary support work a |animal other veterinary hospitals.
hospital, group for pet relationship can
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Mehler SJ, university the loss of
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28) A goal of the |Narrat [Null (The |Rh |Pets play a Grieving the death of a pet
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Coping with  |provide first-person per- | for palliative care and
Animal Death |explanation spective as an | euthanasia.
in Veterinary |for her autoethnographi
Practice and  |feelings and cal attempt to
Caregiver's for describe the
Experience veterinarian experience of
Mourned Pets. |behavior, loss of a pet
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31) The study Articl {130 Spa | Volunteers The results showed that 65.5%
Bereavement |examines the |e. volunteers |in |reported on of participants displayed signs
for Companion |intensity of |Study |(86% their reactions | of general complicated grieving
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styles, how Articl |using two reconsideration |more severe grief, a relationship
continuing attachment |e questionnai of the non- partially moderated by
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Development |validation of |was grid of terms of emotions, needs and
and Validation |a novel based quantitative legal rights. In addition, after the
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Evaluate Grief |Dog five different
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Companion to allow a questi levels of
Dog, comprehensi |onnair attachment to
Uccheddu S, |ve es: the pets, responses
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pet owners’ this study online | partecipant [l  |participants research and shed light on some
experiences was explore |questi [s. Data reported high | of the most important practices
and self- the onnair | were levels of associated with companion
reported relationship |e analysed satisfaction animal euthanasia. Several
satisfaction between pet |condu |using with their practical recommendations are
and grief owners’ cted |descriptive euthanasia made, including developing
following experiences |with |statistics experience. standard operating procedures
companion and their pet and Their for companion animal
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euthanasia satisfaction |s who |le linear the previous experiences,
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39) The Lived | The aim of |Syste |peer- Nul | Prolonged grief | Analysis revealed that pets were
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40) Older This study  |Partici |98 Alb | One-third of The study found that DG is
adults and deepens our |pants |participan|erta |partecipants experienced by a sizable group
companion |understandin |were [ts (Older |, identified that  |of older adults following their
animal g of older recruit |adults) Can |they needed to  |companion animal’s death and
death:A adults’ ed to ada |be careful about |that many participants
survey of experiences |partici who they perceived that socially
bereavement |of pate in disclosed their |legitimized recognition of loss
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pet. Baydak, |the structu , resentment that |understand their grief had been
M. A. disenfranchis |red, Ma |their own strained. Sixteen of the 18
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Pet animal themat | were nt of animal
Bereaveme |companion |ic recruited companion loss
nt loss and analysi|and took societally and
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43) The present |Resear |Qualitativ|U. |Comparison Relationships with animals are
Companion |study ch e analysis | K. |with human and |often viewed as inferior to
Animal qualitatively |Article other types of human relationships. This
Death: A describes loss and factors |becomes problematic during
Qualitative  |human-— unique to times of loss and grief when
Analysis of |animal companion members of a grieving
Relationship |relationships animal loss are | companion animal owner's
Quality, and the discussed. support system do not
Loss, and subsequent Veterinary and | understand the salience of the
Coping, loss and other helping relationship with the animal.
Reisbig A. |coping professionals
M. J., Hafen | experienced need basic
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44) Pet loss | The purpose |Resea |Qualitativ | Tex | This article is Given the close attachments
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family study Articl |Randoml |Yor |Phase I circumstances in which they
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Cohen S. P. |how clients of clients (N | Usa |social network |pet in preference to a person
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46) Grief for |This article |Narrat|Null U. |Bereaved AC These four particular pressures
animal presents an ive K. |owners commonly |may compound a bereaved AC
companions |overview of |revie have four owner’s grief, especially because
and an grief for W icul their distress may seem like an
approach to |animalNull pfalrt.lcu ?r ] y
supporting | companions difficulties: A) over-reaction to those around
their and current Lack of societal |them. At work or in the family,
bereaved approaches to understanding; | others may remark accordingly eg.
owners, bereavement B) Guilt ‘It was only a hamster’; ‘Get over
Hewson, C. |support for following it!”. Such remarks can cause the
(2014) bereaved euthanasia; C)  |bereaved owner further distress,
OWners Animal as link to | and engender a sense of shame for
other significant |the grief
relationships or
experiences; D)
Frequency of
bereavement
47) Pet This study Resea |Online, |Usa |The study found | Results suggest that it is
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48) When the | This research |Resea |[Online  |Nul | Variables Grief was also related to the way
bond breaks: |investigated |rch |quantitati |1 included type of |in which participants described
Variables variables Articl |ve relationship, their pets. Those who classified
associated  |related to e survey. animal species, |their pet as their “child” or “best
with grief grief 85 amount of time |friend” reported significantly
following following pet partecipa since death, higher levels of grief in
companion |loss. nts cause of death, |comparison with those who
animal los, attachment, and |considered their pets to be “good
Cowling, social support. |companions.”
D.M,, We also Other variables related to level
Isenstein, examined of grief included age, which was
S.GE, & emotions inversely related to grief, guilt,
Schneider, hypothesized to |and loneliness, and the presence
M.S. (2020) be associated of supportive others ameliorated

with pet loss:
grief, guilt, and
loneliness.

The cohort was
divided into three
groups rep-
resenting high,
middle, and low
levels of grief.
Individuals in the
high grief group
experienced the
highest level of
guilt and

guilt and loneliness. Species of
animal was related to guilt and
grief, with rabbit owners
exhibiting significantly less guilt
and grief than dog and cat
owners.
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Pet Loss and |The purpose |Syste |On 675 |Ariz |Themes Literature shows that pet
Grieving of this review |matic |articles |ona, |identified as humanization is more common
Strategies: A |is to revie |found, 15 |Usa |important are, |than publicly recognized and
Systematic  |understand |w items met first, if non- grieving after the loss of a pet is
Review of the further the human life is experienced similar to the loss
Literature. grieving criteria. grievable or not, | of a human. There needs to be
Cervantes, R. |process and They second, more information regarding
E. (2023). experience in included levels of managing pet grief and
humans after bereavem attachments and |normalizing that
the loss of a ent bonds between |most participants view their
pet. leave for humans and dogs as an extension of their
pet loss pets, and third, |family. Organizations that have
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and non- supporting
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quality of the
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time of covid

Discussion

Among the works examined, only one study directly compares the severity of pain for human death and
that of a pet (Lavorgna & Hutton, 2018). In this paper, the experience of 50 participants aged between 18
and 65 who had experienced the death of a human being (n=35) or the death of a pet animal (n=15) was
studied and compared. Participants were recruited in Australia and completed a package of online self-
report questionnaires, measuring grief severity, social support, and emotional connection to the deceased.
No significant differences were found between pain severity levels. However, given that grief is a
subjective experience, this work has the limitation that the loss of a family member and a pet were not
experienced by the same person. Furthermore, as the authors themselves recognised, their work presents
critical issues as "qualitative analyzes have highlighted the complexities associated with the attempt to
compare these pain experiences" (ibidem, Lavorgna & Hutton, 2018, Abstract). In fact, there are many
factors (the owner's age, gender, occupation, level of education, and whether he lives alone or with his
family, age, cause of death, whether sudden or after an illness, and type of pet) which can influence the
response to the loss and therefore to the pain it causes.

However, three other research articles dealt in depth with the topic of mourning following the loss of a pet,
although their main objective was not the analysis of the comparison between the pain of losing a pet and
that of a human family member. Cervantes (2023) developed a systematic review whose objectives were:
to better understand the grieving process and experience in humans after the loss of a pet to promote
mental health and well-being in the workplace. The second research identified is that of Testoni et al.
(2023) whose objective was to validate the HHHHMM quality of life scale in the Italian context
(Villalobos, 2011). The third paper, (Uccheddu et al. 2019) had the aim objective to validate a new tool,
the Mourning Dog Questionnaire, but is limited to the pain and mourning resulting from the loss of a dog.
The Mourning Dog Questionnaire is a tool designed to enable a comprehensive quantitative analysis of
grief responses in dog owners following the death of a companion dog so, if this review were limited to
the pain and mourning resulting from the loss of a dog, the study by Uccheddu et al. (2019) would respond
perfectly and exhaustively to the question of the present review.

The Mourning Dog Questionnaire is based on and includes five different questionnaires: the Pet
Bereavement Questionnaire, the Lexington Annex to Pets Scale, the Animal-Human Continuity Scale, the
Positivity Scale, and the Testoni Death Representation Scale. However, the article by Uccheddu et al.
(2019) is just one example; further research would be necessary.

In the paper by Uccheddu et al. (2019) people may be at risk for extreme grief responses following the
death of their companion animal, on a continuum of reactions ranging from moderate to excruciating grief
to suicidal ideation. The main factors related to grief for humans (being guilty, in pain, in anger, with
intrusive thoughts) are often present after the loss of a pet. People who had recently lost a pet were much
more likely to report symptoms of depression than the normal population and exhibited all of the variables
that are typically described in complicated grief related to human loss. In fact, scores on the P scale (which



measures the tendency to see life and experiences with a positive perspective) were negatively correlated
with the negative dimensions of pain: guilt, pain, anger, intrusive thoughts and decisional regrets that are
captured by respective questionnaires (the Pet Bereavement Questionnaire and the Testoni Death
Representation Scale). The Testoni Death Representation Scale is a 6-item self-report measure that
assesses individuals' attitudes toward the ontological representation of death as a passage to an afterlife or
as a form of destruction. Lower scores indicate that the individual represents death as a transition, while
people with higher scores represent death as total annihilation.

Inconsistent or insufficiently clear data have emerged regarding the age related to the sense of guilt or
anger at the loss or vulnerability following the death of one's dog.

To definitively address the question of whether grief and mourning for a pet is the same as for a human
family member, it is crucial to utilize specific tools such as the Mourning Dog Questionnaire, Pet
Bereavement Questionnaire, Lexington Attachment to Pets Scale, or Animal-Human Continuity Scale.
These tools take into account various crucial factors including the owner's demographics, the pet's
characteristics, and the circumstances of the pet's passing.

While this review did not find specific criteria for comparing grief for the loss of a pet and grief for the
loss of a human, recurrent themes did emerge from the literature that was examined.

Intensity and quality of pain.

In the research by Wilson et al. (2021) all participants reported significant grief after the loss of their
animal companion, with the majority of participants rating grief as 10/10. This high level of pain
continued for weeks if not months. Furthermore, this work highlights how social conditions, being elderly
and often alone women, are factors of great importance (Wilson et al. 2021).

For many people, the death of a pet can produce effects similar to those caused by a variety of other
losses, including the death of a spouse, child, or job (Uccheddu et al., 2019; Reisbig et al., 2017). An
increasing number of people view their pets as family members, and the death of a pet often induces a
grief reaction of comparable severity to the loss of a significant human relationship (Kogan 2022).
Evaluation of the relationship between the owner/handler and his animal.

In a study (Wilson et al., 2021) all AC owners report that their relationship with the animal is emotionally
significant. In all the works examined, it emerges that animals were considered an integral part of the
family (Kemp et al., 2016; Hewson et al. 2014; Kogan et al. 2022) and there was often a tendency for
individuals to anthropomorphize their pets ( Uccheddu et al. 2019).

An individual's view and perspective on life after the loss of their pet.

In the articles where the Mourning Dog Questionnaire was used (Uccheddu et al., 2019; Testoni et al.
2023), the results confirm the pessimistic vision of life after the death of a pet, and much research
indicates that the loss of a pet can cause depression (Davis , 2011; Davis et al., 2003; Planchon et al.,
2002). Ucchedu et al., (2019), and Testoni et al. (2019) found that the human-pet attachment increased the
level of grief experienced. Moreover, Bussolari et al., (2017) found that self-compassion, continuing
bonds, and social constraints play a major role in grieving the loss of a pet.

The underestimation of the pain of losing a pet by society and the social context in which it occurs.
The grief associated with the death of a pet is often underestimated, misunderstood, or even
unacknowledged by others (Brown et al., 2023). Many owners/caregivers of deceased pets indicated that
relationships with family and friends who did not understand their grief had become strained and
worsened (Baydak, 2000; Park et al., 2023; Reisbig et al., 2017). The death of a pet typically does not
involve the same rituals that allow owners to express their grief, and the resulting grief may be considered
pathological (Leonhardt-Parr & Rumble, 2024).

Despite the relatively high frequency and intensity of grief over pet death among pet owners, this process
is largely socially unrecognized and under-explored in research (Packman et al., 2012).

Conclusions
Research indicates that pet owners experience a spectrum of pain and pain intensity when their pet dies,
ranging from moderate to excruciating.



This grief is often compared to that experienced in the loss of a close family member.

To know the exact intensity of this phenomenon, it would be necessary to use an appropriate instrument,
such as the Mourning Dog Questionnaire, or Pet Bereavement Questionnaire, in addition to the Lexington
Attachment to Pets Scale, or the Animal-Human Continuity Scale, which would take into account a set of
variables, including the owner's age, gender, occupation, education level, and whether he lives alone or
with family; age, cause of death and type of pet.

Furthermore, this review reveals a widespread underestimation of the grief associated with the loss of a
pet both by society at large and by individuals who do not possess such a bond. This disenfranchised grief
can have a deep emotional impact on those experiencing the loss of a pet.

It is also clear that veterinarians can play a role in supporting AC owners during the grieving process.
Further studies are needed to develop a measure of DG specific to CA loss in humans (Brown et al., 2023).
The present study is not without limitations. The lack of research on this specific topic and the lack of
access to the full text of other studies have led to the identification of multiple limitations. However, this
field of research may prove important for the development of effective strategies for primary prevention.
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