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When everything feels different.

A clinical psychology perspective on

the earliest stage of pet loss.

WHAT THIS GUIDE COVERS

Why pet loss can feel so intense

What is happening in your nervous system

Six practical stabilisation tools

How to move through the early days

When and how to seek additional support

COMPANION RESOURCE

This guide supports the early stage of grief.

The Pet Loss Psychology Toolkit supports what comes next.

www.petlosspsychology.com
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When everything feels different
Support for the early days of pet loss

The early days after losing a pet can feel unlike anything you were prepared for. You may find

yourself moving through the day in a way that feels unfamiliar — physically unsettled, emotionally

overwhelmed, or strangely disconnected.

Moments that once felt automatic now feel noticeably absent, and that absence is felt repeatedly

throughout the day.

This is not a failure to cope.

It is your system responding to the loss of something it

depended on.

This guide is written from a clinical psychology perspective, drawing on how attachment, the

nervous system, and daily structure are affected by loss. It is designed to offer steady, practical

support during the earliest stage of grief.

This is not a general grief guide. It is specifically designed for the early, destabilising phase of pet

loss — when things feel most intense and difficult to manage.
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Why this feels so intense
Three overlapping disruptions

The intensity of pet loss often comes as a surprise. Not because the relationship was small — but

because much of what that relationship provided was happening quietly, in the background.

Grief is not only about what has been lost, but what your system has lost access to.

1
Attachment

Loss of a consistent

emotional bond your

system recognised as safe

2
Regulation

Loss of the stabilising

input your nervous system

relied on

3
Structure

Loss of daily routines,

responsibilities, and

sense of role

Grief reflects these disruptions — not just the loss of your pet, but the loss of what they provided.
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What you may be experiencing
Grief in the early stages affects body, mind, and daily life

Grief in the early stages is not only emotional. It often affects your body, your thinking, and your

sense of daily life all at once.

EMOTIONAL

You may notice waves of sadness, distress, or longing that feel difficult to predict. At other times,

you may feel numb, detached, or as though things are not fully real. These states can shift quickly,

without warning.

PHYSICAL

• Tightness in your chest

• A heavy or hollow feeling in your stomach

• Fatigue or low energy

• Changes in appetite

• Restlessness or disrupted sleep

MENTAL

You may find it harder to concentrate, follow conversations, or complete tasks. Your thinking may

feel slowed or fragmented. You may also notice repetitive thoughts, particularly around what has

happened or what has changed.

DAILY LIFE
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One of the most disorienting aspects of grief is the disruption to routine. You may reach for habits

that are no longer needed — feeding, walking, checking — before remembering.

Your body continues to anticipate their presence.

It is responding before your mind has caught up.
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What’s happening in your system
Understanding the nervous system response to loss

This experience can feel chaotic, but it follows a clear pattern. Your nervous system has lost a

source of regulation.

Pets provide steady, repeated signals of safety — through touch, presence, routine, and rhythm.

Over time, your body adapts to this. It begins to rely on it. When that input is removed, your system

does not immediately adjust. It reacts.

THIS IS WHY GRIEF CAN FEEL:

• Physical before it feels emotional

• Overwhelming without clear cause

• Inconsistent and unpredictable

Your system is recalibrating.

At this stage, stabilisation matters more than resolution.

Containment, steadiness, and support — not processing.
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What helps in the early stages
Six practical stabilisation tools

The aim here is not to remove grief, but to make it more manageable. Each of the following tools

addresses a different aspect of early destabilisation.

1.

Regulate the body first

When grief intensifies, your body is often in a heightened

state. Slowing your breathing helps regulate this.

• Breathe in for 4 counts

• Breathe out for 6 counts — slightly longer than the inhale

The extended exhale signals safety to your nervous system. You

do not need to feel calm for this to work. The shift happens

at a physiological level.

2.

Ground yourself in the present

Grief often pulls your attention into absence. Grounding

brings your awareness back to what is.

• 5 things you can see

• 4 things you can touch

• 3 things you can hear

• 2 things you can smell

• 1 thing you can taste
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3.

Reintroduce gentle structure

When your routine has been disrupted, small consistencies

matter.

• Eating at regular times

• Drinking enough water

• Keeping a loose sleep-wake rhythm

Structure does not remove grief. It provides containment when

everything feels unstable.

4.

Allow the waves

Grief often comes in waves rather than as a constant state.

These waves may be triggered by certain times of day, familiar

routines, or quiet moments.

When they come, it can help to allow them to rise and pass.

Emotional waves tend to peak and reduce, even when they feel

intense.

5.

Reduce unnecessary pressure

Your capacity is reduced right now. Tasks that would normally

feel simple may take more effort.

• Do less

• Break things down

• Postpone what is not essential

This is not avoidance. It is an appropriate response to loss.
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6.

Continuing the bond

The relationship you had with your pet does not end. It

changes.

• Keep something that belonged to them nearby

• Reflect on the role you played in each other’s lives

• Write or speak about the bond you shared

This is not about holding on. It is about integrating the

relationship into memory rather than daily presence.
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When it feels too much
Recognising when additional support is needed

There may be moments where the intensity feels difficult to manage. Additional support may help

if:

• You are unable to eat or sleep for extended periods

• You feel persistently overwhelmed

• You are struggling to function day-to-day

Support can come from someone you trust or from professional input. You do not need to manage

this alone.

You are not expected to feel okay right now.

What you are experiencing is your system adjusting to the loss of something it relied on —

emotionally, physically, and structurally. This will not always feel this intense.

Steady your body. Reduce overwhelm. Move through each day as it comes.

This guide focuses on stabilising the early stage of grief.

For a deeper understanding of why your grief feels the way

it does,

and structured tools for each area of disruption, the

Pet Loss Psychology Toolkit is the companion resource.

Available at www.petlosspsychology.com
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