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A FREE GUIDE FROM PET LOSS PSYCHOLOGY

Supporting Children Through Pet Loss

For many children, a pet is their first experience of death — and vour first chance to
show them grief is survivable.

Losing a pet is often a child's earliest encounter with death, and how the adults around them handle it
quietly teaches them what loss means and whether their feelings are safe to show. You do not need
perfect words. Children are helped less by explanations that spare them and more by honesty, warmth,
and the permission to feel.

Use clear, honest language

It is tempting to soften the truth, but the gentlest-sounding phrases can confuse or frighten a child. "Put to
sleep" can make bedtime or anaesthetic feel dangerous. "Gone away" or "lost" can leave a child waiting for a
return, or afraid that people who leave the house might not come back. Simple, true words — that the pet has
died, that their body stopped working and won't start again, that they weren't in pain — give a child something
solid to stand on.

A rough guide by age
e Under 5: death is seen as temporary or reversible. Expect repeated questions — patient repetition is the
work, not a sign you explained it wrong.
e 5-8: children grasp that death is final but may believe their thoughts or behaviour caused it. Reassure
them plainly that nothing they did or felt made it happen.
e 8-12: a fuller understanding emerges, often with curiosity about the body and the practicalities. Answer
honestly and simply.
e Teens: understand death as adults do, but may hide grief to appear unaffected. Let them know sadness
over a pet is legitimate and not childish.

What helps

¢ Include them, at their level. Being part of a goodbye — a burial, a candle, choosing where ashes go —
helps a child process what has happened rather than being left to imagine it.

o Let them see you grieve. A child who sees an adult cry and cope learns that big feelings are survivable.
Modelling grief is more reassuring than hiding it.

o Answer the question that was actually asked. Children take in loss in small doses. Give a short, honest
answer, then let them come back with more when they're ready.

e Make something to hold. A memory box, a drawing, a few photos, a planted bulb — a concrete keepsake
gives grief somewhere to live.

Gently avoid
¢ Rushing to replace the pet — it can teach that loved ones are interchangeable.
e "Don't be sad" or "they were only a..." — this tells a child their feelings are wrong.

¢ Euphemisms that imply the pet might return.

The first conversation
You don't need a script, but simple is best. Something like: "I've got some very sad news. Rusty died this
morning. He was very poorly and his body was too old and tired to keep going, and the vet helped him die



gently so he wasn't in any pain. He won't be coming home, and | feel very sad about it too." Then pause, and
let your child lead. Some will cry, some will go quiet, some will ask a surprising practical question and then run
off to play. All of these are normal ways of taking in something big.

Children grieve differently from adults

A child's grief tends to come in bursts rather than a long, steady sadness — tearful one moment, playing
happily the next. This "puddle-jumping" can look as though they aren't really affected, but it is simply how
young minds metabolise loss in tolerable doses. Play, drawing and repeated questions are how children
process; they may re-tell the story of the pet's death many times, or act it out. This is healthy work, not morbid
fixation, and it usually settles with patience.

Ways to remember together
* Make a small memory box — collar, tag, a favourite toy, a photo.
e Draw a picture or write a letter to the pet to say goodbye.
o Hold a simple goodbye ritual: a candle, a few words, planting something.
o Mark the anniversary gently if it helps — remembering is not the same as being stuck.

Look after yourself, too

Children take much of their cue from the adults around them, and you may be grieving this pet deeply while
also holding your child's feelings. You don't have to hide your sadness to protect them — a child who sees you
cry and carry on learns that grief is survivable. But do give yourself the same permission you're giving them:
this is a real loss for you as well.

Answering the hard questions
¢ "Did it hurt?" — "No. The vet made sure they were peaceful and not in any pain."
e "Is it my fault?" — "No, nothing you did or thought made this happen. Sometimes bodies get too old or
too poorly to keep going."
e "Are you going to die? Am I?" — Reassure honestly: most people live a very long time, and you plan to be
here to look after them. Don't promise never, but focus on now.
e "Where are they now?" — It's fine to answer within your own family's beliefs, as long as it's consistent
and doesn't imply the pet might return.

When a child may need more support

Some distress is normal and healthy. But if a child shows lasting changes — sleep or appetite disruption that
doesn't settle, ongoing fear of their own or a parent's death, withdrawal from friends or play, or persistent guilt
— it can help to speak to your GP, their school, or a professional experienced in childhood bereavement.
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