Grieving a Pet During The Holidays
The following recommendations are meant as guides to surviving pet loss through the holidays,
keeping in mind that every pet owner's grief process is individual.
1. Acknowledge that you are grieving, and that you might have some emotional difficulty during
the holiday season.
This sounds obvious, but cannot be overlooked. It usually doesn't work to pretend to be happy for days
on end while a significant grieving period is going on.
2. Let yourself grieve.
You might be surrounded by people trying to get you to feel anything else, especially those who have
not gone through a loss of this kind. It is important to your emotional health to be true to your feelings
as they arise. Don't worry about crying in front of others...it is not a time to please everyone else at the
expense of yourself.
3. Share your feelings with someone you trust.
It is a phenomenal burden to go through the grief process alone, or to seek support from someone who
does not comprehend the pain of pet loss. If there is no one to turn to in your immediate family or
circle of friends, consider consulting with a pet loss counselor or support group, in your community or
on-line.
4. Cherish your memories.
Retelling the story of her yellow lab stealing and devouring a fully stuffed turkey on the day of her
mother's funeral helped a friend of mine get through her first Thanksgiving without him. Do not be
afraid to remember happier times with your pet...this can be a source of comfort during a time of
longing and sadness. Likewise, displaying a picture of your pet taken during a past holiday might bring
a sense of solace, as well as a source of positive memories.
5. Do something symbolic.
A gift to an animal shelter or other organization in honor of your pet is a tangible way to show respect.
Other rituals people have shared with me include lighting a special candle, hanging a stocking or an
ornament with the pet's name on it, and writing a special poem or story to post on an internet site
designed for that purpose (like a "Virtual Pet Cemetary").

6. Give yourself the gift of caring.
The basics of self-care--sleep, nutrition, exercise--are critical to emotional well-being and physical
survival. Grieving requires extra energy, and holidays can be emotionally and physically draining.
Surviving the combination requires some extra self-nurturing.
7. Help someone else.
This is a great opportunity to volunteer your time and energy to those in need. My community shelter
has a pet food drive this time each year, with lots of options for volunteering. Non-animal-related
options include feeding holiday meals to the homeless and other disadvantaged populations.
Volunteering helps to maintain a balance of attention to yourself and your own needs with attending to
some needs of others. Many find such service work rewarding and distracting.
8. Rely on your spiritual belief system.
If you have a belief in a higher power, an afterlife, a divine order in nature, or other beliefs regarding
life and death, it's a good time to reconnect with those beliefs and/or explore new ones.
9. Resist the temptation to get a new pet prematurely to fill the void left by the previous one.
The holidays might be a very tempting time to do just that, but remember that a special relationship-whether human/human or human/animal--can never be duplicated. It's unfair to yourself, as well as the
animal, and can backfire in ways you might never predict. When is it time to get a new pet? Experts
disagree on a specific period of mourning (from 3 months to over a year), but do agree that the
person(s) should be emotionally ready to explore a totally new relationship.
10. Remember that the holidays are temporary.
The first holiday season after a pet dies is usually the most difficult. After that you will have a sense of
who and what helped you get through it. Affirm your survival a day at a time.

