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PRAISE FOR Healing Wisdom for Pet Loss


“As someone who deals with grief and loss of pets on a daily basis, I am eager to share this book with clients as an invaluable resource for helping them through the hardest part of pet ownership. Anne Marie provides wonderful insight to the dynamic challenges of pet loss and the grief that accompanies it in an inclusive and accepting way. Her exercises and writing prompts are so helpful for learning to cope before, during, and after the loss of a beloved pet.”


— DR. ISABEL WYLIE, VMD


“Losing a pet is among the most painful and transformational experiences that a person can have. . . . Healing Wisdom For Pet Loss is an important and eloquently written book that presents valuable knowledge for pet owners and their mental health providers. I will keep one in my clinical office to loan to clients who have recently lost a pet and at my academic office for students to borrow.”


— ROBERT H. RICE, JR., PHD, LMHC, Professor, Mental Health Counseling Program Chair, St. John Fisher University


“I understand the unique bond that we have with our beloved pets and the devastation felt when they are lost. This book provides useful tools to help people, including expressing one’s feelings in writing, and ways to honor our cherished family members. I appreciate it also addresses hospice and end-of-life decisions. I keep a copy in my hospital.”


— KAREN RAVANESI, DVM


“Written with sensitivity and understanding, Healing Wisdom for Pet Loss offers a unique look at our grief reactions related to our pets. . . . I particularly liked this volume’s focus on the diverse reactions that people experience, and how working through grief is an individual process that might be different from the reactions of others. I am pleased to recommend this book for all who live with companion animals as well as those who work alongside them. It is a thoughtful and very useful addition to the literature.”


— RISË VANFLEET, PHD, RPT-S, CDBC, CAEBC-I, founder and president of International Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy® and coauthor of Animal Assisted Play Therapy


“Healing Wisdom for Pet Loss is an essential guide for anybody who has loved and lost their faithful, cherished pet. Her compassionate support affirms the ache in a grieving heart and provides tools and resources needed to navigate the grief path. This is a comforting and practical must-read!”


— LENA KIELISZAK, LMHC NCC, Rochester, NY


“Grief leaves a hole in our hearts that surfaces and never quite goes away completely. Finding ways to diminish the sharp cut of loss is so necessary to continue on. Healing Wisdom for Pet Loss is a labor of love and hopefully will ease the painful loss of a pet for every reader.”


— CATHERINE ROMAINE BROWN, author of The Jack Russell Terrier: Courageous Companion and The Jack Russell Terrier: An Owner’s Guide to a Happy, Healthy Pet


‘‘Healing Wisdom for Pet Loss is a gift of love for anyone who is experiencing the loss of a cherished pet. Farage-Smith provides the reader with a deeper understanding of the experience of losing their pet and the tools and techniques to help them move through their grief. The author brings her experience as a mental health counselor and her own journey of loving and losing pets to the reader.”


—NANCY E. HARRIS, LMHC


‘Remembering and honoring our pets when they pass on is essential to our own adjustment and healing from this loss. Farage-Smith presents a wide variety of creative and thoughtful ways to remember and memorialize our beloved pets. As someone who has experienced pet loss, I highly recommend this compassionate and knowledgeable author on this very important book on a loss that needs to be recognized and validated.”


— PATRICIA M. CASEY BSW


“Farage-Smith has created a much-needed, thorough, and practical guide for pet loss. Amidst shared companionship with our beloved pets, we inevitably face the decisions and experiences of our cherished animals dying. Farage-Smith draws on her rich experience as a licensed mental health counselor to offer clear, thoughtful, and compassionate guidance to help in these difficult situations. What an insightful handbook for every pet companion/owner.”


—PATRICIA EAGLE, author of Being Mean: A Memoir of Sexual Abuse and Survival and Dog Love Stories: How My Dogs Taught Me to Be a Better Human


“Our pets are family, and grieving for them as we do for humans is natural. Healing Wisdom for Pet Loss is an indispensable guide to dealing with the inevitable loss of our beloved companions.”


—JONATHAN LOSOS, director, Living Earth Collaborative, Washington University, and author of The Cat’s Meow: How Cats Evolved from the Savanna to Your Sofa


‘‘Healing Wisdom for Pet Loss is an impactful and informative book that reaches out to the source of our grieving. The exercises and suggestions help each reader to manage and work through grief, allowing a new, hopeful perspective to emerge.”


—LIZ VALLES, DVM
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This book is dedicated to my mom, Mary, in gratitude for her unconditional love and unfailing wit, wisdom, and inner strength. Her support gave me the courage to keep going, no matter how rocky the road. Her guiding spirit lives on in me and inspired me to pursue this dream of authoring this very special book.












How to Use This Book





This book was written for you, whether your cherished pet has already died or you anticipate your pet passing due to a terminal illness, advancing age, or some other situation. This is a guidebook for you to work through and be supported in your grief. Feel free to read it from cover to cover initially or to read select chapters that relate to your own specific situation.


For example, if your need to feel better outweighs your need to systematically learn about this topic, you may want to go to Chapter 9 (Taking Care of You) first.


Additionally, if any of the following are true, you may want to read Chapter 6 (Understanding Types of Grief, Part 1: Anticipatory Grief) first or second. Then, read the part of Chapter 7 on ambiguous grief.




	[image: ] You have just received a diagnosis of a fatal disease or medical condition in your pet.



	[image: ] You have noticed a decline in your pet due to advancing age.



	[image: ] You may have to find a new home for your pet, either temporarily or permanently.



	[image: ] You are considering hospice care or euthanasia for your pet.






If your pet has died or is otherwise gone, Chapter 6 may not be useful for you at this time.


My goal for this book is to provide information you may need now or in the future. Please think of this book as your guidebook in helping you on your own very personal grief journey.












Foreword





Muffin was a rescue dog, a mix of Chihuahua and who-knows-what-else, an adorable and shy twelve pounds of love. She had survived some apparently rough early years by chasing and eating geckos and fallen mangoes in Central Florida. Unfortunately, she had also contracted heartworm disease. The Naples Humane Society found and treated her, and shortly after we adopted her, she was declared cured.


Muffin acted so crazy sometimes that we nicknamed her “Nut.” When I did my exercises on the yoga mat, she would incessantly lick the soles of my feet. When the cats tried to get close to her, she would growl and give me the side-eye, knowing I wouldn’t punish her. The veterinarian, when we told him that Muffin was age three when she was rescued, laughed and said, “Yes, that’s like a used car that they tell you has twelve thousand miles on it. They turned back the odometer on this one.” Muffin was probably six or so.


It was impossible not to love her and her antics. She approached each day with boundless enthusiasm. We enjoyed years of joyful companionship. Her belief in me was truly beyond anything I could actually be or do as a human. Sadly, it turned out that the heartworm disease had damaged her heart muscle. She began collapsing upon exertion, or when she was excited (squirrel!). She was prescribed medicine, and then more medicine, and eventually lots of medicine. Her little body swelled with fluid, the last stages of heart disease. And then, long before I was ready, it was her time.


Carl Jung, the famous psychiatrist, talked about synchronicity— the idea that sometimes apparently random occurrences are not


random at all, but meaningful coincidences that have a direct and significant relation to our lives and experience. Shortly after Muffin passed, Anne Marie Farage-Smith contacted me and asked if I would write a foreword to her new book about pet loss and grief. Wow! What a timely incidence of synchronicity.


I was first introduced to Anne Marie when I was a faculty member and director of the master’s degree program in mental health counseling at St. John Fisher University in Rochester, New York, and she had just entered as a graduate student. Immediately upon getting to know Anne Marie, she impressed me with her big heart, her gentle spirit, and her dedicated interest in the animal—human bond. I had been certified as a companion-animal therapist through Cornell University, so we certainly had much in common, and as a psychotherapist myself, I had worked with many clients suffering the throes of grief over the loss of a companion animal. I was delighted to learn that Anne Marie had further developed that interest and had decided to write this important book.


Anne Marie’s book that you hold in your hands is helpful for therapists and laypersons alike; it explains the background and research on grief and loss in general, the human–animal bond, and the different ways in which we both anticipate and experience loss of a companion animal. Perhaps most importantly, it provides practical steps for moving through the grieving process, along with specific recommendations for activities to help us through those difficult times.


Anne Marie’s empathy and caring radiate from every page of this book, from her very personal perspective as a pet parent, as well as her point of view as a trained and experienced mental health counselor. Her dedication to this vital work is demonstrated not only through her daily work as a therapist, helping people affected by the loss of a beloved pet, but also through her founding of a center to educate and inform the community about this work.


Reading through the pages of Healing Wisdom for Pet Loss—An Animal Lover’s Guide to Grief helped me, as well, to reflect upon my own grieving process. I am able to mourn the loss of Muffin, to treasure her indomitable spirit and our years together, and to keep her in my heart for as long as memory lives on.


—SIGNE M. KASTBERG, PHD, LMHC, author of Servants in the House of the Masters: A Social Class Primer for Educators, Helping Professionals, and Others Who Want to Change the World (2007) and Feeling the Call: Therapeutic Uses of Traditional West-African Drumming (2018) August 2020










Introduction



“If there ever comes a day when we can’t be together, keep me in your heart. I’ll stay there forever.”


—A. A. MILNE, WINNIE THE POOH BOOK SERIES


[image: ]f you have lost a beloved pet or anticipate losing one soon, I wrote this book for you. We will begin to work through the anguish of your grief and get to a hopeful place. I hope this book brings you understanding and comfort. Your grief journey is unique and personal to you. As you turn each page of this book, know that I have also grieved this loss many times. I understand the deep feelings of anguish that can occur when we lose a cherished pet. Without a doubt, they are our very special companions and family members. They enter our lives and provide us with immeasurable love. The day they become one with us in our family is one of the happiest days. The day they die is one of the most heartbreakingly difficult times of our lives. It is my greatest wish for you that this book speaks to you in a special way and helps you to understand and cope with this unique loss.


My own dog Wishbone is but just one example of what I have personally experienced. Wishbone was both a truly remarkable dog and a very important part of our family. He was a smart, loyal, and handsome Jack Russell terrier with a tricolor coat that was smooth and silky. He was always amusing us with his antics, and defending his yard from the pesky squirrels, making them quickly scamper to safety up a tree. He had a particular marking that was extra special to everyone who loved him. On the back of his head, in his neck area, was a V shape of white fur over his brown-and-black head, like his father, who had the same V-shaped pattern. My mom would lovingly pet Wishbone and gently trace the outline of his V with her fingers, as if to be sure the white fur remained separate from the brown.


I still remember that sad and painful snowy February day and the days that followed. His impending death was anticipated, but still heartbreaking. Our precious Wishbone had been diagnosed with canine cognitive dysfunction, which was manifesting in changes in his behavior. He began to frequently wander into a corner of the room, stay and look at the wall for a while, and then turn and walk back out. He no longer responded to us as he once had, by running to greet us as we returned home. However, he was still willing to receive our love by lying in our arms and cuddling. The good news from the veterinary staff and our own observations was that he did not appear to be in pain or distress. He continued to have an appetite until the day of his passing and was still able to receive our love.


When that day came, I knew in my sad and heavy heart that it was the day he would leave a huge empty space in our lives. He lay in his bed in our family room, and I knew the heart-wrenching reality that was going to unfold. I was in the kitchen cutting vegetables for a hearty minestrone soup, while my husband, Elmer, spent some time with him. In the face of something over which I had no control, I imposed minimal structure on the day: I finished the soup, set it to simmer, and then went into the family room and cuddled with Wishbone. We settled into my favorite recliner together, a chair in which we had spent many hours relaxing and cuddling.


He had lost some of his athletic muscle tone in the past few months, but somehow he felt heavier in my arms. His fur was still silky smooth, and he still responded to my touch at the back of his ears. I relished what were to be my last precious moments with him and began to reminisce about the good times. Memories flooded back of my son, Steven, then a nine-year-old, and the immediate connection he had made with Wishbone when he picked the puppy up from his cozy bed with his siblings. The choice was between two puppies. No words were spoken; Wishbone became one with Steven’s arms, and we were ready to bring him home to be a part of our family.


As I cuddled with Wishbone in my favorite chair, I told him I loved him (as I often did) and how very glad I was that he had been a part of our family for sixteen years. A wave of peace came over me as I gazed at my forever pup. Wishbone died peacefully in my arms. I continued to hold him and savor my final moments with him. How grateful I am for that opportunity, and for the opportunity for our son, Steven, to quickly come home and be able to say his final goodbyes to Wishbone.


We were at peace with our decision to allow him to leave when he was ready. I can say this without any doubt: it is never easy to lose a cherished pet. We have such wonderful memories of our beloved Wishbone—smart, loyal, loveable, and a great traveler as he accompanied us on many family road trips.


It was tough to go through this loss. My world turned upside down and I just felt numb . . . did this really happen? I knew the tears would flow, and it was not good to suppress them as they continued to flow. Even though his death was expected, that did not make it any easier. His bed in the family room was now empty. As the reality of his absence permeated the house, I tried to eventually focus and feel some feelings of peace and gratitude knowing that Wishbone shared our lives for sixteen years and brought us much joy. The warmth of his furry body is missing from my life. I can visualize him running around the backyard in anticipation of a possible encounter with a squirrel. Embedded in his DNA, his hunting skills were evident even as he frequently “caught” an unwashed sock in the laundry basket.


As the days unfolded and reality set in, my mind knew Wish-bone was no longer with us, but my heart kept trying to push it away. I tried to regain some of the structure in my life that was enhanced by having a pet as part of my family. Sometimes it felt like the very fabric of my being was unraveling. It was a definite adjustment to have him missing from our daily lives, and experiencing that would bring on many emotions and tears as time moved on. For me, it was important to engage in creative outlets to remember Wishbone. As a family, we had a small gathering around the tree he used to run around and chase squirrels and placed a memorial rock there. Going through his photos and creating a PowerPoint presentation really helped us to be grateful for his life and work through his death by focusing on happy memories.


We lose our pets through their death, or because they no longer have the ability to share in our lives. Either experience leaves a large void. They were a part of our family, they were unique, and we had a close loving bond with them. It is no wonder that it hurts so much when they die.


My heart aches when pet grief encounters responses like “It was only a dog/cat,” “You can get another one,” or “You should be over this by now.” The pet that died cannot be replaced. It was special, one of a kind, with its own personality and cuteness. There was a special bond of love, a mutual bond. Our society needs to recognize and honor this type of loss, because it can be so devastating and it affects so many people. When our loss is minimized and not valued by those around us, it becomes very problematic for us. Where is the support for this loss? When a loss is not validated, we may continually push down our feelings and not fully express them. When feelings are unexpressed and simmer within us, they can set us up for prolonged sadness and for physical symptoms, such as body aches, excessive fatigue, loss of appetite, and sleep disorders.


With this book, I hope to educate and shed some light on the very important topic of pet grief and provide you, the reader, with compassionate guidance and support for dealing with your loss. I also provide information for others who are interested in learning about this devastating loss so they may offer some comfort to others.


My research has taken me to hard statistics, but my heart always knew the extent of the importance of our pets. Perhaps these statistics can be part of the wake-up call. According to the 2017—2018 US Pet Ownership & Demographics Sourcebook, 38 percent of US households has at least one dog, and approximately 25 percent has at least one cat (American Veterinary Medical Association 2018). Simply put, pets are very important to us. They make our lives richer in meaning.


My wish in these pages is to provide validation for this heartfelt loss and to offer support, understanding, and helpful suggestions to honor the memory of your cherished pet. It is for you if you are grieving the loss of a pet. With this book, I hope to help you understand, grieve, and ultimately cope with this loss. I acknowledge your loss!


I thank you for wanting to find out about this unique loss and the grief that arises from it. I know it’s not easy to look at this loss head-on and confront it. However, it cannot be put on the shelf—it needs to be addressed. I commend you for picking up this book, reading it, absorbing the messages, and working through your grief. Always remember, you are not alone. Your sadness is real and this loss hurts. I hope this book will help you understand the bond you have with your pet, why this loss is uniquely painful, and the grief you are experiencing.


Both as a licensed mental health counselor in private practice and as an educator, my work with individuals and groups who have experienced this loss has provided me with many opportunities to share in their stories of grief and loss. My work with them, their stories, and my own personal experience of losing several pets, as well as my first encounter with a pet that was gone from my life without warning, have helped me understand the magnitude of the grief that comes from the loss of a pet.


In 2019, I established the Rochester Center for Pet Grief and Loss (https://www.petlossroc.com/). Its mission is to provide counseling and group support to people impacted by the loss of a cherished pet. I also created it to teach the public that pet grief and loss impacts many people (as evidenced by the statistics cited earlier in this introduction) and that this loss needs to be recognized and addressed. The impact our pets have on our lives is enormous.


I have a passion for my work and for the message I share in this book. My mission is to be there for others who are experiencing the loss of a cherished pet. Validating and honoring the loss of a pet is of utmost importance to me, as is amplifying the message that the loss of a pet cannot be pushed aside or marginalized. Instead, this grief needs to be recognized and understood. I don’t want this loss and the associated grief to continue to be devalued by our society; the need to grieve the loss of a pet is indeed valid and as deserving of recognition as the loss of a human family member.


Make no apologies or comparisons for your grief. Everyone’s grief is their own, and it has no particular timeline. The loss of your pet has changed your life. You will never truly get over this grief, but you will rebuild your life around this loss. I have worked with many people who have reported the benefits and importance of recognizing their grief and working through it.


To support you in this process, I have provided reflective writing experiences at the end of each chapter. They are deliberately open-ended and suitable for all ages (with parental assistance when appropriate). These exercises have proven to be very helpful to my clients in exploring, understanding, and healing from their grief. They can help you express emotions that you haven’t allowed yourself to express without filters or judgment. Let whatever thoughts come into your mind flow out into the pen and onto the paper.


Writing can be a very healing experience, so allow yourself to reread these thoughts at a later time and learn how you are moving along. These writing experiences work best after reading and reflecting on the chapter associated with them. However, if you prefer, just do them in the order that is most helpful to you. They are offered as suggestions. You are the best one to decide which ones would be the most helpful for you to complete and when.


I recommend you purchase an attractive, decorative notebook for these writing experiences. Alternatively, you can purchase a plain one and personalize it with stickers and special-colored pens or markers. This will become a memory book about your relationship with your cherished pet. With a notebook, you can preserve your special thoughts and refer to them at another time. Many of my clients grieving over the loss of their beloved pet have completed these writing experiences. They found them helpful and felt a sense of relief to express themselves in this way. They also found them to be healing. I wish this for you as well. Give some of them a try. Before you engage in these experiences, prepare yourself by doing the following:




	[image: ] Going to a quiet place, at a quiet time



	[image: ] Playing some quiet soothing music



	[image: ] Quieting your mind and body (Light stretching or controlled breathing can help)



	[image: ] Being open to the experience






On your journey through this book, you will find the following sections and chapters.





SECTION I:UNDERSTANDING THE BOND AND WHY IT IS IMPORTANT



The human–animal bond is very real, and whenever something breaks that bond, we have so much to lose. Our pets are members of our families. The chapters in this section provide history on this bond, an understanding of why the loss of our pet family hurts so much, and a celebration of how animals have played a powerful role in the lives of so many people. In order to understand the loss, you first need to understand what has been lost.




Chapter 1: The Human-Animal Bond: The human-animal bond runs very deep, and the nature of the relationship between people and their pets is quite complex. Our pets fill many roles and have many positive impacts upon our lives. When a pet dies or is otherwise lost, the loss can be quite profound.


Chapter 2: Pets, Humans, and Their Health Together: There are many documented ways that our pets benefit our health. These benefits go far beyond exercise.


Chapter 3: Healing Companionship of Pets: Our animals help us in many ways, both as service animals and companions. They can literally save our lives. These accounts of how animals have helped and healed may help you assess and remember how your pet has healed and helped you.










SECTION II:UNDERSTANDING GRIEF AND LOSS



Key to coping with your grief is the knowledge and understanding presented in these four chapters.




Chapter 4: Adjusting to Your Loss: This chapter contains the ways you can lose your pet and how to adapt to this loss.


Chapter 5: Understanding Your Loss and Feelings: This chapter explains why this loss hurts so much and the feelings it generates.


Chapter 6: Understanding Types of Grief, Part 1: Anticipatory Grief: This grief is for a loss that you anticipate happening in the very near future. It can be due to older age of your pet, a terminal health condition, or possibilities that do not involve the death of your pet. This chapter includes a discussion of some considerations unique to a pending loss by death, including pet hospice and euthanasia.


Chapter 7: Understanding Types of Grief, Part 2: Acute, Ambiguous, Disenfranchised, and Complicated Grief: There are several types of grief that can be encountered, either separately or together. This chapter explains what is unique about each type, so that you can gain knowledge to help you understand and process them.


Chapter 8: Using Tools to Organize Your Thoughts and Feelings: You may be familiar with the work of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross or J. William Worden. Their models or frameworks can help you to understand and process your grief.










SECTION III: COPING WITH GRIEF



The chapters in this section offer specific recommendations for how to take care of you and the people around you. They are a resource of strategies you can use now and in the future to cope with the flood of emotions you may be experiencing. They are also useful skills to cope with stress and anxiety throughout your life.




Chapter 9: Taking Care of You: This chapter contains helpful ways to take care of yourself right now, as well as ways you can revisit and use later.


Chapter 10: Helping Others Who Are Grieving with You: You may not be the only person grieving from this loss. The information in this chapter can help you to help others who are grieving along with you.


Chapter 11: Remembering and Honoring Your Pet: There are many ways you can honor the memory of your pet. Choose a few things in this chapter to memorialize your cherished pet for now, and then review these suggestions for later use.










SECTION IV: MOVING FORWARD





Chapter 12: Embracing Change, Recognizing Hope: This chapter wraps things up and encourages you to engage in new opportunities as you continue to adjust to this loss in your life.





I received an unexpected and moving letter in January 2020 from a fourth-grade student that validated the motivation for this work. She was working on a school assignment that involved researching a cause, and she was interested in helping families who have lost a pet. When she was in kindergarten, she was “very sad” when she lost her pet. She asked about the Rochester Center for Pet Grief and Loss and requested some information from me on how I help families experiencing pet loss.


I was deeply moved by this student’s request and responded to it. This young person knew firsthand the importance of reaching out for assistance with this loss. Unfortunately, because of COVID-19 and the resulting closing of schools, the final presentation to her classmates, teachers, and families did not happen. I was saddened by the missed opportunity to personally meet this student, but I was also grateful for her desire to help families through this loss. Her letter inspired me; it encourages me to continue to reach out to society, share how important it is to recognize this type of loss, and not allow it to be devalued.


My wish for you through the pages of this book is for you to explore and understand the emotions and feelings you may be experiencing due to the loss of your cherished pet, and to know that others care and can help. It will allow you to know—really know—that your loss is important and valued. Remember, this is a unique loss, like no other. It deserves a book specially devoted to this loss and the subsequent reactions to it. Come, follow me through this book, and feel confident in moving through your grief, knowing that others care and that I care. You are on your grief journey with me.


I wish you well and much peace.
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“Animals don’t lie. Animals don’t criticize. If animals have moody days, they handle them better than humans do.”


—BETTY WHITE















SECTION IUnderstanding the Bond and Why It Is Important
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The bond we have with our pets is strong and powerful, and its benefits are mutual. We as pet parents are enriched in so many ways by their presence in our lives, and they are the recipients of all we do for and with them. To understand our grief and the impact it has on our lives, it is helpful to gain insight into this bond of love we have with our cherished pet. That insight will help us to appreciate why it hurts so much when they leave our lives.










Chapter 1
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The Human-Animal Bond


[image: ]everal of my clients have shared that their relationships with their cherished pets have been more gratifying than some of their relationships with other humans. This may be because they provide us with a pure, unconditional love and nonjudgmental positive feedback. Consider the old proverb: “May I become the kind of person that my dog thinks I already am.”


What fuels the unique bond that we can experience with our pets? Is it the unconditional love, loyalty, and nonjudgmental presence in our lives with them? Pets share in our daily lives and routines and share full family memberships.


This chapter addresses the nature of the human–animal bond. What constitutes a pet is much more complex than a simple dictionary definition. The human–animal bond runs very deep, and the nature of the relationship between people and their pets is quite complex. Pets fill many roles and have many positive impacts upon one’s life. This bond is mutually beneficial. As a result of this special bond, our pets become our healing helpers and loyal companions. They provide social benefits as well as improving our physical health, emotional health, and general well-being. Everyone enjoys the special loyalties of dogs. Children enjoy some particular benefits stemming from their special relationships with animals.


My wish is for everyone to realize just how strong the bond can be between people and their pets. Maybe then, the grief we


experience will be more widely accepted and honored, and we can integrate the death into our lives more effectively. Maybe then, pet loss will no longer be a disenfranchised loss, but a loss that is understood and valued.




THE ORIGINS OF THE HUMAN-ANIMAL BOND
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The human–animal bond is a very powerful connection, one that really hurts when it is broken, and it will be helpful to understand why we grieve so deeply when that bond is severed. It has thousands of years of history, and knowing this history is not only interesting but important to understanding the depth and breadth of the bond.


The human–animal bond began over twelve thousand years ago, as a working relationship with various animals (Lagoni, Butler, and Hetts 1994). Animals have been at our sides, offering protection and service to us, whether we were hunting, farming, or performing other acts necessary for everyday life.


Dogs have adapted to living with humans over the past ten thousand years (Hare et al. 2010). They have evolved and been bred specifically to be our companions and friends. Anthropologist Brian Hare has developed a “domestication hypothesis” to explain how dogs morphed from their gray wolf ancestors into the socially skilled animals that we now interact with in many of the same ways we interact with other people. This hypothesis essentially states that wolves already had many hunting and social behaviors that were similar to human behaviors. As wolves learned how to interact with people to share in the proceeds of a hunt, they self-domesticated to improve their interactions, and these changes gave them significant survival advantages.


Our special relationship with dogs is no accident, as they are essentially wolves that have benefited from self-domestication. Dogs have also been selectively bred through generations to socialize with people. In recent research, MRI scans show that most dog brains respond just as pleasurably to praise from their humans as they do to food, when receiving a reward for correctly completing a task (Carroll 2016). For some dogs, the scans show that praise from their humans is an even more effective incentive than food. The research verified the results of the MRI scans by performing behavioral studies with the same dogs. These behavioral studies showed that the dogs with stronger brain responses from their humans preferentially chose their humans over food for their reward after solving a maze. Dogs who showed equal responses to human praise and food would alternate between choosing their humans and food as their reward. Dogs recognize individual people and can learn to interpret human emotional states from facial expression alone.


The human–animal bond can be formed with any animal with which you have an emotional connection, not just dogs and cats. Although the human–animal bond has certainly existed for millennia, the term “human–animal bond” was officially added to our vocabulary in 1979 (Fine 2015). However, professional work using it dates to the 1960s by Austrian zoologist and ethologist Konrad Lorenz, MD, PhD. He became known at the time for his principle of attachment or imprinting, by which a bond is formed between a newborn animal and its caregiver. The attachment relationship between a dog owner and their dog is functionally similar to that between parent and child (Beck 2014).


The human–animal bond is mutually beneficial. Our pets genuinely enrich our lives, and the close bond we develop with them proves this. The American Veterinary Medical Association’s Committee on the Human–Animal Bond defines the human– animal bond as “a mutually beneficial and dynamic relationship between people and other animals, that is influenced by behaviors that are essential to the health and well-being of both. This includes, but is not limited to, emotional, psychological, and physical interactions of people, other animals, and the environment” (JAVMA 1998). We clean and fill the pet food bowls daily. Cozy beds are in place, and physical exams take place. All these are definitely necessary in caring for our pet, but the all-important mutual love we receive and give to our pets is without a price tag. Our pets genuinely enrich our lives with their beauty, affection, loyalty, and interactions with us.







THE PROFOUND LOYALTIES OF DOGS AND CATS



[image: ]


The bonds formed between pets and humans run deep. But that doesn’t completely explain the lengths a dog will go to for his human. Rigorous scientific research has shown that dogs have many of the same emotional responses to their humans as a young child would have, including sympathy, empathy, and sharing emotional states. The experiments were carefully structured to discriminate between these emotions and mere canine curiosity (Coren 2012).


Do they remember us and miss us when we are away? My own experience certainly confirms it. I can especially share that my dog Jazzy has a connection with a family friend who has lived in another state for several years. When she visits, Jazzy is very excited and happy to see her, and the feelings are mutual. Jazzy will stay by her side throughout most of her visit and relish all the attention from her loving friend. It’s as if she knows that she needs to soak up all the attention, as her special friend will leave once again for several months.


My experience with family pets also shows that they truly miss us when we are gone from the household. When one member of my household is away, it is as if Jazzy is on watchdog duty. Her behavior is on alert until the absent family member returns. This is followed by an exuberant reunion, with enthusiastic jumping and tail-wagging. Jazzy becomes an overflowing container of love and excitement. She is quite a jumper normally, but in moments of additional excitement, she finds it very hard to control herself as she barks, jumps, and runs back and forth with the zoomies. She then reaps all the benefits of loving physical contact, much hugging, and words of love.


Stories of dogs who have gone missing and returned to their homes are heart soothing and demonstrate how strong the human– animal bond is. Just today, I read a story of a dog missing from his home (leash and collar on the ground in the backyard) who, after many days, wandered into the store in which his owner worked.


Another happy ending occurred when three-year-old Max backed out of his collar on a walk and just took off. Fortunately, he survived on his own, lost in the woods for almost a year. After searching and posting on social media, his family saw a post about a dog sighting. Max was caught by Lost Paws Trapping. Max and his family had a very emotional reunion, and his family is grateful for the happy ending (CBS News 2017).
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