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Talking About Bereavement Podcast Series

Transcript of ‘More Than “Just a Pet”: Understanding Pet Loss and Grief’ podcast episode

Host: Dr Clare Tucker, Senior Educator: Bereavement, Public Services Delivery Scotland (CT)
Guest: Annalisa de Carteret, Pet Loss Support Manager, Blue Cross (AC)

CT: Hello and a very warm welcome to the Talking About Bereavement Podcast, brought to you by the Bereavement Education Programme at Public Services Delivery, or PSD, Scotland. I'm Clare Tucker from the education team and we're so glad you're here. In this series, we're opening up honest and thoughtful conversations about bereavement. We'll be joined by guests who will share their experiences, insights, and the meaningful work that they're doing to support others through grief and bereavement. Whether you're a professional, a carer, or someone with a personal interest, there's something here for you. Hi again and welcome to this episode of the podcast. I'm really pleased to introduce my guest today. We've got a great conversation ahead, so let's dive in. And if you find this episode helpful, please consider subscribing, sharing it with a colleague or friend and leaving us a review. Your support helps us to reach more people and keep these important conversations going. My guest today is Annalisa de Carteret, who is Pet Loss Support Manager at Blue Cross. Hello, Annalisa, how are you today?

AC: Hi, Clare. Yeah, good, thank you.

CT: Great. Annalisa has worked in the animal welfare sector for over 20 years, beginning her career with Blue Cross, where her passion for animals, particularly horses, first developed. For the past eight years, she has been part of Blue Cross Pet Loss Support, supporting people through some of the most difficult moments they can experience with their animals. Throughout her career, she has supported pet owners through many different types of loss, from rehoming, theft, to the loss of an animal they've cared for, through euthanasia and end of life decisions. She's also experienced loss personally, both of people and animals close to her, which has given her a real understanding of the impact that grief and loss can have on our lives. She recognises that losing an animal can be incredibly painful and can affect people in ways that sometimes are difficult for others to understand. Annalisa, perhaps you could start off our conversation just by telling us a little bit more about your life and work and how you've got to where you are in terms of the work that you do. And perhaps also just a little bit about what, what Blue Cross is as an organisation?

AC: Yeah, brilliant. I'll start with Blue Cross. So, Blue Cross is a, is an animal welfare charity and we support people and pets, helping pets stay in people's homes and supporting them through the, the lifetime of the animal. And we support people with horses, dogs, cats, small animals. So, regarding the Pet Loss Support Service, so we offer a non-judgmental support service. We're not a counselling service, we're a support service for people who've lost, lost an animal, lost a pet, one of our family members. And it's not just through euthanasia we might go through that loss. It might be rehoming or family breakdown or even theft. There's lots of reasons why we might, might have that, that separation of our animal. And we support people through a multiple of, of avenues. We've got our telephone, web chat, e-mail and our Facebook page. And it's just a safe space for you to come and talk about how you're feeling. All of the people at the other end of the lines are volunteers and they have all gone through pet loss, so really do understand that impact that it can have on you because sometimes it's really difficult to maybe talk to close friends or, or colleagues. Maybe they don't have pets, don't have that emotional bond with, with an animal, so really don't understand that impact it has. So it, it can feel quite lonely to be, you know, going through that loss. I've worked for Blue Cross for over 20 years. I started caring for horses, horses are my passion, and then had multiple roles within Blue Cross and been within the Pet Loss Support Service for eight years. I started as a Training Officer, so that was training our volunteers and also training vet professionals and, and people working with animals about how to support pet owners in an empathetic way and also self-care, you know, looking after yourself when you're having those conversations. And I've been managing the, the service now for, for five years. And, you know, we're, we’re continuing to increase our awareness, make people aware that we are here, and we really do understand, you know, what it's like to lose a pet.

CT: Thank you. We on the podcast haven't really touched on pet loss before, but it's certainly a topic that, that people do mention to us as an area that, you know, is important to consider. And I think our hope is that the health and social care staff listening to this episode of the podcast will perhaps get some insights about how to approach situations if they were to encounter people in the course of their work who are, are bereaved following the loss of a, an animal and in whatever way, as you've mentioned, and that they could then, you know, take some tips from what you've, your experience and the things that you've shared as to know how best to support that person. So I think it'd be, be really interesting to learn from your experience. So, if we think about pet loss then and people who either are anticipating the loss of a pet or who have been bereaved of a pet, how can we support people in those situations? What is it that we can do, to do this well?

AC: Giving them a safe space to talk about how they're feeling with no judgment. Obviously people can be quite judgmental, or you may, you may have said these kind of phrases yourself or heard other people saying, “Oh, you can get another one, it was just a pet, that was a good age”. But actually that's closing off that conversation because actually it doesn't matter how old the pet was or that it, you know, that it's a dog or a cat or whatever animal, it’s, you still have that emotional connection with that animal and all of those feelings and emotions of that person having are valid, and they are real, and allowing that person to open up and tell them how they're feeling will make them feel less alone, because sometimes it can feel really lonely if people are shutting down their, their conversations, their feelings about, about their loss.

CT: When we're thinking about bereavement in the context of the death of a person, we often are really keen to sort of highlight how everyone is different and how we can all experience grief and loss differently. Is it the same when we come to think about animals and people's experiences following the loss of an animal? Do you experience sort of pet owners who, who have very different reactions, I suppose, and, and how do you, how do you respond to all the different types of reactions, if they are different, that you might…

AC: Yeah.

CT: encounter?

AC: Yeah. Grief for everyone is different and we experience it different ways. I think a big part of pet loss that is maybe different to a human loss is guilt. Guilt is a really big part of pet loss due to we are responsible for our animals. We are their caregivers and sometimes that and we, we sign the consent form for euthanasia. So thinking about is it the right time for euthanasia? You know, did I take my animal to the vet too soon, too late? All of those, those things go around your head thinking, what could I have done differently maybe to change the outcome? And guilt is a really big part and, and a common theme that comes through from people when they're talking about the loss of a pet. But all of the other, you know, things that people experience are similar to loss of a human, so that denial, especially when maybe that anticipatory grief, so that grief before the, the animal is gone, is that, you know, when your dog is getting older or your animal is getting older, thinking, you know, thinking they're going to live forever, pretending they’re, they're not going downhill, that decisions of quality of life, that kind of thing, when all of those emotions are coming to you and you just feel really sad, you can feel really lonely, you may feel a bit anxious, especially if, if maybe you have to go back to work because often people don't get compassionate leave for a loss of a pet and you experience all the same emotions that you do when you lose a loved one. So actually that anxiety about, I have to go back to work, I have to keep myself together, I have to, you know, maybe hide that, you know, I'm going through this loss can be really difficult. But opening up that conversation is really important and allowing people to, to be open and honest. And it's that, that non-judgmental piece I think is really, really important, is that actually seeing it from their point of view, that empathy piece of, of looking at it from that person's point of view. Their pet could be their, you know, their routine, their social life, their constant, their non-judgmental friend that's always there. And it could also be a link to a loved one maybe that's passed away and they've taken their, their animal on to look after. So there are lots of other things that may affect their, their grief. And it's not just a pet, it is a part of the family. That emotional connection we have with our animals is huge.

CT: Thank you. We sometimes talk about disenfranchised grief in other contexts where that's a sort of situation where people's grief isn't really recognised. And I'm just wondering if that can be similar in the context of pet loss? Like, are there times when people perhaps are a little bit reluctant to talk about the impact of death or, or loss of a pet for fear that people won't really take it seriously or, or think that, you know, it's something that should be focused on or, or not really recognising the impact it can have on people? Do some pet owners feel reluctant to share what they're really feeling?

AC: Yeah, definitely. Disenfranchised grief is a huge part of pet loss due to, not everyone has animals, not everyone understands that human-animal companion bond. And like I said, no compassionate leave, you know, not talking about it at work, not even, not wanting to talk about friends and family, because like all grief, it goes round and round in circles, doesn't it? And you, and you may want to talk about the same things over and over again to process what's going on. And you may feel like you don't, you know, your, you know, your loved ones or your friends are fed up with hearing you. So that's what our support service is here for, is that, you know, you can contact us as many times as you like. We're here to listen and support you through that and really understand that, you know, all of those emotions that you're going through are quite normal and that they are valid and we are here with that listening ear to be able to, to talk to you. And if it, and if it is affecting you, because it can affect you, grief can affect you a little bit more, you know, affect your mental health. So, you know, if you need that extra support, we might suggest and signpost you to other organisations to get that extra little support that you might need, because we're not counselling service. We can't unfortunately take that pain away, but we can make you feel less alone in that grief. And, you know, signposting on people that you're talking to about grief to us is a really nice way to show that, that you understand that their, their loss is valid and that you, that you recognise that and that you've given them somewhere to go to get that support, you know, if you feel that you can't give that support yourself to them.

CT: I think those are really important messages. So health and social care staff who might come into contact with a patient or a client perhaps who they're involved in caring for, who've experienced pet loss to provide space, acknowledge the fact that those feelings are valid and, and give them opportunities to talk. I think when we first met, you talked about it can be quite sort of stigmatising in terms of talking about one's experience of pet loss and people being fearful of, of sharing their experiences, and seeing it validated and things. So no, I think those are really helpful tips. And I really liked what you said about going back to pets can remind us of perhaps family members or friends that we've, we’ve experienced the death of, and how actually it can be, it can link to other things too. And, and yes, I can really imagine, you know, you sometimes see those stories of how a person's died and their pet is looking for a new home. And yes, I think I've never really considered that in terms of the wider impact and links that the symbolism of a pet can have,

AC: Yeah.

CT: after a person has died.

AC: Yeah, for sure. It's that, that echo grief, isn't it? That it, it, it grows and it can make it more complicated. And, you know, it might be that rehoming of that pet, it's not the death of a pet, but you are rehoming that and that's that link to that person. And it's also that emotional connection and you're going through all of those same emotions if that animal has, has died. And often people don't recognise that even more because they think, well, it's your choice to rehome that animal, it was your choice, but actually, you know, there's lots of other things around that, that decision and, and those emotions around that, and that can be really difficult and even more disenfranchised than, than maybe euthanasia. Just going back to obviously talking to sort of our clients in, in the practice and things like that, we do have credit card wallet cards, size wallet cards that have got all our contact details and we've got lots of literature that is all free of charge. So if you did contact us directly, we can send that out to you and that's always a, always a good way, you know, even to have it in your waiting room or to give to people. So, a nice way to signpost to us.

CT: Thank you. And it was really interesting to think about the theft angle, which is again, perhaps one that maybe people haven't thought of a lot. I guess, you know, one does hear about animal theft and interesting when you were talking there about guilt in the sort of euthanasia context and deciding when that might be the most appropriate course of action for an animal in our care. But I, I assume that perhaps the feelings of guilt can come up in other scenarios as well, and, you know, thinking about theft, you know, perhaps if an animal has been left in a particular setting and an owner then might feel, you know, as though they might have had some influence over what happened. And yeah, there's lots of layers to it, which I, I think perhaps I hadn't considered and maybe others haven't either.

AC: Yeah, no, definitely. It’s that, it’s that because we're responsible for our animals, you might everyday put your dog out into the garden, and then that one day, the dog gets stolen or gets out and you're like, why did I do that? And oh if I hadn't done that that time, it wouldn't have happened. And, and that, that guilt of what could I have done differently, it's my fault. Whereas actually, it's that thing of control, isn't it? You can't control a lot of things in your life and that can be really hard and yeah, really, really difficult.

CT: How else can we do this well Annalisa? Are there other examples or tips of things that you'd like to share in terms of how we can support people who have experienced pet loss, how we do this well?

AC: Don't think that you know what people are going through. Obviously you want to understand it from their point of view. So if you're having a conversation and they go, “I had to put my cat to sleep last week and I'm finding it really difficult”. Don't go in, “oh, I had to have my cat put to sleep three weeks ago and this is what happened to me and this is how I feel”. That conversation is then about you and how you're feeling, not about that person. And even if you might be going through those same emotions, they've come to you to tell you about how they're feeling. So giving them the space to talk about what's going on for them, even, you know, having those maybe a little bit uncomfortable silences to allow that person to fill in the space so they can talk about how it's, how it’s for them, asking those open questions so they can talk about how they're feeling. Normalise that those, those feelings that it, it's okay to feel like that and it's really understandable. But I just think it's that space, that space to be able to talk about it and making the conversation about them and not about you.

CT: I think when we met the first time you talked about children in families particularly. I would be really interested to hear your reflections again just about the circumstances of the loss of an animal and children's experiences. I think you, you talked about how pet loss can be perhaps a child's first experience of loss and the way that we might react to that situation and indeed interact with a child can have a, a sort of an impact on their experience or reaction to grief and experiences of loss later on in life. It would be interesting to hear about some of your experiences.

AC: Yeah, no, definitely. You know, pet loss can be the first experience of children's loss, and it can be a really difficult conversation. And, and how many people that you've talked to that I, and I've heard is that they've had a hamster that's lived for 20 years because their, their parents didn't want to have that conversation. But it's being open and honest, using language that the child understands, you know your, your child best. Using your beliefs, everyone has different, different beliefs so you have to, you know, go with what you believe. Careful about sort of languages like ‘put to sleep’, because obviously the child might then be worried about if they're going to sleep, or if you're going to sleep and that might cause problems at bedtime and things. So, thinking about that language. And also is that maybe the, the child would experience a lack of control. They don't know what's going on. Their animal has, has gone and they, and they don't understand why. So doing things for them to remember their animal. We often do that for humans, but we often don't have those ceremonies for, for pets. So it may be doing a little ceremony in the garden, you know, where you going to put the ashes. A memory box is a really good thing. You know, putting all of those things that, you know, those pictures, maybe a lead or getting the child to draw pictures, that kind of thing, writing a letter to, to the animal just so they've got a little bit of closure and also they feel a little bit of control what's happening because obviously these are emotions that they, they probably don't understand, they've never, never experienced before and don't understand really what's going on. And also it's really important that you show your emotions because actually if they see you that you're crying and you're talking about how it feels for them, they will feel more comfortable in the future that it's okay to cry, it's okay to talk about how, how they're feeling. So, you know, putting a brave face on it, you know, can be important at some times, but actually showing your vulnerabilities will help your child, enable them to, to be able to process grief better in the future, because unfortunately, you know, we're human and, and, and we're going to experience quite a lot of that in our lives.

CT: It's so interesting hearing you speak because so many of the messages that you're suggesting that we use to guide us as we're supporting people who are, who have experienced the loss of a pet, seem to mirror the things that we often would highlight as best practice when we're talking to people who are bereaved after the death of a person. So it's quite reassuring
I think, I hope, for staff listening to feel that even if they come across situations where someone's experienced loss, for example, pet loss, and they don't feel necessarily that they're very experienced in knowing how to respond, that actually falling back on the, the general principles that we would use in any bereavement situation is likely to be a really good beginning. Hearing you talk there about, you know, including children, talking honestly to them in a sort of age-appropriate way are all things that we would hear people say are good things to do when a child is around a situation where a person in their family has died. So no, that's really, it's really helpful to make those connections and hopefully it's reassuring for people to, to feel that they can tackle those other sort of bereavement situations that they might not perhaps talk about as often in their, in their practice.

AC: Yeah, definitely. And that, that's reassuring for me to hear as well, that we're, we’re obviously, and our messages are the same, but and also maybe it will help the, the stigma that, that pet loss is real and is, you know, very similar to the loss of a, a human. So actually, it's good to talk about it. People in general don't want to talk about death, do they? So, it is, it's opening that conversation about any death and that, you know, it's a good conversation to have, to be open and honest about, about the effects of, of losing someone.

CT: So Annalisa, what are the ways that we can do this even better or reasons why we might find it hard to do when we're thinking about supporting people who are bereaved following the loss of a pet? How else can we improve what we do?

AC: Yes, so going back to sort of the compassionate leave piece that I talked about earlier, is that in the UK, it's not a compulsory thing to give people compassionate leave when there's a loss of an animal. It is depending on who you work for, that you know, if your boss understands that, that connection. Whereas in Italy they've just introduced a law that you are allowed to have a week off due to pet loss or if your pet is getting ill and it needs palliative care that you're allowed to take that time off. It's part of law that that you, you know, that, that your employers must give that to you. Whereas obviously in the UK, that's not, not a piece and I don't think is a conversation people are having. So I think it's really important that we, we start having those conversations and making people aware. And that is, is, is really about awareness about what we do as a service and that companion-animal bond piece. I don't know if you saw on the news, I think it was in August that Greg James lost his dog and then he took the, the morning off of his radio show because he, you know, and that brought us lots of media presence and there were, I don't know if you saw the comments, some were really positive, some were not so, so positive. So actually there still is a huge stigma of pets and people having pets and that loss of that pet. So I think it's a really important conversation to have.

CT: No, thank you for highlighting that. It's really interesting to, to hear your reflections around that. It's really making me think about as well the concept of loneliness, which we hear a lot about in the literature and conversations and, and the news and things. And I was I suppose just really struck there, I think there was an example when we first met and you talked about perhaps an elderly person who's living alone and has a, a pet that is really very much a companion and source of connection and social interaction and, you know, the impact of that. So, yeah, I suppose just going back to that point about not making assumptions about the impact of, of, of pet loss on people and, you know, treating everyone differently and, and responding to their, their feelings. And it's really interesting you raise that example of Greg James and as a very high-profile person and the fact that they were taking time off work to respond to that is no, it's very interesting to, to, to think about.

AC: Yeah, no, definitely. And, and you know, with that thinking about that elderly person who maybe have a cat or a dog or a parrot or, and that is their main sort of social interaction, you know, the whole, whole of their day and their routine maybe to get up in the morning to go for a walk, all of those things. And when then they lose that, that animal, that there's a big, huge gap in their lives and they've lost that social connection. And also they may think, oh, I can't get another pet, I don't want them to outlive me. Is it, you know, socially acceptable for me to get another pet? But it, it's really important for that, for that connection. And, you know, that loneliness piece, because obviously loneliness does affect a lot of people in the UK and around the world and actually pets help with that. So yeah, and it can have a great effect on people when they, when they lose their animals.

CT: Annalisa, I'm conscious that it must be challenging for you and your team who are manning the, perhaps the telephone support lines and other routes through which you engage with people who've experienced animal loss. There must be lots of stories that you hear and upsetting experiences and the way that those losses are impacting on people. And I just wondered how you keep yourself well and how you maintain your commitment to this work over the course of, you know, a working week that might well be very full of, of stories of, of sadness and, and loss. How do you look after yourself?

AC: Yeah, it is really important to look after yourself because we're obviously dealing with death on a, on a daily basis. If, if that's talking to someone, listening to a conversation, training, dealing with a safeguarding issue, so it can have a great impact on, on our wellbeing. So it's really important, we've got, you know, having a really good support network around, around us and being able to talk about how we're feeling, you know, having maybe, you know, that humour that, you know, that may help, that may be not inappropriate, but you know, it's laugh or cry. And all those things that people take for granted is, you know, I make sure that I have a lunch break and get out and get out of the house, do some exercise. Those endorphins are really important. Have somewhere to offload when you're feeling, you know, things are getting, getting overwhelmed. I know we're all busy lives, you know, making sure we're taking holidays on a regular basis, because we need that, you know, that separation from, from those conversations. And realising when maybe we're feeling a bit low. I don't have a pet at the moment. I lost my dog, what, five years ago now. And it took me a long time even to get, you know, we're all different, like it took me a long time to even take his bed and things out of the house. Some people straight away take everything out, don't want to see anything. Whereas I was like, you know, it still felt like he was around and, and not quite felt ready to get a new pet just because of may be the conversations I'm having. Unfortunately, animals don't live as long as us. and I've lost family members in the last few years and I'm getting a bit choked up, but strong enough to be able to deal with that again. So that's my protection is that I don't want another pet because I am not in a position to, to deal with that, you know, at the moment. And that’s okay, and it's acknowledging that. But on the other hand, I know lots of my colleagues, their pets give them their comfort, you know, after they've had a difficult conversation, they'll go out for a walk, they'll go and cuddle their cat, all of those things. So they do have a great way of, of helping you with your, your mental, mental health and giving you the, the energy that you need. But like we said, we're all different and we deal with it differently, but, but it's, you know, doing those self-care, eating properly, sleeping, you know, all of those things that we talk about all the time, I'm sure you all talk about to all your patients and things like that, but it's sometimes we forget about ourselves and we need to, you know, you've probably heard it a million times, put our, our face mask on, our, our oxygen mask on before we, we can support others. And we need to keep looking after ourselves so we can carry on supporting people.

CT: I'm really sorry Annalisa to hear about the, the loss of your dog and the other experiences of grief that you've had in your family. I think it just really reinforces your points about the fact that particularly just talking about the animal losses, how, you know, they can have a really big impact and there's you obviously five years later and, you know, that's still a very big part of your experience. And,

AC: Yeah. 

CT: it's important for people to recognise the, the you know, the long-term impacts that, that this can have for people.

AC: Yeah, I mean, like I said it, I haven't got another pet, but some people, you know, their maybe their animal’s getting old and they will get another pet before the, the first animal’s died or they'll go out and get one straight away. And that's okay too, we're all different. And, you know, having that gap in our lives, you know, you might want to fill it with another animal, but it's important to know that it's not the same one. They've all got different personalities. We're not replacing that connection we've had with that first animal. We're just having a different relationship like we have with people. We have different relationships. They affect us in different ways. It's a new relationship, and, and, and that's okay, and that's normal as well. So, like we said, grief is different and people deal with it in different ways.

CT: Thank you. Those are really important messages for us to remember. We're probably coming to the end of our conversation today. I just wondered if there's anything that you'd like to share that you've not had the opportunity to say or any particular key take-away messages that you'd like our listeners to really remember from our conversation?

AC: I think that people going through pet loss often don't want to talk about it and feel quite lonely. So if you know maybe that person's got an animal and maybe they've gone through that, that's opening up that conversation about how it's affecting them and making it okay to talk about it. Signposting to us, getting our leaflets and those signposts in your practices. We've got them on online and things like that. So you've got that signpost. So, you know, we've all busy, got busy lives and sometimes we don't have that time to give that conversation, but to be able to, to be supportive when ending that conversation, having somewhere to signpost that person to, giving them our information. They might not feel that they want it when they leave, leave you, but actually they might get home or a few days later they're like, oh, someone talked about that. Actually, I could do with chatting to someone that is not in the situation that, that will really understand how I'm feeling. I, you know, I might give them a call. We also do do training for professionals, vet professionals and other professionals who are having conversations with people about pet loss. And the best way to have those conversations, that human-animal companion bond, as we said earlier, they are similar to maybe the conversations you're having already, but if you feel that you would like a little bit more insight or a little bit more information, please do get in touch with us. We have package training already or we can do bespoke training for you particularly if that's something you're interested in.

CT: Well, thank you for sharing your experience, both your personal experience, but also your professional one, and I suppose shedding light on a, an area of, of loss and grief that perhaps we haven't always spent a lot of time thinking about through the course of, of our, our training, perhaps as health and social care staff. So, thank you very much again, and, and we'll certainly include in the show notes a link to your support service website so people can find you if they're looking for, for more, more tailored support. Thank you.

AC: Brilliant, thank you. 

CT: Before we finish, I just want to invite you to pause for a moment. Have a think about one thing from this conversation that you might take away. Something small or simple is absolutely fine. And then if you can, think about one thing you could share with someone else. We often find that when we pass learning on, it not only helps others, but it helps us to make sense of it and really hold on to it ourselves. If you'd like to listen to more episodes of this podcast, you can do so on a number of platforms. Just search Talking About Bereavement. Or if you'd like to find out more about the PSD Scotland Bereavement Education Programme, or have any questions, please get in touch or check out the Support Around Death website at www.sad.scot.nhs.uk/podcast. Please note the views and perspectives expressed by guests on the podcast do not necessarily represent those of PSD Scotland.











This podcast episode was recorded in October 2026 and can be found at https://www.sad.scot.nhs.uk/podcast/ or on Spotify.
For more information visit www.sad.scot.nhs.uk or contact SupportAroundDeath@nes.scot.nhs.uk 
©PSD Scotland 2026. You can copy or reproduce the information in this resource for use within NHS Scotland and for non-commercial educational purposes under creative commons CC BY-NC 4.0 Deed | Attribution Non-Commercial 4.0 International | Creative Commons. Use of this document for commercial purposes is permitted only with the written permission of PSD Scotland.

2

image1.jpeg
7\\::\ L/;::fj
SCOTLAND




image2.png
Public Services Delivery
Scotland




