A Veterinarian’s Perspective:
Should my child be present for our pet’s euthanasia?
By Dr. Dani McVety

The decision to have children involved and/or present during the end of life care period of a pet’s life is a very
important one. Below are some suggestions and information to help you, as parents, in the decision making process.
After years of assisting families with veterinary hospice and euthanasia in the home, along with watching my own
children deal with the loss of our family pets, I have come to the conclusion that there are three major age groups
with different perspectives. Although chronological age boundaries are used here, it is important to remember that
emotional age may vary with gender and mental status. Mom and dad know what is best for their little ones, and
should make the decision based on what they feel their child or children can emotionally handle.
Ages 0-5. Young children will generally be more upset by mom and dad’s emotions than by their own. It is difficult
for them to see their parents cry; they cannot yet perceive an ending to that grief. As adults, we understand that
being sad in one moment does not mean that we are sad every day. For this age range, I suggest families do not
involve the children too much or have them present during a euthanasia. For children old enough to verbalize, a
simple “Mommy is sad because Stoli is no longer here” is generally adequate enough.
Ages 6-13. School aged children are incredibly curious, intelligent, and resilient. They never cease to amaze me
with their heavenly comments and honest opinions. This is generally the first experience they have with death,
and losing a companion that has been with them their entire life is quite difficult. Watching their parents cry,
sob, or mourn the loss of a pet will teach them how to appropriately deal with and display their feelings. This age
group should not be shielded from the experience, but rather asked if they would like to be a part of it. They are
old enough to make that decision. Too often I have seen parents’ desire to shelter their children backfire, generally
resulting in a phone call to me and a visit to the crematory to view the body. This helps the child understand the
finality of death but does little to address their fear that Fluffy may have been in pain. This is the reason why, if a
child of this age is undecided and the parents request my input, I will gently suggest they “be here for Fluffy” so
that they understand what a peaceful, loving, and calm experience death can be.
Age 14-21. Teenagers and young adults can sometimes be the hardest group to work with when it comes to
death. In my experience, this age has a very idealist view of the world. They generally do not understand the
concept of suffering and therefore the decision to euthanize can be a difficult one for them to accept; it can feel like
mom and dad are “giving up on Fluffy.” When parents allow, I take a great deal of time explaining the situation with
this age group. They deserve information and I want them to feel that they are old enough, and important enough,
to hear it. Ask open-ended questions with this age, request their feedback and ensure that they understand why
and how we are making a medical decision for their pet. They will never forget this experience and we have the
ability to help them through it on a small level. Again, if a teenager or young adult is undecided and the parents
request my input, I will gently suggest they “be here for Fluffy” so that they understand what a peaceful, loving,
and calm experience death can be.
When asked about the subject of children and death, a child psychologist once told me “if you want to raise an
angry child, keep him/her ill-informed.” What she was saying is that honesty is always the best policy. Of course
there are levels of honesty that are appropriate for each age group, but at the heart of each conversation is the truth
about life and death. We need to remember that just like adults, children grieve in their own unique ways. They
deserve permission to mourn along with a good example about the proper ways to do so. How a child responds
will always be a reflection of their strength of bond with the pet, their mental status, along with their age and
developmental stage. Their most important example of what healthy grieving looks like, however, is their parent.
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