Child Grief: How to support my child when my guide dog dies

By Kim Samco, MA
Saying good bye to our beloved guide dogs is difficult enough for us and when you add the layer of providing support to children who also had a relationship with this amazing creature, it may feel even more overwhelming.  Here are some basic tips to help guide you through the process of supporting children with this significant loss.

When should I tell my child?

There is no perfect time, however, it is best that your child hear about the details from someone they trust, such as you.  The longer you delay the more likely they could hear details from someone else and what your child hears may not be what you would have wished for them. Create a time with minimal distractions so you and your child can be fully present as the conversation unfolds.

What should I tell my child?

The experts agree that keeping the details clear and simple is a good starting point.  Let your child be your guide as to what information is best shared.  Answer their question honestly.  You might want to share a minimum of information to start with and judge how much more to share according to your child's interest and questions.

It is not unusual for children under the age of 8 y/o to talk about the death and then ask when Juno is coming back home.  The concept of permanence is not fully developed at this age so you may find yourself repeatedly giving your child the same information.  This is normal.

Furthermore, the experts also agree that using euphemisms such as "passed away", "crossed over", and “went to sleep" is likely to create confusion for your child.  Although it might seem a little harsh to you, using words like "death", "died" and "dead" actually helps make a positive contribution to your child's grief process.

Telling your child that "Juno got really sick and died" might cause your child to wonder if their own death is a possibility when they are sick with a common aliment.  An alternative might be "Juno had cancer and died.  In other words, name the cause of death as clearly as you understand it. 

It is common for younger children to take a break from the grief process.  They may abruptly leave the conversation and want to engage in play.  This does not necessarily mean that they are finished, not interested or even overwhelmed but, rather, taking a break allows them to process in their own way and come back later for more information.

Should I protect my child from seeing my emotions?

This is a prime opportunity to model healthy grief for your child.  Your tears are a healthy part of the process.  Your child will develop their concept of grief and loss by observing you.  A balance of allowing them to see your emotional pain and sadness along with your ability to continue to function as life carries on can be a significant learning experience for them.

What does a normal healing process look like?

Over time it is natural for positive memories of your guide dog to start to bubble to the surface and the goal is for the painful, teary moments to become less frequent and less intense over time.  There will be times, perhaps long after Juno’s death, that surprise you when you find either yourself or your child feeling sad about the loss.  This is normal.

Some families jointly create a way to remember and process the pain resulting from Juno’s death.  I have heard of families making a sort of time capsule where each family member can contribute what they think is important without being judged.  These things might be a favorite toy, a poem, a drawing, dog's treats and so on. After the important items are collected they are placed in a container that all agree on and can be buried or put in a spot that the family agrees on.

Another way to process the loss of Juno is to plant something in his memory.  The family members, who want to, can say something about the dog at this time, read a poem they wrote and/or a favorite story they are familiar with. There might be a song they'd like to share or perhaps perform a dance in Juno's memory.

All of this is to say this is a time to keep communication open and allow creative juices to flow.  If this activity moves you closer to accepting the reality of the death and maybe helps you feel even a little bit better than the goal is accomplished. 

By no means is this article intended to be exhaustive, but I do hope it will give you some options and ideas to consider.  As always, remember to access resources you have available to you such as family friends, counselors, clergy, extended family members and so on. I would welcome a call from you if I can be of help in this difficult time.

I can be reached through the Client Support Center (800 295 4050) or my direct number (888 336 3039).
