The Next Journey - The Decision To Euthanize

By Kim Samco, MA
With the help of Guide Dogs for the Blind’s trusted staff and many graduates

Nothing compares to the bond that we enjoy with our beloved Guide Dogs.  When it comes time to break that physical bond there is little that is more painful.

As Guide Dogs for the Blind’s Counselor and a Guide Dog user, I have spoken with many GDB graduates during my time at Guide Dogs and listened while you grads struggled with how to know when it’s time to say good-bye to your beloved Guide Dog.  In this article I will attempt to address the most common issues I’ve heard you struggle with.  I will also try to offer some different ways of looking at the process as well as some clues that your dog may give to you to let you know when it’s time for him or her to embark on another journey.  I realize that many of you will have varying spiritual beliefs so I will attempt to keep this as neutral as possible.  I ask that you take the information that you find helpful, apply it to your situation and leave the rest behind.  I have been privileged to get to know many of you and those of you who know me know that I thrive on diversity.

Now, let’s talk about euthanasia.  Some of you will find this word harsh and would prefer terms such as “put to sleep”.  While others of you find the term “euthanasia” too sanitized.  I will use this term because it is the technical word for the topic of this discussion.  You might find its meaning interesting.  ”Euthanasia” comes from the Greek words “eu” meaning “good” and “thanatos” meaning “death.”
Many of you have heard me say that the end of your Guide Dog’s life is not the fun part of having a Guide Dog but nevertheless, it is part of the wonderful relationship we have and the responsibility we sign on for when we choose to work with a Guide Dog. Making decisions about the end of your Guide’s life can give you a chance to give this wonderful relationship a meaningful closure.

Here is a list of common questions:

· How will I know when it’s time?

· What gives me the right to play God?

· How do I deal with the opinions of others?

· What is the process of euthanasia like? 

· Should I be present?

· What happens next?

Let’s take these one at a time.

How will I know when it’s time?

No one will know better than you when it’s time to euthanize your dog.  You have spent day in and day out with this creature and honed your ability to communicate with each other.  The first step in making a decision that you can live with is to get a good assessment of your Guide’s condition from a trusted veterinary doctor.  Some doctors will tell you when it’s time but most believe that only you can make this most important decision.  Ask your vet what signs you should look for as the time gets closer.  Sometimes you may notice that your Guide is in physical pain.  Other times your dog’s appetite will decrease or he may not be able to keep food or water down.  You may also notice changes in his routines.  For years *Juno has slept by your bedside and suddenly he is sleeping in another room.  He has always shown interest in his favorite toy and although recently it has been difficult for him he has at least wagged his tail or tried to grab the toy, but now it seems like it’s too much bother for him.  He is no longer interested in going for rides or enjoying his favorite sunny spot.  All of these changes are clues that the time is near, or has even arrived.  You will notice that some days are better for Juno than other days.  One day you are certain that it is time to euthanize him and then the next day he is better and interested in some of his usual things.  This is normal.  It is also normal to feel guilty that you considered euthanizing him the day before.

A helpful way of thinking about when is the “right” time is to accept that there will never be a “right” time.  You may feel that making your decision too early will cut your dog’s life short unnecessarily, but making the decision too late will result in undue suffering. There is no right answer, and these feelings are normal. Your decision may largely depend on your personal beliefs and life experiences.  For example, if you lost your father as a child and always felt cheated that you didn’t have more time with him, your personal belief may be that having more time with your dog is the most important thing. Or, perhaps you watched a loved one experience a prolonged death and don’t want to have your Guide experience that sort of suffering, so your decision may be to euthanize your dog sooner. Regardless, it’s a painful and uncomfortable decision. But, we all know that pain and discomfort are part of life so the question to ask yourself when making the decision is, “How much pain is acceptable to me?”  Again, this is a personal judgment.

What gives me the right to play God?

I have heard many people struggle with the belief that only God has the right to decide when to end life.  Clearly, I am not in a position to refute this, but I can suggest something to think about: Your Guide may be physically dying due to disease, trauma, or simply as part of the aging process; euthanasia is not the cause of death per se, but rather a means to end the suffering often associated with dying due to those causes. Some people believe that releasing your beloved dog from pain and suffering is the ultimate gift you could give your guide after a lifetime of loyal service, companionship and love. Once again, I want to stress that it is your decision. Make your decision based on what will ultimately bring you peace, honor the memory of your guide, and fit with your spiritual beliefs.  

How do I deal with the opinions of others?

I have heard grads tell me that their family can’t believe that they are even thinking about ending their Guide’s life.  Other grads have told me that their family is shocked that they don’t put Juno out of his misery.  Although these statements are made by different people about different Guides, frequently the conditions of the Guides are similar.  Again, people have strong opinions about such an important decision and they often conflict, which only complicates the decision-making process.  It may be helpful for you to give some thought to the family member’s experience.  This may shed some light on why their opinion is different from yours.  I have mentioned family members but of course these well-intentioned people can be friends, coworkers, people on the street and so on.  As I said earlier, no one knows your dog better than you do.  It’s true that we may deny the severity of the situation, but I believe that we do the very best that we can.  Denial is a protective mechanism that when no longer needed, will fade.  Having said all of this, if your vet is giving you indications that your denial is not in your Guide’s best interest, then I encourage you to seriously consider your vet’s observation.

What is the process of euthanasia like?

Regarding the nuts and bolts of the process of euthanization.  The vast majority of people describe the process as very peaceful.  It is the rare case when a dog may lose control of his bowels and/or convulse.  Your vet is there to insure that all goes as well as it possibly can.  Sometimes a sedative is injected before the lethal overdose.  If the dog is a bit anxious this will serve to relax him or it may just be your vet’s preference.  The lethal overdose is a sedative, which is injected into the vein at one of the dog’s wrists.   The process is quick and you may notice your dog relax and then notice the slowing of his breathing.  This is because he will go to sleep before his heart stops.  Your vet will monitor Juno’s condition with a stethoscope and let you know when the process is complete.  Obviously this is a heart breaking time, usually for all who are involved.  It is your choice whether or not you want to remain with Juno for a while.  Sometimes the dog’s eyes will remain open and other times they will be closed.  This is natural.  

Should I be present?

I know that I am repeating myself, but it is your decision as to whether you want to be present when your Guide is euthanized.  There are some people who do not want their last memory of Juno to be of him lying lifeless.  These people are usually very comfortable with their decision to not be present and would do it the same way if they had to repeat the experience.  There are others who can’t imagine not being present when their Guide takes his last breath. A third alternative is to not be present during the actual procedure but return to the room to spend time with the dog’s body.  None of these decisions is better or worse than the other.  It depends on who you are, your life experiences and your belief systems.  Each of these decisions is heart breaking.  It is important that you will be able to live with them in the future. 

Some grads prefer to be alone with Juno during the euthanization and not involve other loved ones, while others fill the room with friends and family members.  Some have asked me about the appropriateness of having other pets/Guides present.  Again, you know your situation better than anyone else.  You know your pets and how they may respond to the experience.  Of course, if the vet’s office makes your pet unusually anxious, it may be best to leave that pet at home.  My experience as well as those I have spoken to usually say that their pets notice the loss but adjust quickly.  Keeping their routine as normal as possible will help with the adjustment for everyone, “man and beast”.  Some of you may have the option of having the vet come to your home, in which case all of the above still applies.

What happens next?

After the decision is made but before you follow through, there are some things to consider.  What would you like to do with the body?  Some people prefer that the vet take care of the details, as the realization of the loss of their beloved Guide is just too painful.  The vet may choose to have Juno cremated or buried with other animals.  There are grads that are comforted to know that their Guide is resting with other animals.  You also have the option of a private cremation.  This would mean that you would get the cremains, which some call ashes, to do with as you wish.  Some place the cremains in a hidden place, others proudly display the container while some bury them or scatter them at a favorite place.  There are also places that will make part of the ashes into a lasting memorial such as a glass paper weight, wind chimes, a picture framed container to hang on the wall with some of Juno’s ashes just to name a few ideas.  These places can be found on the Internet under pet memorials. Although a private cremation or burial is an option, please be aware that GDB cannot pay for these services.  Of course you can choose to bury Juno but some areas may have laws regulating this.  Your local animal shelter would likely know what the laws are in your area. 

It is also important that before euthanizing your Guide you take the time to communicate whatever you need to him.  You may want to thank him for his years of service, opening doors in your life, companionship and so on.  You may also feel the need to apologize to him for something that you have felt badly about such as the time you over looked an ear infection in it’s early stages, for not giving him as much attention as you think he deserved or perhaps for being too strict with him at times.  This time may be emotional for you.  This is normal.

People who are close to your Guide may also want some involvement.  Once again, this is your choice.  They may want a chance to tell him goodbye.  They may want to accompany you to have him euthanized.  They may wish to have a memorial service of some sort.  These are only a few examples.

Many of you may have young children to consider.  Don’t be afraid to reach out to your community for help with this matter.  Most children are very capable of dealing with such a painful situation.  Part of the problem lies in the fact that you are in survival mode yourself and it is tempting to take what you think is the easy way out, such as saying that Juno died at the vet’s, or ran away or perhaps just went to sleep.  Some children may take these explanations literally, which can create long-term emotional difficulties.  These children may become fearful of doctor’s offices, going to sleep or wonder if you would look for them if they were to run away. There are books that can help children understand the process of life and death.  Clergy, teachers, school counselors, family friends, relatives and even baby sitters may have the knowledge and emotional distance from the situation to help your child through this loss.  Some children may become very angry with you.  Don’t take this personally.  It is OK, although upsetting, for others to see you struggle with this process. Life is filled with opportunities to make difficult decisions and this most difficult one can be a time to help children learn about this part of life.  

You may notice that I have not mentioned the grief that we experience during and following this time.  This is a topic unto itself and will be covered in a future article.  In the mean time, please contact me if you can use some support or just have questions.

In sum, I would remind you that it is you who will be living with your decision.  I count it as a privilege to walk through this most difficult process with you.  Please call me if I can assist you.  My direct phone number is: 1-888-336-3039. 

*Juno is a mythical Guide Dog.  All GDB graduates begin learning guide work by handling Juno, who is usually an instructor manipulating an empty harness or fleece rug rolled up with a harness buckled around it. I have chosen to use “Juno” in this article as a term meant to be familiar and comforting to GDB’s graduates. 

