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soon’ was far better than ‘too late’. The vet gave the guinea pig a thorough check and 
pronounced her to be in reasonable health. She said that she thought that Beryl had about 
another year left in her, which was encouraging news. She was absolutely correct, because 
it was about 12 months later that we were back at the surgery at which point the vet 
agreed it was the right time to have the guinea pig put to sleep.

Over time, I have had a number of conversations with owners who, realizing that 
euthanasia would probably be needed in the next few days, agonized over:

●   Whether to have their terminally ill pet put to sleep before a weekend or upcoming 
national holiday in case they cannot get hold of a vet when needed.

●   Wanting to avoid having to take their animal to a different practice covering emergen-
cies, to be seen by a vet who they have not seen before, rather than by their usual vet, 
who both animal and owner knew and trusted.

●   Not being able to have a home visit as preferred, and consequently having to take a 
very anxious pet to the surgery for euthanasia.

During a discussion with one owner who was struggling with some of the above 
issues, she told me that she did not feel that her cat’s death should fit into the conveni-
ence of a vet’s schedule, because the main principle was her cat’s needs. We talked about 
this and looked at the reality that things cannot always be perfect and that the priority 
was not to delay euthanasia beyond when it was needed. As it turned out, the owner 
did manage to book a home euthanasia, which was her preference, within the following 
24 hours.

Finding when it is time to say goodbye

I have often heard owners ask, ‘How will I really know when it’s the right time to say 
goodbye?’ as they struggle to find the balance between ‘too early’, which would 
deprive their animal of precious time, and ‘too late’, causing the animal to suffer 
unnecessarily. Other people who have lost pets themselves may try to reassure them by 
saying, ‘You’ll know when to let them go,’ which might be the case at the point. 
However, your professional guidance on how to check their pet’s quality of life to help 
them recognize when it is time to say goodbye will be invaluable to the owner. The 
following downloadable exercise can be used as a discussion tool during a consulta-
tion. It is designed to help the owner to monitor any changes in their pet’s well-being 
confidently and regularly so they pick up on important issues to report back to you 
without delay. It can be amended to suit the owner’s particular pet, or used as it stands 
if you think it appropriate for your client.

Exercise: Monitoring my pet’s well-being

The idea of this exercise is to work with your vet to create a suitable checklist to help 
you monitor any gradual or sudden changes in your pet’s health, some of which might 
need to be reported to your vet team without delay. It includes suggestions and exam-
ples of things to look for, but it will depend on the type of animal you have, and what 
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you and your vet consider is relevant for your particular pet. The blank spaces on the 
right are there for you to write down what your vet advises for each point. You can 
delete or add things to the list as needed, such as any other issues you want to ask 
your vet.

Noticing changes in my pet What I need to do about it

Behaviour:
● Unusual reactions, such as showing aggression
● Having no interest in things they usually like
● Being withdrawn and possibly hiding
● Appearing to be confused or disorientated
Physical condition:
● Weight loss
● Lack of appetite or reduced enthusiasm for food
● Any difference in their coat
● Any new lumps and bumps
● Any swelling around their girth or waist
Ability to move:
● Difficulty in standing, lying down, walking or moving about
● Reluctance to move or be handled
●  Struggling to relieve him or herself, for example needing help  

to go into the garden to wee or poo
New symptoms:
● Coughing or sneezing
● Being sick
● Severe lack of energy
● Bladder or bowel incontinence
● Moaning or crying
● Breathing rapidly or panting without obvious cause
● Any other new signs which cause you concern
Questions:
●  What signs and symptoms mean that I need to contact the  

vet urgently?
● What other things do I need to be aware of?
Anything else that is worrying you
Make sure you know:
● Opening times of the surgery
● Contact details for your vet outside of normal hours
●  Cost for emergency appointments (if you need to know this  

for your budget)

Being aware of any ongoing changes in your pet means you will notice potentially 
important symptoms early on and will know what to do, for example when and how to 
get in touch with your vet team for advice. It will also enable you to give your vet a useful 
report at any follow-up appointments and ask about anything else that is particularly 
concerning you.

Your vet might also give you specific markers which could indicate that your com-
panion animal’s quality of life is deteriorating to the point where, in order to avoid unnec-
essary suffering, you need to consider if it is time to say your final goodbye.
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Caring for a beloved companion who is coming to the end of life can be a daunting 
process; but know that you are being courageous by doing all you can to keep him or her 
comfortable during the time they have left, as well as preparing yourself to make the 
important decision to say goodbye when that is the kindest thing to do. This well-known 
saying is a popular adaptation of a prayer written by an American theologian and may 
bring comfort during this time:

Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,
The courage to change the things I can,
And the wisdom to know the difference.

(Reinhold Niebuhr, 1932–1933)

If your pet is one of the species, such as birds, rabbits or donkeys, that have evolved 
to hide their illness which in the wild would have made them vulnerable to predators, 
signs of illness are much more difficult to notice, and by the time it becomes obvious that 
they are unwell, generally urgent attention is required. Your vet will be able to advise you 
about this.

In respect of the above information for owners about caring for species which hide their 
illness, my own experience of caring for pet birds has shown this to be the case, leaving 
very little time to prepare for their loss. On one occasion I came home to find that my 
incredibly tame and affectionate cockatiel had literally fallen off her perch and was dead 
on the floor of the aviary. I had noticed no change in her demeanour, behaviour or any 
physical symptoms. Another time, my grey parrot, who had been with me for 25 years, 
had to be put to sleep within three days of my first noticing just a slight increase in his 
respiratory rate; this was despite urgent assessment and treatment by an experienced and 
caring avian vet.

With regard to donkeys, the following advice is given by specialized vet Vicky Grove.

Donkeys have learned to hide symptoms of pain as a survival tool in the wild. This means 
that owners need to look for subtle indicators, and vets need to thoroughly examine a case 
which the owner has called in as a minor change in behaviour. I have euthanized a terminal 
colic, for example, that was simply swishing his tail. The owner may therefore not be pre-
pared for ‘the end’ when treatment is no longer possible due to the advanced stage of the 
condition, so patient discussion is needed. Donkeys in the United Kingdom are generally not 
used for work or ridden for leisure, which can result in seeing advanced disease at the first 
examination; even acute laminitis can get missed as the owner may have just noted more 
time spent lying down.

A donkey is considered geriatric once over the age of 20 years. This is the time to stress 
to the owner the need to do regular health checks for conditions such as osteoarthritis, 
cataracts, missing teeth and pituitary pars intermedia dysfunction (PPID). Provide informa-
tion of signs to look out for such as quidding, hock sores, muscle wastage, reduced activity 
levels. (The Donkey Sanctuary has a DVD to offer owners called ‘Growing Old Gracefully’, 
which deals with end-of-life issues in geriatric donkeys.)

(Vicky Grove, Veterinary Surgeon)




