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Learning Objectives 

• Why is grief so hard for doctors? (5 min) 

• Types of grief in veterinary medicine (5 min) 

• Serious Illness Conversation Guide (10 min) 

 



Why is grief so hard for 

doctors? 
• Nature and Impact of Grief Over 

Patient Loss on Oncologists' Personal 
and Professional Lives (JAMA 2012)1 

• “Not only do doctors experience 
grief, but the professional taboo on 
the emotion also has negative 
consequences for the doctors 
themselves, as well as for the 
quality of care they provide.”2 

• >50% reported feelings of failure, 
self-doubt, sadness and powerlessness 
as part of their grief experience 

• Discomfort with their grief over 
patient loss could affect treatment 
decisions 1. Granek L, et al. JAMA Int Med/Arch Intern Med. 2012;172(12):964-966. doi:10.1001/archinternmed.2012.1426 

2. Granek L. When Doctors Grieve, New York Times Sunday Review. May 25, 2012 



Does this sound 
familiar? 

• Fogle, B & Abramson, D. Pet Loss: A Survey of the Attitudes and 
Feelings of Practicing Veterinarians, Anthrozoos Vol III No 3 

• Morris, P. Managing Pet Owners’ Guilt and Grief in Veterinary 
Euthanasia Encounters, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 41 (3) 

• Rudder D, Whalen P, Lawrence L. MSU College of Social Science Faculty 
Research Initiative: Veterinary Social Work. 2008. Unpublished data: 
Yaxley, P, personal dialogue.  

• Veterinarians are uncomfortable, undertrained, 
unskilled, & unsupported surrounding issues of 
grief, bereavement, euthanasia, end of life, death & 
dying… 

 Yet we deal with these issues every day.  
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Grief in veterinary 
medicine 

• Unexpected death of healthy patient - anesthetic 

• Unexpected death of healthy pet – HBC/trauma 

• Surprising death of sick patient – not responding to Tx 

• Unsurprising death of sick patient – dies in hospital* 

• Expected/planned death of sick patient – euthanasia 

• Expected/unplanned death of sick patient – urgent 
euthanasia 

• Financially motivated request for euthanasia – puppy 
femur Fx 

• Questionably motivated request for euthanasia - moving 

 





Important gaps 

• Expectation v. reality 

• Welcome to the profession! 

• What patients/clients want v. what they get 

• Goal-concordant care 

• What clinicians know v. what they do 

• Know-do gap 



Reminders of Know-Do Gap in EOL care 

- Patients with serious illness have priorities besides 
living longer. 

- To deliver the kind of care patients want, we first have 
to ask about their values and priorities. 

- Earlier clinical conversations about values and goals can 
lead to improved quality of life, reduced suffering, better 
patient and family coping, and less non-beneficial care and 
costs.   

- But these conversations happen too little, too late, and 
they’re not great! 

1. Communication in Serious Illness Training, Harvard Medical School, Ariadne Labs & Dana-Farber Cancer Institute, June 2015 



First things first 

• Social workers 
can help with 
this!! 

• (likelihood that veterinarians 
will realistically be able to lead 
this effort…?) 

• EOL care will be vastly 
improved if we are 
having GOC conversations 
BEFORE a crisis.  
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Serious Illness Conversation Guide 
(SICG) 

• Early Goals of Care discussions 
associated with  

• better quality of life 

• reduced use of nonbeneficial 
medical care near death 

• enhanced goal-concordant care 

• positive family outcomes 

• reduced costs 

• “Existing evidence does not 
support the commonly held belief 
that communication about end-of-
life issues increases patient 
distress.” 1. Communication in Serious Illness Training, Harvard Medical School, Ariadne Labs & Dana-Farber Cancer Institute, June 2015 

2. Bernacki R,et al. Communication about serious illness care goals: a review and synthesis of  best practices. JAMA Intern Med. 2014 

Dec;174(12):1994-2003. doi: 10.1001/jamainternmed.2014.5271. 

 



SICG 
• Understanding 

• Information preferences 

• Prognosis 

• Goals 

• Fears/worries 

• Function 

• Trade offs 

• Family 

 





Summary 

• Grief presents itself in veterinary medicine 
in a myriad of ways…not just euthanasia 

• Veterinarians & care teams are affected by 
grief/bereavement personally and 
professionally 

• Goal-concordant care is a triple win – for 

families, clinicians, and institutions 

• GOC conversations are an opportunity for 
social workers to fulfill an unmet need. 
Teach them, do them, make sure they are 
happening! 



Questions? 


