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F. Turner and J. Strak Comment 

food. Apart from this, there are likely to be large adjustmentcosts borne by pro
ducers (at home and abroad) as existing production systems are discarded in 
favor of those advocated by the welfare groups. Furthermore, the adoption of 
these less intensive forms of farming may result in a completely different pattern 
of labor and capital use in the U.K. farming sector. 

The subject of animal welfare is undoubtedly one of great public concern. 
However, it is also one of great complexity, and if changes in the regulations 
governing animal production methods are to be made, those changes should take 
full account of the implications for producers, consumers and society in general. 

The farming industry should not interpret the interest in animal welfare as a 
threat to its livelihood nor should consumers dismiss lightly the likely changes in 
costs or structure of farming that may result from a revision of the Codes of Prac
tice relating to animal welfare. The appropriate animal welfare policy for society 
will be identified only when all the interested parties become fully aware of the 
consequences of their actions. 

[Ed. Note: Independent of any proposed changes in the British Codes of Prac
tice, the U.K. veal calf industry (Quantock Veal) has taken the initiative of switch
ing from individual crate rearing to the use of straw-fi.lled group pens. According 
to the company's marketing director, the system is working out to be cheaper for 
the farmer. (See lnt J Stud Anim Prob 1(5):283-284, 1980.) Also, for further discus
sion see V.R. Eidman and D.D. Greene, "An Economic Analysis of Three Confine
ment Hog Finishing Systems", University of Minnesota Agricultural Experiment 
Station Bulletin #535, Minneapolis, MN, 1980. The authors conclude from their 
comparative analysis that more intensive housing systems do not in and of 
themselves constitute a clear-cut economic advantage for producers; rather, 
"The 'right' system for an individual producer depends ultimately on the pro
ducer's preferences, managerial ability, and financial situation."] 
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of Euthanizing Animals: 

The Emotional Components 

Charles E. Owens, Ricky Davis 
and Bill Hurt Smith* 

Abstract 
The emotional effects of euthanizing unwanted animals on professional ani

mal control personnel are examined using written statements of and discussions 
among twenty-six euthanasia technicians at a workshop during a national session 
of the Animal Control Academy (Tuscaloosa, AL]. Emotional conflicts arise .in sig
nificant part from the dilemma that the same public which is responsible for the 
problem of unwanted animals also has a markedly negative perception of euthana
sia, and by extension, of those who perform euthanasia. During discussions, the eu
thanasia technicians revealed a variety of strategies for coping with feelings of iso
lation, alienation and sorrow. These included intellectualization, avoidance of un
necessary contact with the animals, and belief that the animal is being spared 
greater suffering. The participants tended to place the burden of guilt attached to 
destroying healthy animals on irresponsible owners rather than on themselves. 

As the American population has increased so has the number of pet owners 
and subsequent number of pets. This growing population of animals, specifically 
cats and dogs, has created additional responsibility for the field of animal con
trol. 

When animals are abandoned, mistreated, improperly supervised or pose a 
population problem, responsibility for monitoring, controlling, and caring for 
them falls on professional animal control personnel. Since it is impossible to find 
homes and provide continuing care for all animals, it then becomes necessary to 
put them to death. Euthanasia technicians are charged with the responsibility of 
providing a "painless" and "merciful" death. However, what may be a physically 
painless death for the animals may be a psychologically painful event for the eu
thanasia technicians. 

To understand the psychological pain experienced by a person who must eu
thanize animals one must first understand the contradiction inherent in the job. 

*Dr. Owens is Associate Professor of Psychology at the University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa Station, 
Tuscaloosa, AL 35486. Mr. Davis is a doctoral candidate in the Department of Psychology, University 
of Alabama. Mr. Smith is Director of the Animal Co11trol Academy, University of Alabama and a pro
gram of the Humane Society of the United States. 
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Euthanizing animals is one of the most challenging and yet undesirable services 
performed by animal control personnel. On the one hand they must hold a spe
cial interest in the well-being of animals; on the other hand, they must purposely 
destroy animals. The task of killing an animal is further complicated by the fact 
that some animals disposed of are not necessarily dangerous, diseased or anti
social. 

A considerable amount of information is available about the technical 
component of euthanization; however, very little is known about the human 
aspects. How does one justify the act of euthanizing animals? Is euthanization 
performed by individuals who are callous, insensitive and who enjoy the act of 
killing animals? Is this act performed by emotionally unstable persons who 
displace their frustrations and feelings of powerlessness onto helpless animals 
and thereby feel relieved and powerful? What are the emotional demands made 
on the animal control personnel who euthanize animals? These questions were 
formally addressed during a national session at the Animal Control Academy in 
Tuscaloosa, Alabama. Results and discussion are presented below. 

Background: The Dilemma of Euthanizing Animals 

Historically, attitudes toward and treatment of animals grew largely out of 
religious, moral and metaphysical convictions (Singer, 1975). The Bible clearly de
fines the relationship between man and animal, suggesting that God gave human 
beings dominion over every living thing (Genesis 9: 1-3). One of the ways that 
humans exercise dominion over animals is by using them as a source of food. In 
fact, man's right to kill an animal and eat it has never been seriously challenged. 
Some individuals might not like the fact that animals are killed to provide food, 
but since meat is generally considered an important part of the daily diet, the ob
jection to killing animals is minimal. Thus, those who kill animals for human con
sumption can see themselves as contributing to the maintenance and survival of 
the human race. 

Another way that our society has exercised control over animals is by utiliz
ing them in scientific research (Ryder, 1975). The fact that there are similarities 
between the physiology of humans and other animals led to the routine use of 
animals in scientific experimentation by the early 1800's. As a result of this prac
tice, vital information about the operation of the human body has been obtained. 
Many scientific and medical discoveries that have contributed to improving the 
quality of human life have resulted from earlier experiments on animals. (Stanley 
et a/., 1972). 

However, even in the use of animals in experimentation there has been con
cern for humane treatment. The American Psychological Association's (APA) 
Committee on Precautions and Standards in Animal Experimentation formulated 
six principles to guide the use and humane care of animals. (APA, 1963). [These 
principles were last updated 3 September 1979 by the APA Committee on Animal 
Research and Experimentation.- Ed.] These principles require that unnecessary 
discomfort to animals be avoided whenever possible and any discomfort ex
perienced should occur only when the researcher is convinced that it is necessary 
and justified by the significance of the research. This may not be viewed as an 
ideal use of animals; nevertheless, the fact that animal experimentation may pro
long human life or improve the quality of human life makes it more acceptable. 
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The researcher or student can rationalize, even if the animal must be sacrificed, 
that he or she is doing it in the best interests of science and humanity. (Regan, 
1976). 

The situation is very different for the person who euthanizes animals. In con
trast to those who kill animals for meat or use animals in experimentation, eutha
nasia technicians are very much aware that killing these animals would be unnec
essary if society were more concerned with the living conditions of animals in 
America. Euthanizing animals under their jurisdiction is not performed to directly 
improve the quality of human life but to "clean up" society's inhumanity and in
sensitivity to animals. The "merciful" killing of unwanted, healthy or unhealthy 
animals reflects people's failure to exercise control over animals in a responsible 
manner. 

Ironically, it seems that the public does not accept its culpability in the pro
cess and, in fact, frowns at those who perform such acts. The dilemma faced by 
many euthanasia specialists, then, is how to cope with negative feelings engen
dered by taking the lives of animals. How do they maintain a positive self-image 
when performing a task that is made necessary by the public, but at the same 
time perceived negatively by the public? 

Sample and Setting 

Twenty-six persons who perform euthanasia attended a three-day Animal 
Control Academy training session for euthanasia technicians at the University of 
Alabama in Tuscaloosa, Alabama. One-half of the group had just completed a 
two-week basic training course for animal control officers also offered by the 
Academy. As part of their training, all twenty-six participated in a two-hour work
shop entitled "The Psychology of Euthanasia." The individuals were from differ
ent parts of the country, and they brought with them a variety of different ex
periences in animal control handling. The ages of the participants ranged from 
late teens to late fifties. 

Procedure 

The main objective of the workshop was to allow participants to express 
their feelings and concerns about euthanasia in a supportive environment. Since 
it was clear that a lecture on a subject as delicate and sensitive as killing animals 
was not the most appropriate way to facilitate the expression of feelings in a 
short period of time, two techniques were utilized. 

First, two days before the workshop, the Training Session Coordinator re
quested that participants write about their feelings on the subject of the euthana
sia of animals. The responses were collected and subsequently analyzed. 

Second, the format for discussion during the actual session was stimulated 
by seven statements in a consensus statement form. The statements were select
ed because of their rather general and nonthreatening nature. The participants 
were given the consensus statements and asked to select one of four responses 
that most nearly reflected their feeling. The responses were: strongly disagree, 
mildly disagree, mildly agree, and strongly agree. For discussion purposes, the 
"mildly" and "strongly" are combined and the responses are presented as either 
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agree or disagree categories. In order to minimize shallow and flippant respon
ses, participants were told that they would be required to justify their selection to 
the larger group. 

Participants completed their statements individually. Afterward, each per
son was assigned on a random basis to groups of four. A leader chosen for each 
group was given the task of keeping the group focused on each statement, facili
tating conversation, and ensuring that everyone had the opportunity to express 
their reasons for selecting a response. Each group was directed to arrive at a 
group consensus (agreement) for each statement. While group agreement was 
highly desirable, prior experience with consensus statements has shown that 
some statements might not yield agreement. This was acceptable, as one of the 
real values of the statements was to stimulate discussion. Group leaders summa
rized their group's selections and reported these to the larger group. 

Results 

Consensus Statements 

1 . Euthanizing animals is a needed service for the community. 
2 . It takes a special type of person to euthanize animals. 
3 . I believe in the use of the death penalty for criminals. 
4 . It's much easier to euthanize animals if a person is aware of this responsibili

ty before he/she accepts the job. 
5 . The community appreciates the fact that you are performing the service of 

euthanizing animals. 
6. The thing to do after you finish euthanizing animals is to go somewhere by 

yourself and relax. 
7. The feeling one experiences most in euthanizing animals is guilt. 

There was almost unanimous agreement among the groups that they were 
performing a necessary service for the community (1). There was equally strong 
agreement that the community did not appreciate or understand their mission (5). 
In fact, some participants admitted that they tried to avoid discussing the details 
of their job with individuals in social settings primarily because a discussion 
eventually led to a negative reaction from others. 

The participants generally agreed that a special type of person is needed to 
euthanize animals. The qualities generally ascribed to these individuals were po
sitive traits, such as compassion, understanding and the ability to meet the public 
(2). Individuals who were insensitive to pain and suffering or who enjoyed killing 
animals were not considered desirable. 

The statement on the use of the death penalty on criminals provoked the 
most heated debate and the most disagreement (3). Individuals took both ex
treme positions. One conclusion that evolved from the debate was that animal 
control personnel viewed euthanizing animals and the use of capital punishment 
on humans as completely unrelated. It appears that killing animals has made 
them neither more nor less favorably inclined toward the death penalty. 

Knowing that they might be required to euthanize animals as part of the job 
did not seem to make the actual performance of the act less painful or less stress-
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ful (4). When it came time to euthanize animals there were still unpleasant and 

uncomfortable feelings. 
A great deal of diversity about how to cope with feelings that result from eu

thanizing animals (6) was expressed. Individuals seemed to defuse negative feel
ings in very different ways. Some preferred to be in the company of others while 
others found it less stressful to be alone. To relax, a few resorted to drinking; 
others preferred physical activity. Clearly, how one chose to cope with feelings 
which resulted from euthanizing was an individual matter. 

Guilt was not considered a commonly felt emotion (7). Although some ad
mitted to feelings of guilt, these feelings were often mixed with stronger feelings 
of sympathy and sorrow. Participants generally spoke of feelings of sorrow when 
the animals had to be killed, but did not express guilt because fault for the ani
mals' death was not theirs. To put it simply, they were performing an unpleasant 

yet necessary service. 

Written Statements 

The written responses proved to be consistent with the results of the consen
sus statements and provided additional insight into how specific individuals cope 
with the task of euthanizing animals. Various coping strategies are employed by 
euthanasia technicians to cushion the trauma and unpleasant feelings that ac
company the act of euthanasia. 

Permeating most responses was the theme of protecting oneself from the 
full impact of the act by isolating one's feelings from the act. Some accomplish
ed this by talking about euthanasia of animals formally or intellectually. Techni

cians wrote: 

"You have to be rational about this and consider the serious
ness of animal overpopulation. II 
"I fully realize that it is a job that has to be done and there is no 
way out of it." 

Some technicians even believe not only that death is in the animals' best in
terest but that euthanasia specialists are the best persons to perform this service. 

"I would rather (euthanize the animals myself than leave it to] 
someone who doesn't know what they are doing." 
11 1 have no qualms about it because the animal is suffering and I 
am doing the animal a favor." 

Others stated that they control their emotional involvement by consciously 
avoiding physical contact and interaction with the animals. 

"I avoid looking at the animals or getting attached to them." 
"I can't stand the feelings of death in my hands so I just don't 
think about it or even look at the animals." 
"1 take a mechanical approach in that I do not (or try not] to be 
very familiar with the animals that I may have to destroy, which 
works 90% of the time. II 
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Placing blame on society for the plight of animals seems to minimize feel
ings of guilt expressed by animal care personnel. 

"Those owners should be ashamed of themselves bringing 
these animals in to be killed." 
"I find myself calling pet owners every name in the book some
times." 
"I feel anger at the people who bring these animals in and then 
blame us for killing them." 
"I feel anger when I see the car pull in with the back seat full of 
puppies because I know what's going to happen to them." 

The anger is usually directed, if only mentally, at pet owners; however, some 
technicians displace their anger and it invades their personal life. 

"When I put an animal to sleep I get so angry with my friends 
and relatives and end up alienating myself from them when 
they don't try to understand." 
"My home life was on the edge of destruction." 
"I have not found that I can talk about this subject in any depth 
with my friends without resentment on their part." 

For some, the process of euthanasia awakens unpleasant emotional memo
ries. Statements reflective of this are: 

"I know how it feels to be unloved because I was unloved as a 
child and sometimes even now." 
"It makes me feel so inadequate and insecure." 
"I can understand what animals feel when they are not cared 
for because I have been there." 

In spite of the unpleasantness of the job, or their personal feelings, many 
find ways to accept the unacceptable (Hilgard eta/., 1975): 

"I don't think about it because it's my job." 
"At first it used to bother me, but I've gotten used to it." 
"After 5 years I have come to the realization that I am doing the 
animal a favor." 

While some may be able, eventually, to get accustomed to and accept eu
thanizing animals by using different coping strategies, there were a few who ad
mitted readily that the negative feelings will continue and that nothing will help. 

24 

"I'm never going to get used to killing animals." 
"Everytime I put an animal to sleep I fee/like a murderer, espe
cially when the animals are perfectly healthy." 
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The results of this inquiry clearly show that many euthanasia technicians 
feel that they are performing a service which is thankless and undesirable, but 
necessary. This condition is certain to create feelings of ambivalence, insecurity 
and emotional conflict. It is evident that individuals are emotionally affected by 
euthanizing animals. 

Equally obvious is the fact that euthanasia technicians feel somewhat alien
ated from others in the larger community who do not euthanize animals. They 
feel that they cannot discuss their occupation in social settings and receive posi
tive responses from those who are not in the field of animal care and control 
(Smith, 1980). Consequently, many find it necessary to create clever and evasive 
responses to inquiries about their job or tend to restrict their socialization to 
other animal control personnel. Unfortunately, the technician may also feel iso
lated from other animal control personnel because they also may not be sympa
thetic to the role of the technician. 

An additional source of frustration for some is that they find it difficult to 
discuss their jobs or their feelings with family members. This means that the tradi
tional support of groups that most individuals use to help them through emotion
ally stressful periods may not be available for euthanasia technicians·. All cope as 
best they can using a variety of strategies. 

Conclusion 

It seems evident that technicians performing euthanasia on animals feel a 
need to vent their concerns about animals to the public (to get support and un
derstanding from society at large as well as from their co-workers); to find con
structive and effective methods for dealing with the feelings that accrue from 
killing animals; and to have a continuous support group that is not only sympa
thetic to their dilemma but also shares other similar professional concerns. There 
are a number of ways that animal control and animal welfare agencies can help 
euthanasia specialists deal with euthanizing animals and the resulting negative 
feelings. Some of the more obvious are: 
1 . Allow time at staff meetings for technicians and other personnel to exchange 

their ideas and feelings on the topic of euthanasia. 
2 . Arrange speaking engagements to interested groups, organizations and class

es explaining their position and the public's responsibility in making euthana
sia necessary. This helps the general public to understand the euthanasia 
technicians' dilemma and provides a chance for animal care personnel to 
vent their frustrations and concerns. 

3 . Encourage employees to become involved in daily activities, hobbies, and si
tuations that allow individuals opportunities to relax and to cope with the an
ger, frustration or ambivalence connected with euthanasia. This is especially 
important during the hours after work. 

4. Permit technicians to attend yearly meetings that focus on both the human 
and technical aspects of euthanizing animals. This helps the individual to 
identify with a continuing support group. 
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Placing blame on society for the plight of animals seems to minimize feel
ings of guilt expressed by animal care personnel. 

"Those owners should be ashamed of themselves bringing 
these animals in to be killed." 
"I find myself calling pet owners every name in the book some
times." 
"I feel anger at the people who bring these animals in and then 
blame us for killing them." 
"I feel anger when I see the car pull in with the back seat full of 
puppies because I know what's going to happen to them." 

The anger is usually directed, if only mentally, at pet owners; however, some 
technicians displace their anger and it invades their personal life. 

"When I put an animal to sleep I get so angry with my friends 
and relatives and end up alienating myself from them when 
they don't try to understand." 
"My home life was on the edge of destruction." 
"I have not found that I can talk about this subject in any depth 
with my friends without resentment on their part." 

For some, the process of euthanasia awakens unpleasant emotional memo
ries. Statements reflective of this are: 

"I know how it feels to be unloved because I was unloved as a 
child and sometimes even now." 
"It makes me feel so inadequate and insecure." 
"I can understand what animals feel when they are not cared 
for because I have been there." 

In spite of the unpleasantness of the job, or their personal feelings, many 
find ways to accept the unacceptable (Hilgard eta/., 1975): 

"I don't think about it because it's my job." 
"At first it used to bother me, but I've gotten used to it." 
"After 5 years I have come to the realization that I am doing the 
animal a favor." 

While some may be able, eventually, to get accustomed to and accept eu
thanizing animals by using different coping strategies, there were a few who ad
mitted readily that the negative feelings will continue and that nothing will help. 
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"I'm never going to get used to killing animals." 
"Everytime I put an animal to sleep I fee/like a murderer, espe
cially when the animals are perfectly healthy." 
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sia necessary. This helps the general public to understand the euthanasia 
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While these recommendations will help euthanasia specialists cope 
effectively with some of the emotions they experience and will provide an at
mosphere of professionalism, the dilemma remains. 
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Breeding and Use of Nonhuman 
Primates in the USA 
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Abstract 
Several species of nonhuman primates, each possessing specific 

characteristics of particular value, are used by the United States biomedical com
munity in a wide variety of health-related activities. These animals are man's 
closest relatives and are indispensable in the effort to understand and control 
human health problems. 

The destruction of primate habitats and embargoes on export of primates 
from source countries have decreased the supply of these animals. Continuation of 
many ongoing and new activities contributing to the improvement of human 
health is threatened by inadequate and erratic supply of these resources. In the 
U.S., a program has been developed to meet health needs for primates by: 1) en
suring the most effective use of primates; 2) developing domestic production of 
primates; and 3) contributing to conservation programs to ensure a stable supply 
and long-term availability of primates from their countries of origin. 

Introduction 

Nonhuman primates are indispensable in modern biomedical research, 
biologics production, and in testing compounds for toxicity. These animals are 
especially valued because of their evolutionary kinship to man, both in gross 
anatomical resemblance and behavior as well as in specific biochemical 
similarities. Because of this close relationship, biomedical and behavioral studies 
of nonhuman primates offer particular insight into parallel situations in man. Not 
only were nonhuman primates the key to development of antipoliomyelitis vac
cine, but they also have contributed greatly to our knowledge and understanding 
of other entities such as malaria, yellow fever, measles, enteric diseases, tuber
culosis, mental disorders, and viral oncogenesis, (Goodwin and Augustine, 1976). 

New biomedical discoveries can be expected to depend upon the availability of 
these animals. In addition, the actual application of the fruits of research 
depends to a large extent on nonhuman primates. Without preliminary testing in 
these animals, the risks may be too great to apply theoretical knowledge directly 
to humans. 

*Dr. Held is the Director of the Division of Research Services, National Institutes of Health, Bethesda, 
MD 20014. This paper is an edited version of a text prepared for and presented at the Institute for the 
Study of Animal Problems symposium on Nonhuman Primates in Biomedical Programs, 15 October 
1980, San Francisco, California. 
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