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ABSTRACT

The emotional stress experienced by pet caregivers, induced by negative diagnoses, clinical problems,
and/or long-term therapies should be taken into serious consideration by the veterinarians to prevent
these individuals from the risk of experiencing incapability of dealing with the great burden and the
eventual reduction of compliance. Understanding the client’s affective state may enhance the veteri-
narian’s empathic response and effective communication. To understand better the unmet needs of
clients, we collected data on service requests at the clinic and emotions that caregivers felt in the
veterinarian setting. Understanding these difficulties may represent a first step to initiate the devel-
opment of a psychological intervention targeting problems experienced by the caregivers. Assuming
these difficulties according to the service requested for the pet, the owners might be interested in
psychological support provided directly by the veterinary hospital. Our survey showed that a large
percentage of owners expressed feelings related to caregiving in the veterinary setting, irrespective of the
type of assistance needed, including apparently easy procedures. At the same time, they expressed a
strong intention to receive a professional support. However, the crucial role of the psychological support
is still difficult to accept even when it can be perceived as a right choice.
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INTRODUCTION

The caregiver burden is a multidimensional emotional distress encountered while providing
informal and non-professional care for someone with an illness. This emotional distress
includes a range of negative feelings and experiences such as feelings of guilt, anticipatory
grief, anger even toward the care recipient, not having enough time to manage re-
sponsibilities, fear of what the future holds, or feeling that one’s health or social life has
suffered due to caregiving (Britton et al., 2018). Many health care professionals have a lack of
understanding (or lack of empathy) of difficulties or disenfranchised needs among caregivers
(Choi and Seo, 2019) and the caregiver may became, in turn, an unrecognised patient
(Adelman et al., 2014). The emotional impact due to caregiving could alter the quality of
caregiving itself. This is expressed in the form of caregivers’ distress exceeding psychological
resources and even influencing quality of life and well-being (Britton et al., 2018). Veteri-
narian–pets’ caregivers interactions during medical examination and treatment of a pet
mirror many aspects of the physician–humans’ caregivers (Spitznagel et al., 2017): dogs are
considered members of the family in the Western World since people develop strong
emotional connections (Pirrone et al., 2015). Not surprisingly, the caregiving burden has
been studied in people that take care of pets (Goldberg, 2017; Spitznagel and Carlson, 2019),
and this burden may be linked to poorer psychosocial functioning (Spitznagel et al., 2017).

The caregivers of pets may experience emotional stress induced by negative diagnoses,
clinical problems and long-term therapies. The veterinarians should take into serious
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consideration the risk of experiencing such burden and the
consequent reduction of compliance (Goldberg, 2017).

Understanding a distressed client’s affective state might
be the key to the veterinarians’ enhanced empathic response
and effective communication (Lummis et al., 2020).
Although the veterinarian primarily focuses on the pet’s
health care, it is also important to consider the owner’s
experience since it may help to achieve better compliance
and higher efficacy in the therapy Spitznagel et al. (2019).
Identification of specific variables within the family system
might be important when designing methods of prevention
and alleviation of caregiving burden (Uccheddu, 2021). Even
if the caretaking burden should be considered in the veter-
inary setting, the veterinarian is not the professional figure
with the appropriate know-how. Psychological counselling is
useful in providing insights into the decision making and
coping processes for chronic illness, end-of-life (EOL) care
and mourning. The specific roles of counselling psycholo-
gists in health care have been widely described (Herman
et al., 2007). Psychological counselling is a powerful tool in
the caregiving burden. However, it is not yet clear how much
if at all the caregivers might appreciate this support in the
veterinary setting. Qualitative research can make important
contributions to understanding these subjects and help
explain the complexity and the context-dependent nature of
the experience of family caregiving. Recent work indicates
that companion animal owners experience depressive
symptoms after a diagnosis of cancer in the animal, but
caregiver burden might be related not only to diagnoses but
also to the challenges presented by caring for a sick pet (the
companion animal’s treatment plan) or related to antici-
pated bereavement, so-called ‘anticipatory grief’ (Shaevitz
et al., 2020). To understand better the unmet needs of cli-
ents, we collected data on service requests at the clinic and
emotions that caregivers felt in the veterinary setting. The
first step to develop a psychological intervention to target
the problems experienced by the caregivers might be to fully
understand the difficulties experienced by them. We
hypothesised that the pet owners might be interested in
psychological support provided directly by the veterinary
hospital according to the service requested for the pet.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants

The setting for this survey was the waiting room, at the San
Marco Veterinary Clinic (Veggiano, Italy). The Clinic nor-
mally receives 7,000 dogs and 1,700 cats each year. When a
patient arrives at the entrance, s/he is first seen by a triage
nurse who collects data. Emergency, ambulatory pathologies
and surgical ambulatory pathologies share the same waiting
room that is separated into ‘dog’ and ‘cat’ subunits. A psy-
chologist is offered to be enrolled in the survey during the
waiting time. Participants were given written information
about the aim and the procedures of the study and the right
to withdraw at any time. In addition, they were assured that

the survey was anonymous, and confidentiality would be
maintained by the researchers. Before data collection, a
written informed consent was obtained from each partici-
pant. The questionnaire was in Italian. The recruitment took
part from January to March 2019.

Survey

Structured and open-ended interviews were used to examine
difficulties experienced by caregivers of pets, with a thematic
analysis approach (Woodford et al., 2017). The survey
included questions on socio-demographic data, on the
emotional experiences of the owner during the disease and
the care of their pets, and on their opinion of having a
psychologist for their support. Three questions have been
developed using a rating scale from 0 to 4 (never to always,
with intermediate values). Two questions required open
answer, in order to collect useful points of view for future
research in this area. To improve transparency of analysis,
verbatim extracts of data are presented within the results.

Statistics

For comparisons in demographic characteristics between
owners, Spearman correlation was considered for non-para-
metric data. Shapiro–Wilk test was used to check the normal
distribution of data. Values of P < 0.05 were considered sta-
tistically significant. Analyses were carried out using SPSS 24
(IBM Corp. Released 2016. IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows,
Version 24.0. Armonk, NY.

RESULTS

We collected answers from 268 Italian dog/cat owners (168
females and 100 males) with a mean age of 42.00 ± 10.70
(SD) years (range 20.00–70.00). However, 12 questionnaires
were not used since they were incomplete, thus only
256 questionnaires (from 161 females and 95 males). were
included in the analysis The demographic data are sum-
marised in Table 1.

The proportion of dog owners was 76.9%, and the cat
owners accounted for 12.5%. The remaining 10.6% of people

Table 1. Demographic data of 268 Italian dog and cat owners

Demography Range %

Age 20–30 9.1
30–40 16.1
40–50 28.3
50–60 27.2
60–70 14.6
70þ 4.7

Size of household
(number of persons)

Alone 12.1
2 51.0

More than 2 36.8
Educational level Primary school 1.2

Secondary school and high school 76.3
University 22.8
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questioned had at least one of both animals at home. As
shown in Table 2, the people visited the clinic for various
reasons. The answers of the survey are presented in detail in
Table 2.

Answers to the questions are reported in Fig. 1. In
question 1, females showed higher frequency of anxious,
worried, and upset feeling (P 5 0.001). The feelings did
not change according to the service requested (P 5 0.107;
r 5 0.188). A positive correlation was shown between scores
of question 1 and scores of question 2 (P 5 0.01; r 5 0.161).
An even stronger, but negative correlation was shown be-
tween question 1 and question 3 (P 5 0.000; r 5 –0.319).

Questions did not show any correlation with number of
family members or educational status.

DISCUSSION

The questionnaire was developed to gain an understanding
of the needs, burden and problems experienced by pets’
caregivers. Two questions were open-ended and structured
around the possibility to receive psychological support, with
questions open and flexible.

The results showed an interesting point of view in as
much as the caregivers felt more anxious, worried and upset
for the health of their pet, the more they wanted to get also a
professional help. The negative feeling related to the health
of the pet correlated with the wish of receiving a professional
support. However, even if most of the caregivers confirmed
to feel anxiety, worries, and negative impressions, when it
came to the open answers, the psychological support was
still far from being considered as a widely useful tool. The
pet owners reported to deal privately with negative feelings
(‘I think that it is normal/physiological to feel these emo-
tions’; ‘I can deal with my feeling by myself’; ‘I share my
feelings with my relatives’), and the psychological support
was still supposed to be able to create an embarrassment
(‘I feel ashamed to ask for a psychological support’). The
pet owners trusted the veterinarian’s support (‘I trust the
support of my veterinarian’) even from the psychological
point of view. However, the veterinarians are not trained to

Table 2. The proportion of the services requested at the clinic.
Internal medicine was considered without the inclusion of oncology

Service Frequency

Internal medicine 110
Oncology 38
Ophthalmology 5
Surgery 3
Neurology 22
Cardiology 13
Dermatology 22
Emergency 28
Odonto-stomatology 4
Orthopaedics 5
Ultrasound 3
Psychiatry 3

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Have you ever felt anxious, worried, upset for
the health of your pet?

If yes, you wished to receive a professional
support that could take care of your feelings?

If you could have a psychological support that
could take care of your fear, loss but also

process of decision-making (e.g euthanasia),
would you pay for a consulta on?

always

o en

some mes

never

Fig. 1. The relative frequencies of answers and the open-ended questions

Open-ended questions Answers

Could you give reason for your reply, in case you did not
want a professional support that could take care of
your feelings, even you felt anxious, worried or upset
for your pet

I can deal with my feeling by myself.
I trust in the support of my veterinarian.
I share my feelings with my relatives.
I feel ashamed to ask for psychological support.
I would start taking drugs/alcohol.
I think that it is normal/physiological to feel these emotions.

What do you think about people that request a
psychological support in case of important de-
cisions such as euthanasia, oncological care, etc.?

They took the right choice. Protracted illness and loss of a pet are
comparable to what happens to human beings.

They should take care of their feeling on their own, even if it is
difficult to deal with the pain.
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recognise or address significant human suffering; further-
more, providing support for caregivers’ burden or to people
with poor psychosocial functioning is not within a veteri-
narian’s skills or legal scope of practice (Goldberg, 2017).
However, in the veterinary settings, different feelings have to
be managed every day (Spitznagel et al., 2018). Exploration
of caregiver burden within a veterinary setting is the first
step, even in evaluating the impact of client emotional
distress on the veterinarians’ wellbeing (Perret et al., 2020;
Chigerwe et al., 2021).

In the literature on caregiving, it has been widely reported
that both the psychosocial support (counselling and psycho-
therapeutic interventions) and multicomponent interventions
(veterinarian support, caregivers support groups) should be
adapted to the specific needs of the caregiver. The psycho-
social support might be useful to alleviate the daily load of
caregiving as widely reported in the human literature (George
et al., 2020). These may be effective approaches in enhancing
the quality of life and in reducing the burden in human
caregivers (Britton et al., 2018). More research is needed to
determine whether such interventions are beneficial for the
companion animal caregivers as well (Britton et al., 2018).
Nonetheless, in our questionnaire nobody considered the
psychological support such as an ‘exaggerated support’, even
if just hardly over half of the participants confirmed the
willingness to accept a professional support.

Psychologists have the knowledge and skills to help
people who are involved in animal health care at varying
levels, including practicing veterinarians (Uccheddu, 2021),
animal health technicians, nurses, veterinary clinic man-
agers, and receptionists but also caregivers. There are a
number of ways in which psychologists can take care of fear,
loss and grief but also the process of decision-making
(e.g. euthanasia). Psychologists can help both professional
and family members how to respond to and deal with psy-
chological distress (Sharkin and Knox, 2003).

There is not a specific feeling associated with a service
requested for the pet. The people who required a dermato-
logical service did not show a strong difference compared to
the clients requesting an oncological treatment, maybe
because both problems are chronic. However, even in case of
emergency, the psychological support was considered. As a
consequence, psychological support can be provided not
only for decisions associated to an emotionally high impact
but also to all people who need support for a chronic illness
or acute emergency. This is confirmed from the fact that a
positive association was shown between question 1 and 2.
More the caregivers felt anxious, worried, upset for the
health of their pet, more the psychological support was
requested, independently of the reason why they were at the
clinic. However, a negative association between question 1
and question 3, revealed that a strong negative emotional
impact correlated negatively with the possibility to pay for
psychological support. Caregivers’ receive some therapy or
counselling at no cost through medical clinics, or hospitals
when they take care of humans. Pet caregivers may feel the
support as not economically sustainable.

Females answered with higher frequency that they felt
anxiety, worries and upset feelings. Women have been re-
ported to be more empathic and to have a higher concern for
animal welfare compared with men (Testoni et al., 2019).
Thus, the female subjects may also be more willing to fill out
online surveys on sensitive issues related to pets than the
males are. This is consistent with the observation of women’s
general tendency to report stronger negative (but also posi-
tive) emotions than the men (Uccheddu et al., 2019).

In conclusion, our survey showed that a large percentage
of owners expressed feelings related to caregiving in the
veterinarian setting, not taking into account the type or
gravity of assistance needed. At the same time, they expressed
a strong intention to receive a professional support. However,
the crucial role of the psychological support is still difficult
to accept even when it can be perceived as a right choice.

The psychological support should routinely provide ser-
vices in the veterinary setting and the effect should be scien-
tifically demonstrated in order to educate caregivers to feel
free to share feelings during the complex time of caregiving.

Pet owners commonly suffer from anxiety with regard
to their animal healthiness. In our opinion, the range of
services provided by a veterinary practice should include
psychological support. One of the aims should be to facilitate
sharing the feelings and to promote the communication
during the complex time of caregiving. Undoubtedly,
reducing the level of stress and anxiety would reduce similar
negative feelings in the veterinary team.
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