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The nature of the human-animal bond

The last 20 years has seen a growing interest within the scientific community in trying to understand how humans and animals relate to one another. Interest was first aroused when child psychotherapist Bert  Levinson noticed that although many of his withdrawn and disturbed  patients had difficulty in relating to him, they had no such inhibitions  in making friends with his pet dog, Jingles. Believing that the  unthreatening nature of the relationship with an animal allowed the  patient to feel secure enough to form a bond, Levinson, and others, began  to use companion animals in a therapeutic role. Success was such that  animals are now widely used in therapy. They are also used increasingly as  a means of encouraging social interaction and communication amongst  residents in institutions for the sick and the elderly. In this country the Pets as Therapy Trust now runs a "Pat Dog" scheme whereby members and  their dogs regularly visit hospitals and residential homes, adding  interest to the lives of people living there.

 Evidence is accumulating too that companion animals have a beneficial effect on our physical health and sense of well-being. Pet owners are more likely to be alive one year after a heart attack than non pet owners;  stroking an animal, or even being in the same room as a companion animal,  has the effect of lowering blood pressure and heart rate; and a recent  study carried out by the Companion Animal Research Group at Cambridge  University demonstrated an improvement in general health over a six month  period in people acquiring a pet, which was not seen in a control group of  non pet owners. Companion animals also benefit our mental health,  lessening the effect of loneliness and isolation amongst the elderly, and  protecting against depression following a family bereavement. Any dog walker would confirm evidence from studies demonstrating that  individuals out walking with a dog are more likely to receive friendly  greetings from strangers than the same individuals when out on their own, and all puppy-walkers know that their puppies are passports to instant  social success. Research in several countries has shown that such casual  encounters can develop into real friendships, thus widening networks of  contact and social support. This ability of the dog to act as a social  facilitator is of particular value to people with disabilities, for the  dog seems to break down social barriers and inhibitions, allowing people  of varying abilities to meet on an equal footing. Indeed, such are the  social benefits of having a service dog, that Lynette Hart of the  Veterinary School at the University of California has suggested that they  may be of even greater value to the owner with a disability than the  specific tasks the dog has been trained to perform. Pets play a central role in the lives of their owners. Studies undertaken  as far apart as America and Australia have shown that the average pet owner considers their pet to be a member of the family, talking to them,  even confiding in them, as they would with another person. But in  admitting our pets to the family circle and "humanising" them in this way,  there is a price to pay. It seems that we mourn for them when they die,  almost as we would for a human companion. 

Though there are great  differences in the intensity and duration of reaction to human and animal  deaths, and in the lasting impact on the life of thc bereaved,  veterinarians and counsellors experienced in dealing with clients who have  lost a pet report that the symptoms of the grief reaction are virtually  identical with that following human bereavement. A factor very often  adding to the distress of those suffering the loss of a companion animal  is the lack of social recognition of the need to grieve over such a loss.  Indeed pet owners themselves may be taken aback by the intensity of their  own reaction, sometimes believing there must be something seriously wrong  with them when strong feelings of grief persist. That grief over the death  of a pet is both widespread and unacknowledged is illustrated by the 900  letters received by Martin and Laura Lee following an article in The Daily  Telegraph about their research into reactions following the loss of a pet. It has long been recognised that bereavement and other stressful events  can have an adverse effect on our health and social functioning. However,  though there is now considerable evidence of the benefits to health and  well-being from having animals as companions, comparatively little is  known about any adverse effects consequent upon their loss.

Guide dogs and guide dog owners – a special relationship

Close though the bond may be between the average pet owner and a pet animal, awareness of the working relationship between guide dog and guide dog owner suggests an even closer bond between these partners. They are constant companions, united by a bond of mutual dependency and trust which must be rewarding to both of them if they are to work successfully together. Yet the guide dog's relatively short working life means that, on average, every seven years a guide dog ownerwill face the end of such a partnership. The established relationship must be set aside, and a new partnership forged with another dog; "like a forced divorce from a beloved partner, and re-marriage to someone unknown" is how it has been described.

It was the growing awareness within The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association of the stresses involved in changing partners that prompted the idea of a study designed to lead to a better understanding of the situation from the guide dog owner's point of view.

Scope and design of the study

The study was carried out in the first three months of 1991. All guide dog owners attending regional training centres for replacement training during this period were invited to take part in questionnaire-interviews conducted at each regional training centre by the regional liaison officer.

The aim of the survey was to assess how guide dog owners react to the end of a working partnership, with the objectives of 

(i) trying to identify circumstances in which a guide dog owner may be particularly vulnerable when a partnership ends, and

 (ii) providing the Association with the information necessary to evaluate its own role at this point in its service to guide dog owners

Topics covered in the questionnaire included basic social and biographical information and details of guide dog ownership. The circumstances in which the last partnership came to an end were covered in depth, and reaction to the end of the partnership was measured on two rating scales: A specially constructed Grief Rating Scale (GRS) was designed to provide information on the pattern of emotional reaction. Based on what is known of the grief reaction following human bereavement, the scale was developed from a set of questions used in a study of reaction to pet death carried out by Mary Stewart of Glasgow University Veterinary School. The effect on general health was assessed on the Goldberg General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-28), a widely used rating scale which detects likelihood of clinical illness by means of a threshold score.

The guide dog owners in the survey

 All 92 guide dog owners attending regional training centres for replacement training between January and March 1991 were invited to participate in the survey. Eighty agreed to be interviewed and completed a questionnaire. All these questionnaires were used for content analysis. The statistical analysis was limited to the 75 questionnaires that were complete in all details.

Men and women were almost equally represented in the survey. Almost two thirds of the guide dog owners who took part were married. The great majority lived in households with other people, with only 13 guide dog owners living on their own. The age-range was very wide: from nine guide dog owners in their twenties to one octogenarian. Three respondents had been guide dog owners for more than 35 years, and three were retraining for the seventh time. However; for almost half the guide dog owners it was the first time they had experienced the end of a partnership.

The End of the Partnership

 A guide dog's working life may end for one of three reasons. Most commonly, after working for about seven years, the dog retires. Forty-nine of the partnerships in the survey ended in this way. Of the others, 16 dogs had been withdrawn because of problems related to the dog's work or temperament, or because the relationship with the guide dog owner was not satisfactory, and ten dogs had died. After finishing work, 30 dogs continued to live with the guide dog owner as a family pet. 20 were re-homed by the guide dog owner, usually with other members of the family, or with friends or work colleagues. The other 15 dogs returned to Guide Dogs; 4 dogs for retraining with a view to working again with another partner and 11 to be found a new home.

Reactions to the end of the partnership

Scores on the rating scales
Scores on both the General Health Questionnaire and the Grief Rating Scale revealed that, in general, guide dog owners found the end of a working partnership an upsetting experience. For some it was deeply upsetting, to the point where comparisons were made with the feelings following a human bereavement or with the owner’s loss of sight.

Statistical analysis showed that 32% of those interviewed scored at or above the threshold on the General Health Questionnaire indicating likelihood of clinical illness. In any population of this nature, it might be anticipated that there would be a number of respondents with other upsetting events in their lives which would be reflected in their scores on the rating scales. The questionnaire had included questions about this.  Sixteen guide dog owners reported some other stressful life event around the time the partnership came to an end. When these GD9s were excluded, there remained 18 owners, 24% of the total sample, who were sufficiently upset by the ending of the partnership alone to score above threshold. Fig. 1 shows the scores on the two rating scales for the 59 guide dog owners who had no other reason for being upset at the time the partnership ended. The pattern of scores between the two scales demonstrates the relationship between a high score of emotional distress and an effect on general health, with those scoring 25 or above on the Grief Rating Scale likely to record a score on the GHQ indicative of clinical illness. Clearly these were the individuals suffering most. However it was apparent from the interviews that scores of less than 25 on the GRS, though not necessarily associated with an adverse effect on general health, could still reflect considerable emotional distress. Individuals vary greatly in their response to stress and in their resilience to adverse life events. Perhaps the point illustrated here is that guide dog owners who have no presenting symptoms of ill-health may nevertheless be suffering appreciable distress, and be as much in need of reassurance and support as those whose health is affected. It will be noticed that the range of scores on both scales is very wide. 

As well as those who are deeply upset when a partnership ends, there are others who are relatively untroubled by the event. Statistical analysis is continuing to see whether it is possible to isolate the circumstances associated with low scores on the rating scales. The qualitative data suggests a number of factors which might be an influence:

· Partnerships that have been a mismatch: these may end after a short time without any real bonding between the partners.

· Development of "coping" skills: though the end of a fourth or fifth partnership may be sad, the evidence suggests that such experienced guide dog owners feel less unsettled by the situation than those who have had fewer dogs.

· The relative importance' of the guide dog in the life of the owner: it seems likely that for guide dog owners who have plenty of other things of value in their lives - a loving family, a wide circle of friends, an interesting job, and a variety of leisure interests -the relative importance of the bond with their guide dog, strong though it may be, is less than for others who may have none of these things.

It is also possible that some of the low scores reflect a methodological difficulty of this type of research. Asking people about their feelings is entirely dependent on the willingness of those interviewed to answer' openly and honestly. Given our cultural inhibitions regarding the expression of strong emotions, there are those for whom such honest answering is difficult. Amongst the lowest scores were three instances where independent evidence, either within the questionnaire or from the observations of the interviewer, suggested that the guide dog owners in question were not admitting their feelings to the interviewer, or possibly even to themselves.

The vulnerable groups

Statistical analysis of the scores on the GHQ and GRS demonstrated unequivocally that intensity of reaction at the end of the partnership is influences both by the reason for which the partnership ends, and by the arrangements made for the dog after it finishes work. Without doubt, the owners most vulnerable to a severe reaction as measured on the rating scales are those whose dog dies, is withdrawn from the partnership, or returns to Guide Dogs when they finish work.

To be judged significant in statistical terms, the association between the patterns of scores on a rating scale and the factor suspected of being an influence on the scores must be sufficiently strong to have less than five chances in one hundred of occurring by chance. Initial analysis, using the full sample, gave results reaching or approaching this level of significance. When the analysis was confined to the 59 owners who had no other upsetting event in their lives at the time, the statistical significance of the results increased dramatically. Analysis of variance on the pattern of differences between the groups demonstrated that the likelihood of the observed patterns arising by chance was considerably less than five in one thousand, and Tukey tests confirmed the statistical significance of the higher scores in the vulnerable groups compared with those whose dog had retired, or was kept, or was re-homed by the guide dog owner. Furthermore, when the above threshold scores on the GHQ were analysed by reason the partnership ended, and by the arrangements for the dog when it finished work, the association of high scores with the vulnerable groups was again clearly seen.

Patterns of emotional reaction

It is hardly surprising that guide dog owners whose partnerships end with the dog's death are amongst those most upset. It is in this group that comparisons arise most frequently with the feelings of bereavement that follow the loss of a close friend or relative. Indeed, as recorded on the GRS, the emotions experienced following these different losses show great similarities As well as deep feelings of sadness and loss, there is evidence of the guilt and anger that occur in the grief reaction to human bereavement. tend to blame themselves for the dog's death, believing they should have been able to prevent it, or that a sighted person might have noticed signs and symptoms of illness earlier, so that treatment could have been given, and the dog restored to health. Sometimes there was a focus for the anger, typically Guide Dogs or the Vet, but there was also anger against the self, and the world in general, both characteristics of the grief reaction following human bereavement.

Though the survey was limited to those whose dog died within the working partnership, it was from letters received during the course of the study that the death: of a retired guide dog is just as painful. In both cases the 16ss of the: dog affects the entire family. Amongst the concerns expressed most frequently, both in the interviews and the letters, were the need to arrange for the dignified disposal of the dog's remains, and the wish to make some fitting memorial to the dog, perhaps in an area especially set aside for the purpose at the regional training centre. These are practical needs to which Guide Dogs may be able to respond. On the emotional side, when a guide dog or a retired dog dies, a sympathetic and supportive response from Guide Dogs can, and does, ease the immediate shock and pain, but the Association needs to develop procedures to ensure that such support is always forthcoming whenever it is needed.

Having a dog withdrawn from the partnership can also be a very upsetting experience. It is less easy to generalise about the feelings of guide dog owners in this group. At one extreme are those who have had a mismatch. If they have not bonded to the dog at all, the end of the partnership may come as a relief. On the other hand, there is clear evidence that despite problems in the working situation, there may be a deep emotional bond between the partners. In this case, owners may accept only with great reluctance that the partnership is not going to succeed. They blame themselves for the problems and for not succeeding in overcoming them There may be a great sense of failure, with owners feeling responsible for letting down the dog, the trainers and instructors, and even the whole of Guide Dogs. There may be anger, too, against themselves for failing to overcome the problems, or against Guide Dogs for not having foreseen them in the first place. In some ways a failed partnership is even more difficult to accept than death. Death, even when untimely, is a natural loss, and has to come sometime. With a failed partnership, there is always the feeling that the situation should have been otherwise. If failures occur on successive occasions, owners may begin to question their suitability for guide dog ownership, and their capacity to withstand the recurring pain of broken relationships. As well as causing great distress, failed partnerships represent a waste of resources. Though it will probably never be possible to ensure success on every occasion, there is an, urgent need to understand why some partnerships do not succeed, and to keep such failures to a minimum.

Undoubtedly the most acceptable way for a partnership to end is with the dog's retirement after a full working life, particularly if the dog   continues to live with the owner as a family pet. However even this is not without its stresses. When the dog stops work there is inevitably a fundamental change in the relationship between the old partners. From now on, the new dog will be the constant companion and guide, and guide dog owners may feel guilty at apparently transferring their loyalty in this way.

They worry about how the two dogs will get on together, and how the old dog will feel at having its role taken over by the newcomer. Guide Dogs’ experience would suggest that such problems rarely arise, or at worst, are relatively short lived. Nevertheless guide dog owners need reassurance on these points, for the anxieties are widespread. These worries may also help to explain the surprising lack of difference between the scores of those whose dog remains with them, and those for whom the end of the partnership means finding the dog a new home. In the face of evidence from the open-ended questions and the free section of the interview, there is no doubt that having to part with a much loved dog that has served loyally and well over the years is indeed an additional sadness. There were two guide dog owners in the sample who were not prepared to do this, preferring to give up their guide dog mobility and delay retraining until after their retired dog had died.

Guide dog owners feel guilty when their old partner has to be found a new home. They worry about how the dog will react to the end of their close relationship, and how it will settle in a new home, perhaps fearing that no-one else can look after their dog as well as they could. However, part of the explanation for the lack of difference between the scores of those who keep and those who part with their dog. may lie in the practical necessity of finding a new home By virtue of having to make arrangements for re-homing the dog it may be that owners have to start coming to terms with the emotional consequences of the partnership ending before this actually happens. They cannot, as some guide dog owners do, who are keeping the dog, simply put it out of their minds. When re-homing is necessary, guide dog owners take comfort in being able to choose the new home for themselves and in knowing that contact with the dog will not be lost.

Those who have to return their dog 10 Guide Dogs for re-homing are in a very different position. This can really seem like abandoning the dog. All the evidence is that it is very distressing. At this point the dog can go out from guide dog owners in this group with the feelings of loss experienced when a human friend or relative dies. Reactions in such highly charged emotional situations are very individual; there were two guide dog owners who wanted no knowledge of the re-homing of their dog, believing that a complete break would make it easier for them to put all their energy and concentration into establishing the bond with the new dog. In general, however, this was not the case. Most would like to know where the dog went and how it settled, and to maintain some form of contact. It seems particularly important to know when the dog dies. The number of guide dog owners who have to ask for their dog to be re-homed by Guide Dogs is very small, and a review of re-homing procedures could help lessen their distress. An opportunity for the Guide Dogs to be involved in choosing the new home in advance of retraining might be welcome, and certainly every effort should be madeto avoid having the old dog in kennels at the training centre when the owner is attending training class. 

 The degree of intensity of reaction to human bereavement is known to associated 'with forewarning of loss, extreme reactions often occurring as a response to sudden death. With a view to establishing whether similar factors were operating in this context, questions were asked about the sequence of events leading to a dog stopping work. However, the circumstances under which guide dog partnerships come to an end are so individual that it was not possible to establish objective criteria which could be used to evaluate the scores on the rating scales with respect to the forewarning loss. Information from the informal sections of the questionnaire, however, provided examples of guide dog owners who felt their partnership had ended abruptly and without warning. Without exception guide dog owners in this position reported that the sudden loss and unexpected ending of their partnership caused them particular distress. It was also clear that the relationship between Guide Dogs and owner as the partnership came towards its end was an influence on reaction. When guide dog owners felt they had been treated as an equal partner and their views and circumstances taken into account in reaching decisions, there was general satisfaction with the way the situation had been handled, and acceptance of the outcome whatever that might be. In contrast, those who felt they had not been kept informed, or that their needs and wishes had been disregarded, were dissatisfied and even resentful of decisions' made on their behalf.

Understanding the guide dog owners point of view

The aim of the study was to understand the end of a partnership from the guide dog owners' point of view. In this respect there were two important findings. Firstly there is the extent of the guide dog owners commitment and loyalty to the old dog. However upset they may be on their own behalf, many guide dog owners are even more upset on behalf of their dog. It became clear that much of the distress surrounding the end of the partnership stems from concern about how the old dog will react to the change in its circumstances. The worries about how such a close companion will respond to re-homing, or how the retired guide dog kept as a pet will view the new dog, are very real. They are illustrated dramatically by the guide dog owners who chose to give up guide dog mobility rather re-train during the life-time of their old dog. 

The other important message to come from the survey is the deep seated need amongst guide dog owners to talk about their old dog and their feelings towards to it. This was demonstrated in the willingness, even eagerness, expressed by owners to contribute to the study. It was raised again and again during interviews, some guide dog owners commenting that this was the first opportunity they had had to tell someone about their distress. At present, because the priority at training class is necessarily to establish a safe working relationship with a new dog, there seems little opportunity to look back at the old partnership. Thus guide dog owners who are grieving for their old partner suppress their feelings, and this may inhibit their ability to form a bond with the new dog. Experience of counselling for loss in other areas would suggest that there needs to be time and opportunity for guide dog owners to reflect on the end of the old relationship and to talk about their feelings for the old dog. Distress is relieved in this way, and guide dog owners would be helped towards a frame of mind in which they might find it easier to relate to the new dog. This would facilitate re-training and provide a better start to the new partnership. During the interviews, hopes were sometimes expressed that the study would lead to a greater understanding of how owners feel when a dog comes to the end of its working life. The very fact of carrying out the survey has heightened the awareness of the issues involved, and Guide Dogs has now extended the study with a view to exploring the ways of meeting the needs expressed on a practical basis. It is unrealistic to imagine that the end of working partnerships will be achieved without some degree of pain in most cases. Nevertheless, it is hoped that with an understanding of the how guide dog owners feel, and the offer of appropriate support from Guide Dogs when it is needed, the transition between guide dog partners will become less stressful.
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