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Veterinary hospice and palliative care:
a comprehensive review of the literature
Katherine J. Goldberg
The death of a pet is a universal experience for those who share their lives with animals. In
parallel with a rising interest in palliative medicine, hospice care and advance-care planning
within human medicine, increasing attention is currently being given to serious illness
and death within veterinary medicine. Our ability to prolong life has created the need for
thoughtful end of life discourse. Interest in hospice and palliative care for companion animals
is on the rise, yet there has been limited scholarly research in these areas to date. This review
concludes that veterinary hospice and palliative care is currently hindered by an inadequate
amount of scholarly research to guide clinicians. Given a lack of prospective studies in
veterinary hospice and palliative care to date, a significant opportunity exists for veterinary
teaching institutions to contribute to the literature in an important and growing field.
Medical advances once thought unthinkable for animals
have become standard care within veterinary practice. With this
advancement comes hope and promise, but also an array of ethical,
emotional, financial and legal issues for veterinarians and pet owners
who must navigate a large number of options as a proxy for nonverbal
patients who are incapable of making decisions for themselves.
Questions regarding what is reasonable or fair to an ailing companion
animal, when and whether to stop treatment, what is in the patient’s
best interest, whether patient and client best interests align, how to
judge quality of life and when or whether to purposefully end life
via euthanasia are becoming increasingly essential components of
veterinary care and decision making. Our ability to prolong life, as we
do in human medicine, has created the need for thoughtful end-of-life
discourse.
Hospice is the philosophy of care that regards death as a natural
process, prioritises comfort and quality of life over quantity of life as
death draws near and supports the cultural and spiritual aspects of
dying. Palliative care, which may be provided at any time over the
course of an illness, is a growing medical speciality that provides
expert pain and symptom relief as well as emotional support and help
navigating the healthcare system for patients and families. Hospice,
simply defined, is palliative care at the end-of-life. While veterinarians
have historically provided many of the defining elements of hospice
and palliative care, establishment of hospice and palliative care as distinct areas of veterinary practice is a relatively recent phenomenon. Pet
owners are increasingly seeking hospice and palliative care for their
companion animals (Bishop and others 2008, Richtel 2013, Jarolim
2014, Rich-Kern 2015), yet there has been limited attention in the
veterinary literature to date.
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The purpose of this review is to identify the literature surrounding
hospice and palliative care in veterinary medicine, thereby establishing
the current state of the art for these disciplines. This is the first step in
building a field of hospice and palliative care within the veterinary
profession.

Literature search

An extensive search of the literature was conducted using: ‘hospice’,
‘palliative care’, ‘palliative medicine’, ‘end-of-life care’, ‘end-of-life
training’, ‘hospice training’ and ‘palliative care training’, with ‘veterinarian’, ‘veterinary’, ‘animal’ and ‘pet’ (all combinations of groups) on
PubMed/Medline, ISI’s Web of Science (includes BIOSIS, CABI, Food
Science and Technology Abstracts, and Zoological Record), VetMed
Resource and Google Scholar. To ensure that no relevant articles were
missed, two additional searches were conducted on the same databases. The first using ‘grief’, ‘loss’, ‘bereavement’, ‘euthanasia’, ‘compassion fatigue’ and ‘moral stress’, with ‘veterinarian’, ‘veterinary’,
‘animal’ and ‘pet’ (all combinations of groups) and the second using
‘mental health’ and ‘suicide’ with ‘veterinarian’ and ‘veterinary’ (all
combinations of groups). The rationale for these additional search
terms is the myriad of potential connections between veterinary professional handling of end-of-life issues, veterinarian involvement in
client grief and bereavement, veterinarian involvement in euthanasia,
moral stress, compassion fatigue, veterinarian mental health and suicide (Fogle and Abrahamson 1990, Adams and others 2000, Cohen
2007, Shaw and Lagoni 2007, Rank and others 2009, Lerner and
others 2011, Rollin 2011, Fernandez-Mehler and others 2013, Crane
2014, Tran and others 2014, Nett and others 2015). Each of these subjects stands alone in the literature; however, given the relevance of
these topics to comprehensive end-of-life discourse, the author felt that
the related literature should be checked for any references to hospice
and/or palliative care within the veterinary profession.
All publications were checked for inclusion in the basic list of veterinary medical serials to assure adequate publication impact for peerreviewed and refereed work (Ugaz and others 2010).
Inclusion criteria for this literature review are: work specifically referencing hospice and/or palliative care in a veterinary setting, or work
that directly relates to one or more of the primary objectives or components of hospice and palliative care outlined in the introduction above.

The literature

Five different types of references on the subject of hospice and
palliative care in veterinary medicine are identified. Peer-reviewed
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Although this review focuses primarily on companion animals, it is interesting
to note that one of the peer-reviewed publications in the veterinary hospice literature
focuses on captive zoo animals (Jessup and
Scott 2011). This essential contribution to
the literature reviews the philosophy, concepts and practices of hospice for both people
and animals, and advocates for the formal
acknowledgement that hospice is both necessary for, and currently being implemented in,
zoo medicine settings. The authors state, ‘by
necessity, zoos have been dealing with problems such as aggressive pain management
and triage, and efforts to incorporate end-oflife care into zoologic medicine. But these
efforts have yet to include formal acknowledgment that they are a basic form of hospice’ (Jessup and Scott 2011). This statement
resonates strongly with this author, as it identifies one of the current challenges in end-oflife care for companion animals. Of course,
developing the scholarly literature in veterinary hospice and palliative care is one fundamental and essential step in achieving formal
acknowledgement of these disciplines within veterinary medicine.
Of particular note is the authors’ statement that formal integration of hospice and palliative care principles into zoologic medicine
is not only beneficial for patients, but could also provide personal
growth opportunities for zoo visitors and staff (Jessup and Scott
2011). This has been borne out by many studies in human medicine,
which find that families of terminally and seriously ill patients benefit
from hospice and palliative care support, as well as communication
regarding serious illness care preferences (Godkin and others 1983,
Baer and Hanson 2000, Ringdal and others 2002, Smith and others
2012, Bernacki and Block 2014, You and others 2015). The relationship between family member and professional caregiver satisfaction
in hospice care has also been explored in the human literature and
could be relevant for veterinary professionals (York and others 2009).
Important contributions to end-of-life discourse in the veterinary
profession with relevance to hospice and palliative care, particularly in
reference to end-of-life training of veterinary students, have been made
by Dickinson’s group (Dickinson and others 2010, 2011, Dickinson
2012, Dickinson and Paul 2014). Their project to determine the status of dying, death and bereavement within veterinary curricula was
undertaken via a mailed questionnaire to all 28 veterinary colleges
in the USA. The response rate was reported as 100 per cent, with 27
(over 96 per cent) of the schools having offerings related to end-oflife issues, 80 per cent of students exposed to these offerings and an
average of 14.64 hours devoted to end-of-life issues (Dickinson and
others 2010). This is in contrast to earlier assessments that end-oflife training for veterinary students was minimal, with accompanying
concerns regarding comfort with and competence in particular endof-life skills upon graduation such as euthanasia, delivering bad news
and dealing with demanding people (Weirich 1988, Tinga and others
2001, Adams and others 2004). One study from the UK reported that
96 per cent of surveyed veterinarians said they had received no formal
training in how to explain to a client that an animal is terminally
ill, and 72 per cent felt that such training would be useful (Fogle and
Abrahamson 1990). There is some evidence of correlation between
year of graduation and level of preparedness in end-of-life topics, with
recent graduates having more preparation (Dickinson and others
2011). While these statistics are not focused on hospice and palliative
care per se, education in these areas is essential for veterinarians, given
that skilled end-of-life communication, grief and bereavement support
are core competencies for hospice and palliative care practice.
Dickinson lists ‘hospice care’, ‘palliative care’ and ‘end-of-life
decisions’ as educational offerings for veterinary students in 4 to 7
per cent of US veterinary schools (Dickinson and others 2010). He
acknowledges that simply saying that a topic is covered in the curriculum does not indicate the degree of coverage (Dickinson and others 2010). Regardless, 4 to 7 per cent (one to two) of 28 veterinary
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article or study; refereed work/subject to editorial review; non
peer-reviewed section of a peer-reviewed publication; veterinary
magazine or association publication; lay magazine or newspaper.
Additionally, five books have chapters devoted to hospice and
palliative care (Hancock and others 2004, Villalobos 2008, Shearer
2009b, Jones 2013, Shanan 2015). Others have less hospice-specific,
but relevant sections, such as cancer pain management, relationshipcentred communication and family-present euthanasia (Lagoni 2011,
Lascelles 2013, Shaw 2013). Three veterinary organisations also
have position statements on hospice care (American Association of
Feline Practitioners 2010, American Veterinary Medical Association
[AVMA] 2011, American Association of Human Animal Bond
Veterinarians 2014). Finally, the American Animal Hospital
Association’s Senior Care Guidelines for Dogs and Cats references
hospice and palliative care in their section ‘End-is-Near Issues’ (Epstein
and others 2005).

Peer-reviewed literature

The first published peer-reviewed article on veterinary hospice care,
and the only one that focuses on a hospice programme within a
veterinary teaching hospital, describes Colorado State University’s
(CSU) pet hospice programme (Bishop and others 2008). Developed
in 2003, CSU’s programme was the first academic programme to
address the growing need of caring for pets with terminal illnesses.
CSU’s pet hospice is described as a model for establishing similar
programmes in other veterinary colleges (Bishop and others 2008).
However, 13 years later, we have had minimal progress from other
institutions. Integration of veterinary hospice and palliative care
programmes into veterinary teaching institutions is beyond the scope
of this review.
The CSU paper introduces the philosophy and best practices of
hospice care, as well as a historical framework for the discipline, and
addresses some key similarities and differences between human and
veterinary hospices. It references the AVMA guidelines for hospice
care, stating that these guidelines act as a reference for veterinarians
creating hospice programmes across the USA (Bishop and others
2008). The CSU pet hospice programme is outlined, as are its key
benefits and challenges for patients, clients, students and veterinarians.
Given the similarity of benefits and challenges experienced by those
in CSU’s academic programme to those in private practice, this paper
is pivotal in its ability to formalise in the veterinary literature what
many clinicians focusing in these disciplines know from experience
in their daily work. Unique to the CSU paper is data on the hospice
caseload such as diagnosis, referral source, duration of hospice care and
number of contacts between case managers and clients. This type of
information is critical for building the hospice and palliative care field
within veterinary medicine, and is readily available within human
medicine (Institute of Medicine 2015, National Hospice and Palliative
Care Organization 2015).
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colleges is a very small minority of institutions. A table of results
from a similar survey in the UK shows six schools covering communication with owners of dying animals, yet only one school
covering ‘end-of-life decisions’ (Dickinson and Paul 2014). Further
investigation into the classifications of these curricular offerings
would be useful. Additionally, the reported average of 14.64 hours
of end-of-life training within a four-year veterinary curriculum is
quite high (Dickinson and others 2010). It neither correlates with
personal experience, nor that of colleagues (either for themselves or
for their veterinary students) or attendees of continuing education
programmes when personally surveyed. Further examination of
these data would be beneficial in discerning exactly what is being
taught and how it is categorised.
Palliative care as a discipline has received minimal formal integration into the veterinary literature to date. However, veterinarians
in this emerging field should be familiar with individual case reports
and descriptions of specific palliative procedures and techniques that
have been published (Gilson 1998, Mayer and Grier 2006, Coomer
and others 2009, Palmquist and Goldstein 2009, Bowles and others
2010, Gibbons and others 2011, Cerf and Lindquist 2012, Hansen
and others 2012, Oblak and others 2012, Blackburn and others 2013,
Rossmeisl and others 2013, Brace and others 2014, Knapp-Hoch and
others 2014, Sabhlok and Ayl 2014, Fujiwara-Igarashi and others
2015).
Additional peer-reviewed material of note for this review
includes important work on the veterinarian’s role in, and views
on, pet loss (Fogle and Abrahamson 1990, Adams and others 1999,
2000, Fernandez-Mehler and others 2013, Rujoiu and Rujoiu 2015).
Exploration of pet loss and bereavement literature is beyond the scope
of this review. However, the references listed here are highlighted
because of their particular focus on veterinarians, as well as relevance
to hospice and palliative care delivery within veterinary practice.
Given that knowledge of, and support surrounding, loss, grief, and
bereavement are core competencies for hospice and palliative care
providers, veterinarians involved in this type of practice must have
familiarity with these overlapping fields.
Specific education in serious illness communication and goals of
care conversations are also essential for veterinarians if they are to be
competent in hospice and palliative care delivery. While the broader veterinary communication literature is beyond the scope of this
review, there are resources with particular relevance such as communication patterns, wellness versus health problem appointments and
evaluation of veterinarian skills in euthanasia discussions (Shaw and
others 2006, 2008, Nogueira Borden and others 2010). The human
literature has much to offer as well, as goals of care conversations are a
core competency of palliative care physicians and the subject of much
discourse currently (Ahia and Blais 2014, Bernacki and Block 2014,
You and others 2015).
Ethical considerations in veterinary euthanasia are explored in
the literature and beyond the scope of this review, however, ethics specifically related to veterinary hospice and palliative care are
underrepresented. There are many corresponding resources from
human medicine, with paediatric palliative care ethics of particular
relevance for veterinarians (Miller 1991, Byock 1994, Doka 2005,
Jacobs 2005, Gavrin 2007, Zieske and Abbott 2011, Carter and
Wocial 2012). A clinical practice article on ethical perspectives of
feline cancer management is recommended, as it specifically references hospice care for cats and addresses key ethical considerations
such as surrogate decision-making, informed consent and futility
(Moore 2011).
Finally, hospice care for animals has received some attention
from the veterinary nursing literature (Kerrigan 2013, 2014, Hewson
2015). This is noteworthy, given the significant contributions of
the human nursing profession to the development of hospice for
people (Campbell 1986, Dahlin and others 2005, Hoffmann 2005).
Veterinary nurses (called technicians in the USA) are a tremendous,
currently underused resource for the development of hospice and palliative care within the veterinary profession.

The human-animal bond is often strong in a hospice enviroment:
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veterinary literature in the areas of hospice and palliative care to date
is the Veterinary Clinics of North America: Small Animal Practice, volume
41, devoted entirely to the subject. Its preface identifies a dearth of
information regarding hospice and palliative care applications in
veterinary practice, and states that the issue’s purpose is ‘to give the
veterinary profession the tools to care, not cure, when the burden of
treatment has no benefit’ (Shearer 2011e). A series of articles on various
subjects related to hospice and palliative care follows including: pain
management, hygiene, rehabilitation, legal issues, decision-making,
tips for veterinarians dealing with terminally ill patients, quality of
life assessment, history and delivery systems of animal hospice and
three case reports (Akashi 2011, Downing and others 2011, Downing
2011a, b, c, Marocchino 2011, Shanan and Balasubramanian 2011,
Shanan 2011, Shearer 2011a, b, c, d, Villalobos 2011a, c, d). The
volume’s limitation is its descriptive and opinion-based nature, with
some treatments referenced without drug dosages or specific protocols
(Shearer 2011a, Villalobos 2011a). Overall, the issue is a good starting
point for additional scholarly work in the areas of veterinary hospice
and palliative care.
Shearer’s (2011d) contribution, ‘Pet hospice and palliative care
protocols’, is particularly complete. It is recommended for any veterinarian desiring to provide hospice and palliative care to patients,
as it addresses a comprehensive list of critical topics, including: circumstances warranting hospice and palliative care, goals of care conversations with clients, development of an individualised care plan,
planning for death, education regarding the dying process, veterinarysocial work partnerships and various illness trajectories. Palliative
sedation is also addressed, which is a topic of much discussion within
human medicine and an area deserving of attention within the veterinary profession (Sinclair and Stephenson 2006, Claessens and
others 2008, Materstvedt and Bosshard 2009, Quill and others 2009,
Alonso-Babarro and others 2010, Maltoni and others 2014).
Other refereed works with particular relevance to veterinary hospice and palliative care are of note. The importance of skillful end-oflife communication by veterinarians has been described, as well as
veterinarian awareness of moral stress, compassion fatigue and self
care (Cohen 2007, Shaw and Lagoni, 2007, Rollin 2011).

Non-peer-reviewed publications

This is the most common type of attention to veterinary hospice
and palliative care to date within professional publications. In the
past 16 years, 11 letters to the editor, news, commentary, careers
and conference reflection articles have been published with specific
reference to veterinary hospice and/or palliative care (Monti
2000, Rezendes 2006, Nolen 2007, Bittel 2008, Osborne 2009,
Feldmann 2011, Johnson and others 2011, Teachout 2012, Cooney
2015, Goldberg 2015, Kahler 2015). These articles all emphasise
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the importance of hospice and palliative care, and advocate for its
integration into veterinary practice. Some controversial issues are
addressed, primarily in regards to comparisons between human
and veterinary hospice care, and balancing client needs with those
of the patient (Feldmann 2011, Johnson and others 2011). Recently,
the distinctions between mobile euthanasia services and hospice care
have been addressed (Goldberg 2015). Additional scholarly work in
veterinary hospice and palliative care will help in elucidating these
distinctions.
While their inclusion in respected publications is significant, and
reflects a growing interest in hospice and palliative care within the
veterinary profession, all of these articles are descriptive and opinionbased in nature. The literature must continue to be built with prospective studies and other research-based work in order to bring academic
rigour and new knowledge to these developing fields.

Veterinary magazine and association publications

A handful of publications in this category are relevant because they
demonstrate interest from veterinary organisations and industry. The
Latham Letter, a publication of the humane organisation The Latham
Foundation, indexes 15 articles on hospice care alone; eight are from
a 2008 issue devoted entirely to veterinary hospice care (Marocchino
and others 2008). The others address pet loss within a hospice
context, and development of pet hospice centres and mobile services
(Carmack 2009, Shearer 2009a, Smith 2009). Recent attention has
been given to veterinary hospice and palliative care by the American
Animal Hospital Association (Jarolim 2014, Moger 2015). Clinician’s
Brief, with circulation to small animal veterinarians and their team,
has also increased exposure to veterinary hospice topics (McVety
2012a, b, Villalobos 2009, 2011b). While this material provides
information regarding hospice and palliative care to a wide readership
of veterinary practitioners in the USA, its classification in the literature
is confusing; articles are labelled both peer reviewed and a matter of
opinion. These articles serve a purpose in exposing veterinarians to
hospice concepts, but additional academic rigour is required to move
the discipline forward.

Lay magazines and newspapers

While lay publications are typically not addressed in reviews of
medical literature, they are of note here in order to demonstrate the
discordance between popular and professional interest in veterinary
hospice and palliative care to date, as well as provide context for
some of the current barriers to integration within veterinary academia. The full complement of newspaper articles on the subject
is too extensive to list here, but end-of-life care for pets has received
attention from several major US news organisations in recent years
(Battiata 2004, Shaw 2010, Holland 2012, Pierce 2012a, b, Said
2012, Vaughan 2012, Richtel 2013, Weich 2013, English 2014, RichKern 2015, Shellenbarger 2015a, b). Pet interest magazines have also
published a handful of features (Cox 2013a, 2013b, Edwards 2004,
Goldberg 2014, Rodier 2010). These references are a minute sample
of the blogs, websites and miscellaneous articles available to the public. This material is abundant compared to contributions from the
professional literature. Not only does this demonstrate significant
public interest, but also the importance of professional oversight so
that veterinary hospice and palliative care can realise its full potential, validated by the scientific community.

Research priorities

Veterinary hospice and palliative care is currently hindered by
an inadequate amount of scholarly research to guide clinicians.
Assessment of veterinary hospice and palliative care training within
veterinary teaching institutions since the establishment of CSU’s
pet hospice programme is of utmost importance, as is exploration of
barriers and opportunities for integration of hospice and palliative care
into veterinary curricula. Most importantly, all veterinary students,
not just 80 per cent of them (Dickinson and others 2010), need to be
trained in end-of-life care through their required core curricula, even
in the absence of specific hospice and palliative care programmes.
UK veterinary schools today are moving in the right direction, with
generally higher levels of end-of-life issues coverage than US schools
372 | Veterinary Record | April 9, 2016
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(Dickinson and Paul 2014). It would be interesting to compare US
and UK graduates’ level of comfort and competence in end-of-life
care. Other areas for future investigation include veterinary hospice
census characteristics, patient and family outcomes, goals of care
conversations, manner and location of patient death, triggers for
palliative care consultation, professional caregiver characteristics and
the impact of veterinary-social work partnerships.
This review establishes the current state of veterinary hospice and
palliative care within the scholarly literature. As such, it is the first
step in developing these fields with academic rigour. Additional work,
such as needs assessment(s) that will drive future projects, may now
proceed with an understanding of the current literature. Given a lack
of prospective studies in veterinary hospice and palliative care to date,
a significant opportunity exists for veterinary teaching institutions to
contribute to the professional literature in an important and growing
field.
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