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Abstract

Background: Idiopathic epilepsy is a common neurological condition in dogs. Previous research has focused on
clinical aspects of seizure management in dogs with idiopathic epilepsy with little attention given to the emotional
and logistical challenges for their owners. The current study aimed to explore the impacts of owning a dog with
idiopathic epilepsy on owner quality of life and lifestyle, using qualitative methods.

Methods: Owners of dogs with idiopathic epilepsy living in England were recruited via social media and word of
mouth, and then selected using purposive sampling to participate in face-to-face semi-structured interviews.
Epilepsy management was explored through in-depth accounts of owner experiences and influencing factors.
Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim and thematic analysis was used to construct key themes.

Results: Twenty-one interviews were completed. Almost all owners had made lifestyle changes in order to care for
their dog, including substantial modifications to routines and, in some cases, employment. Many owners discussed
a very emotionally close dog-owner bond, and described experiencing frequent feelings of fear, stress and
uncertainty regarding their dog’s health. Friends, family and colleagues did not always understand the magnitude
of commitment required to care for a dog with idiopathic epilepsy. This, combined with a fear of leaving their dog
unsupervised, had social implications in some instances and lead to increased use of the Internet and online
groups for peer support.

Conclusions: The commitment required to care for a dog with idiopathic epilepsy, and the lifestyle changes made
by their owners, may be far greater than previously estimated. Further consideration of these factors by veterinary
professionals and the friends and families of owners of dogs with idiopathic epilepsy could improve owner quality
of life, and facilitate the provision of additional support.
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Background
Epilepsy is a common chronic neurological condition in
dogs [1], with an estimated prevalence of 0.62% in dogs
presenting to primary practices in the United Kingdom
(UK) [2]. Many dogs with recurrent seizures are diagnosed
with idiopathic epilepsy, a term defined by the Inter-
national Veterinary Epilepsy Task Force (IVETF) as genetic
epilepsy, suspected genetic epilepsy, or epilepsy of an
unknown cause [3]. A recent study found that 54% of dogs
undergoing magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) for investi-
gation of seizures had no structural lesions, and were
considered to have idiopathic epilepsy [4]. Management of
idiopathic epilepsy has typically focused on use of anti-
seizure drugs to try and control the frequency and severity
of seizures [5]. Despite potentially high monthly costs for
epilepsy treatments [6] and the emotional and time com-
mitments of owners to management, these efforts are often
not proportional to success [7] and adequate seizure con-
trol may not be achieved [8, 9]. Historically, research on
canine idiopathic epilepsy focused primarily on diagnosis
and therapeutic management of the condition, but recently
there has been increased awareness regarding the impacts
on owners of dogs with idiopathic epilepsy [6, 10, 11].
In previous literature investigating owner quality of life,

reference has been made to the World Health Organisa-
tion definition of health [12], which describes a “state of
complete physical, mental and social well-being, and not
merely the absence of disease and infirmity” [13, 14].
When discussing quality of life of pet owners, this defin-
ition provides an appropriate frame of reference when
considering aspects of their life that could be impacted by
caring for their pet. Research has shown that owners of
chronically ill animals could detrimentally affect their own
quality of life caring for their pet [15], and management of
long term conditions can be challenging and distressing
for owners [14]. Yet many owners choose to pursue ad-
vanced treatment options despite social and financial im-
pacts [16], and place greater importance on their dog’s
quality of life rather than their own lifestyle [17]. Owners
of chronically ill animals may experience clinically signifi-
cant levels of caregiver burden [18], increased stress, and
signs of anxiety or depression [14]. This reflects human
medical literature that describes parents of children with
epilepsy experiencing higher rates of depression and anx-
iety, and a reduced quality of life, with significantly higher
rates in parents of children with poorly controlled epilepsy
versus those with well controlled epilepsy [19]. Informal
caregivers, who provide voluntary care to human family
members, can have high levels of responsibility and de-
mand on personal time and energy [20]. Despite there
being less existing research regarding caregiving for pets,
there are evident parallels between the experiences of
caring for people, and caring for chronically ill pets. In
veterinary medicine, neurological conditions frequently

present with clinical signs correlated with caregiver
burden, which not only include seizures, but also signs
relevant to medication side-effects and the post-ictal
period, such as frequent urination or appearing depressed
or anxious [21, 22]. Generalised seizures are physiologic-
ally stressful for owners to witness [11] and may cause
more distress to the owner than the animal given the
animal is unconscious while the seizures occur, al-
though after regaining consciousness the post-ictal
period could be potentially distressing to both parties
especially if signs are prolonged [11, 22]. As the success
of seizure control is not proportional to the commit-
ment of the owner [7], it is also possible that owners
may have feelings of helplessness [16].
To date, only survey-based studies have been used to

explore owner quality of life in the specific context of
canine epilepsy [6, 10]. Although these studies benefit
from larger, sometimes international samples, applying
qualitative methods to explore owner quality of life may
offer greater insights into owners’ lives, and richer data
on the effects of managing their dog upon their own
quality of life. Previous qualitative studies of other
chronic canine disorders e.g. osteoarthritis [23, 24] and
behavioural problems [25], have produced detailed ac-
counts of owner experiences using such methods, and
identified novel impacts.
The aim of this study was to investigate the impacts of

owning a dog with idiopathic epilepsy on owner quality
of life and lifestyle, with particular consideration of
potential emotional and social impacts. The objective
was to perform semi-structured interviews and analyse
their data thematically to explore owner experiences and
attitudes in relation to managing a dog with canine idio-
pathic epilepsy.

Results
Participants and analysis
During recruitment, 155 prospective participants
responded expressing interest in the study. Of these, 124
then completed the online screening questionnaire, and
62 met the inclusion criteria. Twenty-one face-to-face
interviews were completed between October 2018 and
May 2019 following selection using purposive sampling,
and interviews ranged between 26 and 88 min in length.
Of the 21 respondents selected for interview, 15 were

in the 40–59 year old age category, four were in the over
60 year old category, and two were in the 25–39 cat-
egory. Interviews were conducted with the dog’s primary
caregiver; however, if caregiving was shared equally
more than one owner could be present at interview.
Seventeen interviews were completed with one owner
present (16 female and 1 male), and the other four were
completed with two owners present (one same-sex
couple and three opposite-sex couples). Nineteen interviews
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were conducted at owners’ homes, one at the Royal Veterin-
ary College, UK, and one at a neutral public location. The
participants were recruited from 13 different counties in
England. The most frequently represented dog breeds were
Springer Spaniels (n = 3), Cross-breeds (n= 3), and Border
Collies (n= 2), with all other breeds included being repre-
sented once only. All but one of the included dogs were
being treated with prescription anti-seizure drugs, and 12 of
the 21 owners reported use of adjunctive treatments in the
pre-interview questionnaire. Fourteen of the dogs included
had been referred for assessment by a neurologist, or MRI,
and dogs with both generalised seizures and focal seizures
were represented.
The majority of codes were defined in the analysis of

the first 12 interviews, and then identification of codes
slowed. However, in the fifteenth and sixteenth inter-
views a number of new codes were created that added
greater insight to the themes being formed. It was felt
that at the end of the 21 interviews both code and mean-
ing saturation had been achieved. From the data collected,
four themes were formed during the analysis to describe
owner experiences and factors contributing to decision-
making. In this paper the theme ‘impacts on owners – “we
have a ticking time bomb”’ will be reported, using illustra-
tive quotes to exemplify findings. Quotes have been short-
ened or contextualised where necessary, denoted by ‘[…]’,
but all original meaning is respected and maintained.

Theme: impacts on owners – “we have a ticking time
bomb”
Distress relating to seizures
Owning a dog with idiopathic epilepsy had a significant im-
pact on the quality of life of owners, and owner lifestyle. Fol-
lowing their dog’s initial seizure all interviewees recalled
feeling negative emotions such as being distraught, fearful
and uncertain regarding disease progression. Prior experience
with canine epilepsy was rare, and owners were shocked and
distressed by the appearance of the seizures.

I was just distraught when we first found out [he
had epilepsy], didn’t want to leave him at all, I
wouldn’t even go to the shop. [Interview 4]

When [the first seizure] happened, we were devas-
tated, [my husband] just thought he was dead when
he fell off the bed… [Interview 9]

Seizures were very distressing to witness, and often
this was intensified due to the unpredictable nature of
idiopathic epilepsy e.g. when and how often seizures
occur. Owners searched for prodromal signs (pre-seizure
behavioural changes) or seizure triggers to try to antici-
pate when seizures were coming, which they felt might
give them a greater sense of control. Owners described

the unpredictable and sometimes inconvenient timing of
their dog’s seizures, with some participants discussing
impacts on sleep and wellbeing as a result.

It has an impact on my sleep sometimes, when it’s
late at night and she wants me to stay down here
after she’s had the fit and I’ve got to get up for work
in the morning, I think that’s the, it’s the timing of
them is the biggest impact. [Interview 16]

I think we just need to get used to it a bit more, because
we always feel a bit, like I said before, like we’re living
with a ticking time bomb. [Interview 6]

Most participants kept records of their dog’s epilepsy.
Often this had initially been recommended by their vet-
erinary surgeon, but owners included greater detail than
typically requested such as medication doses, adjunctive
therapies, laboratory test results, and the lunar calendar;
the latter due to beliefs it affected the likelihood of a
seizure occurring. This dedication and attention to detail
seemed again to relate to the unpredictability of the
seizures, and was linked to a search for patterns in their
dog’s seizure activity. Often owners spoke positively
about keeping these records, due to the potential to use
them to benefit the dog’s care, and they appeared to be a
beneficial tool not only for veterinary surgeons, but also
for owners to monitor their dog’s progress at home and
search for possible triggers.

…so when you get the spreadsheet, there’s all the dif-
ferent dates and the different levels and everything.
So, yes, so you’ve got one for all her fits, blood results
and supplements and things that she’s on… [Inter-
view 16]

Lifestyle changes
Many interviewees acknowledged that their quality of
life was reduced in some way by their dog’s epilepsy.
Other owners reported experiencing lifestyle changes,
but avoided directly describing their quality of life as
being affected. However, the changes described often
appeared to involve significant effort, commitment and
lifestyle restriction. Often limitations related to strict
medication schedules (with dogs requiring drug adminis-
tration twice or three times per day at set times), diffi-
culty finding assistance in caring for the dog, and an
inability to leave the house for leisure activities or
vacations. Owners frequently stated that they did not
mind making these adjustments for their pet, usually
highlighting the close emotional bond between themselves
and their dog, but sometimes citing other emotional rea-
sons such as guilt. Some participants also reported that
their employment had changed due to their dog’s idiopathic
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epilepsy. Some owners had reduced their working hours or
started working from home, whereas others had ceased
working entirely to care for their dog.

Well [my quality of life is] pretty bad now […] I
can’t go out and get a proper job anymore, I’m not
really earning much money from doing this [free-
lance work] but I’m doing this because I have to be
around, I’m doing everything for him but I’m not
really earning a living… [Interview 3]

Yes, I’ve changed, I don’t go on holiday unless she
can come, I changed the way my routine [is], I’ve
changed all the things I can do, that’s definitely
affected things, but it’s alright, I don’t mind, it’s not
her fault she’s got it and it’s my fault I bought her
from a dodgy breeder. [Interview 11]

Contrastingly, a couple of participants discussed that
caring for their dogs did not significantly impact their
day-to-day life or emotions anymore. This represented a
small minority of participants and was linked to seizure
control. This finding was primarily discussed by an
interviewee whose dog had not had a seizure for a num-
ber of years.

I think now because we’ve got the epilepsy under
control, I’m just touching wood when I say this, we
don’t actually day to day tend to think about the
epilepsy too much. [Interview 5]

The dog-owner bond
The vast majority of participants discussed having a strong
dog-owner bond. Some thought that this bond was
strengthened due to their dog having epilepsy, and the
associated commitments they had made to care for them.
Sometimes the relationship was likened to those with
human family members, and several owners reflected that
their relationship with their dog with epilepsy was closer,
or in other ways different, compared to those with other
dogs they currently or previously owned.

I mean we were always completely inseparable anyway,
as I say, he’s my baby, he’s my absolutely everything,
but yeah, now he’s just my poorly baby. [Interview 4]

I mean, maybe, [my dog with epilepsy] might be my
favourite but don’t tell [my other dog][laughs], shh.
Only because of this, he’s been through quite a lot…
[Interview 18]

No participants described having a less emotionally
close relationship due to their dog having idiopathic
epilepsy, although a couple of interviewees reported that

the impacts of caring for a dog with idiopathic epilepsy
potentially reduced the enjoyment they got from owning
their dog.

I suppose I can’t, it sounds awful, but I can’t enjoy
him as much as I used to, but I think that’s my anxiety.
[Interview 10]

This bond also caused owners to become more in-
volved in decision-making regarding their dog’s veterin-
ary care in a number of cases. Due to the close dog-
owner bond and stress regarding their dog’s future,
owners often felt that they needed to be a strong spokes-
person for their dog when discussing their healthcare.
Some owners felt that they were more able to contribute
to discussions with their veterinary surgeon regarding
treatments and on-going management due to having a
better understanding than their veterinary surgeon of
the care involved in managing their dog at home.

Perhaps some people won’t be confident enough to
do that but I know my dog very well and I think that
I’m probably the best-qualified person to decide
what is best for him. [Interview 1]

Owners were commonly frustrated and disappointed
with lack of treatment success and on-going medication
side effects, and expressed feelings of helplessness.
Sometimes this was again linked to the dog-owner rela-
tionship, for instance in the case of side effects where
owners felt their dog’s demeanour or personality was
affected. However, in other instances it was linked to
lifestyle-related or financial issues rather than being a
purely emotional impact. In a number of cases these
feelings of helplessness were also associated with despair,
where owners had lost hope of their dog’s condition
improving.

I think it’s like when you have a child, you’re helpless.
If something happens to them you want to take that
pain away, and nothing you can do, despite knowing
what’s happening, you feel, it’s that helplessness.
[Interview 7]

It was sad, it was really upsetting, because he really,
he changed so much with the drugs as well, he just,
he was a different dog. [Interview 18]

Social impacts
The majority of interviewees reported that other people
external to the household struggled to understand the
lifestyle, emotional and logistical impacts of owning a
dog with epilepsy. This lack of understanding sometimes
caused feelings of isolation, and was one of the most
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significant contributors to a reduced quality of life for
some owners. Due to the episodic nature of idiopathic
epilepsy, and many dogs appearing normal between
seizures, owners often believed that other people with
no prior experience of the condition could not appreci-
ate the potential impact of the seizures, and were not
understanding of the owner’s commitments. Feelings of
isolation were exacerbated where owners cancelled or
avoided social events due to fear of leaving their dog.

…I fret and stress and everything and I could see my
friend getting really exasperated with me, but that
night he had a seizure in front of her and she just
burst into tears and it just changed her view
entirely… [Interview 4]

…I’ll cancel events, and I have done many times, you
know, family things and that where he’s just not
quite seemed right. [Interview 21]

Fear of judgement from others and feelings of helpless-
ness also appeared to increase use of the Internet in some
instances. Many participants discussed the use of online
groups or social media pages as a source of additional sup-
port, with a number going on to discuss the community
aspects both positively and negatively. There were some
perceived benefits, including peer-peer emotional support
and the availability of anecdotal evidence regarding medi-
cation side effects and novel management methods. How-
ever, some owners felt accessing these groups just added
to their stress and was a source of negativity, with discus-
sions of drug-refractory cases or emergency situations
(e.g. status epilepticus; prolonged, uncontrollable seizures)
adding to their fears for their own dog.

…there’s people that are on those forums and they’re
new to it, and their world has just ended, they love
their dog to bits, and they’ve had a seizure and they
can’t cope, and to see them in that state, they’re so
distraught… [Interview 7]

The forums I found a bit scary and overwhelming,
because it was clearly full of people that had even
less of an idea than me… [Interview 4]

Overall, having a dog with idiopathic epilepsy had a
number of significant impacts on the lives of owners.
Many owners acknowledged that their own quality of life
had deteriorated, or at the very least their lifestyle was
different compared to before their dog’s diagnosis. This
was not the case for every participant, and the impact on
quality of life appeared related to the dog’s seizure fre-
quency and the extent of the emotional benefits reaped
from the dog-owner bond.

Discussion
This study provides new insights into the concerns and
experiences of owners of dogs with idiopathic epilepsy,
and the impact of caring for a dog with epilepsy on day-
to-day routine and lifestyle. The use of a qualitative
methodology allowed influencing factors and emotional
aspects to be explored in depth. A number of direct im-
pacts on owner quality of life were identified, including
emotional and financial factors and the time associated
with providing care for their dog, as well as revealing
secondary impacts such as lack of sleep and social isola-
tion. These findings illustrate for the first time the extent
of the challenges that owners of dogs with idiopathic
epilepsy might experience.
The impact experienced by owners was greater than

anticipated by the investigators, although elements relat-
ing to stress, limitations and difficulty sleeping have been
noted in previous literature regarding animals with
chronic illnesses [16, 17], and parents of children with
epilepsy [26]. However, this study provides greater un-
derstanding of areas of importance with regards to ca-
nine idiopathic epilepsy specifically, and also highlights
the complexity of the issues experienced by owners.
Previous research found that owners of chronically ill
animals can feel helplessness when clinical signs are not
controlled, and this seems common in owners of dogs
with idiopathic epilepsy when seizures are not ad-
equately controlled by anti-seizure drugs [16]. However,
another recent study found that composite scores for
quality of life of dogs with epilepsy and their owners
were generally positive [6]. These findings could relate
to an owner’s interpretation of the definition of quality
of life, or the occurrence of normalisation phenomena;
indeed, even owners who did not report that their qual-
ity of life was negatively affected by epilepsy manage-
ment still described significant changes in their own
behaviour patterns, livelihoods and social lives. It is
possible that owner evaluation of quality of life may be
impacted by the extremely close dog-owner bond noted,
and some owners did not feel their quality of life was
reduced due to them being willing caregivers who psy-
chologically benefit in other ways from owning their
dog, despite it’s epilepsy. This is supported by previous
findings that owners of epileptic dogs are more con-
cerned with their dog’s quality of life and seizure fre-
quency rather than impacts on their own finances and
lifestyle [17]. It has also been recommended that caregiv-
ing impacts experienced by parents of children with epi-
lepsy should not be inferred as positive or negative, as
depending on the views of the parent and the context
many impacts could be deemed as either, or have both
positive and negative outcomes [26]. This is also likely
to be the case for impacts experienced by owners of
dogs with idiopathic epilepsy.
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An intense emotional attachment can result in greater
motivation to pursue further treatments [27], and owners
may feel more obliged to provide care for their chronically
ill pet [16]. The dog-owner bond could also be influenced
by the presence of neurobehavioural comorbidities. Dogs
with idiopathic epilepsy can demonstrate increased fear
and anxiety [28, 29], and owners of dogs with increased
social fear have previously been found to perceive their re-
lationship with their dog to be closer than owners of less
fearful dogs [30]. Similar findings were also reported in a
recent qualitative study regarding pets with behavioural
problems, where a close pet-owner bond was noted by
some owners despite them feeling a variety of negative
emotions such as stress, fear and anxiety as a result of
their pet’s problem [25]. A very emotionally close relation-
ship could predispose owners to have greater feelings of
uncertainty, anxiety and despair regarding their dog’s
future, and increase caregiver burden. This seemed to be
reflected by the degree of dedication, and meticulous
management and record keeping demonstrated by some
owners. Strict routine seemed to reduce feelings of uncer-
tainty, and perhaps also benefit the few owners who had
expressed feelings of guilt. This has parallels to previous
research finding family routines contributed to greater
feelings of competency and satisfaction in parents [31].
The emotional impacts experienced by the participants

may indicate a need for increased support for owners of
dogs with epilepsy. Potential challenges and negative
outcomes may not be adequately discussed by veterinary
surgeons in an attempt to not upset or overwhelm
owners, or due to lack of awareness of these challenges.
However, avoiding the provision of data on negative out-
comes in epilepsy may not necessarily be beneficial to
carer quality of life. In human medicine, the provision of
information by paediatric neurologists regarding sudden
death in children with epilepsy has been discussed with
parents, and there were concerns that it could be un-
necessarily shocking or stressful for parents [32]. How-
ever, despite these concerns, 91% of parents in the same
study wanted to be provided with the information [32].
Therefore, there may be some benefit in veterinary sur-
geons discussing more severe clinical signs or outcomes
in canine epilepsy with dog owners, but this would need
to be assessed on an individual basis, and further re-
search is required to identify what information owners
would find valuable, and at what stage of their dog’s
condition.
It has previously been found that owners who were

uncertain or concerned regarding recommendations
from their veterinary surgeon seemed more likely to use
the Internet to perform self-directed research [33]. Due
to interviewees expressing feelings of stress and uncer-
tainty regarding their dog’s disease process, some owners
of dogs with idiopathic epilepsy may also be more likely

to use the Internet, which could be problematic due to mis-
information. The use of online groups was controversial
amongst participants, and whilst some valued emotional
support and anecdotes, others were overwhelmed by per-
ceived negativity. The creation of a moderated environment
for owners to use to communicate online with peers could
reduce fear and improve satisfaction while ensuring accur-
ate medical information is provided. Indeed, in human
medicine, technological advancements have facilitated novel
approaches to supporting caregivers, for example the use of
videoconferencing for isolated caregivers [34], and such
technologies could be explored in veterinary medicine. In-
creased social support has been found to be associated with
lower parenting stress in parents of children with epilepsy
[35], so facilitating positive interactions between owners
could improve owner quality of life and reduce feelings of
stress or isolation. There may be an increasing need for vet-
erinary social work [18] and use of tools to assess caregiver
burden and create open conversation [21]. Taking this into
consideration for the future, greater awareness and em-
pathy from veterinary surgeons and the families of owners
could lead to improved emotional support, and in conjunc-
tion with more targeted resources and communication
platforms this could improve their experience of caring for
their dog.
There are some limitations associated with this study.

There may be bias due to owners needing to volunteer for
participation, and therefore these findings may only repre-
sent the views of more involved owners likely to undertake
research activities, and so should not be extrapolated to all
owners of dogs with idiopathic epilepsy. However, the
views of this subset of owners are valuable, and give fur-
ther understanding of the challenges owners might face
and have substantially added to understanding above and
beyond the findings of previous quantitative studies in this
area. Equally, the majority of participants in this study
were female, which could be due to women being more
willing to participate or viewing themselves as having a
more significant caregiving role, but this high proportion
of female respondents has also been noted in previous
relevant studies [16, 18, 25, 36]. Another limitation was
that the diagnosis of idiopathic epilepsy was reliant on
owner reporting. However, the included dogs all had clin-
ical presentations consistent with idiopathic epilepsy, and
as this study addresses owner impacts rather than clinical
variables, the inclusion criteria was sufficient to ensure an
accurate representation of owner experiences. Despite
these limitations, this is the first time qualitative research
has been used to explore this topic, and this project has
highlighted previously unrecognised insights which can
now be investigated further and assist in producing im-
proved resources for owners. A larger scale international
survey based on these qualitative findings is underway to
investigate these aspects in more detail.
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Conclusions
These findings increase our understanding of the some-
times negative and often profound emotional effects and
lifestyle changes experienced by owners managing a dog
with idiopathic epilepsy. Direct impacts such as those to
finances and time, and indirect impacts such as social
isolation and sleep deprivation, were evident. The signifi-
cance of these impacts appeared to be connected to the
dog’s seizure frequency. Due to a close dog-owner bond,
owners were typically willing to make these changes in
order to care for their dog. With better support and re-
sources, these impacts could potentially be minimised to
protect owner quality of life.

Methods
Ethical approval for this research was granted by the
Royal Veterinary College Social Science Research Ethical
Review Board, UK (reference SR2018–1625). This sig-
nificant piece of research was designed to broadly inves-
tigate owner decision-making and experiences of owning
a dog with epilepsy. This report discusses the findings
regarding owner quality of life relevant to the specific
study aims.

Inclusion criteria
Inclusion criteria for interviewees were: a) ownership of
a dog diagnosed with idiopathic epilepsy, b) residency in
the UK, and c) availability for interview during the study
period. The diagnosis of idiopathic epilepsy had to be
consistent with a Tier I confidence level, as previously
defined by the IVETF [37], or made after referral and
MRI showing no structural lesions. A Tier I confidence
level includes a history of more than one seizure at least
48 h apart, an age of 6 months to 6 years at time of first
seizure, and no cause found on physical examination,
neurological examination, or blood and urine testing
[37]. This was established from the date of first seizure
and the diagnostic tests performed for each dog, as
reported by owners in the pre-interview screening ques-
tionnaire. If these criteria were not met subjects were ex-
cluded from participation. Dogs with medical comorbidities
were permitted to participate in the study, unless the co-
morbidity was likely to be relevant to the dog’s seizures e.g.
a history of inflammatory brain disease or head trauma, in
which case they were also excluded. This was assessed on
an individual basis by a qualified veterinary surgeon (AEP)
using the information provided.

Recruitment
Owners of dogs with idiopathic epilepsy were recruited
from August 2018 until data saturation was reached via
distribution of a study poster on social media, and word
of mouth through veterinary practices and other re-
search activities. The poster was widely shared across

canine epilepsy pages, breed-specific pages, and veterinary
pages on social media, and was viewed by over 76,000
people on Facebook alone. Prospective participants were
then required to complete a short online screening ques-
tionnaire to collect basic information about the owner and
their dog, and to ensure the inclusion criteria were met.
This included age, sex, diagnostic tests performed, manage-
ment to date and geographical location. Purposive sam-
pling, which is a method frequently utilised in qualitative
research, was used to select information-rich cases to pro-
vide new insights regarding the research question [38, 39].
Primarily, variation was aimed for with regards to the num-
ber and type of medical and adjunctive treatments used,
and whether referral to a specialist neurologist had been
made. Consideration was also given to ensure owners of
different sexes, age groups and geographical locations were
represented.

Owner interviews
The interview schedule (see Supplementary File 1) was
constructed by the authors and was influenced by
previous qualitative studies focusing on caregiver burden
in owners and chronic diseases in companion animals
[16, 23]. Prior to commencing the interviews, partici-
pants were provided with supplementary information re-
garding the study and were required to read and sign
the study consent form, granting consent for interview
and for anonymised data to be published. Two pilot
interviews were completed and transcribed by a profes-
sional external transcription company in intelligent
verbatim before commencing data collection. These pilot
interviews were conducted in August and September
2018, lasting 38 and 42min respectively, and were not
included in the thematic analysis. After reviewing these
pilot transcripts, the breadth and content of the inter-
view data was deemed fit for purpose and the interview
schedule was not amended. Interviews were conducted
at the owner’s home or a neutral location of their choice
by one researcher (AEP), and were recorded using a Dic-
taphone before being transcribed.

Thematic analysis
Thematic analysis is a fundamental qualitative method
capable of providing a complete and involved account of
interview data [40]. The process of completing a the-
matic analysis comprises of locating and recording
patterns of meaning, also known as ‘themes’, and has
previously been described in detail [40]. The six-step
method of thematic analysis described by Braun and
Clarke (2006) was followed, which involves familiarisa-
tion with the data, generation of codes, creating themes,
reviewing the themes, defining and naming the themes
and producing a written report [40]. Coding is a method
used to identify basic elements of the data, and allows

Pergande et al. BMC Veterinary Research          (2020) 16:443 Page 7 of 9



segments to be organised prior to creating themes which
are an analytic product representing shared patterns of
meaning [40, 41]. There is minimal consensus regarding
data saturation in qualitative research, but previous
literature describes a significant difference between the
number of interviews required for code saturation (iden-
tification of thematic issues) versus meaning saturation
(a rich understanding of thematic issues) [42]. In this
study the aim was to reach meaning saturation, and this
was achieved by reflexive evaluation involving continu-
ous reflection and engagement with the data [41]. For-
mal training in the analysis of qualitative interviews was
obtained by AEP from the Health Experiences Research
Group at the University of Oxford, UK. Each transcript
was manually coded on paper at least twice during the
analytic process. Details of the different codes and their
location in the data were documented, and as the ana-
lysis progressed codes were reviewed and categorised as
deemed appropriate. The ‘One Sheet of Paper’ (OSOP)
method [43] was utilised to enhance understanding of
patterns within the data, and allow visual mapping of
codes to create themes. The analysis was not reviewed
by the participants; however, the interview transcripts
and recordings were frequently reassessed to preserve
the context and owners’ meaning.
This research was completed using the contextualist

method of critical realism, allowing a true representation
of participants’ realities whilst accounting for context
and the potential influence of social constructs [40].
Therefore, the analysis performed aimed to represent
the true feelings and experiences of the owners included,
whilst exploring how these could impact future deci-
sions. Alongside data collection, thematic analysis was
performed as an iterative process where small groups of
interviews were analysed at one time. This ensured im-
portant areas of focus could be recognised, and potential
themes formed, whilst identifying when data saturation
was being approached.

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
org/10.1186/s12917-020-02669-w.

Additional file 1: Supplementary File 1. Includes the interview
schedule and prompts developed for this study, which were used as the
basis for semi-structured interviews with participants.

Abbreviations
IVETF: International Veterinary Epilepsy Task Force; MRI: Magnetic Resonance
Imaging; UK: United Kingdom

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to express their upmost thanks to the owners who
participated in this study. Approval for publication of this manuscript was
granted by the Royal Veterinary College, UK, manuscript number CSS_02199.

Authors’ contributions
RMAP, ZB and HAV created the idea for the study. AEP recruited participants,
and performed the interviews and thematic analysis. ZB assisted with the
analysis. AEP wrote the manuscript with the assistance of RMAP and ZB. All
authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
This research was not funded.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets generated and/or analysed during the current study are not
publicly available due to the potential to compromise participant consent or
confidentiality, but are available from the corresponding author on
reasonable request.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Ethical approval was granted by the Royal Veterinary College Social Science
Research Ethical Review Board, UK (reference SR2018–1625). All owners were
provided with supplementary information after expressing interest in
participation, and consent for participation was gained before interview by
means of a written consent form.

Consent for publication
Written consent for anonymised data to be used for publication was
obtained from all participants at the time of interview.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1Clinical Science and Services, Royal Veterinary College, Hertfordshire AL9
7TA, UK. 2PDSA Pet Hospital Nottingham, Dunkirk Road, Nottingham NG7
2PH, UK. 3Small Animal Medicine and Surgery, University of Veterinary
Medicine Hannover, Hannover, Germany.

Received: 26 June 2020 Accepted: 6 November 2020

References
1. Chandler K. Canine epilepsy: what can we learn from human seizure

disorders? Vet J. 2006;172(2):207–17.
2. Kearsley-Fleet L, O’Neill DG, Volk HA, Church DB, Brodbelt DC. Prevalence

and risk factors for canine epilepsy of unknown origin in the UK. Vet Rec.
2013;172(13):338.

3. Berendt M, Farquhar RG, Mandigers PJJ, Pakozdy A, Bhatti SFM, De Risio L,
et al. International Veterinary Epilepsy Task Force consensus report on
epilepsy definition, classification and terminology in companion animals.
BMC Vet Res. 2015;11:182.

4. Hall R, Labruyere J, Volk H, Cardy TJ. Estimation of the prevalence of
idiopathic epilepsy and structural epilepsy in a general population of 900
dogs undergoing MRI for epileptic seizures Veterinary Record Published
Online First: 17 April 2020. https://doi.org/10.1136/vr.105647.

5. Bhatti SFM, De Risio L, Muñana K, Penderis J, Stein VM, Tipold A, et al.
International Veterinary Epilepsy Task Force consensus proposal: medical
treatment of canine epilepsy in Europe. BMC Vet Res. 2015;11:176.

6. Nettifee JA, Munana KR, Griffith EH. Evaluation of the impacts of epilepsy in
dogs on their caregivers. J Am Anim Hosp Assoc. 2017;53(3):143–9.

7. Packer RMA, Volk HA. Epilepsy beyond seizures: a review of the impact of
epilepsy and its comorbidities on health-related quality of life in dogs. Vet
Rec. 2015;177(12):306–15.

8. Thomas WB. Idiopathic Epilepsy in Dogs and Cats. Vet Clin North Am Small
Anim Pract. 2010;40:161–79.

9. Beleza P. Refractory epilepsy: a clinically oriented review. Eur Neurol. 2009;
62:65–71.

10. Wessmann A, Volk HA, Packer RMA, Ortega M, Anderson TJ. Quality-of-life
aspects in idiopathic epilepsy in dogs. Vet Rec. 2016;179(9):229.

11. Packer RMA, Volk HA, Fowkes RC. Physiological reactivity to spontaneously
occurring seizure activity in dogs with epilepsy and their carers. Physiol
Behav. 2017;177:27–33.

Pergande et al. BMC Veterinary Research          (2020) 16:443 Page 8 of 9

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12917-020-02669-w
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12917-020-02669-w
https://doi.org/10.1136/vr.105647


12. Constitution of the World Health Organisation. Am J Public Heal Nations
Heal. 1946;36(11):1315–23. https://doi.org/10.2105/ajph.36.11.1315. PMID:
18016450; PMCID: PMC1625885.

13. Wessmann A, Volk HA, Parkin T, Ortega M, Anderson TJ. Evaluation of quality of
life in dogs with idiopathic epilepsy. J Vet Intern Med. 2014;28:510–4.

14. Spitznagel MB, Carlson MD. Caregiver Burden and Veterinary Client Well-
Being. Vet Clin North Am Small Anim Pract. 2019;49:431–44.

15. Christiansen SB, Kristensen AT, Lassen J, Sandøe P. Veterinarians’ role in
clients’ decision-making regarding seriously ill companion animal patients.
Acta Vet Scand. 2016;58(30):1–14. https://doi.org/10.1186/s13028-016-0211-x.

16. Christiansen SB, Kristensen AT, Sandøe P, Lassen J. Looking after chronically
ill dogs: impacts on the caregiver’s life. Anthrozoos. 2013;26(4):519–33.

17. Chang Y, Mellor DJ, Anderson TJ. Idiopathic epilepsy in dogs: owners’
perspectives on management with phenobarbitone and/or potassium
bromide. J Small Anim Pract. 2006;47(10):574–81.

18. Spitznagel MB, Jacobson DM, Cox MD, Carlson MD. Caregiver burden in
owners of a sick companion animal: a cross-sectional observational study.
Vet Rec. 2017;181:321.

19. Lv R, Wu L, Jin L, Lu Q, Wang M, Qu Y, et al. Depression, anxiety and
quality of life in parents of children with epilepsy. Acta Neurol Scand.
2009;120(5):335–41.

20. Hu C, Kung S, Rummans TA, Clark MM, Lapid MI. Reducing caregiver stress
with internet-based interventions: a systematic review of open-label and
randomized controlled trials. J Am Med Inform Assoc. 2015;22:e194–209.

21. Spitznagel MB, Jacobson DM, Cox MD, Carlson MD. Predicting caregiver
burden in general veterinary clients: contribution of companion animal
clinical signs and problem behaviors. Vet J. 2018;236:23–30.

22. Ducoté JM. Common Neurologic Problems: Impact on Patient Welfare,
Caregiver Burden and Veterinarian Wellbeing. Vet Clin North Am Small
Anim Pract. 2019;49:463–76.

23. Belshaw Z, Asher L, Dean RS. The attitudes of owners and veterinary
professionals in the United Kingdom to the risk of adverse events
associated with using non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) to
treat dogs with osteoarthritis. Prev Vet Med. 2016;131:121–6.

24. Belshaw Z, Dean R, Asher L. Slower, shorter, sadder: a qualitative study
exploring how dog walks change when the canine participant develops
osteoarthritis. BMC Vet Res. 2020;16(85):1–8. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12917-
020-02293-8.

25. Buller K, Ballantyne KC. Living with and loving a pet with behavioral
problems: pet owners’ experiences. J Vet Behav. 2020;37:41–7.

26. Jensen MP, Liljenquist KS, Bocell F, Gammaitoni AR, Aron CR, Galer BS, et al.
Life impact of caregiving for severe childhood epilepsy: results of expert
panels and caregiver focus groups. Epilepsy Behav. 2017;74:135–43.

27. Springer S, Sandøe P, Lund TB, Grimm H. “Patients’ interests first, but...
”-Austrian Veterinarians’ Attitudes to Moral Challenges in Modern Small
Animal Practice. Animals. 2019;9(5):241.

28. Shihab N, Bowen J, Volk HA. Behavioral changes in dogs associated with
the development of idiopathic epilepsy. Epilepsy Behav. 2011;21(2):160–7.

29. Watson F, Packer RMA, Rusbridge C, Volk HA. Behavioural changes in dogs
with idiopathic epilepsy. Vet Rec. 2020;186(3):93 LP–93.

30. Meyer I, Forkman B. Dog and owner characteristics affecting the dog-owner
relationship. J Vet Behav Clin Appl Res. 2014;9(4):143–50.

31. Fiese BH, Tomcho TJ, Douglas M, Josephs K, Poltrock S, Baker T. A review of
50 years of research on naturally occurring family routines and rituals: cause
for celebration? J Fam Psychol. 2002;16(4):381–90.

32. Gayatri NA, Morrall MCHJ, Jain V, Kashyape P, Pysden K, Ferrie C. Parental
and physician beliefs regarding the provision and content of written
sudden unexpected death in epilepsy (SUDEP) information. Epilepsia. 2010;
51(5):777–82.

33. Belshaw Z, Robinson NJ, Dean RS, Brennan ML. Motivators and barriers for dog
and cat owners and veterinary surgeons in the United Kingdom to using
preventative medicines. Prev Vet Med. 2018;154(October 2017):95–101.

34. Banbury A, Parkinson L, Gordon S, Wood D. Implementing a peer-support
programme by group videoconferencing for isolated carers of people with
dementia. J Telemed Telecare. 2019;25(9):572–7.

35. Rodenburg R, Meijer AM, Dekovic M, Aldenkamp AP. Parents of children
with enduring epilepsy: predictors of parenting stress and parenting.
Epilepsy Behav. 2007;11:197–207.

36. Packer RMA, O’Neill DG, Fletcher F, Farnworth MJ. Great expectations,
inconvenient truths, and the paradoxes of the dog-owner relationship for
owners of brachycephalic dogs. PLoS One. 2019;14(7):e0219918.

37. De Risio L, Bhatti S, Muñana K, Penderis J, Stein V, Tipold A, et al.
International veterinary epilepsy task force consensus proposal: diagnostic
approach to epilepsy in dogs. BMC Vet Res. 2015;11:148.

38. Palinkas LA, Horwitz SM, Green CA, Wisdom JP, Duan N, Hoagwood K.
Purposeful sampling for qualitative data collection and analysis in
mixed method implementation research. Admin Pol Ment Health. 2015;
42(5):533–44.

39. Patton MQ. Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods: Integrating Theory
and Practice. 4th ed. Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications; 2014.

40. Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res Psychol.
2006;3(2):77–101.

41. Braun V, Clarke V. Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qual Res Sport
Exerc Heal. 2019;11(4):589–97.

42. Hennink MM, Kaiser BN, Marconi VC. Code saturation versus meaning
saturation: how many interviews are enough? Qual Health Res. 2017;27(4):
591–608.

43. Ziebland S, McPherson A. Making sense of qualitative data analysis: an
introduction with illustrations from DIPEx (personal experiences of health
and illness). Med Educ. 2006;40:405–14.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Pergande et al. BMC Veterinary Research          (2020) 16:443 Page 9 of 9

https://doi.org/10.2105/ajph.36.11.1315
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13028-016-0211-x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12917-020-02293-8
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12917-020-02293-8

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Results
	Participants and analysis
	Theme: impacts on owners – “we have a ticking time bomb”
	Distress relating to seizures
	Lifestyle changes
	The dog-owner bond
	Social impacts


	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Methods
	Inclusion criteria
	Recruitment
	Owner interviews
	Thematic analysis

	Supplementary Information
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References
	Publisher’s Note

