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Foreword

Increasingly in geriatrics and gerontology we are focused on 
using and providing behavioral interventions to optimize  
older adults’ physical and psychological health and quality  
of life. The human-animal bond, defined as ‘a mutually  
beneficial and dynamic relationship between people and  
animals that is influenced by behaviors essential to the 
health and well-being of both’[1], is foundational to important 
human-animal interaction (HAI) with known positive benefits  
to older adults. With regard to physical health, there is  
repeated evidence that pet ownership, with the majority of 
the findings focused on pet ownership of a dog, results in 
increased time spent in physical activity including increased 
time in moderate level physical activity. In addition, pet  
ownership has been reported to be associated with better 
cardiovascular health including reduced hypertension and  
improved survival rates following cardiac events. Similarly, 
pet ownership has been noted to decrease stress among 
older adults. Some studies of pet owners have found an 
association with health benefits with regard to boosting 
immunities and resistance to disease. More research is 
needed to better understand the potential disease risks of 
pets to older adults as well as health benefits. Pet owners 
also tend to require fewer visits to primary care providers 
which may also be due to better overall health.
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In addition to physical health, the benefits of pet ownership to psychological health and well-being are also experienced by older 
adults. The interaction with the pet provides companionship for older individuals but equally important are the relationships that 
individuals experience by virtue of pet ownership. Walking a dog in the neighborhood, for example, often results in meeting  
others doing likewise and engaging in relationships or interactions with these individuals on a daily basis. Dog ownership and 
walking facilitates a sense of community and safety within the neighborhood which is particularly important for older adults who 
may otherwise become isolated. Working in a continuing care retirement community I have heard from many residents that 
having a dog has been a great way for them to get to know other residents as the dog serves as an “ice breaker” to talk with 
and meet others. 

Foreword (cont).
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From a psychological perspective dog ownership also provides older adults 
with a sense of purpose in life. There is a reason to get up in the morning as 
there is someone that they need to provide care for. This sense of purpose 
may be what helps decrease depression for older adults who are pet 
owners. The pet also provides structure for the day. Pet care can even 
be tied to personal care activities such as needing to dress, to walk 
the dog or linking medication administration to feeding their pet. 

For older adults, particularly for women and for those living 
alone, pets can facilitate a sense of safety in and outside of the 
home. This has important implications for helping older adults 
to remain in home settings as they age. 

Given the benefits of HAI, it is critically important that we  
work in the field of aging to facilitate older adults’ ability to 
have a pet and/or experience the pleasures associated with 
interacting with animals.  

Nursing homes have had visiting pets since the 1980s, with an 
increasing percentage of facilities having formal programs arranged 
to facilitate these experiences for older adults. This is likewise noted 
in assisted living settings. Further there is increased recognition for the 
therapeutic value of HAI through animal assisted interventions. It is  
critically important we make these programs available and accessible to 

Foreword (cont).
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those who might benefit. Some older adults living in the  
community may wish to have exposure to animals but may  
no longer want the responsibility of having a pet of their own  
or may not be able to provide the care needed for that pet.  
They should be matched with alternatives to assure HAI.  
Opportunities include such things as volunteering in pet  
shelters or pet care facilities, providing respite care for pet 
owners, sharing a pet with a family member or fostering a 
pet for brief periods.

Despite all the benefits associated with HAI, there are  
associated risks that also should be recognized and  
managed. One of the most common risks associated with  
having a pet is falls. Falls associated with pet ownership or 
 interactions occur due to tripping over the pet, tripping or  
getting tangled in leashes or falling when walking the pet 
due to such things as uneven sidewalks or trying to manage  
getting in and out of doorways with the pet. There is also the 
risk of getting bitten or scratched by a pet or acquiring  
a disease spread by pets, particularly for the older immuno-
compromised individual. The risk of future pet bereavement 
for the older individual following the death of a pet is also a 
concern as is the financial impact of pet ownership for some. 
Lastly, there is the risk of pet safety if the older adult  
becomes unable to care appropriately for the pet.

Foreword (cont).
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Foreword (cont).

This booklet provides a concise and comprehensive review of the benefits and risks associated with HAI and ways to optimize 
HAI for all older adults. The empirical support for HAI is growing and we thank WALTHAM, part of Mars Petcare, for facilitating 
the funding opportunities through partnerships with the National Institutes of Health and The Gerontological Society of America. 
We need to continue to explore the benefits of HAI for older adults, consider how to deliver animal-assisted interventions that  
deliver the most efficacious results, gain an appreciation of who is most likely to benefit, and consider and test ways to  
disseminate and implement HAI across a variety of clinical settings.

Barbara Resnick, Past President of The Gerontological Society of America  
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Populations are aging in nearly all countries of the world.  
Globally, the number of older persons is expected to more than 
double by the year 2050(2). Furthermore, the older population 
itself is aging, with the oldest segment growing faster than the 
younger segment due to increasing life expectancy(3). Worldwide, 
the population aged 80 and older is projected to more than triple 
by 2050(3).

Given population projections, and the increased prevalence of 
non-communicable diseases and disability that accompany 
an aging population, it is important to identify cost-effective, 
non-pharmacological, easily implemented approaches to  
maximize not only the years that we live, but the health, quality, 
and independence of those years. This has led to the  
development of concepts such as ‘successful aging’(4) 

(sometimes referred to as ‘healthy aging’ or ‘active aging’), 
which emphasize the role of lifestyle choices in mitigating the 
effects of aging, and the importance of older adults remaining 
engaged in social, economic, cultural, spiritual, and civic affairs(5). 

Introduction
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Introduction (cont.)

In the United States (US), an estimated 37% of those  
between the ages of 50-67 share their lives with pets 
with this figure declining sharply to 9% for those aged 68 
and over(6). A body of research has emerged suggesting 
that pet ownership — or more broadly,  
human-animal interaction (HAI) — may offer 
a range of potential benefits that can support 
older adults in retaining their physical and mental 
health, independence, social connectedness and 
engagement, and may even reduce some symptoms of 
dementia(7). The remainder of this booklet seeks to examine 
some of the research on pet ownership and HAI in older  
adulthood, and highlight the ways in which  
relationships with animals may provide  
avenues to successful aging.
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The Roles of Pets in Physical, Emotional, 
and Social Well-being
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The Roles of Pets in Physical, Emotional, and Social Well-being
Physical Health

Heart & Cardiovascular Health 
In 1980, results of groundbreaking research on the health benefits of pets were published. In this study, Dr. Erika Friedmann 
found that pet ownership made a significant difference in the survival rate for heart attacks — 94% of the heart patients with 
pets survived serious heart attacks for at least a year, compared to 72% without pets(8) . The significance of these findings — 
that pets might actually enhance survival — attracted substantial attention from the medical and scientific communities, and 
paved the way for HAI as a legitimate field of study. 
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Heart & Cardiovascular Health (cont.) 
Dr. Friedmann’s early and subsequent works continue to inform the field of HAI research, and have led to many other studies of 
the cardiovascular benefits of pet ownership. Some of the studies have shown that pet ownership not only reduces some of the 
risk factors for cardiovascular disease, but may also help to slow the progression of existing disease, and may enhance survival 
in cardiac patients. For example, studies have demonstrated that pet owners have lower systolic blood pressure,  plasma  
triglycerides, and cholesterol(9], and healthier physiologic responses to stress(10,11). For older adults with existing hypertension,  
the presence of a dog has been associated with lower systolic and diastolic blood pressure during normal day-to-day activities, 
suggesting that dog ownership may help to slow the progression of hypertension(12). Pet ownership has also been associated 
with enhanced cardiovascular disease survival. An Australian study found that owning a pet at any point during one’s lifetime  
(i.e., previous or current pet ownership) was associated with a 22 and 26% reduction, respectively, in mortality due to  
cardiovascular disease(13). Pet owners may also be more likely to adhere to cardiac rehabilitation programs(14), which may help  
to explain pet owners’ enhanced survival after cardiac events. 

While not all studies have produced positive findings(15), evidence for the cardiovascular benefits of pet ownership has reached 
a level of maturity such that the American Heart Association — the United States’ oldest and largest voluntary organization  
dedicated to fighting heart disease and stroke — issued the following statements:

• Pet ownership, particularly dog ownership, is probably associated with decreased cardiovascular disease (CVD) risk.
• Pet ownership, particularly dog ownership, may have some causal role in reducing CVD risk(16).

Repeated positive findings have given the scientific and medical communities increased confidence in the cardiovascular benefits 
that pet ownership can provide, but the question of causality remains. Are the benefits due to increased physical activity (e.g., 
dog walking)? Is it the social support that pets can provide? Do people who are already healthier and more active choose to own 
pets? Is it some combination of these and/or different elements?

Physical Health (cont.)
The Roles of Pets in Physical, Emotional, and Social Well-being
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Physical Activity & Mobility
It is well-known that regular physical activity reduces the 
risk of cardiovascular disease, hypertension, and a variety of 
other diseases(17), and a number of studies have found that 
older adult dog owners engage in more walking and physical 
activity than non-owners, and are more likely to achieve  
recommended levels of physical activity. For example,  
researchers in the United Kingdom (UK) found that older 
adult dog owners averaged 22 additional minutes of walking 
per day (approximately 2,760 steps), and were more likely  
to meet the physical activity guidelines of 150 minutes of 
moderate intensity activity per week(18). Similarly, a study 
from Japan found that older adult dog walkers reported 
more minutes per week of moderate — to vigorous —  
intensity physical activity (MVPA), total physical activity, and 
were more likely to be sufficiently active than non-dog  
owners, and owners who did not walk their dog(19). Further 
work from the UK found that not even bad weather  
prevents older adults from walking their dogs. Even on days 
with lower temperatures, greater precipitation, and fewer 
hours of sunlight, older adults who walked their dogs  
regularly recorded 20% more physical activity than non-dog 
owners, and were sedentary for approximately 30 fewer 
minutes per day(20).

Physical Health (cont.)
The Roles of Pets in Physical, Emotional, and Social Well-being
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Maintaining health and physical mobility is an important component of preserving independence, and in a longitudinal study of 
2533 older adults (aged 71-82 years), dog owners were more than twice as likely to maintain their mobility over a 3 year period 
than non-dog owners, and they were more likely to walk faster and meet the recommended guidelines for physical activity(21). 
Pet owners over age 65 are also more likely to maintain their activities of daily living, such as climbing stairs, preparing meals, 
and bathing independently(22). Dogs, in particular, appear to help keep people active and provide a reason to get up in the morning.

A recent population-based study examining the impact of dog walking on the health of older adults used data from the US Health 
and Retirement Study (HRS), which included an HAI module that Mars Petcare helped to create(23). The HRS is a nationally- 
representative, longitudinal study of the health and economic well-being of adults age 50 and older in the US. Results indicated 
that dog walking was associated with lower body mass index, fewer limitations in activities of daily living, fewer doctor visits, 
and more frequent moderate and vigorous exercise. Those reporting a stronger bond with their dog were more likely to engage 
in dog walking(23).

Stress Reduction
Increased physical activity would be a simple explanation for the cardiovascular benefits of pet-keeping if we were only  
considering dog owners (and if everyone who had a dog walked it), but some studies have found that cardiovascular and other 
health benefits accrue to cat owners as well(24), although the results related to cat ownership have been more mixed(12).  
Loneliness and social isolation have a profound impact on human health and psychological well-being, and some have theorized 
that the companionship provided by pets may confer health and psychological benefits by reducing stress, providing direct social 
support, and helping pet owners to stay socially engaged.

The Roles of Pets in Physical, Emotional, and Social Well-being
Physical Health (cont.)
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The Roles of Pets in Physical, Emotional, and Social Well-being

Chronic stress increases the body’s release of the stress hormone, cortisol, which in turn suppresses immune function. Social 
support has been shown to act as a buffer against the stresses of everyday life(25), and research has demonstrated that  
people who share their homes with pets have healthier physiologic responses to stress, including lower baseline heart rate and 
blood pressure, and less cardiovascular reactivity to, and faster recovery from, mild stressors (10,11). Even in the face of significant 
stressors — such as the loss of a spouse or close friend — pet ownership appears to mitigate the negative health consequences 
of stress. In a study of physician visits among Medicare recipients in California, experiencing multiple negative life events resulted 
in a higher number of doctor visits for those without pets, but this same increase was not seen in pet owners, particularly dog 
owners(26). 

Physical Health (cont.)
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Social Support and Social Facilitation
As one ages, social networks may become smaller and the social support provided by pets may be of particular importance for 
older adults. A study using data from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA), which surveyed individuals aged 52 and 
over, found that more than one third (34%) of all respondents reported being lonely often or some of the time, and this figure 
increased to nearly half (46%) for those over the age of 80(27). Living alone, having infrequent social contact, and having few  
social network connections are all markers of social isolation(28). Loneliness in older adulthood has been associated with  
depression(29), lower overall life satisfaction(27), and with reductions in mobility and activities of daily living(27,30). In a recent  
meta-analysis of 70 studies, the likelihood of death was 26% higher for those reporting loneliness, 29% higher for those 
experiencing social isolation, and 32% higher for those living alone(28). Studies examining the role of pets in reducing loneliness  
in older adults have produced mixed findings, with some demonstrating an association between pet ownership and lower  
levels of loneliness(31) and others finding no significant effect(32). The authors of a recent systematic review on the topic concluded 
that methodological weaknesses in existing research may account for this lack of clarity, and that the “anecdotal and qualitative 
evidence is somewhat too compelling for the theory that companion animal ownership can alleviate loneliness to be completely 
wrong”(33). Randomized controlled trials are needed to more definitively establish the relationship between pet ownership and 
loneliness.

Caring for spouses, friends, dependent children, and/or aging parents can help us to feel needed and can enhance our feelings 
of self-worth. As these opportunities to provide nurturance diminish in old age, so too can the feeling that we are valued and 
competent. Living in an ‘empty nest’ or living alone can bring feelings of loneliness and vulnerability; and the loss of friends,  
family, or partners can lead to depression. Pets may provide older adults with opportunities to feel needed and provide  
nurturance, can enhance perceptions of safety, and may also provide a buffer against the development of depression.

Emotional and Social Well-Being
The Roles of Pets in Physical, Emotional, and Social Well-being
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The Roles of Pets in Physical, Emotional, and Social Well-being
Emotional and Social Well-Being (cont.) 

Having a Sense of Purpose
Having a low sense of purpose in life has been associated with a substantially increased risk of death in older adults(34). 
Because pets are completely dependent on their owners, having a pet in the home can foster a sense of usefulness, and 
provide a  framework for daily routines. Pets require meals, attention, and grooming, all of which infuse the day with structure 
and  meaningful activities(35). The routine of caring for a pet can also provide cues for self-care activities(35), such as pairing one’s 
own medication schedule with a pet’s mealtime. 

Feelings of Safety & Security
Pets can also enhance feelings of being protected and safe, both inside and outside the home. Dogs, in particular, appear to 
heighten feelings of safety, with one study finding that dog owners were more likely than owners of other species to report that 
their pets made them feel secure(26). In a UK study, dogs were viewed as providers of safety, security, and protection, with  
older adult pet owners perceiving themselves to be safer when out walking accompanied by a dog and also when at home(36). 
The feeling of security that dogs can provide may be especially important for women, with one study finding that women were 
more than twice as likely as men to feel safer when out walking with a dog in their neighborhood(37). 

Depression and Bereavement
Depression is a major contributor to death and disability in older adults, with one study finding that depression contributed as 
much to mortality as heart attacks or diabetes(38). Although research on the ability of pet ownership to prevent, alleviate, or  
moderate the effects of depression have produced inconsistent findings(39), a study by Friedmann & Son(40) found that pet  
ownership was not only associated with decreased mortality in patients who had suffered heart attacks (pet owners were 67% 
less likely to die than those without pets), but that having a pet tended to moderate the effect of depression on mortality.
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Stressful life events such as bereavement, which occur more frequently in older age, can also lead to depression and 
deterioration in physical health. Pet ownership may buffer the impact of these stressors on the health of older adults. A strong 
attachment to a pet has been associated with significantly less depression in recently bereaved older adults(41), and close  
relationships with pets appear to be especially important for those living alone(42), or with relatively few confidants available(41). 

Social Capital and Community Engagement
The ability of animals to act as catalysts for positive social interaction has been demonstrated across many different contexts; 
pets have the ability to create connections that transcend real or perceived demographic and socioeconomic differences(43,44,45). 

Social capital has been described as the ‘glue’ that holds societies together(46) as cited in Wood et al.,(47), and it is generated from 
many types of transactions and interactions (e.g., working together on community issues; volunteering; exchanging favors; or 
sharing skills and information)(48), as cited in Wood et al(47). Researchers working in the US and Australia have found that pets  
are a significant force in the creation of neighborhood cohesion. When compared to those without pets, pet owners score  
significantly higher on social capital (factors such as: general helpfulness, trust, reciprocity, civic engagement, and neighborhood 
networks)(47). Pet owners are also significantly more likely to get to know people in their neighborhood, and ‘meeting through 
pets’ is one of the top five ways respondents credit with getting to know their neighbors. Dog owners, in particular, are five 
times more likely to get to know their neighbors than owners of other types of pets, and twice as likely to forge friendships  
with people they meet through their pet(49).

Emotional and Social Well-Being (cont.)
The Roles of Pets in Physical, Emotional, and Social Well-being
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While these figures are impressive, health care expenditure is not the only category in which companion animals exert an impact 
on national budgets. To generate a true societal cost/benefit analysis of pet ownership, it is also necessary to consider revenue 
generated by pet related products and services, as well as the costs associated with pet ownership, such as payments  
associated with treating animal-related bite and fall injuries(52,54). 

While pets provide substantial societal benefits, a truly balanced economic assessment must also consider the costs associated 
with pets that are borne by individuals, private organizations, or local governments. For example, the cost of insurance claims 
related to animal-related injuries(54), sheltering homeless animals(52), and animal welfare law enforcement must all be taken  
into account.

The Roles of Pets in Physical, Emotional, and Social Well-being

Given the many human health benefits that have been ascribed to animal companionship, and studies demonstrating that pet 
owners may have a reduced need for certain medications(50) and make fewer visits to the doctor(23,26,50), some researchers have 
attempted to estimate the national health care cost savings that can be attributed to pet ownership. 

Here’s what they found:

Country Year(s) Estimated Savings Currency Citation

Australia 1999-2000 3.86 billion Australian dollars (51)

Germany 2000 5.59 billion Euros (51)

United Kingdom 2013 2.45 billion Pound sterling (52)

United States Not specified 11.8 billion US dollars (53)

Economic Impact of Pets 
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Pet Ownership in Older Adulthood: 
Risks, Challenges, and Considerations
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Although the benefits of pet ownership and HAI can be substantial to people in all stages of life, there are also numerous risks 
and challenges to be considered, some of which are unique to the life circumstances of older adults. This section outlines some 
of these risks, challenges, and considerations. 

The commonly-cited physical hazards associated with pet ownership (i.e., falls, bites, and disease transmission) can affect  
people of any age, but may be of greater concern to older adults due to existing physical limitations or health problems. Beyond 
these risks are more complex concerns that relate to the strong bonds formed between people and their pets, such as when an  
owner is willing to jeopardize his or her own health and welfare to provide care for a pet, or the grief experienced when a pet 
dies or must be rehomed.

Falls
In 2010, the first national estimates of fall injuries related to dogs and cats were published in the US(56). Of these, 88% involved 
dogs and 11.7% involved cats. Women were more than twice as likely to be injured. The majority of injuries for both men and 
women were classified as fractures, contusions, or abrasions, and about half of all injuries involved the extremities. Although  
injuries were most frequent among children and middle-aged adults, the highest fracture rates were found among people aged 
75 years and over(56). Given the recent surge of interest in the health benefits of dog walking for older adults, the risk of fall  
injuries associated with dog walking must also be considered(57).

Human Health and Safety Considerations
Pet Ownership in Older Adulthood: Risks, Challenges, and Considerations
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Bites
In the US, it is estimated that between 3 and 6 million people 
are bitten by animals each year, with the majority of bites 
requiring medical attention being received from dogs (80-
90%) and cats (5-15%)(58). Infections resulting from animal 
bites are a concern, and sepsis can be a serious complication 
(59). Although bite-related injuries tend to decrease with age, 
they must still be weighed against the potential benefits of 
pet ownership and HAI.

Disease Transmission
Zoonoses are diseases that are transmitted from animals  
to humans, and they can be caused by viruses, bacteria, 
parasites, and fungi(59). Although dogs and cats can carry 
diseases and parasites and pass them to people(60) such as 
ringworm, Salmonella infection and toxoplasmosis, the risk 
of getting sick from touching or keeping pets is quite small, 
except for certain populations who are more susceptible  
due to compromised immune systems or other conditions(61, 

62). Older adults, depending on health status, may or may not 
have increased susceptibility.

Human Health and Safety Considerations (cont.)
Pet Ownership in Older Adulthood: Risks, Challenges, and Considerations
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Pet Ownership in Older Adulthood: Risks, Challenges, and Considerations

Sacrificing for the Sake of the Pet
Some pet owners may place the welfare of their pet above their own. Financially fragile pet owners may prioritize spending 
money on their pet’s care, even if that means ignoring some of their own needs(63). Older pet owners may also avoid doctor  
visits, or delay important medical treatment, due to fears that a hospital admission will leave their pet without care(64, 65). 

Housing
Pets can be an important determinant of housing(66), and some older adults with pets may remain in a home that is no longer 
suitable for their needs due to the presence of pets (e.g., keeping a house with a yard for the dog)(66), or may delay a necessary 
transition to assisted-living out of concern for pets(67). 

Pet Loss and Bereavement
When a pet dies, older adults may experience more distress than younger pet owners(68), particularly if the pet was linked to a 
deceased spouse or former lifestyle(69). The experience of pet loss can be so painful that many previous owners cite grief over 
a pet’s death as the reason for not currently keeping pets(70). But death is just one form of loss, and having to give up a pet due 
to illness or relocation to an assisted-living facility, a concept that McNicholas calls “enforced pet loss,” can also result in grief  
and feelings of remorse(69,71).

Human Health and Safety Considerations (cont.)



The Role of Pets in Human Healthy Active Aging
Pet Ownership in Older Adulthood: Risks, Challenges and Considerations 2525Print CloseHome Contents

Pet Ownership in Older Adulthood: Risks, Challenges, and Considerations

The best relationship between a person of any age and a pet is one where both parties mutually benefit. An older person  
adopting a dog or cat also provides a service as there are many pets in animal shelters that need a home or may be euthanized. 
However, it is important that the health and welfare needs of a pet are carefully considered, and whether or not they can be met 
by a prospective older owner, before they make this important decision.

Aging brings about physical changes in both humans and animals, and older adults faced with physical, sensory, or cognitive  
limitations may struggle to provide adequate care for their pets. In a study of adult protective services (APS) supervisors, more 
than 92% of respondents reported that workers had encountered animal neglect coexisting with a client’s inability to care for 
him or herself(72). If the animal itself is suffering from health problems or age-related declines, the challenges to provide care 
may be even greater. What follows are some areas of consideration for older adults who currently own pets, their families and 
caregivers, and those thinking about adopting a new animal companion.

Human Health and Safety Considerations (cont.)
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Pet Ownership in Older Adulthood: Risks, Challenges, and Considerations

Space and Exercise Requirements
If mobility or balance issues are a concern, or a person plans to downsize to an apartment or condominium, a pet that requires  
a lot of space and exercise or frequent walks to relieve itself, may not be the best choice. Older adults may also want to consider 
adopting adult pets but even mature pets will have a requirement for exercise and owner time if healthy body weight and good 
welfare are to be protected(63). Some programs will waive the adoption fee for older adults who adopt older pets(73). In cases 
where dogs are not the preferred or most practical option, cats and even small birds can be excellent companions, require less 
space, and can be more easily cared for by owners with some physical limitations(74).

Pet Health Care 
Routine pet care, such as giving pills, cleaning ears, and administering eye drops, can be a challenge for pet owners of any age, 
but can be even more difficult for someone with physical limitations(75). As pets age, they may develop health problems that 
necessitate frequent trips to the veterinarian, or may require substantial physical assistance from owners. For example, some 
aging pets may have trouble ascending or descending stairs. If a pet must descend steps to get outside and relieve itself, and the 
owner is not physically capable of lifting the pet, this can quickly develop into a dangerous situation.

Finances 
Pet care can be expensive, and one must consider not only the basics, such as food, toys, routine veterinary care, and grooming, 
but whether there is money in the budget for unexpected costs, such as an injury or illness that requires extensive veterinary 
treatment. Pet health insurance is a growing field, and for those on fixed incomes, a predictable monthly premium may be easier 
to manage than large, unexpected veterinary bills. 

Pet Health and Welfare Considerations
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The following section offers some strategies for overcoming 
barriers to pet ownership and HAI.

Finances
One of the primary barriers that adults of all ages cite for not 
owning pets is cost(70), and this may particularly be the case 
for older adults. To address this, specialty programs have 
arisen, such as Meals on Wheels, that work to keep pets 
with their aging owners by providing pet food and supplies, 
grooming, veterinary care, and boarding expenses(76).

Housing
The most commonly cited reason for rehoming pets is that 
they are not permitted in the place of residence(70). In the US, 
in the case of public or publicly-subsidized housing, as long as 
the resident is able to care for the pet, federal law mandates 
that public housing for older adults must permit pets (though 
this law does not apply to healthcare facilities such as nursing 
homes, nor to privately-owned housing and facilities)(71, 77).  
Although privately-owned properties are not required to  
permit pets, an increasing number are allowing and  
encouraging pet ownership, though many have restrictions 
on the number and size of pets(78), which may still mean  
difficult decisions for owners with multiple or larger pets.

Making HAI Possible for Older Adults
Finances & Housing
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Older adults often forego pet ownership due to fears about outliving their pets, and worries about what will happen to their  
pet if they become disabled or otherwise unable to provide care(79). Many breeders, shelters, and rescues require that pets be 
returned to them if the owner is no longer able or willing to provide care, and obtaining a pet from an individual or organization 
that stipulates this as a requirement may provide some peace of mind. Specialty programs have also emerged in response to 
these common fears. Programs now exist that allow owners to pre-register their pets, and if the owner dies, the organization 
will collect the pets and attempt to find them new homes(80). Although these requirements and programs are admirable, and 
much-needed, the thought of beloved pets spending time in kennels and shelters, and being placed in homes of unknown quality, 
may not provide sufficient comfort for many pet owners. 

An alternative approach that may be more appealing is the creation of a ‘pet trust’ or pet protection agreement. It is a myth  
that including instructions about one’s pet in a will is sufficient to ensure their ongoing care(81). Wills are designed to disburse 
property, but they are not useful in situations where a pet owner is still alive and cannot provide care, and they may not  
ensure that funds earmarked for the pet will actually be spent in the way the owner intended(81). Pet trusts and pet protection 
agreements control how funds are disbursed, and allow provisions related to incapacity; for example, it can be specified that 
owner and pet must stay together if a move to a long-term care facility becomes necessary(81). Pet trusts and pet protection 
agreements provide additional benefits that cannot be achieved with a will, and may help to assuage owners’ fears about what 
will happen to their pets if they are no longer able to provide care. While the creation of a pet trust requires the services of an 
attorney and can be expensive to establish, pet protection agreements were designed to be an affordable alternative that can 
be created without a lawyer(81).

Fears of Outliving or Being Unable to Care for Pets
Making HAI Possible for Older Adults
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Full-time pet ownership may not be possible or appealing for everyone, but for older adults who enjoy spending time with  
animals, more options are becoming available. Fostering pets, or caring for pets that belong to others, such as those belonging 
to neighbors, deployed members of the military, or other family members, are all possibilities. Local animal shelters and rescues 
may also offer volunteer opportunities. Programs such as Dog Dates(82) can pair older adults who would like to spend time  
walking a dog with dogs who would benefit from benefit from the exercise.

Making HAI Possible for Older Adults
When Pet Ownership Is Not Possible
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For those without physical limitations 
that would enjoy the challenges of a new 
puppy, ‘puppy raising’ may be something 
to consider. Organizations that train  
guide and service dogs often place  
puppies in temporary homes with  
volunteers until they are old enough to 
begin their formal training (usually about 
a year). These programs offer the fun 
(and interrupted sleep) of raising a  
puppy, but without the long-term  
concerns associated with dog ownership.

As we will discuss in the next section,  
animal visitation and ‘therapy dog’  
programs have also become popular with 
hospitals, senior centers, assisted-living 
facilities, and nursing homes. Although the 
availability of these programs varies, they 
are another option to consider.

Making HAI Possible for Older Adults
When Pet Ownership Is Not Possible (cont.)
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For those who like spending time with animals, programs and treatments that incorporate animals may be an enjoyable form 
of recreation, or a desirable addition to standard treatments. A wide variety of animal-assisted interventions exist, with many 
focusing on the needs of older adults who are living independently, and also those residing in assisted-living and long-term care. 
More formal animal-assisted therapy (AAT) programs have specific treatment goals, and must be delivered by a licensed/trained 
health or human service provider; whereas animal-assisted activities (AAAs) are less formal, are often staffed by volunteers and 
do not have specific treatment goals (i.e., they are more recreational in nature). This section will use the term animal-assisted 
interventions (AAIs) as a general term that includes both AAT and AAA programs. The field of AAIs is large and extremely diverse. 
This section will cover just a fraction of the existing research. 

Depression
Most pet owners can relate to the experience of having a pet ‘brighten their day’ when they were feeling down. This has led 
many researchers to hypothesize that AAIs may be useful in preventing or treating depression. Two meta-analyses appear  
to support this hypothesis. The first(83), included four studies of nursing home residents, and one study of psychiatric hospital 
residents. The authors concluded that participation in AAAs and AAT produced significant improvements in depression(83). The 
second(84), analyzed studies of older adults, as well as studies of patients with psychiatric disorders. Nine of the included studies 
had depression as a measured outcome. These authors found an association between AAIs and reductions of depressive  
symptoms, and estimated that the effects were moderate in size(84).

Animal-Assisted Interventions
Depression
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While independent pet ownership may not be possible for many individuals diagnosed with cognitive impairment, AAIs targeting 
this population have provided some promising results, particularly in the areas of reducing agitated behaviors, increasing social 
interaction, and increasing nutritional intake. 

In a matched case-control study of elderly nursing home residents with dementia, levels of agitation/aggression and depression 
remained stable in patients who received weekly sessions of animal-assisted therapy, but increased significantly in those who 
received treatment as usual(85). In a pilot study of 15 nursing home residents with dementia, three weeks of daily animal-assisted 
therapy sessions resulted in significant decreases in agitated behaviors, and significant increases in social interaction(86). 

People in the later stages of dementia can experience a variety of difficulties related to eating and drinking. They may experience 
loss of appetite, pain, or difficulty chewing and swallowing(87). Introducing an aquarium containing fish resulted in statistically  
significant increases in nutritional intake (21.1%, p < 0.001) and weight gain (1.65 lbs, p < 0.001) in residents of specialized  
Alzheimer’s care units in the Midwestern United States(88).

Cognitive Impairment
Animal-Assisted Interventions
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According to the 2010 U.S. Census, 3.1% of those aged 65 and over (approximately 1.3 million people) lived in skilled nursing  
facilities(89). Estimates suggest that nearly 70% of older adults in the US will need an average of three years of long-term care, 
and nearly 40% will require one year of institutional care(90). Given these estimates, along with the popularity of pet-keeping,  
and the potential benefits of HAI for older adults, it is important to find safe and effective ways to ensure that those who derive 
benefits from HAI continue to have opportunities to enjoy the company of animals in the context of care facilities.

The importance of companion animal contact in long-term care facilities has been a focus of HAI researchers since the  
earliest days of the field(91). A 1981 survey conducted in Minnesota, US, found that almost 77% of nursing homes had visits from 
pets owned by friends, family, and staff; 62% had more formal animal visitation programs; 33% had resident animals; and almost 
14% had some form of animal therapy program(92). Similar results were found in a more recent survey of long-term care facilities 
in Illinois, US, with almost 90% of facilities allowing non-scheduled visits from pets brought by friends or family members; 51%  
having more formal animal visitation programs; 62% having resident animals (mostly fish and birds); and 15% having a formal 
animal therapy program(93). Furthermore, 95% of facilities reported favorable attitudes toward having animal programs in health 
care facilities, with 77% indicating that residents had requested animal programs, and 78% reporting that friends or relatives of 
residents had requested animal programs(93). These figures make it clear that the importance of HAI for those in long-term care 
has substantial popular acceptance, and that both informal and formal programs have been implemented with vigor since at 
least the 1980s. 

HAI in Long-Term Care Facilities
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There is little doubt that HAI programs for older adults in care 
facilities have widespread appeal, and that such programs 
frequently receive positive media attention, but what is less 
clear is whether enough is being done to ensure the safety 
and welfare of both human and animal participants. A survey 
of nursing homes in The Netherlands found that most of the 
participating facilities offered AAIs within a recreational  
program, but did not have protocols for animal welfare, 
hygiene, and safety, nor did they employ specific selection 
criteria for participating animals(94). In a US study, out of 44 
eldercare facilities that permitted animal visits, 18 required 
only a minimal written health report for the animal(95), and 
100% of the surveyed organizations fell short on at least one  
aspect of the Society for Healthcare Epidemiology of  
America’s (SHEA) guidelines for animals in healthcare  
facilities(96). In the early years of animal visitation programs, 
published health and safety protocols did not exist and  
facilities were left to craft their own policies. Today, a variety 
of credible guidelines have been published(96,97,98,99), and  
incorporating these into new and established programs will 
be key to ensuring the long-term success and safety of  
animal visitation and resident animal programs. 

HAI in Long-Term Care Facilities (cont.)
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An area that has shown great promise for HAI research is the study of the hormonal effects of HAI on both people and animals. 
Researchers have been particularly interested in the ‘bonding hormone’ oxytocin, and the ‘stress hormone’ cortisol(100). By  
measuring these hormones, researchers have found that oxytocin increases in humans during positive interactions with dogs(101), 
and also in dogs in response to human interaction(101,102). Studies looking at cortisol have demonstrated that the mere presence of 
a dog can lessen humans’ responses to stressors(103), and that interacting with humans can also reduce stress in dogs(104).

New technological advances are helping scientists to answer previously unanswerable research questions. Technologies like 
wearable activity trackers are making it possible to objectively assess the pets’ role in promoting physical activity, and studies 
using these devices have produced positive findings for older adults(18,20)

While there is already a substantial body of evidence demonstrating the power of pets in the lives of older adults, strengthening 
the scientific evidence base will help to ensure that organizational leaders and policymakers understand the importance of HAI 
in older adulthood, which will pave the way for animals to be considered in laws, policies, and services that impact older adults’ 
ability to enjoy lifelong animal companionship.

The Promise of Research
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