
Some studies suggest that older adults with pets may experience some or all of these advantages:

The Health Benefits of Pets 

The Social and Emotional Benefits of Pets

Less likely to 
feel lonely.

Cope better with 
stressful events.

Increased 
physical activity.

Reduced risk factors for 
cardiovascular disease.

Fewer 
doctor visits.

Less likely to be 
on medication.

Pet ownership can increase social interaction 
and broaden social networks. Approximately 
40% of pet owners report receiving social 
support from people they met through their pet.

Pets provide a reason to get out of bed in the morning, a partner for walks through the neighborhood, and a topic of 
conversation with friends and neighbors. Opportunities to provide nurturance to others and to give and receive a�ection may 
decrease as we age, but pets are constant companions who can make us feel needed, valued, and loved. Older adult pet owners 
are 36% less likely to report loneliness than non-pet owners.

Sharing our lives with pets provides physical, social, and emotional benefits. Pets encourage us to get up and move, make us 
laugh, provide comfort and a�ection, and can even help us meet new friends and get to know our neighbors. This companionship 
may be especially important for older adults and may even increase survival rates. For example, in one study, 94% of heart 
patients with pets survived heart attacks, compared to only 72% without pets.

SOME STUDIES SUGGEST THAT PETS MAY HELP OLDER ADULTS

Maintaining health and physical mobility are important factors that determine our quality of life and ability to remain independent 
as we age. There is some scientific evidence to suggest that pets can help older adults stay healthy and keep moving.

Maintain mobility.
Achieve an average of 
22 additional minutes 
walking per day.

Maintain the ability to 
care for themselves 
independently.

Achieve the 
recommended levels of 
physical activity (at least 
150 minutes per week).

Reduce 
cholesterol and 
triglycerides.

Reduce risk of death 
from cardiovascular 
disease by 26%.
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Pets can

If you or your loved one are thinking about adopting a new pet, it is important to realize that they have substantial 
daily requirements, and the owner or caregiver’s responsibilities will include:

Basic
training.

Being financially 
prepared for 
pet-related 
expenses.

Health care, 
including routine 
veterinary care. 

Grooming.

Ensuring safe, considerate 
interaction with caregivers, 

neighbors, and neighbors’ pets.

Developing a plan for providing pet care if 
the owner becomes unable to meet their 

pet's needs or the owner dies.

Providing a 
complete and 
balanced diet 

appropriate for the 
species and life 
stage of the pet.

Exercise, and 
for some pets, 
daily walks and 
access to the 

outdoors.

Daily 
attention, 
play, and 
mental 

stimulation.

The health status of owners and pets can change over time. Owners can become temporarily or permanently disabled, and 
pets can develop health problems that require substantial cost and daily care to manage. For everyone’s peace of mind, it 
is a good idea to establish a plan for how a pet will be cared for if the owner is no longer able. Identify a support system of 
relatives, friends, neighbors, pet sitters, dog walkers, and veterinarians that will be prepared to help out. There may also be 

local organizations that can assist with feeding, grooming, and temporary housing for pets.

Dogs, cats, birds, fish, and other small furry animals, like rabbits and guinea pigs, 
can make great pets for older adults, but each require di�erent levels of care, 
expense, and time to keep them healthy and happy. Housing may also help to 
determine the type of pet that’s best. Dogs tend to require more space and 
access to the outdoors, while cats and other pets are often content with an 
indoor-only lifestyle.

Puppies’ high energy and excitement for life can lift our spirits. They also require lots of time 
and consistent training to become great companions. Depending on the breed, some dogs can 
live 15 years or more, which makes puppies a long-term commitment. If dogs are the preferred 
pet, but a puppy isn’t the best choice, adopting an older dog from a shelter or rescue often 
makes sense. Some organizations will even waive the adoption fee for older adults who adopt 
older pets.

Dogs are amazing pets. They motivate us to get up and move, and they can 
get us out and about in the neighborhood. They are wonderful companions, 

but they also require more care than other types of pets. Fulfilling a dog’s 
daily exercise requirements, giving medications, or even cleaning a dog’s ears 

may be di�cult for those with some physical limitations.

We often consider our pets when deciding where we want to live. We may choose a house with a 
yard, so the dog has space to play. It’s important to consider not only the current living situation, 
but how things might change over the course of the pet’s life. Certain housing situations, such as 

high rises, can make access to the outdoors di�cult, and some retirement communities and 
assisted-living facilities prohibit pets, or place limits on the size or number of pets a person can 

have. Smaller dogs tend to be easier to care for than larger dogs, and those with small dogs tend 
to have more housing options.

DOGS

cHOOSING A PET

Provide a structure 
and routine for 
daily life.

O�er opportunities 
to nurture and feel 
needed.

Enhance feelings of 
security (inside and 
outside the home).

Give and receive 
a�ection.

Reduce loneliness and 
feelings of isolation.



Small birds, like parakeets don't require much space and can be fairly 
a�ectionate. Many species of birds live for a very long time (20-70 years), 
which is an important consideration.

Dogs are social, which is one of the reasons we love them. They want to be with us. A lifestyle that 
involves a lot of travel can be di�cult for dogs and dog owners. Daily pet care needs to be provided 
while the owner is away, or methods of traveling with the dog need to be found, which can be 
challenging. Fortunately, the availability of pet sitters along with changes in the travel industry are 
making this easier, but for those who want the freedom to pack up and go on a whim, it’s still 
something to consider.

BIRDS

OTHER SMALL MAMMALS

FISH

SOME THINGS TO CONSIDER BEFORE ADOPTING A PET FOR AN AGING LOVED ONE

CAtS
Cats can be ideal pets for older adults. They 
are wonderful companions, and their care 
requires less space, financial expense, and 
physical exertion than dogs. 

Kittens are fascinating and can be lots of fun, 
but they may also prove too much for an older 
adult with failing eyesight or mobility issues.

A house-trained, adult cat chosen from a shelter or rescue can be a fantastic option. These cats are typically more content 
to entertain themselves and far more docile in nature. Unlike dogs who are happy to follow you around, cats will ask for 
attention and a�ection when they want it.

As for needs, keeping cats happy  and healthy requires appropriate food, water, a�ection, health 
care, a clean litter box, a couple of toys, and a scratching post.

Feline companionship, as most cat lovers know, is intensely rewarding, takes a lot less energy than 
owning a dog, and is less time-consuming. Choosing a cat with a nice temperament and being 

able to meet its nutritional, health, and behavioral needs are the essentials for enjoying your 
relationship with a cat.

Older people with compromised immune systems or extremely fragile skin will need to do their best to avoid getting scratched. If 
a cat requires medication, it’s important to make sure that someone in the household is physically capable of providing this care.

In the United States, nearly 40% of adults between the ages of 50-67 share their lives with 
pets, but this declines to only 9% for those aged 68 and older. If you are considering getting a 
pet for your aging loved one, no matter how caring your intentions may be, it is never a good idea 
to choose a pet for someone else. Talk to your relative and other family members or caregivers. 
Make it something you all do together. Research the kind of pet that will work with your loved 
one’s personal needs, living situation, budget, and schedule. It's also important to consider the 
risks of pet ownership, which include allergies, bites, scratches, falls, and certain types of 
infections that can be passed from animals to humans. 

WHAT OTHER PET OPTIONS ARE THERE?

Watching fish swim can be relaxing and entertaining, and learning about them 
can be very engaging. Although we often think of fish as being easy to care for, 
tanks require substantial maintenance, so it's important to do some research 
before deciding if fish are the right choice.

There's lot to think about when choosing a pet. Things like available time, space, and finances are important to consider along with 
personal preferences. While dogs and cats may not be the right choice for everyone, there are many other species from which to 

choose. Birds, fish, and other small companion species can be fun and rewarding additions, but each requires specialized care,
so it's important to do some research before bringing a new pet home.

If they have been raised to enjoy being handled by people, small companion species like 
rabbits and guinea pigs can be warm and a�ectionate pets. Making sure the house is 'pet 
proof' is extremely important, as these types of pets will chew electrical wires. Cleaning 
cages and hutches can require substantial strength and dexterity.

SOME THINGS TO THINK ABOUT:



When Pet Ownership Isn’t Possible

FOSTERING
Many shelters and 

rescues need 
temporary homes for 

pets awaiting adoption.

VOLUNTEERING
Local animal shelters 

and rescue 
organizations often 
rely on volunteers.

PUPPY RAISING
Guide and service dog schools place 
puppies in temporary homes with 

volunteers until they are mature enough to 
begin their formal training (usually about a year).

PET SITTING
Friends, 

neighbors, and 
relatives often 

need someone to 
feed or walk pets

during the workday, or to provide 
care when they are traveling.

ANIMAL VISITATION AND 
THERAPY PROGRAMS
Some hospitals, senior 
centers, assisted living 
facilities, and nursing 

homes o�er visits from 
animals, or even formal 

animal-assisted therapy, as 
part of their programming.

In some countries, organizations exist that match 
people looking to spend time with a pet each day 

with pet owners who would like their pet to get more 
human companionship while they are out of the home 

Even when full-time or long-term pet ownership isn’t possible, there are still a variety ways to enjoy the company of animals.
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