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As seen in

F inding effective methods of caring for our aging loved 
ones can often be challenging. Adult children, family 
members and even home-care agencies are always 

looking for ways to enhance the lives of their loved ones 
and clients. One method that has had great success is pet 
therapy. 

Introducing a pet as a means of therapy is not a new 
concept. Dogs, cats, horses and even rabbits and birds have 
made their way into the 
lives of children, disabled 
adults and the elderly all 
seeking a human-animal 
interaction. Children’s 
hospitals in particular 
boast a strong legacy of 
providing pet therapy to 
their young patients, while 
recently many hospice 
organizations have been incorporating pet visitation into 
their care plans. 

The Administration on Aging predicts that America’s 
population over the age of 65 will grow by 50 percent by 
2050. This staggering statistic indicates the importance of 
accommodating this growing demographic, and pet therapy 
is proving to be an effective additional source of care, 
compassion and comfort in the changing age environment. 

Seniors who experience a human-animal relationship on 
a regular basis have considerably better physical, mental 
and emotional health compared with their animal-less 
counterparts. Studies have shown increases in cardiovas-
cular health as a result of pet interactions, primarily when 
looking at blood pressure and cholesterol levels. 

Although the physical gains are notable, the mental and 
emotional improvements for our elder population truly 
illustrate the importance of pet companionship. Pet therapy 
provides an alternative way to relieve depression, calm 
anxieties, decrease stress and enhance the fullness of life 
for seniors. From filling the void of interaction to offering 
active stimulation, animals connect to our aging loved ones 
in ways humans cannot. 

As people get older, human interactions tend to decrease, 
leaving the elder individual feeling isolated and lonely. 
Seniors may have lost a spouse or live far away from their 
adult children, and are experiencing feelings of depression 
and hopelessness. Through the human-animal interaction 
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of pet therapy, these feelings diminish and are replaced with 
a sense of comfort and calm. Their days are brightened, all 
through the unconditional love of an animal.

For seniors suffering from dementia and other memory-
related illnesses, moments of recollection are particularly 
important in calming and redirecting. One of the greatest 
and most moving benefits of pet therapy is that it provides 
these individuals with a way to remember their own past 
pets. It’s not uncommon to hear an Alzheimer’s patient 
refer to the pet therapy dog as “Spot” or “Rover” — names 
of childhood dogs they dearly loved and cared for. The pets 
provide stimulation for dementia sufferers by bringing them 
back to a happy time and encouraging a sense of attach-
ment, a psychological need vital for the maintenance of 
well-being in dementia. For those advanced dementia and 
Alzheimer’s patients that are inside their own world, pet 
therapy provides the key to opening the door, even for just 
a few moments.

In addition, people with memory illnesses can often be 
confused and disoriented, and may experience “sundown-
ing,” or late-day confusion that can result in combative 
behavior. They are unable to verbally express their irrita-
tions, and thus take it out on the things and people around 
them. Through the nonverbal communication of pet therapy, 
individuals living with memory loss and cognitive impair-
ment are being given the ability to feel comforted in their 
confusion and disorientation. Not only is the individual 
more calm and comforted, but those surrounding and car-
ing for them also experience the positive effects of their 
pet interaction. 

For older people, comfort in their everyday lives is essen-
tial. Pet therapy as a caring tool enhances this comfort 
experience for our seniors and lets them feel happiness 
and joy at the closing of their lives, especially for those who 
love animals but can no longer care for them. There is truly 
nothing better than seeing a smile and a laugh from your 
loved one — and what better way than with a cuddle from 
a kind, cute and caring canine?
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