Medical Research Reveals the Power of a Pet
From companionship to increased activity, it’s no surprise that pet care offers many rewards. A geriatric health expert reviews the latest medical research—from around the world—on the health benefits of pet interactions.
For many people, spending time with animals just makes them feel better. Pets often provide companionship and a reason to increase physical activity (e.g., taking your dog for a walk). While the benefits of pet ownership may seem obvious, medical researchers have conducted several studies to analyze the health benefits of pet interactions on a scientific level. 
Some studies look at the theories behind the positive effects of pet ownership while others seek to find meaningful changes in depression and behavior rating scales. According to geriatric health expert Mattan Schuchman, M.D., “the majority of research data has been collected from large population studies of pet ownership and outcomes. Many of these studies point to the physical and mental health benefits of pet ownership.”
Pets can reduce stress.
To investigate the calming effect of pets, one study looked at the cortisol (stress hormone) levels in people asked to do stressful tasks. The 40 participants had to complete stressful tasks under three different circumstances: alone, with a human companion present and with a dog present. The result? “When the dog was there, the subjects had decreased cortisol levels in their bodies, revealing the stress-reducing potential of pet ownership,” says Dr. Schuchman. 
Other studies have shown that while performing stressful tasks still yielded some increases in heart rate and cortisol levels, the increases were lower when a dog was there.   
Pets can improve your heart health.
Medical researchers have found that pet owners tend to have lower blood pressure. For example, the American Heart Association[footnoteRef:1] noted the results of a hypertension study of about 1,200 test subjects. The researchers found that the pet owners had a systolic blood pressure that was seven points lower than nonowners. [1:  Glenn N. Levine, et al, “Pet Ownership and Cardiovascular Risk: A Scientific Statement from the American Heart Association,” Circulation, http://circ.ahajournals.org/content/circulationaha/early/2013/05/09/CIR.0b013e31829201e1.full.pdf (May 9, 2013).] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]According to Dr. Schuchman, many dog owners enjoy increased cardiovascular benefits. Why? “Having a canine companion obligates you to take the dog for walks as part of routine pet care,” he explains. “This benefits both you and your dog.” Consider how owning a dog increases the canine caregiver’s physical activity, according to research published by the American Heart Association[footnoteRef:2]: [2:  Levine, et al, “Pet Ownership and Cardiovascular Risk: A Scientific Statement from the American Heart Association,” Circulation, (May 9, 2013).] 

· A survey of 5,253 Japanese adult dog owners found that 54 percent were more likely to get the recommended level of physical activity than nonowners. 
· A study from Australia found that dog owners engaged in 322 minutes of physical activity per week while people without dogs engaged in 267 minutes of activity. 
· A Canadian study revealed that dog owners got one to two hours more of exercise per week than people who didn’t own dogs.  

Pets can reduce agitation and depression.
Animal therapy has benefited many older patients. For example, one study looked at animal-assisted therapy for people in nursing homes for dementia, comparing 10 weeks of routine care with therapy that included animal interaction. “Residents who only received traditional therapy still had agitation,” notes Dr. Schuchman. “However, the added animal therapy proved to have a calming effect on residents.” 
Researchers in Korea studied a group of subjects at a day center for older adults. They provided several residents with pet crickets to care for. The outcome? Residents who had pet crickets showed improvements in their depression scale rating. “People usually do a lot better when they have meaning in their lives and something that makes them feel useful,” explains Dr. Schuchman. “At the core, it’s our inner need to feel like we’re contributing to something. Caring for another living thing gives people more motivation and purpose in their life.”
Pets come in all shapes and sizes.
Most pet-based medical research involves cats and dogs because they’re the most common pets. But any pet may provide a form of companionship. “For example, patients with dementia may be unable to care for an animal or live in a facility where pets aren’t permitted,” notes Dr. Schuchman. “However, studies show that spending time with a stuffed or robotic animal is also beneficial. In fact, many patients with dementia are comforted by holding stuffed animals or dolls.”
A few studies have been conducted in nursing homes that provide residents with real or robotic pets. “These studies found that both types of pets helped decrease the loneliness of residents,” says Dr. Schuchman.
Even just increasing the natural elements of your environment can have benefits. In a nursing home that specializes in dementia care, the director had a large fish aquarium installed in the dining room. The presence of the fish motivated residents to spend more time in the dining room, which meant that they were eating more. Their routine weigh-ins revealed more sustained body weights than before the fish were present. 
Dr. Schuchman has seen the benefits of adding natural elements to medical settings at Johns Hopkins Bayview Medical Center. Within the hospital’s specialized unit for treating severe behavioral problems, there’s a large bird cage with several colorful parakeets. “Many patients enjoy spending time looking at the birds and just being around them,” he says. “Including nature in their surroundings has a calming, centering effect on many patients.”
Pets can improve your quality of life.
Dr. Schuchman wants to remind seniors that pets are living things, not medicine. Be sure you can care for a pet before you choose to adopt one. If you simply want to improve your health, adopting a pet may not be enough. While pet ownership may improve your quality of life, a healthy diet and exercise are also important. 
