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Pets:"T’he Health Benetits

Companion animals
appear not only to
help heal the sick,
researchers report,
but to make

healthy people

even healthier
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In the early 1970s the World Dolphin
Foundation in Miami invited parents and
children to engage in water play with dol-
phins off Key Biscayne. During the next
few months some 2,000 people took up the
offer, and during that time Henry Truby, di-
rector of scientific research for the foun-
dation, made this observation: Neurologi-
cally impaired persons responded excep-
tionally enthusiastically to dolphins, and
vice versa.

In 1978, Truby, along with Betsy Smith
(associate professor of social work at
Florida International University in Miami)
and Nancy Phillips (a consultant to the
South Florida Society for Autistic Chil-
dren), undertook a study to see whether
dolphins might favorably alter the behav-
ior of autistic children, who are usually
withdrawn and uncommunicative. The
study was comprised of six encounter ses-
sions between a group of eight autistic
children and three dolphins.

All of the children showed markedly
prolonged attention spans in the presence
of the dolphins, and several showed some
other behavioral improvements as well.
For instance, an 18-year-old autistic boy
named Michael and another autistic
youngster fed fish to the dolphins; autistic
patients usually do not reach outside their
immediate environments. Michael and
another autistic boy also lifted a bucket of
water and poured it over the dolphins; in-
teractive play was new for both. And
Michael started clicking sounds to get the
dolphins’ attention. The only other at-
tempts at verbal communication he had
ever made before were to utter the words
“Dad” and “beer,” and these he had said
only 10 times or so.

Since then Smith has been exposing
Michael to dolphins periodically, and as
she reported this month at a meeting of
the Society for Companion Animal Studies
in Paris, the dolphins have brought about
not only temporary but sustained changes
in his behavior. For instance, he becomes
animated whenever he sees dolphins; he
grabs other people to draw their attention
to dolphins; he finds pictures of dolphins
in a book; he clicks at dolphins in televi-
sion commercials and billboard ads. And
most encouragingly, he has said the word

j
Science Service, Inc. is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve, and extend access to éﬁ%
Science News. NINOJS ®

“Yep” five times within one week when
asked whether he wanted to visit the
dolphins.

The therapeutic effects of dolphins on
autistic children are but one example of
the growing scientific evidence that com-
panion animals can benefit persons with
mental or physical illnesses (SN: 10/8/77,
p. 237; 12/9/78, p. 408). But companion
animals can benefit the minds and bodies
of healthy persons too, research is starting
to reveal, and in some ways that even ani-
mal lovers might not suspect.

Attentiveness, for instance, appears to
be one of the most important psychologi-
cal benefits that pets provide humans.
Sharon L. Smith, an ethologist at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania School of Veteri-
nary Medicine in Philadelphia, studied in-
teractions between 10 pet dogs and their
family members in their usual environ-
ments. As she reported at the first Interna-
tional Conference on the Human/
Companion Animal Bond in Philadelphia
last fall, one of the things she found was
that the dogs paid a lot more attention to
their family members than vice versa, in-
dicating that the dogs were attentive
whether people paid attention to them or
not.

Then James Serpell, an animal behav-
iorist at the University of Cambridge, Eng-
land, went on to find, after interviewing 25
dog owners about those characteristics
they found most desirable in their pets,
that attentiveness was one of the ones
they prized most. This really isn't surpris-
ing, Serpell pointed out at the same meet-
ing, since psychologists have recognized
for some time that attentiveness in the
form of eye contact is important in human
relationships.

“Welcoming” behavior is another psy-
chological benefit that pets bring to
people, Serpell’s study reveals. The dog
owners he interviewed rated it along with
attentiveness as one of the characteristics
that they valued most in their pets.

This finding, too, is not really surprising,
Serpell contends, because while the signif-
icance of greeting behavior among hu-
mans has not been studied to any extent,
greeting behavior does occur among
many animal species and appears to help
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cement social and sexual bonds among
them.

Having someone to talk to is yet a third
psychological contribution that pets make
to people, research is showing. In a study
of dog owners, Aaron H. Katcher, a physi-
cian at the University of Pennsylvania
School of Veterinary Medicine, and col-
leagues found that 98 percent spent time
talking to their dogs, 75 percent thought
their dogs were sensitive to their moods
and feelings, and 28 percent even confided
in their dogs.

“Without being irreverant,” Katcher de-
clared at the Philadelphia conference, “it
is possible to think about the similarities
of the comforts of prayer and the comforts
of talking to an animal. Prayer is frequently
accompanied by sensual enrichment such
as incense, music, special body postures,
the touch of folded hands or rosary beads,
just as dialogue with an animal is accom-
panied by the enrichment of touch,
warmth and odor. In both instances the
talk is felt to be ‘understood.””

As might be expected, pets also seem to
provide special psychological benefits for
children. Katcher points out that children
are often given dogs after they have had
considerable experience with stuffed ani-
mals, and that both stuffed animals and
dogs serve as transitional objects that
allow children to move from loving their
parents to loving other people.

Similarly, Barbara Jones of the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary
Medicine interviewed horse owners ages 5
to 11 to find out why they liked horses. One
of the major reasons, she reported at the
conference, was that horses provided
them with an opportunity for nurturing,
and that they often perceived their horses
as helpless and childlike.

Also expectedly, teenagers appear to
reap special psychological rewards from
pets. Michael Robin and co-workers at the
University of Minnesota School of Public
Health in Minneapolis queried some 500
teenagers from high schools, state correc-
tional facilities or psychiatric hospitals
about the role that pets had played in their
lives. As he reported at the conference, 91
percent of them had had a pet at one time
or another, and the pets ranged from dogs
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Smith, at left, motions
to attentive dolphin as
Michael, an autistic
patient, observes the
interactions from the
edge of the water.

The two dolphins
swim playfully and
encourage a response
from Michael.

Their efforts are re-
warded as Michael
emerges from with-
drawn state to feed
the dolphins. Autistic
patients characteristi-
cally do not engage in
such behavior.
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Both stuffed animals and pets serve as
transitional objects that allow children to
move from loving their parents to loving
other people.
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Dogs pay a lot more attention to family members than vice
versa, and attentiveness appears to be one of the most
important psychological benefits that they provide humans.

and cats to horses, rabbits, snakes,
hamsters, gerbils, rats, birds, turtles and
fish. Ninety-seven percent of the pet own-
ers said they had liked or loved their pet
very much, considering it, for example, “a
best friend,” “there no matter what” or “a
security blanket”; 61 percent from psychi-
atric hospitals, 47 percent from correc-
tional facilities and 29 percent from high
schools thought that one of the most im-
portant things a pet provided a young per-
son was “someone to love.” In fact, for de-
linquents and emotionally disturbed
youngsters, a pet had often been their sole
love object. As one 18-year-old delinquent
boy reported, “My kitty was the joy of my
life. It never hurt me or made me upset like
my parents.”

Yet more surprisingly, pets seem to be-
stow even more psychological rewards on
adults, and especially on adults without
children, than they do on young children
and teenagers. In her study, Smith found
that while young children interacted with
dogs, older children and adults —particu-
larly those without children — interacted
even more with them.

Companion animals are likewise being
found to provide humans with sociologi-
cal benefits. For one, they give men as well
as women a socially acceptable outlet for

touching. Of the dog-people interactions
that Smith observed, hand contact (rub-
bing, scratching, patting or stroking) was
the most prominent and as prevalent
among men as women, indicating that
dogs provide a socially acceptable outlet
for touching — something that American
men are reluctant to engage in.

For another, pets facilitate social in-
teractions with strangers. Peter R. Messent
of the Animal Studies Centre, Melton
Mowbray, Leicestershire, England studied
this in pet dogs. Eight dog owners were
recruited and asked to do two similar
walks through part of Hyde Park and some
of the surrounding streets, once with their
dog and once without. An observer fol-
lowed, recording the responses of all
people who passed within five feet of the
walker or his dog.

The dog owners, Messent reported at
last fall's conference, experienced a signif-
icantly larger number of responses from
people if they were with their dogs than if
they were not. Owners also engaged signif-
icantly more often in long conversations
when their dogs were present than when
they were not. And while there was a direc-
tion toward pedigree dogs increasing so-
cial interactions, this direction was not
statistically significant. Also, there was no
difference in length of conversation with
passersby whether the dog was a pedigree
breed or not.

In fact, companion animals even seem
to act as social catalysts within families.
Katcher points to the case of one woman
who was never able to talk to her father
directly, but who could make contact if his
dog was present. First she would talk to
her father about the dog, and after a
dialogue had been established, would
bring the conversation around to the sub-
ject she wanted to discuss.

Companion animals can also bring
families closer together and lessen family
tension. Ann Ottney Cain, professor of
psychiatric nursing at the University of
Maryland in Baltimore, studied the
sociological impact of pets (from the usual
dogs and cats to more exotic animals such
as skunks, goats and monkeys) on 60
families and reported at the conference
that a number of the families experienced
increased closeness, more time playing
together and less arguing after they had
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gotten their pets. One woman even used
the family dog to cool family arguments;
“Stop fighting, you're upsetting the dog”
was her favorite comment.

Although the physiological benefits of
pets have scarcely been tapped, one has
been well documented so far — they can
lower people’s blood pressure. This was
one of the more unforeseen health bene-
fits of companion animals. Katcher and his
colleagues measured the blood pressures
of dog owners while they were reading an
uninteresting text, then while they were
vigorously greeting their pets with pats,
strokes and words.

The subjects’ blood pressures were
found to be significantly lower during the
greeting than during the reading. Similarly,
when people in a veterinary clinic consult-
ing room were talking to their pets, they
had lower blood pressures than while talk-
ing to the experimenter, Katcher and his
team found, and children brought into a
neighboring home had lower blood pres-
sures when a dog was with the experi-
menter than when the experimenter was
alone. Katcher even found that if people
gazed at a tankful of tropical fish, it low-
ered their blood pressure, particularly if
they had high blood pressure.

Since research into companion
animal-human relationships is in its in-
fancy, other ways that companion animals
benefit humans’ health will undoubtedly
become apparent during the next few
years, Boris M. Levinson, a psychologist
with Yeshiva University in New York City,
pointed out at the conference.

For instance, do pets make people feel
more comfortable in their sex roles than
they would otherwise be? Can pets reduce
spouse battering, child abuse or other
criminal behaviors? Do different kinds of
companion animals provide health bene-
fits that others do not? (One might expect,
for instance, that cats offer certain inputs
that dogs do not.) Might pets protect
against the unhealthful mental and physi-
cal effects of stressful life events? Might
pets even be able to extend life expectancy
among healthy persons as well as among
sick ones?

Companion animals, Katcher predicts,
will be shown to have “an important influ-
ence on our sense of well-being and physi-
cal health.”
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