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ELDERLY-ANIMAL FRIENDSHIP BONDS
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Studies have been done which have found attachments between people and their pets.
The present study was conducted to determine the variables of the elderly-animal
friendship bond. The study focused on self-perceived criteria of the aged regarding their
intimate association with their dogs. Results indicated self-perceived variables of
companionship, emotional bond, usefulness, loyalty and no negotiation. There were
significant differences in responses between the male and female Ss with regard to the
variables of loyalty and no negotiation.

Keywords: people and their pets, attachments, elderly-animal friendship bond, dog, cat,
companionship, emotional bond, usefulness, loyalty, no negotiation.

Loneliness is often cited as the worst aspect of aging (Cavan, 1949; Peretti, 1975;
Tobin & Neugarten, 1961). Friends die and move, and the elderly individual finds him
or herself alone and unable to cultivate the kinds of intimate relationships so necessary
for him or her (Blau, 1973). For many elderly people, pets can become a constant
source of satisfaction when interaction with other humans is severely restricted (Fogle,
1981; Lorenz, 1954).

Many elderly people do not know how or they do not want to break out of their
isolation and develop human friendships. These people live in single rooms or small
apartments, have few if any visitors and/or friends, and perform only the necessary
errands (Havighurst & Albrecht, 1953; Loether, 1975). They need meaningful
interaction and intimate relationships to maximize their lives (Lowenthal & Haven,
1968). Frequently, the interaction and relationships center on a nonhuman pet, such as
a dog or cat. Dogs seem to be the most frequently chosen pets of the elderly (Bustad,
1980; Fox, 1974).

There are two basic theories as to why people choose lower animals (especially
dogs) as pets. One is that they are domesticated to serve some useful and utilitarian
purpose for the owner; the other is that they can become companions as well as serve
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practical needs of the owner (Fogle, 1981; Levinson, 1972). Among the elderly, the
emotional involvement with the animals can be as great or greater than it might have
been with another human being (Cottrell, 1974; Peretti, 1980; Van, 1978).

The forthcoming study was conducted to determine the variables of the elderly-
animal friendship bond. The study focused on self-perceived criteria of the aged
regarding their intimate association with their dogs.

METHOD

SUBJECTS

Sixty-four males and sixty-four females, ranging in age from 64 to 82 years old,
were selected as subjects. All of the Ss were matched on sex, age, and independent
living conditions. Regarding the latter, the individuals were either single, widowed, or
divorced, and they were living along with their dog in nonconfined quarters. This last
condition was selected in an attempt to further strengthen the elderly-animal friendship
bond.

MATERIALS

An interview schedule was used to try to determine the number and nature of
friendships in the interaction network of the Ss. It also was used to find out the
attitudes and feelings toward the Ss regarding their dogs.

An open-ended questionnaire was used to determine the variables of the elderly-
animal friendship bond. It centered on self-perceived criteria the Ss mentioned in the
interview regarding attitudes and feelings toward their animals.

OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS

Elderly-animal friendship bond The emotional, intimate and personal contact
between the elderly and their dogs. It involves both a psychological and social
interplay between the human and the pet.

Non-confined quarters Lacking in restrictions, limitations, and/or restraints, thus
allowing the Ss flexibility in seeking out and establishing possible human friendship
relationships.

PROCEDURE

The entire data-gathering period took ten months of time during which the Ss were
contacted for the interview and questionnaire completion in Lincoln Park, Chicago,
Illinois. Lincoln Park is a large, public metropolitan park within the political
boundaries of urbanized Chicago.

Potential Ss were either walking with their dog, or sitting on one of the park’s
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benches with their animal, during the daylight hours. They were personally contacted
by the researcher and told that the study centered around friendships as well as their
attitudes and feelings toward their dog as a friend. All of the Ss volunteering to
participate in the investigation were assured of anonymity of responses.

Ss were individually interviewed regarding their friendships, and specific probe
questions were used to aid in focusing their responses on salient variables of the
elderly-animal friendship bond. No time limit was used in determining interview
length, and the mean time was fifty minutes. Of note was the fact that most of the
respondents devoted much more time to the questions concerning their attitudes and
feelings toward their dogs as friends, when compared to humans as friends.

Subsequently, the Ss completed the open-ended instrument, and, as before, no time
limit was given for its completion. After completion of this questionnaire, many of the
respondents seemed more motivated to converse with the researcher much more freely
about their friendship bond with their dogs as compared to their motivation during the
interview. These individuals volunteered additional, pertinent data about intimate,
personal attitudes and feelings toward their animals.

RESULTS

The five most frequently perceived variables of the elderly-animal friendship bond
are shown in Table 1, as compiled from the male and female responses. These criteria
were the same for both sexes, however, the frequency of responses were different.

TABLE 1
FIVE MOST FREQUENTLY PERCEIVED
VARIABLES OF THE ELDERLY-ANIMAL FRIENDSHIP BOND

Responses
Variables Male Female z
N Percent N Percent
Companionship 60 94) 62 97 ns
Emotional Bond 56 (88) 61 95) ns
Usefulness 55 (86) 54 (84) ns
Loyalty 52 (81) 61 95) 2.56, p<.05

No Negotiation 44 (60) 56 (88) 2.64, p<.01
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Companionship received the greatest number of male (60) as well as female (62)
responses regarding the elderly-animal friendship bond. No significant difference was
found between the two S groups. Emotional bond was the second most frequently
mentioned variable for the male Ss (56), while for the females, it was tied for second
with loyalty (each received 61). No significant difference was found between the sexes
for emotional bond. This was also the case regarding the responses for the variable of
usefulness (males, 55; females, 54).

Female respondents (61) tended to consider loyalty significantly more important in
the elderly-animal friendship bond than did the male Ss (52). A significant difference
(2.56, p < .05) was found between the two groups. The elderly women (56) also
selected no negotiation more significantly (2.64, p < .01) than did the elderly men (44).

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

There is an elderly-animal friendship bond. This bond was found to exist for both
males and females and their dogs. Five variables emerged from the self-perceived
criteria of the aged Ss of each group pertaining to their intimate association with their
animals, and these included: companionship, emotional bond, usefulness, loyalty, and
no negotiation, respectively.

Seventy-five percent (48) of the males and sixty-seven percent of the females (43)
mentioned that their dog was their only friend! The Ss stated that they lived alone with
their dogs and talked to and treated them as if they were human. Further, they believed
that the friendship bond between themselves and their pets was as strong as the Ss ex-
perienced between themselves and other human beings.

Most important in the elderly-animal friendship bond was the variable of
companionship. For both sexes, the dog gave the Ss something to do. The animal had
to be fed, watered, groomed, petted, stroked, and walked, to mention some of the
responses. Psychologically, the animal seemed to fulfill a human need to nurture. The
Ss maintained the animal was used to talk to, to tell stories to, and to confide in. For
the latter, they stated that problems were often solved by being able to express them
openly to their pet and then think of possible answers to them. As companions, many
of the Ss did not go out of the house without the accompaniment of the dog.

Male and female respondents displayed attitudes and feelings of care and
consideration toward their pets and believed there was an emotional bond between
themselves and their animals. Psychologically, pets are symbolically imbued with a
warm, trusting, and unconditional caring that satisfies our need for closeness, and the
Ss responded toward their pets in manners and behaviors fulfilling this need. Both



ELDERLY-ANIMAL FRIENDSHIP BONDS 155

sexes stated their dogs were “loved” and they treated them at least as well as they
would humans. Emotionally, they believed that they knew “how the dogs were
feeling”, or “what the dogs were thinking”. In these instances, the emotional bond was
so strong that the animals were almost considered as human in their emotional and
behavioral acts.

Usefulness, the third of the most frequently perceived variables of the elderly-
animal friendship bond, was considered important from many viewpoints by both
groups of Ss. The respondents felt a sense of physical security in the presence of their
pets, and, they felt a sense of emotional security with them. Regarding the former
position, the Ss felt safer at home and feared burglary less due to their dogs, while in
the latter instance, the elderly believed that by confiding in their animals, talking with
them, and by using them as an emotional outlet, they were more emotionally secure.
Many of the Ss found the dogs useful as intimate partners to the extent that the animals
slept in the same bed with the humans. They believed there was a sensuality in the
relationship, which was gratifying for themselves as well as for their animals.

Although both sexes considered loyalty important in the friendship bond, it was
found more important for the elderly women. More female than male Ss stated that
they had more than their fair share of social and personal problems associating with
other humans in their lives, and, that they had developed apprehensions and distrust
toward human attachments. Psychologically, their need for attachment was adequately
fulfilled by their dogs! These Ss considered their dogs as loyal, trustworthy, and a
constant source of satisfaction in their lives. Both groups of Ss responded frequently
that their dogs developed a loyal, possessive attachment toward them. They believed
this was demonstrated when the animal would actively seek them out for petting
purposes, and/or when the dog would growl at others who came nearer to the Ss.

No negotiation was last among the most frequently perceived variables. It was the
third most frequently selected criteria for the women, and there was a significant
difference between the selections of the women and the men. For both sexes, no
negotiation seemed to mean that with the dog, as compared with a human, satisfaction
and gratification of pleasurable experiences could more easily be attained in simple,
straightforward interaction without extraneous social dealing or bargaining. Interaction
with the dog, according to the Ss, involved much less dealing or bargaining with
elements of time, interests, debates, problems, duties, obligations, and/or financial
matters.

Although this study focused on the variables of the elderly-animal friendship bond,
future investigations might concern themselves with human-animal friendship bonds at
different ages and stages of human development, and with their possible similarities
and/or differences based on the human life cycle. Although this study centered on the
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bond between humans and their dogs, future examinations might be made between
humans and various other nonhuman pets, such as cats, horses, pigs, rats, gerbils,
birds, turtles, fish, or whatever nonhuman creature the human might designate as “pet”.
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