1

PAGE  
14
EFFECT OF ANIMALS ON WELL-BEING                                                   


Running head: THE EFFECT OF ANIMALS ON WELL-BEING                        

An Integrated Literature Review Examining the Effect of Animal

Interaction on Well-Being in the Elderly

Jessica R. Swanson

University of Central Florida

Abstract

The aim of this paper is to critique evidence on the effect of animal interaction on elders in the community and institutionalized settings.  Many older adults are isolated or institutionalized, and animal therapy is increasingly used to offer comfort.  Evidence on the effect of this is scarce and conflicting.  The design of this study is an integrated literature review.  Searches of MEDLINE, Cochrane Library, CINAHL, and Google Scholar between 1980 and July 2011 were performed.  Articles were evaluated and summarized into narrative form.  Six studies were included.  Results were classified as pertaining to depression, well-being, and functioning and activities of daily living (ADL’s).  Some studies show conflicting evidence, but animals seem to have a positive impact on blood pressure, ADL’s, loneliness, and life satisfaction.  The results of this review show that in practice, policies should allow animals in institutional settings.  Research with larger samples is needed on animals and depression and in the community. 

An Integrated Literature Review Examining the Effect of Animal

Interaction on Well-Being in the Elderly
Background and Significance

Late adulthood is often a time filled with change, loss, and separation, and as a result, elders are at increased risk of social isolation, loneliness, and depression (Colombo et al., 2005).  At home, many elders face seclusion, whereas institutionalized elders may experience reduced contact with beloved families (Colombo et al., 2005).  For many older adults, animals can provide companionship and purpose.  Pet therapy has numerous widespread effects, ranging from reduced blood pressure to improved social and psychological functioning (Stasi et al., 2004).  Many psychological effects have also been demonstrated, including reality orientation for the elderly, greater sense of responsibility, improved motivation, and a positive affect (Stasi et al., 2004).  Animals also have the social benefit of increasing interpersonal interactions (Stasi et al., 2004).  


Studies documenting the effects of pet therapy in the United States began in the 1960’s, based on the idea that relationships between species may have a beneficial effect (Colombo et al., 2005).  Pet therapy is a broad term and can include a personal pet, a resident pet in a nursing home or facility, or an animal brought to a facility to visit the residents.  Most research has been performed using dogs, cats, and birds (Banks & Banks, 2002; Giovanni et al., 2005; Stasi et al., 2004).  


Well-being is a term encompassing physical, psychological, and social health.  It includes physical state of health, lack of depression, a positive affective state, and lack of loneliness, boredom, or isolation,.  While most research concludes that animal therapy has a positive effect, some research relates pet ownership to negative health states.  One study showed that people with pets had a higher BMI and were more likely to smoke (Parslow & Jorm, 2003).  Another study found that pets had no effect on physical or psychological well being in elders living in the community (Parslow et al., 2005).  Because of this controversy, a review of the literature is needed to determine the effect of animals on elderly people.  The research question for this literature review is:  What is the effect of animal interaction on well being in the elderly population? 

Methods

A thorough search strategy was undertaken to identify published works either written in or translated into English.  Articles published between 1980 and June 2011 were included.  Searches of MEDLINE, the Cochrane Database of Systematic reviews, Google Scholar, and CINAHL were done using combinations of these terms:

· elderly

· “quality of life”, depression

· pet, pet therapy, dog, cat, animal therapy

· pet-human (subject)

Inclusion criteria included any studies considering:

· Pet therapy in a nursing home, assisted living center, or hospital

· Personal pet ownership

· Animal interaction involving dogs, cats, or birds

· Effects of animals on depression

· Effects of animals on perceived quality of life

· Resident pets in assisted living facilities or nursing homes

Exclusion criteria included:

· Works examining robotic pets or effects of pet therapy on the animal itself

· Studies with fewer than 10 research subjects

Every effort was taken to include works with higher levels of evidence.  The studies were rated on levels of evidenced based on Melynk & Fineout-Overholt’s (2005) Rating System for the Hierarchy of Evidence.

Results

Plain Language Summary

The effect of animals on the well-being of older people


Many older adults have a lot of change in their lives.  Some studies show that having a pet or visiting with animals can help elders deal with change and aging.  This study reviewed six articles and looked at how animals affect well-being in older people.  Animals may help older adults deal with depression, although more studies are needed.  Visiting with pets lowers blood pressure in older people.  It also helps them feel less lonely.  Visiting with pets may help older adults perform some activities better, such as walking and dressing themselves.  To be sure, more studies are needed, because some of these studies were small. 

Search Results 

Searches produced 82 results.  Many articles in the search examined positron emission tomography (PET) scans, not pets, and thus were excluded.  To meet the criteria of this assignment, the six articles with the greatest relevance and largest sample sizes were selected.  Of these six studies, two were level 2 evidence, two were level 3, and two were level 6.  A summary of the included studies, including design, sample characteristics, level of evidence, intervention, and results is provided in Table 1.  

The articles are classified into three groups based on the key outcome evaluation: Depression, Well-being, and Functioning and Activities of Daily Living (ADLs).

Table 1

Summary of Included Studies

	Primary Study, Country
	Design, Level of Evidence, Sample
	Characteristics of Intervention
	Results

	Stasi et al. (2004) 

Italy
	Controlled trial without randomization

Level 3 evidence

28 subjects living in a nursing home. Mean age 85.7 years
	Hour long visits with a therapy cat 3x/week for 6 weeks vs. usual activity

Outcomes measured include BP, depression, mental status
	SBP (pre vs. post)

Control: 145 (18.0) vs. 140 (8.7)

Pet: 151.4 (23.6) vs. 121.4 (16.0)

Pre: p not significant

Post: p<0.05

Geriatric Depression Scale:No significant improvement

	Colombo et al. (2005) Italy
	Randomized, blinded, controlled multicenter trial

144 cognitively unimpaired subjects, institutionalized in nursing homes, mean age 78.8 ± 9.4

Level 2 evidence
	One group given a plant, one group given a canary, one group given nothing (control)

MMSE, LEIPAD (questionnaire to gauge quality of life),Depression/Anxiety Scale(DAS)

at baseline and after 3 months of intervention.  
	There was a significant decrease in depression in the animal group. 

DAS score: baseline- no difference 

DAS score: 3 months

control group: 3.53 ± 3.08

animal group:1.93 ± 1.94, p < 0.001 (note decrease is an improvement)

There was some increase in functioning in the animal group.

	Winefield et al. (2008). Australia
	Sample: 314 Community living adults, convenience sample

Observational survey design

Level 6 evidence 
	Pet owners and non-owners were administered an adapted form of the Multi-Dimensional Support Scale.  Demographic and health data were collected on the participants. 
	Neither pet ownership nor pet attachment was associated with increased health or well-being. 

Correlation between pet attachment and general health: Pearson’s r: -0.02

	Siegel, J. (1990). USA
	1,145 Medicare HMO enrollees in Southern California.  2,300 participants were solicited, and the above number enrolled in the study.  

Level 6 evidence
	Questionnaire administered examining health status, health beliefs, psychological distress, social support, pet ownership, demographic characteristics.  The survey and physician usage were assessed every 2 months for a year.
	Survey participants with pets had fewer doctor contacts 

(β=-.07, p <.05) than the group without pets. 

Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D)

Depression-pet owner 0.08, Depression-no pet 0.05

(no significant difference)

	Banks, M. et al. (2002). USA
	Randomized, controlled Multi-center trial, 45 participants.  Participants were nursing home residents who desired animal interaction.

  Level 2 evidence  
	Three groups: control-no Animal assisted therapy (AAT), AAT-1 (one 30 minute session 1x/week), AAT-3 (30 minute sessions 3x/week).  The study lasted 6 weeks.
	AAT reduced loneliness in a statistically significant manner in both AAT groups.  ANCOVA F(2,44) = 5.21, p=.001



	Kanamori, M. et al. (2001). Japan
	Controlled trial without randomization. Seven members in study group, 20 in control group.

Level 3 evidence.
	Animal Assisted Therapy was implemented in 6 biweekly sessions.  MMSE scores and other measures were taken at baseline and at the conclusion of the study.
	MMSE score before AAT (baseline):  11.43 (± 9.00), after: 12.29(± 9.69).

Nishimura's Activities of Daily Living score at baseline: 28.43(± 14.00), after ATT: 29.57(± 14.47).  This study showed some effectiveness of animal therapy in several areas of functioning.


Depression


Three studies examined the effect of animal interaction on depression.  The methods of evaluating depression varied.  Stasi et al. (2004) used the Geriatric Depression Scale (GDS) at the beginning of the study and again after six weeks of pet therapy.  Colombo et al. (2006) used the LEIPAD Depression/Anxiety Scale (DAS) and the Brief Symptom Inventory-depression (BSI) to evaluate participants for depression.  Siegel (1990) used the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) to evaluate depression.  The methods of evaluating depression varied in all the studies examined, and this could relate to the differences in results amongst them.  

In the Colombo et al. study (2006), participants were randomized to a control group with no intervention, a plant-therapy group, and a group given a canary to care for.  At baseline, there was no difference in the Depression/Anxiety Scale (DAS) scores or the LEIPAD-Depression scores between groups.  After three months, there were statistically significant improvements in the animal group.  This study showed that animal therapy does have a positive effect on depressive symptoms.    


Siegel (1990) and Stasi et al. (2004) found no significant relationship between animals and depression.  Siegel examined the role of pet ownership on stressful life events and physician service usage among the elderly (1990).  However, dog owners did use fewer physician services and seem to be buffered from stressful life events (Siegel, 1990).  The results on the depression scale in the Stasi study were not statistically significant (2004).  


There is limited evidence that pet ownership and animal therapy may have a moderate effect on depressive symptoms.  These studies are limited in sample size, power, and duration.  Longitudinal research on this topic is needed to determine the strength of an effect of animal therapy on depression. 

Well-Being

Well-being is a term that encompasses many factors, including physical health, loneliness, cognitive state, and social interaction.  Four studies have found animals to have positive effects on a variety of factors of well-being, including blood pressure, loneliness, life satisfaction, and overall health.  

Animal interaction seems to have a positive effect on loneliness and life satisfaction.  A study by Banks & Banks (2002) examined the effects of animal-assisted therapy on loneliness in elderly residents of long-term care facilities.  This showed a statistically significant reduction in loneliness in the intervention groups (p<0.05) (Banks & Banks, 2002).  Colombo et al. (2006) assessed life satisfaction using the LEIPAD-life satisfaction scale (LSS).  The animal group showed a significant improvement in life satisfaction (Colombo et al., 2006).  The results of these studies show the positive impact animals can make on well-being in elderly institutionalized individuals, specifically by reducing loneliness and increasing life satisfaction.

Conflicting results exist on the effect of animals on health of older people.  Stasi et al. (2004) examined the effects of pet therapy on blood pressure of the institutionalized elders.  After 6 weeks of pet therapy with a cat, both systolic and diastolic blood pressures decreased by significant amounts (Stasi et al., 2004).  Since the groups were controlled for participants taking blood pressure medications and having cardiovascular disease, the authors concluded that animal therapy decreased blood pressure values (Stasi et al., 2004).


However, another study concluded that having a pet did not make a difference in the overall health of elders.  Utilizing a survey design, Winefield et al. (2008) studied the health effects of pet ownership and attachment on elders.  Utilizing a scattergram plot of the results, no clear linear correlation was made between pet attachment and general health (Winefield et al., 2008).  No correlation was made between pet ownership or attachment and the variety of factors examined, including physical function, bodily pain, vitality, social function, emotions, or mental health (Winefield et al., 2008).  Therefore, these authors concluded that the health of older people is not related to owning a pet.

Functioning and ADL’s

Two studies examined the relationship between pet therapy and physical functioning.  Animal therapy does seem to have a positive effect on these areas.  Colombo et al. (2006) examined the effect on pet therapy on physical functioning and self-care.  Two other subsets of the LEIPAD questionnaire are the Physical Functioning Scale (PFS) and the Self-Care Scale (SCS).  These questionnaires were administered at baseline and again after three months of either routine activity or an intervention with a canary (Colombo et al., 2006).  In the animal group, there was a significant improvement in physical function and an improvement in self-care.   


A study by Kanamori et al. (2001) investigated the use of animal-assisted therapy on elders in an adult day care setting.  One outcome measured was Nishimura’s ADL scale (N-ADL).  The results were not statistically significant, however.  A limitation of this study was sample size.  


In regards to the effect of animal therapy on functioning and ADL’s, current research suggests a positive effect.  However, larger, well-powered studies are needed to draw a clear conclusion.

Limitations of Evidence

Some inconsistencies did exist among the results of the individual studies.  A limitation of the Kanamori et al. (2001) study was sample size as the intervention group consisted of seven participants, and the control group consisted of 20 participants.  The small number of participants makes gaining statistically significant data difficult.  

The Winefield et al. study (2008) had severe limitations as well.  First of all, a convenience sample was used.  The sampling was done by students of the researcher with each student surveying three participants as part of a class assignment (Winefield et al., 2008).  Variability amongst the survey techniques or persons chosen to interview could affect data reliability.  


The main limitation of the study done by Stasi et al. (2004) was sample size.  Only 28 subjects participated in this study (Stasi et al., 2004).  These factors limit the reliability of the results, and this could account for the variability in the outcomes of the studies.  It should be noted, however, that the Colombo et al. (2005) study was the largest and best controlled, and it had the most positive outcomes.  

Recommendations for Practice


Animal interaction has a modest and positive effect on the well being of older adults.  Specifically, animal interaction is associated with reduced blood pressure, decreased loneliness, improved life satisfaction, increased independence in ADL’s, and reduced physician contacts.  More research is needed regarding the impact of animals on depression.  


For health professionals, animals can provide a powerful tool to assist older adults.  The evidence clearly supports the use of visiting therapy animals and resident pets in institutional settings.  In this domain, health professionals should encourage animal visitation groups and the use of resident pets.  Policies in these facilities should welcome animal visitation and resident pets.  Education of staff should emphasize the positive effect of animals on multiple aspects of well-being.  


The research does not show a clear conclusion regarding the effect of animals on elders in the community setting.  Older adults with animals do have fewer physician contacts, however, and animals do reduce blood pressure.  An older adult who desires to own a pet should not be discouraged from doing so.  


Much more research on the effect of animals on elders is needed.  Quality research on community based adults and animals is lacking.  One topic for research could be to examine the effect of owning a pet on blood pressure of adults in the community setting.  The trial could be randomized with non-pet owners.  Previous cardiac history and antihypertensive medications would have to be controlled.  


Because of the uncertainty of the effect of animals on depression, more studies are needed regarding this issue.  A potential study could examine the effect of animal therapy on depression in institutionalized elders, utilizing larger sample sizes and animal visitation or resident pets.      
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