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There are two kinds of humans: pet lovers and people I

Over the years, numerous studies2 have demonstrated

don’t want to know. LOL, I’m kidding of course! I have

that pets can lower blood pressure, increase social

friends who, for a variety of reasons (allergies,

behaviors in children with au�sm, relieve stress,

expense, �me constraints, etc.) choose to be pet-less.

encourage physical ac�vity, improve one-year survival

Pet ownership may not be for everyone, but a majority

rates following heart atacks, and may be responsible

of Americans are commited pet lovers. An es�mated

for reducing cardiovascular disease risk.3

68% of U.S. households has at least one pet.1

Animals also comfort people who suﬀer from posttrauma�c stress disorder. Enter the emo�onal support
animal (ESA). ESAs have become so common that
they’re part of the landscape of grocery stores,
restaurants and airports. This year I’ve traveled by air
a half-dozen �mes, and on each trip I’ve seen
passengers cradling or stroking their emo�onal support
animals (usually dogs and the occasional cat, and at
least one gerbil). While wai�ng to board a plane at
LaGuardia Interna�onal in New York a month ago, I
stood in line next to a man and a cockapoo, who wore
a red dog vest embroidered with “support animal.”
“I don’t know where I’d be without Charlie,” the man
told me when I admired the dog.

Friendship and companionship are common
mo�va�ons for pet adop�on, though researchers are
examining the impact that human-animal rela�onships
have on individuals.

“How does he help you?” I asked, although in
hindsight it was a dumb ques�on considering that
Charlie was thumping his tail, leaning against my leg

Studies show that the bond between pet lovers and

and nuzzling my hand as I chated with his owner. I felt

animals can enhance health.

my blood
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pressure drop from its typical airport hysteria level to

humans cope with life. Therapy animals soothe seniors

normal.

with Alzheimer’s, raise the conﬁdence of people who
have literacy challenges and intellectual disabili�es,
calm pa�ents who are in recovery, and help the dying.
Pet Partners registers handlers of mul�ple animal
species who provide animal-assisted interven�ons.
One of the organiza�on’s goals has been to establish
rigorous standards4 for animals and their human
handlers to ensure safe and eﬀec�ve therapy animal
visits.
Of course, pets don’t have to serve only as prescribed
medicine for speciﬁc needs or voids. They can
some�mes serve in other ways. Take Sophie for
instance, who at 13 is a commited pet lover. As much
as she enjoys relaxing and playing with the three dogs
and two cats that share her home, she is also
interested in animals that aren’t the typical furcovered variety. That’s how she came to adopt Lizzie, a
bearded dragon.

The man took his �me responding to my ques�on.
“How does Charlie help me? Well, I’m a Vietnam
veteran.” He didn’t need to say anything else—his
message was clear. Charlie helps him deal with painful
memories.
“Dogs are very present. If someone is struggling with
something, they know how to sit there and be loving,”
said Dr. Ann Berger, a physician and researcher at the
Na�onal Ins�tutes of Health’s (NIH) Clinical Center in
Bethesda, Maryland. Dr. Berger works with people
who have cancer and terminal illnesses. “Their
aten�on is focused on the person all the �me.”
The bond between animals and people is a mutually
beneﬁcial rela�onship, according to Pet Partners, a
non-proﬁt that promotes the use of animals to help
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“I chose a bearded dragon because they are such

Stephanie: Our Golden Retriever Trevor is always there

cuddly and cute animals,” Sophie said. “They are the

to comfort the kids when they are feeling sad or are

perfect pal to hang out with because they are so happy

sick.

to be with you.”

Alina: The best part about our cat Basil is that she’s an

Lizzie feeds Sophie’s crea�vity. The lizard has starred in

adorable distrac�on to the rigors of daily life.

more than two dozen movies, short videos and ﬁlm
trailers, with Sophie serving as scriptwriter, camera
operator, director and voice-over actor. Sophie has
provided Lizzie’s care, feeding and comfort for several
years. As the lizard’s primary caregiver, Sophie
understands the importance of responsibility and
commitment. “Lizzie is an extraordinary friend,” she
said.
Whether living life as cherished pets, working as
emo�onal comfort, therapy, or service companions,
dogs, cats and other criters serve a higher purpose:
they show pet lovers how to love uncondi�onally.
Sophie summed up the bond she has with her bearded
dragon: “One morning I woke up and the weirdest
thing happened—Lizzie smiled at me!” she said. “She
makes my world go ‘round every single day.”
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I’ve asked other pet lovers to share their thoughts
about their animal friends:
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Missy: Our German Shepherd Beau provides comfort
and consoles you when you had a bad day or if you are
not feeling well.
Dina: My sweet Yorkiepoo/Cockapoo Pennie has
brought me a surreal sense of calm, posi�vity and
conﬁdence for the past 14 years.
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