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PETS FOR LIFE
As Australia’s over-65 

population increases, there is 
growing interest in supporting 
older people to continue as 
active and healthy members of 
society.  According to the latest 
research, pet ownership is an 
important part of doing just 
that. 

Walking a dog has 
potentially greater health 
benefits as a buffer against stress 
in senior citizens than walking 
without a dog according to a 
report published in the Medical 
Journal of Australia in January 2006.

These latest benefits of dog ownership among older people are not surprising according to Associate Professor 
Eleonora Gullone, from Psychologists for the Promotion of Animal Welfare.  

“Owning a pet has clearly been shown to have health and well-being benefits for the general population and for older people it is shown to have specific 
positive benefits. Studies of the elderly have shown that older pet owners visit the doctor less often and take less medication than non-pet owners. In fact, a 
landmark study published in the Medical Journal of Australia in 1992 showed that pet owners had significantly lower risk factors for cardiovascular disease than 
did non-owners,” says Dr Gullone. 

“Pets can also help the elderly feel they are a part of the social fabric.  Caring for a dog involves taking it for a walk as well as feeding and grooming it.  This 
is thought to be the reason that older people who have contact with a pet are less likely to report feeling lonely and are less likely to visit their doctor.”

Figures from the Australian Bureau of Statistics show that more than 13 per cent of Australians were aged 65 years and over at 30 June 2005 and the 
median age of Australians is steadily increasing.

Dr Gullone notes that some elderly people feel concerned about whether they will be able to continue to care for their pet as they get older.
“There are now innovative programs, such as the Pet Companion Program run by Knox Community Volunteers, which support older people and people 

with a disability in caring for their pets including co-ordinating vet visits, bathing, grooming and walking dogs.  This can be of great benefit for someone who is 
concerned about their ability to manage a pet. 

It also seems that some of the accommodation options that are specifically designed for older people are acknowledging the importance of companion 
animals either by having a resident pet or encouraging visiting pet programs.

It is clear that our pets create significant medical, social, and psychological benefits and for many people, pet ownership is a relationship that they want to 
continue throughout their life,” says Dr Gullone.

Australia – A Nation of Pet Lovers 

Australia is a nation of pet lovers.
  It is estimated that 64% of the 7.5 million households in Australia 

have some type of pet.  
52% of these households own either a dog or a cat.  

 
Over many years, Australian and international research

 has shown that owning  pets can help improve
 a person’s mental and physical health, 

reduce the effects of stress;
help children learn about responsibility, 

facilitate social interaction between people 
and build a sense of community.

Holly Dog and I went to visit my grandmother 
at Our Lady Of Consolation Home at Rooty Hill. We 
usually see her in the Sitting Room as she’s there 
reading most times or chatting with her friends, 
but on Sunday she was in her room. 

Well, all the residents heard that Holly was in 
attendance and so we had a steady stream of visitors 
- just to see Holly Dog. Grandma and I were a bit put 
out!

OLOC. is a wonderful facility as they encourage 
all the residents’ family and friends to bring their 
pets in to visit at any time. There are 350 residents.

I always take at least one of my dogs in and the 
GDs lie down at everyone’s feet and get their heads 
rubbed. Holly Dog is a favourite though as she’s so 
soft to touch.

Many a new resident gets a shock as the lift 
doors open and out I pile out with 2 GDs and Holly!

I have seen many other dogs there “visiting” 
and a cat or 2 as well. They want me to bring in my 
next litter and have an “audience” in the hall for 
everyone. It’s amazing how good the Big Dogs are 
- yes, suprisingly enough even Bad Bert - as they lie 
on the carpet and accept their 
pats. 

Bert has been 
visiting since he 
was a little puppy 
and so is an old 
hand at it now.

 Their visit 
brings a sparkle 
to many an old 
eye and I am 
always reminded 
at how the touch 
of a dog can 
work miracles - 
with anyone.
 MARGO 
TURNBULL


