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This report covers a proposed integration of dogs and cats into America’s nursing homes.  To most senior residents, age and circumstances deny the pleasures of being around dogs and cats.  Although opponents to solving this problem exist, their arguments can be refuted, and further facts support the importance of pets and the need for the federal funding of pet/nursing home integration.

The Flawed Views of Opponents to Integrating Pets
People who are against introducing pets into nursing homes offer the following mainly flawed points:

· Patients may be allergic to dogs and/or cats.

· Nursing homes cannot afford to take in and care for animals.

· Animals would create hygiene issues.

· Behavioral problems would make some animals too dangerous.

Granted, opponents correctly argue that some patients will be allergic to dogs and/or cats, but that fact can be overcome through “pet-free zones, frequent cleaning, a HEPA vacuum cleaner, an air purifier, allergy relief bedding, and special pet allergy products” (Achoo Allergy, 2007, para 1).  While few nursing homes would have to employ all of these tactics, the options do exist.  In addition, homes would have the option of not integrating animals.  Rather than mandating that all nursing homes contain pets, the government would simply be offering that choice and supplying funding for its implementation.  Each nursing home staff would have to determine if pets would benefit the patients.  Furthermore, while a naysayer would argue that for financial reasons alone such homes could never incorporate pets, the costs would actually be low.  According to the Dog Hause (2006), food and medical expenses for a medium-sized dog would run approximately $425 annually, and cats would cost even less.  Also, since most of the dogs and cats would come from shelters, nursing homes would pay almost nothing for the animals.   


Similar to this cost point, opponents’ final two arguments both lack validity.  First, some people would no doubt raise hygiene issues, contending that animals would affect a home’s cleanliness.  This contention contains faulty logic because any animal incorporated into a home would be housebroken.  If animals have access to the outdoors and if owners vacuum regularly, then, according to experts, “no hygiene problems will exist” (Animal Outreach of Kansas [AOK], 2007, para 3).  With federal funds, nursing homes can also stay clean by fencing in areas for dogs, and pet doors can be installed so that the animals have easy access to the outdoors and to litter boxes.  Along with this false hygiene argument, opponents to integration will suggest that dogs and cats would bring behavioral problems into nursing homes, that the animals, such as pit bulls, might be dangerous; however, this point can be easily refuted.  By hoisting this pit-bull argument, a naysayer creates a red herring fallacy because the argument is not that pit bulls should be incorporated into nursing homes, but that chosen cats and dogs should be.  Author E.M. Thomas (1993) further addressed this “aggression” point by describing dogs as “the individuals they are rather than … automatons that represent a species” (p. 145).  In other words, being individuals, dogs and cats (and humans) display a variety of behaviors, some good, some bad.  To avoid problematic animals, shelter officials would simply weed out the aggressive ones (the mistreated ones) and choose the good-natured animals for nursing home placement.

The Importance of Pets in People’s Lives

  For many people, pets offer both superficial and spiritual importance.  Superficially, pets offer simple entertainment.  Singletary (2007) acknowledged that “Pets provide complexity, interest, and variability to a daily routine” (p. A11).  Who suffers from routines as much as a nursing home patient, who often has only a television for entertainment?  In contrast, no TV show provides as much interest and as many laughs as does an energetic dog, and nursing home patients need more quality entertainment to fill in the sometimes long hours.  More importantly and deeply, perhaps, pets can provide a spiritual connection.  As one veterinarian, Holly Nash (as cited in “Psychological, emotional,” 2007), states, “Pets can help ease the sense of loneliness or isolation we feel” (p. 2).  Being alone, feeling forgotten—nursing homes can magnify those two sad conditions.  In contrast, when staring into the depths of a dog’s eyes, people connect with the life force, thus freeing them from everyday concerns and buoying their spirit.  Indeed, countless people feel this connection, for how else can it be explained that, according to the American Pet Product Manufacturers Association (as cited in Singletary, 2007), over six of ten households contain a pet and that in 2006 Americans spent over $38 billion on their animals?

Beyond these two somewhat intangible effects, pets are important to many people for health reasons.  As Figure 1 shows, studies provide documented proof that pets improve people’s health (“Physical and medical,” 2007):

	The Health Effects of Owning Pets

	Description of Study
	Results of Study

	Comparing recent heart patients who had pets to those who did not.
	Patients who owned pets recovered sooner from their heart conditions and lived longer.

	Measuring a person’s heart rate both before and after he or she has petted a dog or cat.
	People who had just petted a dog or cat showed a lower heart rate.

	Conducting interviews with dog owners.
	Dog owners felt safer—less defenseless.

	Comparing disease and death rates of single, widowed, and divorced people with married people.
	Married people suffer less diseases and live longer than those who live alone.


While the latter study does not focus on pets, it reinforces the need for connection, for a positive mental state caused by a good relationship.  As pet owners know, their animals provide an outlet for both communication and affection, and in return dogs and cats offer unconditional love, free of judgments and reprimands, of guilt and expectations.  In fact, according to researchers (“Psychological, emotional,” 2007), “For many, pets can serve as a transitional love object, helping them develop and transfer affections” (p. 3).  Clearly, such affection would benefit the health of nursing home residents.

Integrating dogs and cats into nursing homes offers positive consequences for both people and animals.  Removing more dogs/cats from shelters would not only lower the pounds’ costs, but also provide more space for other needy yet unwanted creatures since each year in America over eight million dogs and cats are euthanized (AOK, 2007).  In short, facts support the need for pets in America’s nursing homes.
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