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The	Healing	Gift	of	an	Animal's	Love…		
Benefits	of	Animal	Friendship	for	Alzheimer's	and	
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There is no denying that unconditional love abounds at Peregrine's Landing when 
patients are in the company of animal friends.  
 
The adoration, sloppy kisses, and sincere appreciation we receive is as unmistakable as 
a gentle caress from a human loved one.  But are you aware of the thousands of 
documented cases of therapeutic and mental health benefits all of that cuddly, furry, 
love can provide?  
	
Studies conducted on the emotional and health advantages of human- animal bonds 
have proven, time and time again, that people who live with animals are healthier, 
happier, longer lived, and are more compassionate individuals. Other benefits, as cited 
by PAWS Advocacy Program, are: improved human cardiovascular health, reduced 
stress, decreased loneliness and depression, encouragement to exercise, and facilitated 
social interactions. 
	
In 2012, The Humane Society estimated that more than 70% of people in the U.S. own a 
pet. That is a lot of love and healing going on in this country! It can be attributed to a 
deep human instinct that animal love and companionship is invaluable. The largest 
percentages of pet owners consider their pets part of the family.  
	
“The human-animal bond bypasses the intellect and goes straight to the heart and emotions, 
and nurtures us in ways that nothing else can,” says Karin Winegar, author of Saved: 
Rescued Animals and the Lives They Transform.  
	
Animals encourage a sort of peace and calmness in humans, and the best part for 
many mentally challenged patients - they don't require verbal communication.  Dr. 
Sibel Cevizci, author, Animal Assisted Therapy and Activities in Alzheimer's Disease, 
suggests that, " People with Alzheimer's may have an easier time decoding the simple 
repetitive, non-verbal actions of a dog. Animals can act as transitional objects, allowing people 
to first establish a bond with them and then extend this bond to people." 
	
Dr. Edward Creagan of the Mayo Clinic Medical School states, “If pet ownership was a 
medication, it would be patented tomorrow!”  



	
Froma Walsh, Ph.D in a 2009 study titled, Human-Animal Bonds I: The Relational 
Significance of Companion Animals, explains that human-animal bonds have been 
documented throughout history as extremely beneficial to both physically ill patients, 
and those considered to have a mental illness. One advantage involves the exercise 
that most animals require, since it encourages valuable walks for Alzheimer's patients, 
offering fresh air, stimulation, and enjoyment. She also found, " Interactions with 
companion animals increase neurochemicals associated with relaxation and bonding and they 
improve human immune system functioning." 
	
Stories that document some of these miracles are astonishing. A terrific pet therapy 
advocate, Paul Howey, tells the story of an incredible little abandoned dog he found in 
the desert, that turned into a famous therapist, which he describes in Freckles: The 
Mystery of the Little White Dog in the Desert.  For more than a decade Howey has been 
brightening up the lives of children and young adults who were abused, and neglected, 
and are suffering with a serious illness. In turn, their physicians have recorded that the 
numbers on some of the patients' monitors move steadily down, as their heart rate and 
blood pressure declines while enjoying the company of an animal. 
	
Howey's newest pet therapy dog, Jelly, has experienced some extraordinary results 
with children and young adults. In a recent interview he shared this success story:   
	
"There was a teenage girl in the hospital. When we visited her, she'd not spoken a word to 
anyone, family or staff, for weeks. Nor had she eaten in many days. She was totally 
withdrawn. Within minutes of meeting Jelly and walking him through the halls of the hospital, 
she began talking, even laughing with us. Her mother, who accompanied us on the walk, was 
in tears." 
	
Animals have also become registered therapists for individuals with dementia and 
Alzheimer's for good reason.  After all, what person, young or old, can resist a furry 
animal that just wants to give and receive love?  
 
In a recent interview conducted with Stephen Bowman, President of Peregrine's 
Landing, he described pet therapy as "essential for health and able to provide dementia 
patients with plenty of laughter and joy." 
 
One of Bowman's biggest concerns in what he considers unsuccessful treatment 
methods for dementia patients is what he calls the "Institutional Model". These 
facilities offer standard care and sterile environments, without treatments to enhance 
or promote long-term memory retrieval.   
 
Peregrine's method is quite different. At their facilities you will find pigs, chickens, 
dogs, cats, birds, butterflies, lizards and more, wandering around the grounds and 
throughout the facility.  He laughed, "I'd have every animal in the kingdom if I had a 
place to keep them all.  That is how strongly I believe that pet therapy is essential to 
providing dementia patients a good quality of life." 
 



Further, "Pets offer patients the opportunity to journey into their long-term memories, 
because short term memory is what is limited in Alzheimer's patients. The majority of 
long-term memories contain the delightful events of holding a puppy, or watching a 
chick hatch, or riding a horse."   
 
Pet therapy animals stimulate these happy memories, bringing happiness to an 
otherwise difficult existence.  
 
Bowman hinted that pet therapy helps alleviate a multitude of medications.  Many 
patients are on pills for blood pressure, anxiety, depression, and more.  But just being 
in the company of these gentle friends can help relieve most of these ailments.  Most 
frequently eliminating the need for medications altogether when patients are living 
among and building relationships with animals.  
	
C.L. Fritz and associates have shown in a 25-year study that these companion animals 
also provide socialization and a calming experience for Alzheimer's patients. The 
researchers have recorded positive changes in the patients' emotional well-being, 
health, and memory retrieval during and after a visit with a fur baby. 
	
In this study, titled Association with companion animals and the expression of noncognitive 
symptoms in Alzheimer's patients - sixty-four Alzheimer's patients living in a private 
institution were studied to determine the physical effects companion animals had on 
their cognitive decline, and manifestation of concomitant noncognitive symptoms. The 
study's findings showed proof of diminished verbal aggression and anxiety symptoms 
as compared with those not visited by these exceptional therapists.    
	
Some of the biggest setbacks that Alzheimer's patients experience, at least in the early 
stages, are depression, anxiety, irritability, appetite suppression, and of course, the 
eventual detrimental memory loss. However, even in the later stages of this disease, 
animals can help Alzheimer's patients recall important and pleasant events that 
included pets in their earlier lives. This can bring repeated joy.   
	
Since the symptoms of depression, anxiety and irritability are problematic, both at the 
onset and in the in later development of Alzheimer's and dementia, providing pet 
therapy decreases the health-robbing effects of these highly detrimental emotional 
problems. 
	
Dr. Catherine M. Roe of the Washington University School of Medicine, published a 
study for the Fisher Center for Alzheimer's Research Foundation that stated, “We still 
don’t know whether depression is a response to the psychological process of Alzheimer’s disease 
or a result of the same underlying changes in the brain. People who are developing memory 
problems may, understandably, become anxious, agitated, or depressed COMMA because they 
feel that their mind is slipping. It is also possible that the same process that kills brain cells in 
Alzheimer’s disease may also trigger depression and other psychological problems." 
	
Further exploration into the companion animal benefits to patients reveals that many 
experts believe that dogs are the most successful, most loving, and easiest to train, with 



cats coming in at a close second. However, what about other animals? Birds, or more 
specifically parrots, have been known to bring tremendous joy and companionship to 
many patients.  Pigs are some of the most intelligent of all animals, and are an 
upcoming choice for therapy companions, because they provide some of the best 
emotional support through love, kindness, and human savvy. They share many genetic 
similarities with human beings. They're calmer than dogs, smarter, and much less 
excitable. 
	
Equine therapy can be another relief for Alzheimer patients, according to a new study 
from Ohio State University that suggests that horses may improve symptoms of the 
condition.   
 
"A pet is an island of sanity in what appears to be an insane world. Friendship retains its 
traditional values and securities in one's relationship with one's pet. Whether a dog, cat, bird, 
fish, turtle, or what have you, one can rely upon the fact that one's pet will always remain a 
faithful, intimate, non-competitive friend, regardless of the good or ill fortune life brings us," 
Medical News Today (MNT). 
	
The reality is that companion animal therapy is on the rise, and study after study has 
demonstrated to physicians, therapists and patients a viable way to bring sanctity, love, 
and a promise of health to those suffering with major mental challenges. The results 
have been extremely successful regardless of what animals are brought in to spend 
time with patients. Hopefully someday there will be animal therapy programs 
brightening the lives of people in every nursing home, retirement center, institution, 
and hospital.  
	
  
 
 
 
 
 
 


