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ABSTRACT

Objective: Western countries face ageing populations and increasing numbers of older adults receiv-
ing long-term care at home (home care). Approximately 50% of households in Western countries own
pets, and while pets impact the health and wellbeing of their owners, most healthcare organisations
do not account for the role of pets in the lives of their clients. Due to the lack of research in older adults
receiving home care that own pets, this study aimed to review previous qualitative research about
the role and significance of pets for older adults in general.

Method: PubMed and PsycINFO were systematically searched with variations on (MeSH) terms for
older adults (mean age 65years and older), pets, and qualitative study designs. Iterative-inductive
thematic analyses were performed in ATLAS.ti.

Results: We included fifteen studies and extracted twenty-eight themes within seven categories:
Relational Aspects, Reflection and Meaning, Emotional Aspects, Aspects of Caregiving, Physical Health,
Social Aspects, and Bidirectional Behaviour. Older adults reported not only on positive aspects of pet
ownership such as the emotional support their pets provided but also on negative aspects such as
postponing personal medical treatment.

Conclusion: Older adults perceived pets asimportant for their health and wellbeing. This implies that
care workers may be able to improve home care by accounting for the role of pets of older adults
receiving home care. Based on our findings, we suggest that community healthcare organisations
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develop guidelines and tools for care workers to improve care at home for clients with pets.

Introduction

Western countries face ageing populations and concomitant
increases in the number of older adults with chronic illness
(Abbing, 2016; Lipszyc et al., 2012). Currently, many older adults
receiving long-term care (LTC) reside in their own homes (fur-
ther addressed as older adults receiving home care) (Abbing,
2016; Lipszyc et al., 2012; Spasova et al., 2018). Over 50% of
Western households own at least one pet (Bedford, 2021;
FEDIAF, 2019). However, estimates of the prevalence of pet
ownership in older age vary (Applebaum et al., 2020; Friedmann
et al., 2020; Himsworth & Rock, 2013). Himsworth and Rock
(2013) found that 27% of Canadians aged 65 years and older
owned a pet, while Applebaum et al. (2020) found that in the
United States, 50% of adults over the age of 70 owned a pet.
There is some evidence that after the age of 70, the prevalence
of pet ownership may decrease by up to 50% with each addi-
tional decade of life (Friedmann et al.,, 2020; Himsworth & Rock,
2013). Still, this suggests that many older adults receiving home
care own pets. The term pet ownership, however, may be mis-
leading since many pet owners consider their pets as friends
or family members (Amiot et al., 2016).

The scientific literature indicates that pets provide physical,
emotional, and social benefits for older adults. For instance,
pets are associated with reduced depression, loneliness, and
anxiety, and with improved quality of life, physical activity, and

social connections (Gee et al., 2017; HAS, 2015; Hughes et al.,
2020). However, the results of studies on the effects of pet own-
ership do not provide consistent outcomes (e.g. Mueller et al.,
2018; Rodriguez et al., 2020; Winefield et al., 2008), and pet
ownership can also have negative effects, such as increased
risk of falls, allergies, transmission of diseases, psychological
dependency, and excessive grief responses after pet bereave-
ment (Beck & Katcher, 2003; Dowsett et al., 2020; Toray, 2004).
Some qualitative studies overlooked the importance of petsin
the lives of people receiving home care (Ryan & Ziebland,
2015). Taken together, research shows that pets are animport-
ant factor that needs to be considered in home care.

By accounting for the role of pets in their clients’lives, care
workers may be able to improve the care process and care out-
comes (Rauktis & Hoy-Gerlach, 2020; Risley-Curtiss, 2010;
Toohey et al.,, 2017). However, community healthcare organi-
sations rarely have guidelines that account for their clients’
pets. To account for clients’ pets, care workers and healthcare
organisations require comprehensive information on the
effects and the role of pets in clients’ lives (Rauktis & Hoy-
Gerlach, 2020; Risley-Curtiss, 2010; Toohey et al., 2017).

To date, several qualitative studies have been conducted
on the role of pets in the lives of older adults (e.g. Cole, 2019;
Enders-Slegers, 2000). These studies provide rich data and help
researchers better understand the significance of pets for older
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adults. The outcomes of these studies, however, have not been
reviewed so far. The aim of this qualitative systematic review
was to identify important themes that reflect the significance
and role of pets, from the perspective of both older adults who
receive home care and those who do not. By doing so, we hope
to contribute to the improvement of home care and provide a
basis for the future development of guidelines and tools for
community healthcare organisations.

Methods
Design and search strategy

To establish common themes on experiences of older adults
living at home with their pets, we conducted a qualitative sys-
tematic review (Grant & Booth, 2009). The research group con-
sisted of a PhD student (PR), a research assistant (ID), and
experts in human-animal studies (KH and ME) and geriatric care
research (DG and RL). Qualified supervisors guided the research
process and reflexivity during workgroup discussions.

To develop our systematic search strategy we used the
PICOS-model (EUnetHTA, 2019; Frandsen et al., 2020) with the
elements Population (older adults, mean age 65years and
older), Intervention (pets), and Study Design (qualitative design)
to systematically search for relevant studies (EUnetHTA, 2019;
Frandsen et al., 2020). See the Appendix, Table A1 for the applied
search strategies. On 19 February 2021, we searched PubMed
and PsycINFO, using MeSH term variations. Finally, to find addi-
tional eligible literature, we screened reference lists of system-
atic reviews and searched HABRI central, an index specialised
in human-animal interaction literature.

Inclusion criteria and selection

Due to the language proficiency of the researchers, we limited
the review to studies published in English and Dutch. There was
no limitation on date of publication. Because an initial search
showed a lack of qualitative studies on older adults receiving
home care, we extended our focus and included studies with
older adults from the general population. Since 85% of older
adults (65years and older) have at least one chronic illness
(RIVM, 2021), there are many shared experiences between older
adults who receive home care and those who do not. We
excluded studies with a focus on animal-assisted interventions
and studies with institutionalised older adults.

To identify eligible articles, the records obtained by the data-
base searches were transferred to the Web app Rayyan (Ouzzani
et al,, 2016). In Rayyan, two researchers (PR and ID) inde-
pendently screened titles and abstracts. Subsequently, the two
researchers independently screened full-text articles.
Disagreements were resolved through discussion.

The Mixed-Methods Assessment Tool (MMAT) was used to
assess the quality of the included studies (Hong et al., 2019).
Two researchers discussed independently conducted evalua-
tions to reach consensus on the quality of the included studies,
see the Appendix, Table A2.

Analyses

We performed a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell
etal., 2017) in ATLAS.ti version 8 for Windows (ATLAS.ti Scientific
Software Development GmbH) using an iterative-inductive

approach. During the course of the analysis several work group
discussions were arranged. A researcher (PR) inductively con-
structed an initial set of codes based on the first three studies
from the list in ATLAS.ti to guide the process and approach of
analysis. Subsequently, two researchers (PR and ID) inde-
pendently coded all included studies using the predefined
codes and by adding new codes. A set of themes was created
based on the codes, inductive reasoning, and a workgroup dis-
cussion (PR, ID, RL, KH, and ME). To confirm the themes deduc-
tively the two researchers (PR and ID) independently analysed
the studies once more in ATLAS.ti. Similarities and differences
in interpretation were assessed using the ATLAS.ti intercoder
agreement function, followed by a discussion between PR and
ID. After reaching consensus, the expert members of the work-
group KH, ME, DG, and RL independently categorised the
themes using an inductive approach. All authors discussed the
categories and themes until consensus was reached. In addition
to the thematic analysis, PR and ID extracted study character-
istics such as study design, type of pet, and gender and age of
participants.

Results
Search results

Initially, we identified 2525 studies. After removing 646 dupli-
cates in Rayyan, two researchers (PR and ID) screened 1879
studies by reading titles and abstracts. Reasons to omit studies
were, for instance, a different population or method (e.g. quan-
titative), or the use of laboratory animals. This resulted in 62
potentially eligible studies, which were assessed on their full-
text content (see flowchart, Figure 1). In one case, a full-text
could not be obtained through the Open University’library, and
the study was therefore omitted. A final sample of fifteen stud-
ies was included in this review (Table 1).

Study characteristics

Table 1 presents an overview of the 15 included studies includ-
ing a total of 340 participants (N=115 male, N=225 female).
Three studies involved older adults who were explicitly in need
of care: people with chronic pain (Janevic et al., 2020), stroke
survivors (Johansson et al., 2014), and older adults with physical
impairments (Williams, 2018).

Most participants were dog owners, followed by cat owners,
and then birds owners (Table 1). Three studies did not describe
the type of pet owned (Bunkers, 2010; Muraco et al., 2018;
Putney, 2014). The studies took place between 2000 and 2021
in the United States (n=6), Australia (n=3), China (n=1), the
United Kingdom (n=1), Sweden (n=1), the Netherlands (n=1),
Austria (n=1), and Canada (n=1). Our searches also yielded grey
literature, which we included: a dissertation (Williams, 2018), a
book chapter (Enders-Slegers, 2000), and an interview pub-
lished in a scientific journal (Parks et al., 2011).

Categories and themes

The analysis resulted in 28 themes, which we grouped into
seven categories (Table 2) that describe various aspects of older
adults’ experiences with their pets. Overall, the older adults in
theincluded studies indicated that they had a strong bond with
their pets, and that they believed their pets had a positive
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Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart.

influence on their social, mental, and physical wellbeing.
However, some participants also discussed negative aspects of
pet ownership.

Relational aspects

Three themes describing the relationship between older adults
and their pets—attachment, unconditional love, and interdepen-
dence—were grouped in the category relational aspects.
Attachment describes the feeling expressed by many partici-
pants that they were bonded to their pets and that they per-
ceived their pets to be attached to them. Pets were often
referred to as friends, family members, or children (Bunkers,
2010; Chen et al., 2020; Chur-Hansen et al., 2009; Cole, 2019;
Cryer et al., 2021; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020;
Janevicetal,, 2020; Johansson et al., 2014; McColgan & Schofield,
2007; Muraco et al.,, 2018; Parks et al, 2011; Putney, 2014;
Scheibeck et al.,, 2011; Williams, 2018).

Participants in some studies described the bond they felt
with their pet as one of unconditional love. Pets were perceived
to be non-judgmental and always available (Chur-Hansen et al.,
2009; Cole, 2019; Hui Gan et al., 2020; Johansson et al., 2014;
Muraco et al., 2018; Parks et al., 2011; Putney, 2014).

Older adults in the reviewed studies indicated that their pets
relied on them for care and, in return, they relied on the support
and affection of their pets. Therefore, the bond with the pet can
be characterised as one of interdependence (Chur-Hansen et al.,
2009; Cole, 2019; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020;
McColgan & Schofield, 2007; Muraco et al., 2018; Parks et al.,
2011; Scheibeck et al., 2011).

Reflection and meaning

Four themes associated with beliefs and thoughts about
pets—attribution of feelings, memories, sense of achievement,
and meaning of life—were placed under the category reflection

Identification of studies via databases and registers Identification of studies via other methods
_g Records identified from: Records removed before
= PubMed (n =963, n =606) screening: Records identified from:
§ PsycINFO (n =488, n =468) = Duplicate records removed Reference Lists (n =4)
] (n =646)
3
=
Records screened Records excluded
(n=1879) = (n=1821)
Reports sought for retrieval Reports not retrieved Reports sought for retrieval
o (n=58) > (n=1) (n=4)
E
3
: | !
4 Reports assessed for eligibility Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=57) =2 Reports excluded: (n=4)
Not qualitative (n = 18) Reports excluded:
Wrong age < 65y.0.(n=18) Non-Qualitative (n=1)
Wrong subject (n = 6) Different subject (n =1)
Not English or Dutch (n =2)
2
= Studies included in review
< (n=15)

and meaning. Some older adults attributed (human-like) feelings
to their pets, saying, for instance, that their pets understood
them when they spoke to them (Chen et al., 2020; Cole, 2019;
Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020; Janevic et al., 2020;
Johansson et al., 2014; Parks et al., 2011; Scheibeck et al., 2011;
Williams, 2018).

Some people saved mementos of their pets, such as photo-
graphs, which they considered especially valuable after the pet
had died. The included publications described several examples
of memories of pets, including descriptions of pets being asso-
ciated in memory with deceased family members or children
who had moved away (Bunkers, 2010; Parks et al., 2011;
Scheibeck et al., 2011).

Caring for pets was perceived as meaningful and rewarding,
and participants reported feeling a sense of achievement from
taking care of their pet. They also described qualities required
to be a good caregiver, like being responsible (Chen et al., 2020;
Cole, 2019; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020; Johansson
etal,, 2014; Parks et al., 2011; Putney, 2014; Williams, 2018).

Some older adults perceived their pets as giving life a sense
of meaning (meaning of life). In the studies, this was related to
the responsibility of taking care of another living being and the
belief that it is impossible to live without a pet’s support (Chen
et al,, 2020; Chur-Hansen et al., 2009; Cole, 2019; Cryer et al.,
2021; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020; Putney, 2014;
Scheibeck et al., 2011).

Emotional aspects

The category emotional aspects contains four themes related to
the feelings and emotions of pet owners: responsiveness to feel-
ings, emotional support, pleasure, and grief.The studies described
older adults who experienced pets as responsive to their feelings
when they were in a bad mood, ill, or in pain (Chen et al., 2020;
Cole, 2019; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020; Janevic
et al.,, 2020; Johansson et al., 2014; Muraco et al., 2018; Parks
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Table 2. Categories and themes.
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Categories Themes Quotation

Relational aspects Attachment ‘And they love you as they don't love anyone else’. (Parks et al., 2011, p. 117)
Unconditional love ....their unconditional love, they're just, they're just, they just love you' (Chur-Hansen et al., 2009, p. 284)
Interdependence ... they show their appreciation, what | do for them and | just dearly love them .... (Parks et al., 2011, p. 116)

Reflection and meaning

Emotional aspects

Aspects of caregiving

Physical health

Social aspects

Bidirectional behaviour

Attribution of feelings

Memories
Sense of achievement

Meaning of life

Responsiveness to
feelings

Emotional support

Pleasure

Grief

Need of caregiving

Responsibility
Sense of safety

Expenses
Worries

Exercise
Daily routine

Distraction from physical
pain

Relaxation

Medical detection

Feelings of loneliness

Passive social facilitation

Active social facilitation
Physical contact
Proximity
Responsiveness to

behaviour
Mirroring

... and they have unique personalities, and they're friendly and affectionate in their own ways.. .. (Janevic
etal,, 2020, p. 1091)

‘Even if | have a new dog now, the memory of my dead dog is still alive’ (Scheibeck et al., 2011, p. 561)

"... [The dogs] see things in me that no one else can. I'm not a very confident person but they have 100%
confidence in me.. . (Cole, 2019, p. 241)

‘It's not a question of wanting the relationship; it's a question of need. | wouldn't be able to survive ... she is
essential’ (Cole, 2019, p. 240)

‘The cat’s affectionate; he recognizes me and my feelings by listening to my voice’. (Johansson et al., 2014, p.
14)

‘I'd be so depressed if | didn't have a cat’ (Muraco et al., 2018, p. 9)

‘They make me laugh! They're loving and really affectionate.... (Williams, 2018, p. 113)

‘yes, | was indeed sad; just as sad as if a real person had passed away' (Scheibeck et al., 2011, p. 561)

‘It is awful if no-one needs you anymore, but, you see, he cannot survive without me’ (Enders-Slegers, 2000,
p.74)

‘Itis a responsibility ... to look after them and care for them as you would with a child’ (Hui Gan et al., 2020,
p. 1608)

‘| feel a little safer with him as he will bark when he sees a stranger coming up my driveway.... (Hui Gan
etal., 2020, p. 1608)

... can they afford to keep their dog as their companion? It's not cheap.. .. (Hui Gan et al., 2020, p. 1609)

It, it's a worry for elderly people if they’ve got, who've got animals as to what might happen to them?
(Chur-Hansen et al., 2009, p. 287)

... Since we have her, | move around, pat her and lift her... otherwise I'd remain sitting’ (Johansson et al.,
2014, p. 11)
"... because he has to be walked twice a day, every day ... | have to get up and because | have to get up, |
have to take medicine.... (Muraco et al., 2018, p. 9)
‘miss my dog right now. My leg is hurting, it’s pulsating, ..
petting her’ (Janevic et al., 2020, p. 1091)

‘She’s very relaxing to sit and pet, uh...an animal, you know?’ (Williams, 2018, p. 116)

"... when | was sick he instantly noticed it and became extremely nervous. (Scheibeck et al., 2011, p. 561)

‘She keeps me company here. Otherwise, I'd be here alone’ (Putney, 2014, p. 7)

... if we can identify isolation, we can get them involved in some of our social support groups or our
friendly visiting program.. .. (Cryer et al., 2021, p. 4)

"... There was a large group of us that used to walk up in [a local] Park every Sunday morning ... I've meta
lot of people through the dogs.. .. (Muraco et al., 2018, p. 9)

‘[The pet] likes to come up and cuddle and things like that. So, | appreciate that" (Hui Gan et al., 2020,
p. 1607)

... He just wants to be near me and | love having him near me’ (Williams, 2018, p. 108)

‘They got worried when | didn’t reply and they chirped louder and louder to wake me up.. .. (Johansson
etal, 2014, p. 15)

"... They read us very well. And, they seem to know what we're going to do almost before we do it’ (Cole,
2019, p. 242)

. [If she were here,] I'd be more concerned about

etal., 2011; Putney, 2014; Scheibeck et al., 201 1; Williams, 2018).
Some participants reported that pets provided emotional sup-
port and comfort during times of emotional distress, such as
during depression (Chen et al., 2020; Cole, 2019; Cryer et al.,
2021; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020; Janevic et al.,
2020; Johansson et al,, 2014; McColgan & Schofield, 2007;
Muraco et al., 2018; Parks et al., 2011; Williams, 2018).

Pet ownership seemed to be experienced as pleasurable,
with several participants reporting that they undertook fun
activities with their pets, and that their pets made them laugh
(Chen et al., 2020; Cole, 2019; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Johansson
et al,, 2014; Williams, 2018).

Some participants described periods of grief related to own-
ing a pet—for instance, when they had to have a pet euthanised.
Descriptions underscored the challenging nature of these
moments, the difficulty of making such a decision, and the lack
of understanding one sometimes faced when other people did
not understand the grief that resulted from a pet’s death (Chur-
Hansen et al., 2009; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Johansson et al., 2014;
Parks et al., 2011; Scheibeck et al., 2011).

Aspects of caregiving

The category aspects of caregiving comprises five themes related
to the positive and negative aspects of caring for a pet: need of
caregiving, responsibility, sense of safety, expenses, and worries.

In the articles, older adults often displayed a need of caregiving
and indicated that caregiving provided them with an opportu-
nity to focus on something other than themselves (Chur-Hansen
etal., 2009; Cole, 2019; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020;
Janevic et al,, 2020; Parks et al., 2011; Putney, 2014; Williams,
2018). However, some older adults needed help from others to
care for their pets (Cryer et al.,, 2021; Johansson et al,, 2014;
Putney, 2014).

Pets sometimes provide a sense of safety. For instance, a bark-
ing dog may warn its owner of potential break-ins (Cryer et al.,
2021; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020; Johansson et al.,
2014; Parks et al., 2011).

Responsibility is an aspect of caregiving. Some participants
made plans for their pets in case of their own death or a possible
move to a nursing home. Responsibility involved sacrifices, such
as not being away from home for too long (Chen et al., 2020;
Chur-Hansen et al.,, 2009; Cole, 2019; Cryer et al.,, 2021; Enders-
Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020; Janevic et al., 2020; Johansson
etal, 2014; Muraco et al,, 2018; Parks et al., 2011; Putney, 2014;
Scheibeck et al.,, 2011; Williams, 2018).

Participants also expressed worries related to caregiving. For
instance, some older adults considered postponing hospital-
isation if they had no trustworthy person to take care of their
pet (Chur-Hansen et al,, 2009; Janevic et al., 2020; Putney, 2014;
Williams, 2018). Other worries included pet health, anticipation
of a pet’s death, pet-related complaints (e.g. noise complaints),
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and an increased risk of falls due to the pet (Chen et al., 2020;
Cole, 2019; Hui Gan et al., 2020; Janevic et al., 2020; Johansson
etal., 2014; Muraco et al., 2018; Putney, 2014).

Caring for a pet can be expensive. The studies provided
examples of pet-related expenses such as veterinary care, food,
and dog walking services. For those on a limited budget, such
expenses could prove quite challenging (Chur-Hansen et al.,
2009; Cole, 2019; Hui Gan et al., 2020; Janevic et al., 2020; Putney,
2014; Williams, 2018).

Physical health

The category physical health consists of five themes that reflect
the pets’ influence on the health of the owner: exercise, daily
routine, distraction from physical pain, relaxation and medical
detection. Overall, participants believed that their pets were
beneficial for their physical health, mainly through additional
exercise. Examples of exercise included walking the dog and
cleaning the cat’s litter box. The pet was viewed as motivator to
exercise because pet-related ‘chores’had to be performed (Chen
etal., 2020; Chur-Hansen et al., 2009; Cole, 2019; Enders-Slegers,
2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020; Janevic et al., 2020; Johansson et al.,
2014; Muraco et al.,, 2018; Parks et al., 2011; Putney, 2014;
Scheibeck et al.,, 2011; Williams, 2018).

Older adults said that pets imposed a daily routine, such as
getting up early in the morning to walk the dog (Chen et al.,
2020; Cole, 2019; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020;
Janevicetal,, 2020; Johansson et al., 2014; McColgan & Schofield,
2007; Muraco et al., 2018; Putney, 2014; Scheibeck et al., 2011;
Williams, 2018).

Older adults reported that focusing attention on their pets
distracted attention from their own physical pain (Enders-Slegers,
2000; Janevic et al., 2020; Johansson et al., 2014), and this this
helped them to relax (Enders-Slegers, 2000; Janevic et al., 2020;
Johansson et al., 2014; Williams, 2018).

Some participants reported that their pets noticed when
they were not feeling well or were in pain, and some perceived
their pets warning them of upcoming medical events. This is
known as medical detection (Hui Gan et al., 2020; Janevic et al.,
2020; Johansson et al,, 2014; Scheibeck et al., 2011). In one
report, a participant perceived her dog to bark before she had
an epileptic seizure.

Social aspects

The category social aspects refers to the pets’influence on the
social environments of older adults and contains three themes:
feelings of loneliness, and active or passive social facilitation.
Older adults mentioned that pets reduced feelings of loneliness.
A few older adults indicated that their pet was the only com-
pany they had for several consecutive days (Bunkers, 2010; Chen
etal, 2020; Cole, 2019; Cryer et al.,, 2021; Enders-Slegers, 2000;
Hui Gan et al,, 2020; Janevic et al., 2020; Johansson et al., 2014;
Parks et al., 2011; Putney, 2014; Williams, 2018).

Additionally, the studies contained reports of active or pas-
sive social facilitation, where pets connected their owner to
other people. Examples of active social facilitation included
meeting people while walking the dog, and joining a virtual
(e.g. Facebook) or physical (e.g. dog walking) community (Chen
etal, 2020; Cole, 2019; Cryer et al.,, 2021; Enders-Slegers, 2000;
Hui Gan et al., 2020; Johansson et al., 2014; Muraco et al,, 2018;
Scheibeck et al., 2011; Williams, 2018). Passive social facilitation

included receiving invitations to events from people met during
activities with a pet, and visitors who stopped by to interact
with the pet (Chen et al., 2020; Cole, 2019; Cryer et al.,, 2021;
Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al.,, 2020; Janevic et al., 2020;
Johansson et al., 2014; Putney, 2014; Scheibeck et al., 2011;
Williams, 2018).

Bidirectional behaviour

The category bidirectional behaviour describes how owners and
pets behave towards one another. The four themes grouped
under this category include responsiveness to behaviour, mirror-
ing, physical contact, and proximity. Descriptions of interactions
and routines showed that older adults and their pets were
responsive towards each other’s behaviour. Some participants
said they became more aware of their surroundings because
pets also responded to their environment (Chen et al., 2020;
Cole, 2019; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020; Janevic
et al, 2020; Johansson et al., 2014; Parks et al., 2011; Putney,
2014; Scheibeck et al., 2011; Williams, 2018).

Atheme related to responsiveness is mirroring. Some partic-
ipants described seeing their own personality traits reflected in
their pets (Cole, 2019; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Hui Gan et al., 2020;
Johansson et al., 2014; Parks et al., 201 1; Putney, 2014; Scheibeck
etal, 2011).

Participants also mentioned physical contact with their pets.
Older adults hugged and petted their animals, and pets actively
sought to be touched by their owner (Chen et al.,, 2020; Chur-
Hansen et al., 2009; Cole, 2019; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Janevic
et al,, 2020; Johansson et al., 2014; Williams, 2018).

Proximity is related to physical contact. Most older adults
indicated that they liked to be close to their pets and sometimes
slept in the same bed (Chen et al., 2020; Chur-Hansen et al.,
2009; Enders-Slegers, 2000; Janevic et al., 2020; Johansson et al.,
2014; Williams, 2018).

Discussion

This review provided themes to better understand the signifi-
cance and roles of pets from the perspective of their older adult
owners. We identified the following categories: relational
aspects, reflection and meaning, emotional aspects, aspects of
caregiving, physical health, social aspects, and bidirectional
behaviour, that together comprised twenty-eight themes.

Overall, older adults reported that their pets reduced feelings
ofloneliness and helped them meet other people (social aspects).
Several studies support the idea that animals, mainly dogs,
reduce feelings of loneliness and facilitate conversations and
connections to others (e.g. Hajek & Konig, 2020; Stanley et al.,
2014; Wood et al., 2015). However, there is also evidence that it
may mainly be women who acquire a pet as a response to feel-
ings of loneliness (Pikhartova et al., 2014). These studies imply
that pets can reduce subjective feelings of loneliness and can
help against social isolation by facilitating social contacts.
Feelings of loneliness and social isolation are risk factors for expe-
riencing psychological distress and insufficient social support
(Menec et al., 2020). However, quantitative studies investigating
the effects of pets on loneliness do not provide consistent evi-
dence (Gilbey & Tani, 2015).

Regarding mental health, Stammbach and Turner (1999)
found in their quantitative study that pets are a source of



emotional support (emotional aspects), which is linked to the
strength of attachment (relational aspects). There is increasing
evidence suggesting that the positive effects of pet ownership
are mainly the result of the strength of attachment to a pet
(Enders-Slegers & Hediger, 2019).

Older adults perceived their pets to be beneficial to their
physical health. However, quantitative studies on this subject
have contradictory outcomes. Systematic reviews and
meta-analyses that investigated the effects of pet ownership
on cardiovascular risks and all-cause mortality show mixed
results (e.g. Bauman et al., 2020; Mubanga et al., 2017; Yeh et al.,
2019). A large longitudinal study found that dogs are associated
with reduced cardiovascular risk and all-cause mortality, but
that the type of dog and type of household (single-household)
also play a role (Mubanga et al., 2017). Studies that used an
accelerometer to investigate the effects of pets on physical
activity found that dog owners were more likely to meet phys-
ical activity recommendations (Coleman et al., 2008; Feng et al.,
2014). However, a meta-analysis that investigated the relation-
ship between pet ownership and obesity found no significant
relationship. Nevertheless, the negative relationship between
walking and obesity suggests a positive effect of walking with
a pet (Miyake et al., 2020).

Our review suggests that, next to the positive effects of
pets, the negative aspects of pet ownership by older adults
need to be accounted for. For example, negative emotional
aspects such as grief and certain aspects of caregiving such as
worries and expenses are issues that cannot be neglected.
Another potentially negative aspect of caregiving is that older
adults receiving home care may rely on others to care for their
pets. Bibbo and Proulx (2018) found in a quantitative study
that informal caregivers spent an average of 11.2 h per week
on pet-related chores. This may lead to additional caregiver
burden. However, a follow-up study found that additional bur-
den in caregivers was mitigated when the care recipient and
caregiver had a good relationship (Bibbo & Proulx, 2019).
Nevertheless, because additional pet care may exacerbate
caregiver burden this topic needs attention from healthcare
organisations.

While qualitative studies report positive evaluations of pet
ownership, outcomes from quantitative studies seem inconclu-
sive and contradictory (Friedmann & Gee, 2019; Gilbey & Tani,
2015).This could be due to methodological limitations of quan-
titative research such as using a cross-sectional design, not
matching groups of participants, and difficulty conceptualising
outcome measures (e.g. pet attachment) (Friedmann & Gee,
2019; Gilbey & Tani, 2015). Also, some effects may be more pro-
found in specific groups (Gilbey & Tani, 2015). For instance,
homebound older adults receiving home care may benefit more
from pet companionship than someone with an active lifestyle.
This suggests that research related to the effects of pets may
benefit from using mixed-methods designs, which collect both
quantitative and qualitative data, adding in-depth understand-
ing of the investigated phenomena.

Implications for practice

Our results lead to several important considerations for health-
care organisations. First of all, some older adults reported not
being able to live without their pet (reflection and meaning).
Second, some older adults had no network they could rely on
to take care of their pet if they themselves were unable to do
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so (e.g. due to hospitalisation). This could lead to older adults
delaying medical treatment (e.g. Canady & Sansone, 2019).
Currently, care workers may be hindered in helping their clients
in these situations due to a lack of existing guidelines and pre-
scribed procedures (Toohey et al., 2017).

Guidelines and instruments like posters, brochures, and
checklists can improve care workers’ awareness of the role of
pets in clients’ lives. Some specific pet-related topics can be
discussed with clients to explore (potential) challenges they face
such as pet expenses (e.g. veterinary care), informal caregiver
burden, and future health deterioration. Care workers’support
in identifying and anticipating challenges could improve well-
being for both clients and their pets.

Strengths, limitations, and future research

Afirst strength of this qualitative systematic review was that by
focussing on qualitative studies regarding pet ownership of
older adults, the study contributed to better understanding of
older adults’ everyday subjective experiences (Cypress, 2015).
A second strength is that we integrated the outcomes of fifteen
studies with a large total number of participants. A third
strength was that the data was analysed and discussed within
a team, which helped us reach consensus while allowing for
reflexivity.

A limitation is that we were not able to specifically focus on
studies investigating older adults receiving home care. Thus, it
is uncertain if all of the findings in this review apply to older
adults receiving home care. Nonetheless, we believe that broad-
ening the scope of our study was justified. Although the results
need to be confirmed in those receiving home care, the study
results can be informative for the development of guidelines
and instruments related to pets in the home care context. A
second limitation is that most of the study participants owned
dogs. Therefore, it is unclear if the experiences of the older
adults are similar to owners of other types of pets.

Future research should verify our findings in older adults
receiving home care specifically. However, our results are sup-
ported by a recently published case study about an older adult
who owned a dog and received home care (Obradovi¢ et al.,
2021). Still, more research, including longitudinal studies, are
needed to explore whether the identified aspects of pet own-
ership indeed have causal effects—for instance, on the quality
of life or functional independence of older adults receiving
home care.

Conclusion

According to older adults’own experiences, pets play an import-
ant and positive role in their lives. Older adults reported addi-
tional social connections, emotional support, and physical
activities resulting from pet ownership. However, the older adults
in the reviewed studies also reported some negative aspects of
pet ownership. Both the positive and negative experiences high-
light the importance of considering pets in the care system of
older adults receiving home care. More research can verify the
categories and themes proposed in this review in the home care
context. The outcomes can serve as a conceptual framework to
develop guidelines and tools, preferably in collaboration with
stakeholders such as recipients of home care that own pets, fam-
ily caregivers, and representatives of home care organisations.
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Appendix

Table A1. Summary of the applied search strategies.

Search terms for PubMed searches

Population

Intervention

Study design

1%%

%%

b

b

Aged [MeSH Terms] OR Aged [tiab] OR
Health Services Needs and Demand
[MeSH Terms] OR Health Services for
the Aged [MeSH Terms] OR
Homebound Persons [MeSH Terms] OR
Independent Living [MeSH Terms] OR
Caregivers [MeSH Terms] OR
Long-Term Care [MeSH Terms] NOT
Nursing Homes [Mesh Terms] NOT
Residential Facilities [MeSH Terms]

Aged [MeSH Terms] OR Aged [tiab] OR
Homebound Persons [MeSH Terms] OR
Independent Living [MeSH Terms] OR
Long-Term Care [MeSH Terms]

Search terms for PsycINFO searches

Animals, domestic [Mesh] OR Pets [tiab] OR

Dogs [tiab] OR Cats [tiab] OR Human-
animal bond [tiab] OR Human-Animal
Interaction [MeSH Terms] OR Pet
Attachment [tiab] OR Pet Ownership [tiab]
OR Attachment to Animals [tiab] NOT
Animal Assisted Therapy [MeSH Terms]
NOT Hoarding [Mesh Terms] NOT Therapy
Animals [Mesh Terms] NOT Service
Animals [Mesh Terms]

Animals, domestic [Mesh] OR Pets [tiab] OR

Dogs [tiab] OR Cats [tiab] OR Human-
animal bond [tiab] OR Human-Animal
Interaction [MeSH Terms] OR Pet
Attachment [tiab] OR Pet Ownership [tiab]
OR Attachment to Animals [tiab] NOT
Animal Assisted Therapy [MeSH Terms]
NOT Hoarding [Mesh Terms] NOT Therapy
Animals [Mesh Terms] NOT Service
Animals [Mesh Terms]

Caregivers*.mp OR Caregiver burden*.mp  Companion Animals*.mp OR Companion-

OR Interpersonal Relationships*.mp OR
Long-Term Care*.mp OR Homebound*.
mp OR Aging*.mp OR Aging in Place*.
mp OR Cognitive Aging*.mp OR
Healthy Aging*.mp OR Physiological
Aging*.mp

Geriatrics*.mp OR Older Adults*.mp Or
Elderly*.mp OR Long-Term Care*.mp
OR Homebound*.mp OR Aging*.mp
OR Aging in Place*.mp OR Healthy
Aging*.mp

Geriatrics*.mp OR Older Adults*.mp Or
Elderly*.mp OR Long-Term Care*.mp
OR Homebound*.mp OR Aging*.mp
OR Aging in Place*.mp OR Healthy
Aging*.mp

animals*.mp OR Pets*.mp OR Interspecies
Interaction®*.mp OR Pet Attachment*.mp
OR Pet Ownership*.mp OR Dogs*.mp OR
Cats*.mp NOT Therapy animals*.mp NOT
animal assisted intervention*.mp NOT
service animals*.mp NOT robo*.mp

Companion Animals*.mp OR Companion-

animals*.mp OR Pets*.mp OR Interspecies
Interaction®*.mp OR Pet Attachment*.mp
OR Pet Ownership*.mp OR Dogs*.mp OR
Cats*.mp NOT Therapy animals*.mp NOT
animal assisted intervention*.mp NOT
service animals*.mp NOT robo*.mp

Companion Animals*.mp OR Companion-

animals*.mp OR Pets*.mp OR Interspecies
Interaction®*.mp OR Pet Attachment*.mp
OR Pet Ownership*.mp OR Dogs*.mp OR
Cats*.mp NOT Therapy animals*.mp NOT
animal assisted intervention*.mp NOT
service animals*.mp NOT robo*.mp

Focus Groups [Mesh Terms] OR Focus Group* [tiab] OR

Interview, Psychological [Mesh Terms] OR Interview
[Mesh Terms] OR Interview* [tiab] OR Qualitative
Research [Mesh Terms] OR qualitative [tiab] OR
Single-Case studies as topic [Mesh Terms] OR case
study [tiab] OR Narrative [tiab] OR Phenomenological
[tiab] OR Storytelling [tiab] OR Stories [tiab] OR
Grounded Theory [tiab] OR Phenomenology [tiab] OR
Ethnography [tiab] OR Integrative [tiab] OR Opinion
[tiab] OR Experience [tiab] OR Discussion [tiab]

Focus Groups [Mesh Terms] OR Focus Group* [tiab] OR

Interview, Psychological [Mesh Terms] OR Interview
[Mesh Terms] OR Interview* [tiab] OR Qualitative
Research [Mesh Terms] OR qualitative [tiab] OR
Single-Case studies as topic [Mesh Terms] OR case
study [tiab] OR Narrative [tiab] OR Phenomenological
[tiab] OR Storytelling [tiab] OR Stories [tiab] OR
Grounded Theory [tiab] OR Phenomenology [tiab] OR
Ethnography [tiab] OR Integrative [tiab] OR Opinion
[tiab] OR Experience [tiab] OR Discussion [tiab]

Experience*.tw OR interview:.tw OR qualitative.tw OR

Focus Group*.tw OR Ethnography.tw OR
phenomeno*tw OR Grounded Theory.tw OR
Discussion.tw

Notes. *The Elements were separated by the Boolean-operator AND. **The following filters were applied in the first PubMed search: Journal Article, Other Animals,
Dutch, English, AIDS, Cancer, Complementary Medicine, MEDLINE, Nursing journals, Aged: 65+ years. ***For PsycINFO, search expanders were used: Age: Aged 65&
Older; Methodology: Longitudinal study, interview, follow-up study, prospective study, qualitative study, literature review, focus group, systematic review,
meta-analysis.
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