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What is the Human-Animal Connection?

▪ “… a mutually beneficial and dynamic relationship between people 
and animals that is influenced by behaviors that are essential to the 
health and well-being of both.”

▪ “This includes, but is not limited to, emotional, psychological, and 
physical interactions of people, animals, and the environment.”

▪ “The veterinarian’s role in the human-animal bond is to maximize the 
potentials of this relationship between people and animals.”

American Veterinary Medical Association



KarmaSue’s Definition of a Companion 
Animal

▪ A companion animal is defined as, “Domesticated or domestic-bred 
animals whose physical, emotional, behavioral and social needs can be 
readily met as companions in the home, or in close daily relationship with 
humans” (ASPCA, 2014a, para 1).  This definition includes, “Dogs, cats, 
horses, rabbits, ferrets, birds, guinea pigs and select other small mammals, 
small reptiles and fish. Where they may be kept legally and responsibly, 
domestic-bred farm animals can also be maintained as companions” 
(ASPCA, 2014b, para. 1).

▪ Reasons for the inclusion of multiple types of companion animals:
– To support cancer research across several species in the future.
– To increase opportunities for researchers to study a myriad of human-animal 

connections by not restricting, “companion animals” to mean dogs or cats within a 
household.

ASPCA



History

▪ Research generally exploring the human-animal connection is scarce 
and relatively new; the topic is gaining popularity in fields including 
clinical psychology.  Today, companion animals are viewed less as 
property and more as family members.

▪ This bond has been present and often spoken of in religion, 
mythology, folk tales, cave paintings, and architecture for thousands 
of years in cultures around the world. Over the last 100 years, we 
have been actively seeking knowledge to better understand and 
express our kinship with animals, plants, and our ecosystem on this 
planet earth.

University of Minnesota



History

▪ Today, it is socially acceptable to grieve the loss of a pet, to carry pet 
pictures in your wallet or purse, to celebrate your pet’s birthday with a 
party, to have pet medical insurance, and to buy special food. The newest 
trend is to buy special clothes for pets. Today in the US, we own over 120 
million dogs and cats and a total of 1.2 billion animals of many species as 
pets.

▪ "The animal connection is an ancient and fundamentally human 
characteristic that has brought our lineage huge benefits over time…our 
connection with animals has been intimately involved with the evolution of 
two key human attributes – tool making and language – and with 
constructing the powerful ecological niche now held by modern humans.”

University of Minnesota

Science Daily



History

▪ Human Animal Connection 2015
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AEWeVgmWC-s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AEWeVgmWC-s


Importance of the Human-Animal 
Connection

▪ The human-animal bond is a mutually beneficial and dynamic relationship 
between people and animals that is influenced by behaviors that are 
essential to the health and well-being of both and includes, emotional, 
psychological, and physical interactions of people, animals, and the 
environment. The veterinarian's role in the human-animal bond is to 
maximize the potentials of this relationship between people and animals.

▪ The AVMA officially recognizes: (1) the existence of the human-animal 
bond and its importance to client and community health, (2) that the 
human-animal bond has existed for thousands of years, and (3) that the 
human-animal bond has major significance for veterinary medicine, 
because, as veterinary medicine serves society, it fulfills both human and 
animal needs.

AVMA



Importance of the Human-Animal 
Connection

▪ Good for our health – Pets get us out and moving.  Fibromyalgia patients at a pain-
management facility who spent time with a therapy dog instead of in a waiting 
area showed decreased pain levels and significant improvements in mood. Therapy 
dogs have also been found to have a positive effect on patients recovering from 
total joint arthroplasty. Other studies have found that the presence of a pet lowers 
blood pressure in times of mental stress. Pet owners have higher one-year survival 
rates following heart attacks, and people who live with pets appear to have a 
reduced risk for non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma and diffuse large-cell lymphoma.

▪ Good for our kids – Pets offer us confidence, help children with illnesses, and 
increase optimism.

▪ They save lives – Nearly every week, pets save people’s lives. They defend children 
from snakes, keep lost or injured people warm, bark an alarm to neighbors or alert 
people to fires.

Vet Street, Dr. Marty Becker



Importance of the Human-Animal 
Connection

▪ The Human-Animal Bond
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jjxAewIBYJk

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jjxAewIBYJk


Healing Powers

▪ Biologist Marc Bekoff explains, “The hearts of our companion 
animals, like our own hearts, are fragile, so we must be gentle with 
them. You can never be too nice or too generous with your love for 
our dear and trusting companions. Indeed, by honoring our 
companion's trust in us we tap into our own spirituality. These 
wonderful beings make us more human.”

▪ The Bond is such a simple, surefire, healing power. Pets encourage us 
to cut through the thickets that surround us and lead us back to 
basics.

Pet Partners

Dr. Marty Becker



Healing Powers

▪ Human health savings of $3.86 billion over 10 years have been linked 
to pet ownership as related to a decrease in doctor visits in studies in 
Austria and Germany.

▪ Whether it is pet ownership that gives us cause to exercise, offers an 
antidote for loneliness, and gives us loving companions to care for, or 
animal-assisted interventions that improve motivation to participate 
in treatment and lessen worry, anxiety, and pain, we recognize that 
animals can influence not just our happiness but also our health.

Pet Partners



Healing Powers

▪ Animal-assisted therapy (AAT) is an intentional healing modality used to achieve 
therapeutic goals through a facilitated interaction between patients and trained 
animals (as therapist) accompanied by human owners or handlers. Animals 
involved are commonly dogs and cats, but use of fish and guinea pigs in the 
hospital setting has been reported.

▪ For more than 100 years, the immediate and long-term human health benefits of 
animals on the mind, body, and spirit continue to be documented. Effects of AAT 
are primarily attributed to “contact comfort,” a tactile process whereby 
unconditional attachment bonds form between animals and humans, inducing 
relaxation by reducing cardiovascular reactivity to stress. Social support theory 
provides additional backing that animal companionship helps humans buffer 
stress. This clinical review synthesizes current evidence related to the effect of AAT 
on biopsychosocial outcomes of hospitalized patients.

AJCC



Healing Powers

▪ Human-Animal Connection Helps with Healing
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u3NuShC46vM

▪ Institute for Human Animal Interaction 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=te67e7OPNYE

▪ The Power of a Pet
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-t4m6mo0bMY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u3NuShC46vM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=te67e7OPNYE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-t4m6mo0bMY


What We Will Do for Love

▪ To obtain a positive cancer diagnosis, interviewees of a 2015 study were charged 
from $500 to $3,000.  Eighty percent of families indicated that they had to use 
credit cards for diagnosis and treatment costs.  Three families are still paying on 
the charges associated with diagnosis and treatments (of these, two interviewees’ 
dogs has since passed away; another interviewee continues to pay for treatment of 
her living cat with cancer).

▪ The human-animal connection was strongly represented in each family’s story.
– Interviewee 1 learned to enjoy what the family has today as a result of losing his cat to 

mammary cancer at 7 years of age.  He now pays more attention to the behaviors and well-
being of other animals in the house.

– Regarding the loss of her 14-year-old dog to peripheral lymphoma, Interviewee 2 explained, 
“Many did not understand that he was our family and we would do whatever it took to make 
him comfortable and happy.” 

– Two of the eight people interviewed changed career paths due to their experiences.

Britton Slagle, MNM



What We Will Do for Love

▪ Nearly a third of dog owners reveal that they are closer to their dogs 
than to any human family member.  These results honor the human-
animal connection by revealing the value humans place on their 
relationships with companion animals.  Given this finding, it is 
expected that many families will go to great lengths to help a 
companion animal when faced with cancer.  If a person perceives 
his/her pet to be closer to them than any family member, then he/she 
will likely seek assistance for veterinary costs and learn more about 
cancer’s impact on companion animals.

Dr. Marty Barker



What We Will Do for Love

▪ Pets are reliable from one year to the next, and their love is 
unconditional.

▪ People are passionate about their companion animals
– 70 percent of pet owners say they sometimes sleep with their pets

– 65 percent buy Christmas gifts for their pets

– 23 percent cook special meals for their pets

– 40 percent of married women with pets say they get more emotional support 
from their pets than from their husbands.

▪ People may even be willing to die for their pets. “In studies done on 
why people refused to evacuate New Orleans during Katrina, a 
surprising number said they could not leave their pets behind.”



Quotes from Local Families Honoring 
Connections They Have with Their Pets

▪ From a 2015 study regarding the human-animal connection and 
companion animal cancer:
– When asked to reflect on the connection with her 15-year-old cat with cancer 

and other pets in her home, Interviewee 4 stated, “I am conscious of their 
suffering and respond accordingly.  I would pay any amount to save my best 
friend.  Each is their own individual; I am here to guide, help, and protect them.”

– “Just because your animal is diagnosed with cancer does not mean that they will 
die from the disease; they do not have to endure harsh treatment to get better.”

– Interviewee 7 clarified that she was granted unpaid time off work to take her 10-
year-old dog to chemotherapy treatments and expressed, “I felt like I personally 
had cancer.  Every step, we took together.” 

– “Your dog picks up on your emotions.  I did not want her to know I was scared or 
sad, so we did everything exactly the same, just a little slower and shorter time 
durations.”



Honoring the Human-Animal Connection

▪ Plant a tree

▪ Paint a picture

▪ Spread ashes

▪ Write a story

▪ Self-care

Visit karmasue.org for support.



Thank you for joining us today.

We look forward to supporting you in honoring your connection with 
your companion animal!

www.karmasue.org


