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Introduction & Overview of Study Methods 

The various benefits dogs provide for their human companions are well known and have 

been researched mainly from geriatric and nursing perspectives. With an aging Canadian 

population, more preventative healthcare solutions are needed to maintain and increase the 

quality of life of older adults living alone in the community. Exploring the impacts on wellbeing 

of dog companionship in older age through one-on-one interviews offered a novel perspective on 

the roles dogs play in their companions’ lives. Thus, this study explored how a dog’s 

companionship impacted the wellbeing of community-dwelling older adults. Semi-structured 

interviews were used to collect data from five older adults who lived alone with their dog(s). 

Thematic coding techniques were used to analyze the data. Participants were recruited through 

the assistance of ElderDog Canada and their volunteers.    

Findings:  

Within the five interviews, there were two women and three men, all over age 70 and 

living alone with their dog or dogs. All participants had lived with dogs consistently throughout 

the course of their lives. All participants with the exception of Mary (pseudonym) were involved 

with ElderDog Canada, a non-profit organization that assists older adults with caring for their 

dogs, including fostering or re-homing the dogs in the event of illness or death of dog owners. 

Each of the research participants has been assigned a pseudonym to protect their identity. 

Key themes that describe the data were: purpose, the dog-human bond, health benefits, 

safety, and negative impacts.  



Purpose: Within this research, a sense of purpose was evident in participants’ need to care for 

their dog(s). Ellie said, “he depends on me for his life interests” and “to have somebody that 

depends on me is important,” and Mary commented, “the responsibility is part of the benefit.” 

Tom reflected on difficult experiences in his life and said, “things became quite bleak there for a 

while, but he forced me to be active because he was such a joy to be around.” Overall, having to 

care for another being created a purpose, and satisfying that purpose was significant in terms of 

participants’ self-perceived wellbeing.  

The Dog-Human Bond: The theme of the dog-human bond can be described using three 

subthemes of 1) unconditional love; reciprocal affection without limitation, 2) best friendship; 

the idea of the dog being its owner’s closest friend, and 3) companionship; the constant presence 

of the dog in their owner’s life.  

Unconditional Love 

Participants had unconditional love for their dogs, and expressed that their dogs had a 

reciprocal sense of loyalty and affection for them, in addition to keeping them company and 

providing someone to talk to. With reference to his dog having cancer, Tom said “I cared for him 

in a way that I think was even beyond what you’d do for a kid.” He added: “They have a loyalty 

to you that you just aren’t going to find probably anywhere else in the world.”  

Best Friendship 

The theme best friendship is distinct from the other subthemes of the dog-human bond in 

encompassing mutual activities, interests, and respect. In terms of best friendship, several 

participants noted that their dogs were their closest friends with whom they did activities. 

Ellie said, “I’m a loner by nature. So in a way he gets me out, and in a way he keeps me in 

because I’m happy to be with him.”  

Companionship 

Companionship is defined in this research as having the constant presence of a dog in 

one’s life, and having someone with whom to experience day to day living. Companionship 

was evident because all participants mentioned spending most of their time with their dogs, 

talking to their dogs as if they’re people, and some specifically referred to their dogs as their 

companions. Ellie said that life would be “more peaceful, but desperately much more lonely” 



without her dog, and “to have another spirit, and different personality in the house is 

important.”  

Health Benefits: The theme of health benefits includes 1) physical health and 2) positive mood, 

as well as 3) the contribution of socialization to mental health. Participants’ dogs improve the 

mental health of participants without exception, and increased physical activity in three of the 

five research participants.  

Physical Health 

In this research, physical health includes exercise, and in the less mobile participants, their 

perceptions of the impacts of physical contact with their pet (petting and touching) on their 

health. Tom mentioned how petting his dogs reduced his stress and important to him: “when you 

can bend over and pat a dog, you’re getting rid of some of your tensions.”  

Positive Mood 

Participants noted that having regular contact with their dog boosted their mood. Mary said 

that when she feels down, the presence of her dog as well as cuddling her makes her feel much 

better. When Donald was asked how his dog makes him happy, he said, “holy gosh, look at 

him!” laughingly, and elaborated, “he’s a real intelligent dog, he understands nearly everything I 

tell him, he’s a loving little animal.”  

Socialization 

Another sub theme of health benefits was the opportunity for socializing through having a 

dog, as stated by Ellie, who said, “the dog world is more social than the people world”. This 

neighbourhood social benefit occurred mainly with Ellie and also Mary, due in part to their 

mobility in the neighbourhood. Mary mentioned meeting many neighbours during her daily 

walks, and having longer chats with other dog owners. Tom lived in a rural setting, and Norman 

and Donald did not frequently walk their dogs so these three participants did not have the same 

neighbourhood socializing opportunities. 



Safety: The theme of safety includes physical safety and protection, as well as perceptions of 

safety in the way of feeling secure. For Norman, one of his dogs was originally purchased to be a 

guard dog for his aging mother: “she was lonesome, so I decided I’d get her a dog for company. 

The dog was just great company for mother, mother slept like a log from the second day.”  

Complexity of Dog Ownership: While in every case, participants expressed that the positive 

aspects of dog ownership in older age outweighed the negative impacts, the challenges 

associated with dog ownership did affect the wellbeing of participants to varying degrees. Three 

key complex aspects were monetary cost, the dog’s strength, and worry.  The costs associated 

with caring for a dog, including vet care, food, medicine, boarding, exercise, and training were a 

burden for some of the participants. Another negative for Ellie was that she experienced the 

danger that her dog was very strong and could pull her over. A significant negative impact for 

Mary, the only participant not involved with ElderDog Canada, was her tremendous worry about 

her dog’s wellbeing in the case of her injury or death. Overall, it is important to consider the 

complex aspects of dog ownership when discussing the benefits to ensure an appropriate 

conclusion as to how it increases wellbeing in older adults living alone. 

Discussion & Conclusion 

Having a purpose through dog ownership increased wellbeing by giving older adults 

someone to care for. All of the participants had lived with dogs for much of their lives, so 

associated “being well” with having a dog. The dog-human bond involved unconditional love, 

best friendship, and companionship. Some perceived increased health benefits were more 

physical exercise, improved mood, and socialization. Feelings of safety were increased as well. 

This research is important because there is a greater proportion of older adults in our population 

than ever before, and ways in which the wellbeing of this population can be increased are 

demonstrated through this study.  

 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to express my appreciation to all of the people that have taught and helped 

me throughout the course of this project. Thank you to all of my supportive professors and peers 

at Dalhousie University who gave me endless amounts of time and encouragement. Thank you to 



Ardra Cole and all of the volunteers of ElderDog Canada who expressed interest in my project 

and helped me to recruit participants. Thank you to all of the wonderful and fascinating people 

that agreed to share their stories with me. I would have had a very different project without you 

all.  

	


