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The human-animal  bond 
(HAB) is ancient, intricate 
and profound. Animals have 

been part of our earliest history 
as evidenced by pre-historic cave 
drawings suggesting to some that 
the fascination and bond may be 
innate. It isn’t diffi cult to imagine 
early humans gathered around 
the evening fi re with a furry com-
panion nearby. Over the millen-
nia, people domesticated animals, 
anthropomorphized them and 
incorporated them into religious 
ceremonies, culture, and, ulti-
mately,  the family. 

What is this strong, undeniable 
connection between people and 
animals — domestic or wild — that 
we call the human-animal bond? 
“The human-animal bond can be 
defi ned as a metaphor for the roles 
animals play in our lives,” explains 
Gregg Takashima, DVM, CEO, Ani-
mal Care Group of Lake Oswego, 
and president of the American 
Association of Human-Animal 
Bond Veterinarians (AAH-ABV). 
According to the American Veteri-
nary Medical Association. 

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

Reasons for attachment
We tend to think a strong bond 
grows over time with many shared 
experiences — for example, a 

lifelong friendship with a grade 
school classmate. The same is true 
for our pets; however, there’s more 
than just the passage of recipro-
cal quality time that deepens our 
bond. “Not to sound reductionist 
and bring it down to brain chem-
istry, but there are chemical rea-
sons for the attachment. Having 
contact or looking into an ani-
mal’s eyes and seeing a long, lov-
ing look reflected back at us has 
been shown to release oxytocin, 
the hormone of bonding, love and 
affection,” says Nicholas Dodman, 
BVMS, director of the Animal 
Behavior Clinic at the Cummings 
School of Veterinary Medicine at 
Tufts University. 

The chemical release is believed 

to be bidirectional, meaning that 
it’s also released in the pet or ani-
mal Those of us with pets know, 
perhaps intuitively, that our ani-
mals enhance our lives on many 
levels including our physical, psy-
chological and emotional health 
and wellness. Science is now cor-
roborating what we’ve said anec-
dotally for years: Pets make all 
of us — from the youngest to the 
most senior — healthier in body 
and mind. 

Benefi cial for children
Children living with pets not only 
learn a sense of responsibility, but 
they also develop stronger, health-
ier immune systems. Children 

The Human-Animal Bond 

The health benefi ts of the human-animal bond is a two-way street: Research shows 
that pets also benefi t from better health with positive human interaction.

We all love our cats — and there’s increasing evidence that the relationship is 
good for our health, and their health, too. Here’s what experts have to say.

continued on next page 
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raised with pets often demonstrate 
well-balanced emotional health 
benefits such as greater empathy, 
cognitive development and greater 
social participation. One study 
showed that children are more 
likely to live with a pet than their 
biological father or a sibling. For 
these children, the HAB is particu-
larly important. 

Helpful to health issues
The list of diseases that appear 
to benefit from the presence of 
pets in our lives includes heart 
disease, cancer, autism spectrum 
disorder and diabetes, according 
to Dr. Takashima. A study by the 
Minnesota Stroke Institute showed 
that cat owners had a signifi cantly 
reduced risk of cardiovascular dis-
eases including stroke. 

“The potential positive effects of 
pets on cardiac disease and cancer 
alone could be extremely signifi-
cant, but in addition, animals are 
reported to have positive effects 
on a wide spectrum of social and 
health issues including wound 
healing and immune health 
through the effects of the neu-
rotransmitter oxytocin, pediatric 
respiratory diseases, child develop-
ment, elder care, and pain reduc-
tion or distraction. 

“Pets are potential influencers 
of community health, with some 
evidence they can provide a ‘sense 
of community’ and improve the 
‘social capital’ of a community. 
Pets have even been implicated to 
improve the motivation of people 
to quit smoking or lose weight,” 
says Dr. Takashima. 

The health benefi ts of HAB are a 
two-way street: Our pets also bene-
fi t from improved health with posi-
tive human interaction. In a study 
recently published in the October 
2015 Preventive Veterinary Medi-
cine, 96 cats rated as “content” and 
healthy upon their arrival at a shel-
ter were divided into two groups, 
with one group receiving human 
interaction — called “gentling” 

— which included petting, playing 
and grooming. The interaction was 
for 10 minutes, four times a day, 
for 10 days. For the control group 
of cats, a person stood in front of 
the cage with eyes averted, for the 
same time period. 

The “gentled” group of cats 
maintained their “content” disposi-
tion, were less anxious or frustrated 
and less likely to develop upper 
respiratory disorders. The control 
group of cats didn’t fare so well — 
17 of the 49 cats developed upper 
respiratory disorders compared to 
nine of the 47 “gentled” cats. 

Dr. Dodman equates the find-
ings to what we already know 
about ourselves. “Our immune 
systems are weakened when 
we’re under stress, which makes 
us more susceptible to colds and 

fl u.” It shouldn’t be a surprise that 
stressed cats are susceptible to dis-
eases, as well. 

When the bond is unhealthy
With the known positive benefits 
of the HAB, can there be too much 
of a good thing? Yes, when the 
bond is extreme. Dr. Dodman notes 
an example of no bond, which is a 
dysfunctional relationship where a 
person may have a pet but little or 
no interaction or attachment.

Further along the spectrum the 
bond may be tenuous or frayed. 
Often times this is due to  a pet 
exhibiting a normal behavior that 
the person finds  unacceptable, 
for example, urine marking. It 
becomes an “I love you, but…” type 
of relationship.

What is the One Health Initiative?

The One Health Initiative is a collaborative e� ort of multiple health sci-
ence disciplines working together to advance global health for people, 
animals and the environment. Examples of health science disciplines 
and institutions include physicians, osteopaths, veterinarians, dentists 
and nurses; the American Medical Association, American Veterinary 
Medical Association, American Academy of Pediatrics, American Nurses 
Association, American Association of Public Health Physicians, the 
American Society of Tropical Medicine and Hygiene, the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA), and the U.S. National Environmental Health 
Association (NEHA). More than 700 prominent scientists, physicians and 
veterinarians worldwide have endorsed the approach.

As the human population continues to expand worldwide, the con-
vergence of human, animal, plant and environmental health becomes 
increasingly important:

 ■ World population is projected to reach nine billion by 2050;

 ■ The related health science professions must work together to provide 
acceptable healthcare, food, and water for the global population;

 ■ Environmental health — pollution, contamination, poor conditions — 
a� ect human and animal health;

 ■ The human-animal bond positively bene� ts the health of humans and 
animals and continues to grow worldwide; 

 ■ Humans and animals share common diseases such as cancer, diabetes 
and obesity;

 ■ Recognition that nearly 75% of emerging infectious diseases in 
humans originated in animals and that successful prevention and con-
trol requires coordinated human medical and veterinary approach. 

continued on page  15
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Dr. Takashima cites several 
examples of  extreme bonds, 
including hoarding. Hoarders often 
feel they are doing something 
good, which in turn makes them 
feel good. People may forego their 
own medical treatment if it means 
hospitalization would separate 
them from their pet. Or they may 

forego medical treatment for their 
pet out of fear that the treatment 
will cause stress in the pet.

Some people may be profoundly 
affected by the loss of a pet and 
their grief may severely affect their 
health and well-being, occasion-
ally to the point of requiring hospi-
talization and years of therapy, say 
both Drs. Dodman and Takashima. 
(See related article on page 7 of this 
issue.)

Many of us understand that the 
benefits of positive interaction 
with our pets extend beyond the 
happiness they bring us. Scientifi c 
study of the bond is still in the 
early stages,  but is certainly 
advancing. “Recognizing and nur-
turing this connection between 
animals and humans has poten-
tial implications for the commu-
nity and for individual stability 
and health, and may even result 
in reduced healthcare costs,” says 
Dr. Takashima. — Ramona Marek, 
Ms Ed. 

based food to other types of foods 
u nti l  she gets used to eating 
them? 

Or maybe you can save some 
tuna juice from the next can that 
you open for yourself. Freeze it in 
an ice cube tray and put a small 
amount on the non-tuna diet to 
encourage her to eat it. (However, 
I don’t recommend that you do 
this if your cat has heart disease 
or high blood pressure due to the 
salt content). 

We already know that cats can 
be pretty stubborn, but I bet with 
persistence you could gradually 
increase your options to some 
non-tuna foods. 

Cailin Heinze, VMD, MS, DACVN
Veterinary Clinical Nutritionist

Cummings School of Veterinary 
Medicine at Tufts University

offending allergen. Strict flea 
control is essential, since flea 
allergy may be a potential trig-
ger for EGC. A feeding trial with 
a hypoallergenic diet may be 
needed to identify an underly-
ing food allergy. In most cases, 
the allergen cannot be identified, 
and administration of immuno-
suppressive drugs is necessary to 
control the clinical signs. These 
drugs can be given in pill form, or 
as a long-acting injection.  

The prognosis varies,  with 
young cats often faring best. 
If your cat does not respond to 
oral dexamethasone, you should 
consult your veterinarian about 
using oral prednisolone. Oral 
medications, on a tapering dose 
schedule, are better for your cat 
than long-acting injections in 
terms of side effects.  

Arnold Plotnick, DVM, DACVIM
Catnip contributor

A cat with a tuna preference

QI  have a f ive-year-old cat 
that I adopted from a shel-

ter as a kitten. Spruce has been 
a wonderful companion, with 
good behavior and a clean bill 
of health at all of her wellness 
exams. However, I have a ques-
tion regarding her nutrition. 

She will only eat tuna flavored 
varieties of canned cat food. She 
is not picky about the brands. I 
worry about the reports about 
excess Mercury in canned tuna 
and I want to protect her health. 
Any help you can give will be 
much appreciated.

Delores Levanthal

ADear Delores: I share your 
concerns. A lthough to my 

k nowledge merc u r y tox ic it y 
has not been reported in cats, 
I wouldn’ t want to feed a cat 
a high mercury diet on a daily 
basis long-term. Maybe you can 
f ind a dif ferent t y pe of f ish-
based canned food that she likes, 
or add just a tiny bit of tuna-

HAB: continued from page 12

Growing up with pets can help kids to 
have more empathy as adults.

Because a diet high in mercury is 
potentially dangerous to your cat, it’s 

best to fi nd fi sh fl avors other 
than tuna that she also enjoys.

T
H

IN
K

S
TO

C
K

T
H

IN
K

S
TO

C
K




