
Considering Cats, Dogs, and Contradictions:
Pets and Their Relational Influence on
Experiences of Aging in Place

Ann M. Toohey

Department of Community Health Sciences, Cumming School of Medicine, University of Calgary, Calgary, AB, Canada
and Brenda Strafford Centre on Aging, O’Brien Institute for Public Health, Cumming School of Medicine, University of
Calgary, Calgary, AB, Canada

Résumé

Les relations avec des animaux de compagnie pourraient promouvoir la santé et le bien-être des
personnes âgées qui vivent chez elles. On en sait moins, cependant, sur les façons dont les
problèmes liés aux animaux de compagnie peuvent simultanément influer sur le vécu de ces
personnes âgées. Cette étude explore les avantages relationnels d’avoir un animal de compagnie
à un âge avancé en tenant compte de témoignages qualitatifs de personnes âgées qui vivent dans
la communauté. Des entrevues semi-structurées ont étémenées auprès de 14 personnes âgées de
situations socio-économiques diverses, propriétaires d’animaux de compagnie et vivant dans la
communauté à Calgary (Alberta, Canada). D’après une analyse réflexive de ces entrevues, quatre
thèmes récurrents suggèrent que les relations avec les animaux de compagnie ont une grande
valeur dans la vie des personnes âgées et qu’elles les aident à surmonter les situations difficiles,
même quand les animaux en sont l’objet central. Les résultats de l’étude ont aussi confirmé que
les relations entre humains et animaux étaient forgées à la fois par des attributs individuels et des
facteurs systémiques. Des approches méthodologiques pour remédier à ces complexités mul-
tiples de l’étude des animaux de compagnie et du vieillissement sont envisagées. Des mesures de
soutien multisectorielles et politiques en faveur du vieillissement à domicile avec un animal de
compagnie pourraient influer sur la santé, le bien-être et la justice sociale dans l’ensemble de la
population socio-démographiquement diverse des personnes âgées.

Abstract

Relationships with companion animals, or “pets”, may promote health and well-being for older
adults as they age-in-place. Less is known, however, about ways that pet-related challenges may
simultaneously influence aging-in-place experiences. This study explores the relational qualities
of having pets later in life by considering qualitative accounts of older adults who are aging in the
community. Semi-structured interviews with 14 socio-economically diverse, community-
dwelling older adult pet-owners (≥ 60 years) living in Calgary, Alberta, Canada, were analyzed
reflexively. Four recurring themes suggested that companion animal relationships were valued
in older adults’ lives and helped them cope with challenging circumstances, even when pets were
central to these challenges. Findings also confirmed the relational nature of human-animal
relationships as being shaped by both individual attributes and systemic factors. Methodological
approaches to addressing these multifaceted complexities when studying pets and aging are
considered. Enhanced cross-sectoral community and policy-level supports for aging-in-place
with pets may have a population-level influence on health, well-being, and social justice across
the socio-demographically diverse aging population.

Introduction

There is growing evidence that companion animals may promote physical, mental, and social
health and well-being for older adults. Less is known, however, about ways that pet-related
challenges may simultaneously influence aging-in-place experiences. Evidence of the health-
promoting potential of pets later in life is mixed and even at times contradictory, as captured by
two recent reviews (Gee & Mueller, 2019; Obradović, Lagueux, Michaud, & Provencher, 2020).
Both reviews note that companion animals’ positive influences include enhanced emotional well-
being, increased function viameaningful care-related occupation, and increased physical activity
with reduced sedentarism (Gee&Mueller, 2019; Obradović et al., 2020). Negative influencesmay
include the potential for extreme grief upon loss of a pet, risks of pet-related injuries (i.e., falls and
bites), and stressors related to demands and costs of pet care (Gee & Mueller, 2019; Obradović
et al., 2020). Given the methodologically diverse state of the literature on pets and aging, both
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reviews consider findings from a range of study designs (Gee &
Mueller, 2019; Obradović et al., 2020).

These recent reviews have been timely and helpful in recogniz-
ing the need to better understand the relational quality of pet
ownership. This approach can be challenging when using data
sources that are quantitative in design, such as survey-based cohort
studies. Inmany such studies, outcomes of interest are subjective in
nature, such as measures of life satisfaction, loneliness, and other
forms of psychological or psycho-social well-being. Even when
subjective survey measures are valid and psychometrically sound,
however, they may be difficult to interpret meaningfully. When
considering this situation, Mallinson (1998, 2002) notes several
limitations with generating an accurate, trustworthy interpretation
of survey data as responses may obscure intricate processes that
underlie individuals’ final selections. She argues for the value of
using qualitative approaches in concert with quantitative measures
to obtain a more nuanced understanding of the meaning of such
quantitative measures.

As a case in point, this current study has been inspired by a
curious and pervasive quantitative survey finding, that older pet
owners’ life satisfaction scores tend to be lower than those of non-
pet owners (Himsworth & Rock, 2013; Norris, Shinew, Chick, &
Beck, 1999; Toohey, Hewson, Adams, & Rock, 2018). This finding
contradicts a wealth of literature suggesting that having a compan-
ion animal later in life can be beneficial to quality of life, as noted in
the above-cited literature reviews (Gee &Mueller, 2019; Obradović
et al., 2020) as well as in a range of methodologically diverse
empirical studies (e.g., Bennett, Trigg, Godber, & Brown, 2015;
Bibbo, Curl, & Johnson, 2019; Bibbo, Curl, Johnson, & Marble,
2015; Enders-Slegers, 2000; McLennan, Rock, Mattos, & Toohey,
2022; Raina, Waltner-Toews, Bonnett, Woodward, & Abernathy,
1999; Rock, 2013; Thorpe et al., 2006; Toohey, Hewson, Adams, &
Rock, 2017; Toohey & Rock, 2019). If viewed uncritically, the lower
life satisfaction reported by older adults in survey data suggests a
direct link between having a pet and experiencing diminished
emotional well-being. This simplistic interpretation disregards
the fundamental supportive roles that companion animals may
play – particularly for socio-economically disadvantaged older
adults (Matsuoka, Sorenson, Graham, & Ferreira, 2020; McLennan
et al., 2022; Rauktis, Rose, Chen, Martone, & Martello, 2017;
Toohey et al., 2017; Toohey & Rock, 2019). At the root of this
problem is a common methodological presumption that having
a pet can be likened to an epidemiological “exposure” that will lead
to either beneficial or harmful outcomes in those who are
“exposed” versus those who are not exposed (i.e., non-pet owners).
This view, however, overlooks the relational quality of animal
companionship.

Ongoing experiences of having pets later in life are ultimately
shaped by a wide array of factors, ranging from individual charac-
teristics of people and pets, their particular life circumstances, and
systemic considerations, including availability of affordable and
appropriate pet-friendly housing, social support to assist with pet
care, and costs of caring for a pet (McLennan et al., 2022; Toohey
et al., 2017; Toohey&Rock, 2019).With these concerns inmind, an
aim of this current study is to trouble the notion that quantitative
measures – even those considered to be psychometrically robust,
like the life satisfaction scale (Pavot & Diener, 2008) – will ade-
quately capture the relational complexities of having a pet. To do
this, a re-examination of qualitative data that were originally
collected to describe the aging-in-place experiences of a socio-
economically diverse sample of older pet owners is presented. This
secondary analysis explores the nuanced ways that companion

animal relationships may simultaneously support and challenge
older adults’ aging-in-place experiences.

Theoretical Framework

Relatively few studies have adopted a population health approach
to the study of pets and aging. As such, the physical and social
contexts in which both aging and human–animal relationships are
experienced have received surprisingly little attention in the liter-
ature on pets and aging. A socio-ecological framework (Richard,
Gauvin, & Raine, 2011) acknowledges the multiple factors and
influences that may shape the quality of human–animal relation-
ships, accounting for individual characteristics as well as commu-
nity and cultural considerations, systemic practices, and policies.
This current study applies a relational socio-ecological framework
(Toohey et al., 2017), which extends Putney’s (2013) original
relational ecology theory of the human–animal bond. Relational
ecology is rooted in concepts from developmental psychology and
human ecology, including lifespan development theory, object
relations, holding environment, liminality, and deep ecology
(Putney, 2013). A relational socio-ecological understanding of
human–animal relationships inserts additional layers of influence
onto these dimensions by also considering the physical, social,
cultural, and policy environments within which older people and
their pets experience daily life (Toohey et al., 2017). Applying a
relational socio-ecological lens to the health-promoting potential
of pets also accounts for ways that lived experiences of aging-
supportive communities are shaped by policies and practices
(Menec, Means, Keating, Parkhurst, & Eales, 2011).

Methodology

Because the phenomenon of aging in place with pets is shaped by
multiple, intersecting influences that include individual character-
istics, socio-cultural qualities, and policy-level factors, it lends itself
to Yin’s (2009) multiple case study methodology. As such, experi-
ences of aging in place with pets were explored within our local
setting, Calgary, AB, Canada, from several perspectives, and also in
relation to a national longitudinal study that included data about
pets (Toohey et al., 2018). Our municipality is internationally
recognized as both a “pet-friendly” and an “age-friendly” city due
to its progressive municipal policies (McLennan et al., 2022; Too-
hey et al., 2017),making it an instructive setting for considering this
phenomenon. The qualitative components of this case study have
involved ethnographic interviews with representatives of the social
services and animal welfare sectors, as well as with older adults who
were aging in place in a range of social and economic circum-
stances, to explore both benefits and challenges of aging in place
with pets (seeMcLennan et al., 2022; Toohey et al., 2017; Toohey &
Krahn, 2018; Toohey & Rock, 2019). The primary quantitative
component explored baseline data of the Canadian Longitudinal
Study onAging (Kirkland et al., 2015; Raina et al., 2009; Raina et al.,
2019) to understand associations between pet-ownership, life sat-
isfaction, and social participation (Toohey et al., 2018).

As an additional qualitative component of the broader case
study introduced above, this current study revisits semi-structured
interviews originally conducted in 2015 with community dwelling,
socio-economically diverse older adults (≥ 60 years) residing with
one or more pets. While the original data considered in this study
were collected several years prior to embarking upon this second-
ary analysis, little has changed locally or nationally in the
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meantime, in terms of policies and practices that enable older
adults to manage pet ownership later in life. Furthermore, the dates
when these qualitative data were collected are well-aligned with the
quantitative component (i.e., Toohey et al., 2018), which reports on
findings that inspired this secondary analysis. Thus, data contained
within these interviews remain relevant to the overarching case
study’s objective. Ethics approval for this study was provided by the
University of Calgary’s Conjoint Health Research Ethics Board
(Ethics Certification REB14-1445).

Research Setting

Previously published components of this case study have drawn
attention to the mismatch between our city’s progressive pet pol-
icies, its leadership in age-friendly policy implementation, and the
systemic barriers to having pets that many older adults face.
These barriers include a lack of affordable, appropriate pet-friendly
housing as well as a historic lack of coordination between
community-based human social service and animal welfare sup-
ports (McLennan et al., 2022; Toohey et al., 2017; Toohey &Krahn,
2018; Toohey & Rock, 2019). These challenges are not unique to
our setting (see, e.g., Arrington &Markarian, 2018;Matsuoka et al.,
2020; Rauktis et al., 2020, 2017). Veterinary services in Calgary are
also costly, and there is a recognized gap in terms of service support
for lower income pet owners (McLennan et al., 2022; Van Patten,
Chalhoub, Baker, Rock, & Adams, 2021). As older adults are often
subsisting on pension income, many experience the constraints of
living on a fixed or low income.

Sample Recruitment

To recruit socio-economically diverse older adult participants,
posters were displayed in the city’s largest community centre for
older adults (i.e., “seniors centre”), a central food bank, and a public
library. Flyers were also displayed and distributed by two animal
shelters that ran active pet adoption programs and had participated
in the broader case study (Toohey et al., 2017). Word-of-mouth
voluntarily initiated by key participants in this current study and by
representatives of community organizations involved in the study

also led to recruiting four socio-economically disadvantaged par-
ticipants who would not likely have seen the posters. Inclusion
criteria for participation included age (≥ 60 years) and living
independently in the community with a pet, although one partic-
ipant (Participant 6) had recently lost her dog companion.

Sample Description

As illustrated in Table 1, 12 of the 14 older adults who voluntarily
participated in this study lived alone. Of these 12, 6 were single,
4 were divorced, 1 was married with a spouse living in a long-term
care facility, and 1 was widowed. Most participants (10) were
female. Seven participants owned one or more cats, 6 owned a
dog, and 1 had multiple pets.

Nine of the study participants were retired. Nine owned their
own home, including condominiums. The remaining 5 lived in
disadvantaged circumstances, with 3 residing in subsidized older
adult housing units and 2 in private market rentals. Lower income
participants were supported by government-sponsored disability
income, old-age pension, low-income supplement, or a combina-
tion of these, depending upon eligibility (Government of Alberta,
2020).

Data Collection

The author conducted semi-structured ethnographic interviews
(Spradley, 1979) with eligible participants (n = 14). Informed
consent was provided and interviews typically lasted 60 minutes,
ranging from 45 to over 90 minutes. Interviews were digitally
audio-recorded and transcribed in all but one case, as Participant
4 declined to be recorded. Detailed field notes were prepared
immediately following each interview to capture impressions and
insights (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995), and researchmemos were
also created by the author during transcription and analysis, when
additional insights arose.

Nine interviews took place in a participant’s home, with their
pet(s) present and interactions observable (Ryan & Ziebland,
2015); 2 interviews took place in a community-based old adults
centre that supported this study’s recruitment, 1 happened in a

Table 1. Overview of participants recruited for interviews to explore community-dwelling older adults’ experiences with aging in place with companion animals

Participant Gender Pet(s) Socio-Economic Status Human Household Composition Mode of Recruitment

1 Female Cat Mid Lived alone (divorced) Poster

2 Female Dog Mid Lived alone (husband in long-term care) Word of mouth

3 Male Cats (2) Low Lived alone (single) Word of mouth

4 Female Dog High Lived with husband Word of mouth

5 Female Dog Mid-to-high Lived alone (divorced) Word of mouth

6 Female Dog Mid Lived alone (single) Poster

7 Male Cat Low Lived alone (single) Word of mouth

8 Male Dog High Lived with wife Poster

9 Female Cats (2) Mid Lived alone (single) Word of mouth

10 Female Cat Low Lived alone (single) Word of mouth

11 Female Cat Low Lived alone (divorced) Poster

12 Female Dog, cat, rabbit Mid Lived alone (single) Poster

13 Female Cat Low-to-mid Lived alone (widowed) Poster

14 Male Dog Low Lived alone (divorced) Word of mouth

508 Ann M. Toohey

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980823000168 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980823000168


public library, and 2 occurred outdoors in public parks, each with
the participant’s dog present. The participants interviewed at the
older adults (“seniors”) centre shared photographs of their pets. All
but 1 participant declined to choose a pseudonym for their pet and
preferred that their pet’s or pets’ given name(s) be used.

To build rapport at the outset of the interview (Spradley, 1979),
the author asked each participant to describe their daily experience
of living with and caring for their pet. Additional prompts ranged
from requesting descriptions of daily activities and routines, to
inquiring about reflections on perceived benefits and challenges of
having pets in later life, both personally and for older adults more
generally (Table 2).

Analytic Approach

At the outset of the secondary qualitative analysis, the author’s
re-immersion into these data involved an in-depth review of
initial field notes for each interview, followed by rereading all
interview transcripts. These initial impressions helped inform the
reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2020) that was then
undertaken. The next analytic step was to consider the entire set
of interviews, paying close attention to instances when partici-
pants reflected on the challenges of their overarching life circum-
stances, in relation to both aging in place and their companion
animal(s). Simultaneously, the author considered participants’
descriptions of the different ways that companion animals shaped
quality of life both positively and negatively, broadly, as well as in
relation to the challenges they faced. Comparisons were made
both within and between interviews. Attention was paid to
semantic rather than latentmeanings of the data (Braun&Clarke,
2020), because the participants’ own words depicted meaningful
interactions between current life circumstances and relationships
with pets.

Through a process of (re)immersion and crystallization
(Borkan, 1999), the author identified thematic patterns across the
corpus of interviews that offered insights into ways that both the
benefits and challenges of companion animals influenced older
adults’ aging-in-place experiences. As the sole interviewer and
research lead for the case study, the author’s intimate familiarity
with the complete data set underscored an immersive, substantive
qualitative analysis, as has been well-described by others (Eakin &
Mykhalovskiy, 2003). The analysis was reflexive, shaped by the
author’s understandings of both theoretical and practical dimen-
sions of aging in place with pets and the various contradictions that
exist within its evidence base. The author’s own experiences with
the complexities and negotiations of having both cat and dog
companions at different life junctures also informed how partici-
pants’ accounts were interpreted.

Findings

In reflecting on their experiences of aging in place with a pet,
participants discussed many positive and compelling attributes of
having an animal companion later in life. However, many also
recounted challenges they were facing, linked to later life issues and
related transitions. Recurring examples of challenging circum-
stances brought up by participants included loneliness, chronic
illness, reduced mobility, depression and anxiety, financial uncer-
tainty, housing insecurity, reduced social support, feelings of social
isolation, loss of people and pets, and constrained personal free-
doms. The various, and often contradictory, ways that pets were
experienced in relation to this array of challenging life circum-
stances are encapsulated in the four themes discussed below.

Theme 1: Lonely But Not Alone

The first theme describes both the impacts and limitations of
human–animal relationships on loneliness. Several participants
reflected on experiences of loneliness and their sense that they
lacked fulfilling human relationships. Yet these feelings were bal-
anced by recognizing ways that their pets enhanced their day-to-
day experiences and made them feel less solitary in their lives. For
instance, Participant 3 was a highly educated single man in his late
60s who was experiencing severe mental and physical health chal-
lenges, extreme low income, and social isolation. He lived with a
pair of cats, Brady and Kaboodle, one of whom he was fostering for
a local rescue and treating for Feline HIV. He was candid about his
sense of isolation and loneliness, and reflected the following:

I’m still lonely a lot of the time here. I’m isolated. I don’t have a
tremendous social life. And my cats give me something (pauses) ‘some-
ones’ [sic] to attend to … I can’t imagine being without them. I can’t
imagine being here alone. But at the same time, they don’t fulfil all my
affiliative needs, you know? Being single and having cats is better than
being single and not having cats. But – I’d rather not be single.

Participant 5, on the other hand, was an educated, divorced woman
in her early 70s who had financial security and family support. She
spoke openly about the ways that her dog, Molly, had extended her
social network viameeting people at her local dog park: I spend a lot
of time by myself, so being forced into social contacts is very good for
me. And yet, like Participant 5, she also recognized the limitations
of Molly’s companionship:

One of the hard times of the day forme is going home from the dog park.
That’s really the time of day I feel alone. I think it’s kind of a low time of
the day, you’re hungry, and you know (pauses), and a lot of people are

Table 2. Sample interview questions used to facilitate semi-structured interviews with research participants

Examples of General Topics of Interview Questions

Rapport-building: What might a typical day look like for the participant, and how does a companion animal fit into this?

Quality of relationship: How long has the companion animal been in the participant’s life, and why did the participant decide to adopt the pet? How did daily life
change upon acquiring a pet? Is there a history of pet ownership across the participant’s life course?

Socio-ecological context: Are there any housing considerations in relation to having a pet? Are there any veterinary care considerations? Are there any other cost-
related considerations to pet ownership? Are there other considerations (positive and negative) related to pet care responsibilities?

Social support: Have any newhuman relationships resulted fromhaving a companion animal? Is there someone available to assist the participantwith care for the
companion animal if needed?

Reflective: What is the participant’s perspective on broader benefits and challenges of having a pet later in life? What are the participant’s thoughts on the
underlying meaning of experiencing a human–animal relationship in the context of aging in place?
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going home to somebody else and I’m not. So Molly doesn’t fulfil that
need, right?

Participant 1, an older, divorced woman in her mid-80s was
financially comfortable and was actively engaged in community
services. She described her recent acquisition of an older cat named
China:

So she came to my house … and she just immediately settled into the
whole place, she was all over the place, making herself right at home.
And I found I really liked her. She’d be running to the door tomeetme at
night, and then she’d be there in the morning, and I just liked it.

The simple presence of another living creature co-habiting within a
solitary home environment brought a new dimension of comfort
and companionship to Participant 5’s life.

Theme 2: Precarious But Committed

The second theme reveals ways that older adults felt a deep sense of
solidarity for their companion animals and responsibility for their
pets’ lives and well-being, even as these commitments exacerbated
challenging circumstances. One such situation was described by
Participant 10, a single, lower-income woman in her mid-60s, who
had unexpectedly lost her mobile home due to water damage:

… three years ago, there was trouble in my trailer. There was a leak in
the water main and they couldn’t turn it off…so my trailer eventually
had to be destroyed… and that’s when I realized the chief of my concern
was my cat. ‘Cause what will you do with your cat, right?’

Her age and income rendered her eligible for subsidized older adult
housing, yet she could not find housing that would accept her cat,
Kismet. As a result, she navigated three years of housing insecurity,
during which time she described situations where she placed her
integrity and even personal safety in danger, first by keeping her cat
illegally in a subsidized housing unit (they were ultimately evicted),
and next by boarding with a man whom she knew to have alco-
holism linked to violent outbursts. Still, she remained steadfast that
throughout this time, noting: my cat, she was a saving grace really
because she was so resilient.

Participant 14 was an older, single gentleman in his early 80s,
whose monthly income consisted solely of government pension
and low-income supplements. He had little familial support, having
been divorced and pre-deceased by all his siblings and his two
children. His large dog, Jellybean, was his sole companion. When
we spoke, Participant 14’s apartment building was for sale, and he
was becoming increasingly desperate to find an affordable rental
that would accept Jellybean. Few apartments in Calgary, let alone
affordable ones, permitted tenants to keep dogs (as described in
Toohey et al., 2017), and those that did had a strict size limitation
that Jellybean, over 100 lb in weight, substantially exceeded. Par-
ticipant 14 reflected:

That’s why a lot of dogs and cats get abandoned! It’s because the people
have [the pet], and they gotta move—they get evicted, or they just have
to move for some reason, and they got a pet, and they can’t find a place,
So the only way they can do it is they gotta abandon the—I’d never do
that with him anyway. I’d live on the street first.

These types of concerns were not limited to participants with lower
incomes. Participant 13was awidowed 65-year-oldwho lived alone
in a condominium that she and her then-deceased husband had

purchased, and which she outright owned. A year prior to our
interview, she had spent a substantial portion of her retirement
savings on cancer treatment for Casey, her cherished dog. Her
account of this decision was unequivocal:

The cost of handling Casey was so high, I just ended up shredding
everything. I didn’t want to know what the final bill was. That’s why I
won’t be able to retire… And I do not begrudge any money I spent to
make sure Casey was well looked after or anything, but it’s led to other
issues.

At the time when we spoke, she had acquired a new kitten, Mara, to
offset the loneliness of widowhood. She was struggling with the
costs of addressing the kitten’s severe dental issues: I have financial
worries, but because I had a dog for 15 years, and my husband was
gone, everything was gone. I needed something to take care of. She
admitted to worrying about the possibility of losing her home, and
yet parting with her new kitten was not negotiable. The need to care
for and love another creature outweighed her unexpected insecu-
rity around her finances and even her home.

Theme 3: Caring as Defying Emotional Adversity

The third theme illustrates ways that pet-care roles and animal
companionship offered a form of meaning and continuity in older
adults’ lives as they experienced life-altering situations that might
otherwise erode emotional well-being. One such narrative was
shared by Participant 9. She was a single, retired woman in her
mid-60s who lived with her two cats, Nick and Stella, in a condo-
minium she owned. Following a routine surgical procedure on her
spine, she was left with severely reduced mobility. She discussed
coming to terms with her physical impairment and, especially, her
shrinking physical and social worlds. Her attachment to this pair of
rescued cats and the continuity her cats facilitated, despite the
major upheaval taking place in her life, helped her experience an
emotional richness that she felt would otherwise have eluded her:

The cats have been my biggest and longest emotional commitment. I
didn’t know I had this inme, I really didn’t, you know. Like when people
say they have a child they never realized they were capable of loving
something that much, and I feel that way about the cats.

Participant 7 described another scenario where continuity was
paramount to his ability to cope with a life-changing event. He
was a well-educated single man in his early 60s who had held a fast-
paced professional career in sales. He suffered a sudden, major
stroke, which was then followed by a lengthy rehabilitation period.
He depleted his retirement savings during his initial years of
recovery, anticipating an eventual return to the workforce. The
cognitive damage caused by the stroke prevented this from hap-
pening: I went from a six-figure-a-year job to a $502/month pension.
That was it!

Early in his recovery, when his physical and cognitive regains
were unknown and his financial reserves disappearing, Participant
7 focused on caring for his cat, Kleo. The routines of care he had
established for his cat provided meaningful links to his previous
state of being. Even as he came to terms with his declining function,
his new life circumstances revolved around a precise feeding
schedule, methodical litter box cleanings, and a comforting bed-
time routine as he and his cat settled in for the night. He described
these activities in a way that reflected both their crucial importance
to his sense of self-efficacy and his deep attentiveness to his cat’s
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needs. Eventually, when Participant 7 could no longer afford to stay
in his rented apartment, he was shocked at how few options
remained:

I couldn’t believe when (the housing advisor) toldme there was only one
place – with all of the money and everything we have in Calgary, and
where’s the legislation? I wouldn’t be living at [Building Name], or
anywhere without Kleo. I’d be renting a room somewhere for $500 a
month. In a basement. Probably an illegal (secondary) suite. Because
there’s no way I would give up the cat!

Over the course of our interview, Participant 7 described a multi-
tude of indignities and hardships. His story illustrated how his
reliance on both the affection and continuity offered by caring
for Kleo helped him transition through these challenging and
adversities.

Theme 4: Losses Versus Gains

The fourth and final theme explores pet-related constraints that
some participants described, yet also illuminates a subtle process of
balancing costs versus benefits of having companion animals in
later life. One relevant account was shared by Participant 2, an
older, married woman in her mid-70s whose husband was residing
in a long-term care facility due to advanced dementia. Relocating
from her longtime detached home into a congregate rental apart-
ment gave rise to challenges with her small Havanese dog, Toad
(this requested pseudonym symbolized for Participant 2 the endur-
ing friendship described in Lobel’s (2013) classic children book
series, “Frog and Toad”). She reflected:

I can’t leave him in the apartment. Because he will bark if he’s left alone.
And this was new tomewhen I moved into the apartment…I can’t go to
a restaurant! I live in a neighbourhood with interesting restaurants, and
stores, and I can’t go and just dawdle along the street and enjoy myself
because of him…

Toad’s behaviour, which led quickly to complaints from neigh-
bours and warnings from management, severely constrained Par-
ticipant 2’s ability to manage her new situation in the way she had
envisioned. She eventually solved this challenge by enlisting the
services of a pet-sitter and also enrolling him in a part-time “doggie
day care” service. Notably, though, Participant 2 also credited Toad
with social benefits, including a growing sense of belonging and
community: And the dog of course is always an intro [sic]… it’s a
positive note in a day. She also described Toad’s ability to facilitate
positive interactions with her husband and the care staff when they
visited him in his care home. In essence, Participant 2 viewed
Toad’s barking as a singular problem with a solution, while she
recounted numerous other ways that her relationship with Toad
enhanced her quality of life and ability to cope with new challenges.
Observing Participant 2’s interactions with Toad during our inter-
view also confirmed her strong attachment to and fondness
for him.

Costs and benefits of pets later in life were also considered by
Participant 12. She was a recently retired professional in her
mid-60s who had four companion animals: two cats (I adore them),
a domesticated feral rabbit (…really a sweet pet), and a beagle
whom she had adopted from neighbours to prevent the dog’s being
relinquished to a shelter (But the work, oh, you can imagine).
In volunteering to participate in this study, she had been especially
anxious to ensure that the oft-ignored challenges of having pets

after retiring were articulated and considered. Reflecting on the
varied ways that these three relationships shaped her life in retire-
ment, she shared:

It is difficult at times, because we wait for those golden years, senior
years. I’ma young senior, I’m just 65 this year and I come into having the
dog now, she is going to be 8. You know what I’d say to [other] seniors:
get a rabbit, get a gerbil, or a hamster. I’d say get a rabbit or a cat. If you’re
a senior, avoid a dog unless it’s a real old dog, small and doesn’t need a lot
of walks and you have an area where the dog can relieve itself.

Her frustration with the complexities of being responsible for a dog
was tangible throughout our interview. Still, she also noted several
positive dimensions of caring for Sophie. These included their
regular walks through her neighbourhood, during which informal
interactions led to a sense of being recognized and valued in a
meaningful way. Overall, she confided: So I feel ethically, morally
like I’ve done something good for a creature…(but) I’m on overload.
I’ve done too much. I tell myself this all the time. I should surrender
one of the pets. Participant 12’s retired life had not unfolded as she
had hoped, and she understood this to be a direct result of her over-
extended responsibilities for her animal companions. Of all
14 interviews, hers was the singular one that conveyed a concern
with the potentially negative impact of pet ownership later in life.
For Participant 12, the costs associated with her pets, and partic-
ularly her dog, outweighed the benefits and were eroding her
quality of life.

Discussion

The insights shared in the above thematic analysis illustrate a
balance of both positive and negative dimensions of pet ownership
later in life, and the potential of human-animal relationships to
shape overall quality of life and influence individual experiences
of aging in place. Within this socio-economically diverse sample,
many older adults’ stories highlighted challenges that they were
facing in their later years, ranging from catastrophic illness to
financial insecurity, to unfulfilling personal relationships. While
relationships with pets were sometimes central to these challenges,
pets were consistently recognized as enhancing quality of life in a
compelling range of ways. Companion animals were able to offset
loneliness. They provided companionship and opportunities to
enact routines of care. They were an avenue for deep emotional
connection while embodying qualities like resilience, that older
adults could emulate. In almost all cases, they were experienced
as a source of continuity, during periods when older adults were
redefining their selves and identities through adverse life changes.
In one case, the toll taken by commitments to pet care was felt to be
too high, despite the acknowledged benefits. The realities shared
in the participants’ narratives confirm the relational nature of
human–animal relationships as being contingent on the circum-
stances of people’s lives and personal situations, as other
researchers have also found (Applebaum, MacLean, & McDonald,
2021; Bibbo et al., 2019; Gee & Mueller, 2019; Obradović et al.,
2020; Obradović, Lagueux, Latulippe, & Provencher, 2021; Toohey
et al., 2017; Toohey & Rock, 2019).

It is valuable to consider both the benefits and challenges of
human–animal relationships from a social justice perspective. The
perspectives of socio-economically disadvantaged pet-owners are
largely absent from the study of pets and aging. Social justice arises
when some groups face forms of oppression or unfair restrictions
on autonomy due to their particular situations or identities. Within
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this study’s socio-economically diverse sample of older adults,
those participants living in lower income and socially isolated
circumstances often experienced pressing systemic-level uncer-
tainties. Their commitments to their pets were non-negotiable,
though, even as they faced, considered, or directly experienced
precarious and inappropriate housing to protect their animal com-
panions. The continued shortage of pet-friendly and affordable
housing for older adults perpetuates an ongoing source of social
injustice for this sub-group of older adults, who often have little
more than the relationship with their pet to help retain a sense of
meaning and purpose in their lives (Matsuoka et al., 2020; McLen-
nan et al., 2022; Toohey et al., 2017; Toohey&Krahn, 2018; Toohey
& Rock, 2019). Issues around pet care challenges also emerged
frequently, including looming costs of veterinary care when their
pet became ill. As a promising response, however, community-
based, pet-care assistance programs for older adults are becoming
increasingly common worldwide (McLennan et al., 2022). Even so,
such support falls short in situations where appropriate, pet-
friendly housing supply is lacking (Toohey et al., 2017; Toohey &
Krahn, 2018; Toohey & Rock, 2019).

The nuanced complexities of human–animal relationships
described by the study participants support continued efforts to
bring together animal welfare and human social services agencies to
serve older adults and their pets in an integrated rather than
disparate way. This would ideally include relational coordination
across sectors (Gittell, 2011; Toohey et al., 2017), such that housing
providers, veterinarians, health care providers, charitable organi-
zations such as food banks, the pet industry, local bylaw officers,
and other relevant stakeholders are able towork together to support
the multiple and multi-species facets of aging in place. As noted in
McLennan et al.’s (2022) environmental scan, efforts to protect
human–animal relationships for older adults are gaining traction
on an international scale. Despite these efforts, demand exceeds
supply when it comes to scarce resources dedicated to keeping
human–animal relationships intact when personal or systemic
barriers arise. The complexities and contradictions revealed by
the older adults participating in this study lend further evidence
to the importance of ensuring that efforts to support aging in place
consider pets. Gaining an understanding of whether a pet’s role in
an older person’s life may be simultaneously contributing to and
eroding function,mental health, and social connection for the older
adult will help establish appropriate supports that are both humane
and anchored in values of social justice and social inclusion.
Increasing the scope and capacity of community supports that
cross species lines is a promising way forward from both popula-
tion health and animal welfare perspectives.

The complexities and contradictions linked to human–animal
relationships presented in this study also confirm the necessity of
adopting methodologically nuanced approaches that can appro-
priately address the relational and multidimensional influence pets
may have on health and well-being. The finding that inspired this
analysis – that older adults with pets are often found to report lower
levels of life satisfaction than those without pets – raises method-
ological questions. Practically speaking, there are numerous rich,
comprehensive, and often longitudinal survey-based studies avail-
able to researchers that offer a wide range of health-related and
socio-demographic data and that often include measures of pet
ownership. Quantitative work to date has undeniably advanced
understandings of pets and aging (e.g., Bibbo et al., 2015;
Enmarker, Hellzén, Ekker, & Berg, 2012; Garrity, Stallones, Marx,
& Johnson, 1989; Himsworth & Rock, 2013; Pikhartova, Bowling,
& Victor, 2014; Raina et al., 1999; Thorpe et al., 2006; Toohey,

McCormack, Doyle-Baker, Adams, & Rock, 2013, Toohey et al.,
2018). Yet contradictory evidence arises, often across the quanti-
tative and qualitative divide.

To start bridging this divide, mixed methods that combine
qualitative and quantitative approaches hold promise. Many of
the challenges captured in this study’s findings might suggest a
link between pets and lower life satisfaction, as measured using the
popular Satisfaction With Life Scale (Pavot & Diener, 2008). This
interpretation would certainly be consistent with the published
literature (Himsworth & Rock, 2013; Norris et al., 1999; Toohey
et al., 2018), and yet the qualitative results reported in this study
also reiterate that the direction of influence of a pet on this
subjective psychological state is not predictable, as per Mallinson’s
(1998, 2002) observations around ways older adults may complete
survey questionnaires. Even when pets were central to older adults’
challenges, the relational benefits of companionship, responsibility,
acts of care, and other dimensions of pet-keeping were also recog-
nized as anchoring and enhancing quality of life.

This present qualitative study is a component of a broader case
study that was determined a priori to involve a mixed methods
approach, considering both quantitative and qualitative data
sources. However, qualitative data are not always readily available
to enhance quantitative, survey-based analyses. In such cases, the
use of appropriate statistical approaches to drill down into complex
mechanisms, such as exploring mediation or effect modification,
holds promise. For instance, by stratifying their national Statistics
Canada-derived data set by sex, marital status, and household
composition, Himsworth and Rock (2013) found that companion
animals appeared particularly supportive for older women who
were divorced and living alone, compared to their non-pet owning
counterparts. Similarly, Toohey et al.’s (2018) stratified analysis of
Canadian Longitudinal Study on Aging (CLSA) participants sug-
gested that while older pet owners reported significantly lower life
satisfaction than non-pet owners, pets appeared to have a positive
influence on the well-being of those older pet owners when poor
health and social isolation were barriers to achieving desired levels
of social participation. In considering loneliness, Pikhartova et al.’s
(2014) analysis of European Longitudinal Study on Aging (ELSA)
participants found that older pet owners were significantly more
likely to report loneliness than were non-pet owners. Yet this
longitudinal analysis also suggested that for older women, pet
ownership both had a protective effect on loneliness over time,
while loneliness also predicted pet acquisition later in life. Taken
together, these examples reinforce the importance of recognizing
the complex mechanisms that may shape the direction of associ-
ation between relational phenomena and subjective outcomes like
life satisfaction or loneliness, as are frequently used to understand
and represent quality of life of older adults.

The complexities of older adults’ experiences with pets, includ-
ing contradictory ones, can be understood with reference back to
the relational socio-ecological framework. Putney’s (2013) original
understanding of the human–animal bond (i.e., relational ecology)
was derived by exploring the experiences of older lesbian women
who were aging with pets. While this original conception of rela-
tional ecology is informed by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological
understanding of “individuals as being in a dynamic and reciprocal
relationship with their environments across micro, macro, meso,
and exosystems” (Putney, 2013, p. 68), the locus was the individual.
This current study’s participants’ accounts highlight instances
when the multifaceted ways pets shape individual lives are also
contingent upon systemic-level considerations. The health pro-
moting potential of pets within an aging population may well be
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leveraged through community- and policy-level supports for pet
ownership that address social justice considerations, such as the
provision of affordable, pet-friendly housing for those who need it;
the subsidization of veterinary care for those on reduced incomes;
and creation of vibrant, age-friendly communities designed to
support both pet-related needs and social inclusion. This study’s
findings illustrate that despite the complexity of human–animal
relationships, cross-sectoral supports for aging in place with com-
panion animals merit further consideration at the community
(i.e., meso) and policy (i.e., macro) levels.

Strengths and Limitations

The participants in this study, while purposively sampled for age
and for pet-ownership, were socio-economically diverse. Recruit-
ment of disadvantaged populations is often challenging, and dis-
advantaged older adults’ relationships with companion animals are
not well represented within the literature. The diverse socio-
economic representation in this study suggests both similarities
and differences in how pets are experienced across socio-economic
lines and sheds light upon systemic factors that may differentially
influence these experiences. Conversely, the sample lacks ethnic
diversity, thus diverging somewhat from the socio-demographic
profile of older Canadian pet owners (Toohey et al., 2018). Further
study is recommended to understand how various ethnic and
cultural norms, including those held within Indigenous commu-
nities (Fraser-Celin & Rock, 2022), influence both experiences of
aging in place and relationships with pets.

As both a strength and limitation of this study, all but two study
participants (i.e., 86%) lived alone, which was unexpected. In
Canada, approximately 30 per cent of women and 16 per cent of
men 65 years and older live alone (National Seniors Council, 2017)
and, prospectively, 30 per cent of those living alone may have pets
(Toohey et al., 2018). It is unclear whether this self-selection
represents a flawed recruitment strategy or whether pets play a
particularly instrumental role for this sub-population of older
adults, piquing their interest in being involved in the study. While
this sample characteristic may limit the extent to which the study
findings reflect experiences of older adults in different living
arrangements, it nonetheless contributes to understandings of
contextual factors that may influence how pets are experienced
later in life,when social isolation is increasingly prevalent (Cudjoe
et al., 2020; Menec, Newall, Mackenzie, Shooshtari, & Nowicki,
2020).

In terms of the research setting, Calgary is internationally rec-
ognized for its progressive animal ownership bylaws (Economy and
Infrastructure Committee, 2016; Rock, 2013). Yet Calgary also
features a younger-than-average population (City of Calgary,
2015), a high cost of living, and a low level of affordable housing
(Kneebone & Wilkins, 2016). Moreover, subsidized pet-friendly
housing for older adults is scarce here (Toohey et al., 2017; Toohey
& Krahn, 2018; Toohey & Rock, 2019). These place-specific con-
siderations may also shape ways that our participants have experi-
enced aging in place with pets.

Finally, this analysis represents a reflexive process. As a sole
author, all analytic choices – including the understanding of salient
themes – are shaped by a longtime engagement with the study of
older adults and pets from a public health vantage. Personal
experiences with pets overmany years cannot be discounted, either,
for shaping the understandings put forward in this paper. While
another researcher may understand these data differently, reflexive
and deep theoretical engagement with the subject matter may lead

to valuable and informed insights on phenomena (Eakin &Mykha-
lovskiy, 2003).

Conclusion

By adopting a relational socio-ecological framework, this study
draws attention to the relational influence of companion animals
on aging-in-place experiences as being shaped by both individual
and socio-ecological considerations. Pets were sometimes distal
and other times central to challenges older adults faced while aging
in place, but animal companions were also consistently credited
with contributing to older adults’ quality of life in an array of
different ways. Furthermore, pets were experienced within the
broader context of an older individual’s particular life circum-
stances, which may also shape the direction of influence pets have
on people’s health and well-being. This study’s findings confirm
that human–animal relationshipsmust be understood as relational.
Findings also point to the value of combiningmultiple data sources
or applying nuanced statistical approaches to help interpret the
complex, relational ways that pets may influence quality of life for
older adults. Enhanced cross-sectoral community and policy-level
supports for aging in place with pets may have a population-level
influence on health, well-being, and social justice across the socio-
demographically diverse aging population.

Acknowledgements. I am indebted to the older adults who participated in
this study for the rich, personal accounts they offered. I gratefully acknowledge
Dr. Melanie Rock and the three anonymous reviewers for their valuable
contributions in reviewing earlier versions of the manuscript.

Funding. This study was funded by a Canadian Institutes of Health Research
(CIHR) operating grant (#MOP-130569) held by Dr. Melanie Rock. The author
received additional funding for this project via a University of Calgary –

Achievers in Medical Sciences Recruitment Scholarship, a CIHR Population
Health Intervention Research Network (PHIRNET) Doctoral Studentship, and
an Alberta Innovates Graduate Studentship (#201504).

Competing interest. None.

References

Applebaum, J.W., MacLean, E. L., &McDonald, S. E. (2021). Love, fear, and the
human-animal bond: On adversity and multispecies relationships. Compre-
hensive Psychoneuroendocrinology, 7, 100071.

Arrington, A., & Markarian, M. (2018). Serving pets in poverty: A new Frontier
for the animal welfare movement. Sustainable Development Law & Policy,
18(1), 11. Retrieved from https://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/sdlp/
vol18/iss1/11.

Bennett, P. C., Trigg, J. L., Godber, T., & Brown, C. (2015). An experience
sampling approach to investigating associations between pet presence and
indicators of psychological wellbeing andmood in older Australians.Anthro-
zoös, 28(3), 403–420. https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2015.1052266

Bibbo, J., Curl, A. L., Johnson, R., & Marble, R. (2015). Companion animals,
social engagement, and psychological well-being in mid and later adulthood.
The Gerontologist, 55, 451.

Bibbo, J., Curl, A. L., & Johnson, R. A. (2019). Pets in the Lives of Older Adults: A
Life Course Perspective. Anthrozoös, 32(4), 541–554. https://doi.org/
10.1080/08927936.2019.1621541

Borkan, J. (1999). Immersion/crystallization. In B. F. Crabtree and W. L. Miller
(Eds.), Doing qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 179–194). Thousand Oaks,
California: Sage Publications Inc.

Canadian Journal on Aging / La Revue canadienne du vieillissement 513

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980823000168 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/sdlp/vol18/iss1/11
https://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/sdlp/vol18/iss1/11
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2015.1052266
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2019.1621541
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2019.1621541
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980823000168


Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2020). One size fits all? What counts as quality practice
in (reflexive) thematic analysis? Qualitative Research in Psychology, 18,
328–352.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by
nature and design. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

City of Calgary. (2015). Seniors age-friendly strategy and implementation plan
2015–2018. City of Calgary, Community & Neighbourhood Services.
Retrieved March 31, 2016, from http://www.calgary.ca/CSPS/CNS/Docu
ments/seniors/Seniors_Age_Friendly_Strategy.pdf.

Cudjoe, T. K., Roth, D. L., Szanton, S. L., Wolff, J. L., Boyd, C. M., & Thorpe Jr,
R. J. (2020). The epidemiology of social isolation: National health and aging
trends study. The Journals of Gerontology: Series B, 75(1), 107–113.

Eakin, J. M., &Mykhalovskiy, E. (2003). Reframing the evaluation of qualitative
health research: Reflections on a review of appraisal guidelines in the health
sciences. Journal of Evaluation in Clinical Practice, 9(2), 187–194. https://
doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2753.2003.00392.x

Economy and Infrastructure Committee. (2016). Inquiry into the legislative and
regulatory framework relating to restricted-breed dogs (Legislative Review
No. PP No 152, Session 2014-16). Australia: Parliament of Victoria.
Retrieved from Parliament of Victoria website: www.parliament.vic.gov.au/
eic.

Emerson, R. M., Fretz, R. L., & Shaw, L. L. (1995). Writing ethnographic field
notes. Chicago, USA: University of Chicago Press.

Enders-Slegers, M.-J. (2000). The meaning of companion animals: Qualitative
analysis of the life histories of elderly cat and dog owners. InA. L. Podberscek,
E. S. Paul, & J. A. Serpell (Eds.), Companion animals & us (pp. 237–256).
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Enmarker, I., Hellzén, O., Ekker, K., & Berg, A.-G. (2012). Health in older cat
and dog owners: The Nord-Trondelag health study (HUNT)-3 study. Scan-
dinavian Journal of Public Health, 40(8), 718–724. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1403494812465031

Fraser-Celin, V.-L., & Rock, M. J. (2022). One health and reconciliation: Media
portrayals of dogs and Indigenous communities in Canada. Health Promo-
tion International, 37(2), daab110. https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/daab110

Garrity, T. F., Stallones, L., Marx, M. B., & Johnson, T. P. (1989). Pet ownership
and attachment as supportive factors in the health of the elderly.Anthrozoos,
3, 35–44.

Gee, N. R., & Mueller, M. K. (2019). A Systematic Review of Research on Pet
Ownership andAnimal Interactions amongOlder Adults.Anthrozoös, 32(2),
183–207. https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2019.1569903

Gittell, J. H. (2011). New directions for relational coordination theory. In G. M.
Spreitzer & K. S. Cameron (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of positive organi-
zational scholarship (pp. 400–411). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.
Retrieved from http://rcrc.brandeis.edu/pdfs/new-directions.pdf

Government of Alberta. (2020). Seniors financial assistance programs.
Retrieved January 10, 2021, from Alberta website: https://www.alberta.ca/
seniors-financial-assistance.aspx

Himsworth, C. G., & Rock,M. J. (2013). Pet ownership, other domestic relation-
ships, and satisfaction with life among seniors: Results from a Canadian
national survey. Anthrozoos, 26(2), 295–305. https://doi.org/10.2752/
175303713X13636846944448

Kirkland, S. A., Griffith, L. E., Menec, V., Wister, A., Payette, H., Wolfson, C., &
Raina, P. S. (2015). Mining a unique Canadian resource: The Canadian
longitudinal study on aging. Canadian Journal on Aging/La Revue Canadi-
enne Du Vieillissement, 34(3), 366–377.

Kneebone, R., & Wilkins, M. (2016). The very poor and the affordability of
housing. School of Public Policy Research Papers - University of Calgary,
9(27), 1–18.

Lobel, A. (2013). Frog and toad storybook treasury. Toronto (Canada): Harper
Collins.

Mallinson, S. (1998). The short-form 36 and older people: Some problems
encountered when using postal administration. Journal of Epidemiology
and Community Health, 52, 324–328.

Mallinson, S. (2002). Listening to respondents: A qualitative assessment of the
short-form 36 health status questionnaire. Social Science & Medicine, 54(1),
11–21. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(01)00003-X

Matsuoka, A., Sorenson, J., Graham, T. M., & Ferreira, J. (2020). No pets
allowed: A trans-species social justice perspective to address housing issues

for older adults and companion animals.AotearoaNewZealand SocialWork,
32(4), 55–68. https://doi.org/10.11157/anzswj-vol32iss4id793

McLennan, K., Rock, M. J., Mattos, E., & Toohey, A. M. (2022). Leashes,
litterboxes, and lifelines: Exploring volunteer-based pet care assistance pro-
grams for older adults. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 873372. https://doi.org/
10.3389/fpsyg.2022.873372

Menec, V. H., Means, R., Keating, N., Parkhurst, G., & Eales, J. (2011). Con-
ceptualizing age-friendly communities. Canadian Journal on Aging/Revue
Canadienne Du Vieillissement, 30(03), 479–493. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0714980811000237

Menec, V. H., Newall, N. E., Mackenzie, C. S., Shooshtari, S., & Nowicki, S.
(2020). Examining social isolation and loneliness in combination in relation
to social support and psychological distress using Canadian longitudinal
study of aging (CLSA) data. PLOS One, 15(3), e0230673. https://doi.org/
10.1371/journal.pone.0230673

National Seniors Council. (2017).Who’s at Risk and What Can Be Done About
It? A Review of the Literature on the Social Isolation of Different Groups of
Seniors (p. 50). Canada: Government of Canada. Retrieved from Govern-
ment of Canada website: https://seniorsocialisolation.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2019/04/nsc1.eng_.pdf.

Norris, P. A., Shinew, K. J., Chick, G., & Beck, A. M. (1999). Retirement, life
satisfaction, and leisure services: The pet connection. Journal of Park &
Recreation Administration, 17(2), 65–83.

Obradović, N., Lagueux, É., Latulippe, K., & Provencher, V. (2021). Under-
standing the Benefits, Challenges, and the Role of Pet Ownership in the Daily
Lives of Community-Dwelling Older Adults: A Case Study. Animals, 11(9),
2628.

Obradović, N., Lagueux, É., Michaud, F., & Provencher, V. (2020). Pros and
cons of pet ownership in sustaining independence in community-dwelling
older adults: A scoping review. Ageing & Society, 40(9), 2061–2076.

Pavot, W., & Diener, E. (2008). The satisfaction with life scale and the emerging
construct of life satisfaction. Journal of Positive Psychology, 3(2), 137–152.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760701756946

Pikhartova, J., Bowling, A., & Victor, C. (2014). Does owning a pet protect older
people against loneliness? BMC Geriatrics, 14(1), 106. https://doi.org/
10.1186/1471-2318-14-106

Putney, J. M. (2013). Relational ecology: A theoretical framework for under-
standing the human-animal bond. Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare,
40(4), 57–80.

Raina, P. S., Waltner-Toews, D., Bonnett, B., Woodward, C., & Abernathy, T.
(1999). Influence of companion animals on the physical and psychological
health of older people: An analysis of a one-year longitudinal study. Journal
of the American Geriatrics Society, 47(3), 323–329.

Raina, P. S.,Wolfson, C., Kirkland, S., Griffith, L. E., Balion, C., Cossette, B., et al.
(2019). Cohort profile: The Canadian longitudinal study on aging (CLSA).
International Journal of Epidemiology, 48(6), 1752–1753j. https://doi.org/
10.1093/ije/dyz173

Raina, P. S., Wolfson, C., Kirkland, S. A., Griffith, L. E., Oremus, M., Patterson,
C., et al. (2009). The Canadian longitudinal study on aging (CLSA). Cana-
dian Journal on Aging/La Revue Canadienne Du Vieillissement, 28(Special
Issue 03), 221–229. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980809990055

Rauktis, M. E., Lee, H., Bickel, L., Giovengo, H., Nagel, M., & Cahalane, H.
(2020). Food security challenges and health opportunities of companion
animal ownership for low-income adults. Journal of Evidence-Based Social
Work, 17(6), 662–676.

Rauktis, M. E., Rose, L., Chen, Q., Martone, R., & Martello, A. (2017). “Their
pets are loved members of their family”: Animal ownership, food insecurity,
and the value of having pet food available in food banks. Anthrozoös, 30(4),
581–593. https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2017.1370225

Richard, L., Gauvin, L., & Raine, K. (2011). Ecological models revisited: Their
uses and evolution in health promotion over two decades. Annual Review of
Public Health, 32, 307–326.

Rock,M. J. (2013). Pet bylaws and posthumanist health promotion: A case study
of urban policy. Critical Public Health, 23, 201–212.

Ryan, S., & Ziebland, S. (2015). On interviewing people with pets: Reflections
from qualitative research on people with long-term conditions. Sociology of
Health & Illness, 37(1), 67–80. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.12176

514 Ann M. Toohey

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980823000168 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://www.calgary.ca/CSPS/CNS/Documents/seniors/Seniors_Age_Friendly_Strategy.pdf
http://www.calgary.ca/CSPS/CNS/Documents/seniors/Seniors_Age_Friendly_Strategy.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2753.2003.00392.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2753.2003.00392.x
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/eic
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/eic
https://doi.org/10.1177/1403494812465031
https://doi.org/10.1177/1403494812465031
https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/daab110
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2019.1569903
http://rcrc.brandeis.edu/pdfs/new-directions.pdf
https://www.alberta.ca/seniors-financial-assistance.aspx
https://www.alberta.ca/seniors-financial-assistance.aspx
https://doi.org/10.2752/175303713X13636846944448
https://doi.org/10.2752/175303713X13636846944448
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(01)00003-X
https://doi.org/10.11157/anzswj-vol32iss4id793
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.873372
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.873372
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980811000237
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980811000237
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0230673
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0230673
https://seniorsocialisolation.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/nsc1.eng_.pdf
https://seniorsocialisolation.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/nsc1.eng_.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760701756946
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2318-14-106
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2318-14-106
https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyz173
https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyz173
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980809990055
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2017.1370225
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.12176
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980823000168


Spradley, J. P. (1979). The ethnographic interview. USA: Wadsworth Group/
Thomson Learning.

Thorpe, R. J., Simonsick, E. M., Brach, J. S., Ayonayon, H., Satterfield, S., Harris,
T. B., et al. (2006). Dog ownership, walking behavior, andmaintainedmobility
in late life. Journal of the American Geriatrics Society, 54(9), 1419–1424.

Toohey, A.M., Hewson, J. A., Adams, C. L., & Rock,M. J. (2017).When “places”
include pets: Broadening the scope of relational approaches to promoting
aging-in-place. Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, 44(3), 119–146.

Toohey, A. M., Hewson, J. A., Adams, C. L., & Rock, M. J. (2018). Is pet
ownership relevant to social participation and life satisfaction for older adults
who are aging-in-place in Canada? Findings from the Canadian longitudinal
study on aging (CLSA). Canadian Journal on Aging, 37(2), 200–217.

Toohey, A.M., &Krahn, T.M. (2018). ‘Simply to be let in’: Opening the doors to
lower-income older adults and their companion animals. Journal of Public
Health, 40(3), 661–665. https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdx111

Toohey, A. M., McCormack, G. R., Doyle-Baker, P. K., Adams, C. L., & Rock,
M. J. (2013). Dog-walking and sense of community in neighborhoods:
Implications for promoting regular physical activity in adults 50 years
and older. Health & Place, 22, 75–81. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
healthplace.2013.03.007

Toohey, A. M., & Rock, M. J. (2019). Disruptive solidarity or solidarity dis-
rupted? A dialogical narrative analysis of economically vulnerable older
adults’ efforts to age in place with pets. Public Health Ethics, 12(1), 15–29.
https://doi.org/10.1093/phe/phy009

Van Patten, K.M., Chalhoub, S., Baker, T., Rock, M., & Adams, C. (2021).What
do veterinary students value about service learning? Insights from subsidized
clinics in an urban environment. Journal of VeterinaryMedical Education, 48
(4), 477–484. https://doi.org/10.3138/jvme-2019-0074

Yin, R. K. (2009). Case study research: Design and methods (4th ed.). Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Canadian Journal on Aging / La Revue canadienne du vieillissement 515

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980823000168 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdx111
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2013.03.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2013.03.007
https://doi.org/10.1093/phe/phy009
https://doi.org/10.3138/jvme-2019-0074
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980823000168

	Considering Cats, Dogs, and Contradictions: Pets and Their Relational Influence on Experiences of Aging in Place
	Introduction
	Theoretical Framework

	Methodology
	Research Setting
	Sample Recruitment
	Sample Description
	Data Collection
	Analytic Approach

	Findings
	Theme 1: Lonely But Not Alone
	Theme 2: Precarious But Committed
	Theme 3: Caring as Defying Emotional Adversity
	Theme 4: Losses Versus Gains

	Discussion
	Strengths and Limitations

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Funding
	Competing interest
	References


