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Older Philadelphians 
&  Animal Companions

Golden Years and Furry Ears

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Older persons and animals can be of enormous benefit to one another.  But to bring elders and pets together in the way that best benefits both we need to accomplish two tasks: First, to recognize the incredible diversity among older persons and among animals so that we find ways to match the right person with the right animal. To accomplish that goal that we need to bring together two very different groups - the aging network and the animal network, in order to develop the best method for matching human and animal.  



Definitions: 
How old do you have to be to be old? 
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Presentation Notes
For those of you not familiar with aging issues in the City I will begin by providing a description of the city’s older population.  That kind of begs the question of how we define the term “old.”  How old do you have to be to be old?  Although there is a biological process of aging over the life span, there is no natural marker that identifies a person as having become “old.”  We use age cut offs, like 65 for Medicare, for program purposes but there are people in their 40’s who are frail and people in their 80’s climbing mountains I will therefore use an age cut off – 60, because that is the minimum age for most of the services offered by my agency, Philadelphia Corporation for Aging.  



Of the 250,000 People in Philadelphia 
who are age 60+

93% live in the community and of those…
• 70%  own their own homes
• 60% report no significant health impairment
• 49% are members of a minority group
• 36% live alone
• 18% have incomes less than 100% of the 

poverty level

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So who is old in Philadelphia?  There are approximately 250,000 persons ages 60 and older living in the City, making it the city with the highest proportion of elderly of any of the ten largest cities in the United States.  Of those 250,000 persons 93% live in the community, either renting or home owners. About 70% of those persons living in the community own their own homes.  60% of the elders living in the community report no significant physical or mental impairment. 49% of the community dwelling elders are minority, 36% live alone and 18% have incomes less than 100% of the poverty level.  These numbers bear on the ability for an elder to have a petSo what we have in the City is a large number of older persons who are living in their homes in reasonably good health who are minority and low income, and a bit more than a third of them live alone.  There are elders living in the community with significant health impairments, and Philadelphia has a disproportionate number of them relative to other communities for a host of historical factors.  But there are many older persons who may already own a pet or who would welcome one in their homes.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
All maps were completed by Lauren Hood, a GenPhilly member.  Although she has been doing this less than one year she has provided some very sophisticated maps detailing issues that confront older persons in the city.  Data comes from the 2008 Public Health Management Corporation Community Health SurveyWhere do the city’s elders live?



Definitions: Pets
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Presentation Notes
I want to be clear at this point that the word “pet” is used by me for an animal living with a human or humans who is not a service animal, a guard dog, or other working animal.  While guide dogs for example can be critical elements in the well-being of a person, such animals are rare in comparison with the total number of animals living with humans.  Also, I am talking about any and all animals – dogs, cats, horses, birds, fish, gerbils, ferrets, turtles, rabbits and more.  So when I say a pet can be a critical component to maintaining the health and well-being of an older person, I mean your every day cat or dog for example, although most people do not think of their cats or dogs as just ”everyday.”



Definitions: The Aging Network

• Philadelphia Corporation for Aging (PCA) is an 
Area Agency on Aging

• The aging network includes…..
– Senior centers
– Health providers
– Advocates  for older persons
– Adult day care
– Legal services
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I also want to acknowledge that there are a series of organizations that serve older persons of all incomes, backgrounds and health statuses that we call the “aging network.”  The “aging network” is not a formal group but instead a term that loosely describes a set of groups including senior centers, advocates for older persons, various types of housing options, health care providers, other groups that either as the only function or as one important function serve older Philadelphians. It also includes organizations like United Way, the Jewish Federation, and Catholic Human Services which coordinate and also fund many agencies in the network.  I am employed by the Philadelphia Corporation for Aging which is the area agency on aging for the City.  Area agencies were created in the 1970’s when Congress realized that most older Americans never enter a nursing home or other facility based care but instead age (or at least would like to age) in their homes and communities.  PCA provides a broad range of services to help make that happen and also sub-contracts to many members of the aging network to support their efforts as well.  This is worth mentioning because if one outcome of this event is an interest on the part of some of the participants in thinking about developing a program that matches pets and people, some of the organizations I mentioned might be good partners from the side of aging.
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If you think about all the benefits one can get from family and what we sociologists call Fictive Kin, that is friends who are so close they are like family, and you get some idea of what pets can represent for an older person.  It also means that pets are not fluff, they are not an “add on” to the basic well being of an older person but like family are often critical to the well being of an older person.  Of the 62% of American households report having a pet, 87% report including their pet in family celebrations. In other words, the pet is often seen as part of the family. And as we shall see a pet can also be a critical component in maintaining an older person in their home and community, just like family members.  To start with, many people treat their pet as friend and confidant.  An animal can often sense the mood of its human companion, and so the pet really can be a source of emotional comfort and support. 



Pets can help seniors with…

• Schedule

• Relaxation

• Exercise
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Presentation Notes
Pets can help seniors in other ways.  Schedule: Caring for a pet means maintaining a regular schedule, something that some seniors, without work or family obligations, stop doing and which can lead to self-neglect.  Relaxation: Different types of pets also can represent special benefits – for example one interesting study showed that meditation staring at a fish tank was more relaxing than regular meditation technniques. There is also a physical impact on the health of the human in the relationship.  Pets have been shown to be more effective than a spouse or a friend in relieving the cardiovascular effects of stress.   Having a bird has been shown to decrease depression, loneliness and low morale in skilled rehabilitation units.  Exercise: People who walk their dogs report increased length of walking time and lower serum triglycerides than people who walk without a pet, and people who walk dogs sometime report the walk as less stressful than a walk with a spouse.  
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The reason we can be so open with a confidant, a close friend or a pet is trust.  Trust is the glue that holds social relationships, from the intimate, a marriage to whole societies together.  When we talk about trust in neighbors, which is critical for older person in particular because they often spend most of the days in their neighborhood, we have a special way of measuring that trust and we call it social capital.  We define social capital as a measure of trust in ones neighbors and friendsHigh social capital, that is a high level of trust in neighbors and a feeling of belonging on one’s neighborhood is highly related to good mental and physical health and the desire to stay in one’s neighborhood.  



How do we build social capital?
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As we move from a confidant to family and friends we establish wider circles of trust that are important for our health and well-being.  Pets, most obviously a dog that needs to be walked  which means being on the street and interacting with neighbors, help build social capital – that is trust in neighbors, just as a pet can serve as a confidant and be treated as a member of the family.  How do you build trust?  One way is by taking the dog for a walk.  



Challenges for Older Adults with Pets

• Cognitive or physical decline of the elder
• Cost for maintaining a pet
• Emergencies for both the elder and the pet
• Elder can respond to loss of pet
• Snow and poor weather
• Transportation
• Relocation
• Death
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There are also challenges to caring for a pet, and some of those challenges can be seen more frequently among older persons.  These challenges exist for both the elder and for the pet.  For example, suffer a decline in health as a response to stress in the family because some pets are very sensitive to the moods of their human companions.  Elders suffering cognitive or physical decline can find it more difficult to provide appropriate care for an animal. While most elders in the city may be physically able to care for a pet another significant challenge is cost.  There is a high rate of poverty and near poverty among the city’s older population, and so paying for food, health care, and other costs associated with caring for an animal may be difficult to come by.  Special challenges can arise when an elder needs to be hospitalized but refuses to go because there is no one to care for the pet.  There were many elders who refused to be evacuated from their apartments around Ground Zero on 9/11 and Katrina because they were told they could not bring their pet.  Elders, who are more like to experience the loss of a spouse, relatives and friends because of advancing age also mourn the loss of a pet through death or if the pet is relinquished. Transportation – SEPTA and paratrasit Relocation – public housing, renting, not being told the truthDeath – what happens when the elder dies? 



Case Management Systems

• Often not considered in evaluating older 
person

• Rarely taken into account in completing a 
care plan

• Pets often appear in regard to negative 
aspects of the elders living arrangement –
hoarding cats for example
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So we need to find ways to match the right pet with the right person, and provide appropriate support for elders who want to share their lives with an animal.  Part of the problem is that most social service agencies that asses elders do not ask about pets in the home and don’t take a pet into considering when deciding what the needs of the elder may be and how to address them.  In some cases the only time you hear about a pet is when a home is overrun with cats or because an aggressive dog is making it difficult to provide services. 



Moving Forward…

• Should examine existing models, such as Berks 
County’s Ani-meals on Wheels and  JASA’s PETS 
program (being presented tonight)

• Need pilot programs to test models for matching 
elders and pets

• Must build effective communications among 
networks

• Importance of GenPhilly and similar efforts to 
bring networks together
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We need to have a broad understand of both the benefits and the challenges of older persons and pets.  We also need to understand how ethnic, cultural, and other types of diversity within the older adult population might affect the type of pet an elder might want and how the pet is cared for.  We do need more research, but we also need more projects like the one you will hear about tonight to better understand how these types of programs can work.  If any of you have ever been involved in a pilot program you know that problems arise that were not anticipated and that benefits accrue that were never expected.  We need real life example of programs to identify both challenges and benefits to matching elders with pets and maintain elders who have a pet.  For example there is a very innovative program in Berks County that brings together the Area Agency on Aging and the Humane Society.  Ani-meals on wheels – delivering pet food with meals on wheelsWhen a AAA case worker visits a home of an elder with a pet and identifies problems in caring for the pet, or when a worker for the Humane Society identifies challenges facing the elder that may affect the elder’s ability to care for a pet, there is a cross-referral system where each agency contacts the other so they can work together.  We need more models like that.  For good research to be done, for pilot projects that provide usable models to be developed, and to build a system that benefits both the pet and the elder, we need to build bridges between the people who work with pets and those who work with the elderly.  We need to see the assumption each group may bring into the discussion as a teaching moment.We need people who can bridge the two worlds to function as ambassadors for both.  Finally, we need organizations like GenPhilly to provide venues such as this one for people from diverse backgrounds to meet, exchange ideas, and get to know one another a bit better.  GenPhilly should be commended for organizing this event, and I am very pleased to have been given this opportunity to support that effort. 
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