
a coronary heart unit than are people who Take Two Pets and Call do not own a pet. Twenty-one percent of 
the 1-year survival data can be explained, she 

Me in the Morning 
The benefts of pets as therapy fm a whole host of i1lsfi.o~ 
bype&enswn to depresswn were discussed at an NIH 
confwence to evaluate current duta 

D URING the past decade, a small but 
dedicated band of enthusiasts has 
tried to convince the medical estab- 

lishment of the healing power of pets. Hav- 
ing a friendly animal around, they contend, 
can work wonders-from relieving depres- 
sion in the elderly to preventing heart dis- 
ease by lowering blood pressure. Pet therapy 
adherents recently persuaded skeptical offi- 
cials at the National Institutes of Health to 
hold a meeting at which the available data 
could be assessed, and whose mere happen- 
ing might confer legitimacy upon pet thera- 
py as an area of research in the social, 
behavioral, and medical sciences. 

More than 400 people came to NIH for 
what was billed as a "technology assess- 
ment" conference-the majority were veteri- 
narians, behavioral and social scientists, and 
those who work as volunteers in pet therapy 
in local community programs such as "pets 
on wheels," which takes friendly dogs and 
cats to visit hospitals and nursing homes. 
Five of the participants were M.D.s. 

The movement is fed by the fervent belief 
that pets are good for you. This may seem 
intuitively obvious to pet lovers but, as 
became clear during the 2-day gathering, 
data to prove it are scarce. Faith Fitzgerald, 
of the University of Califomia School of 
Medicine at Davis and one of the five 
M.D.s, succinctly identified one problem. 
With a slide of her pet dog on the screen 
behind her. she em~haticallv cautioned that 

have a dog than if they do not. "Dogs 
facilitate smiles," as a form of social accep- 
tance, reported Lynette A. Hart, director of 
the human-animal program at the Universi- 
ty of Califomia at Davis School of Veteri- 
nary Medicine. Whether dogs are also a 
social attraction for the walking well was not 
considered, although common experience 
says that they are. 

Among the studies that several NIH offi- 
cials consider crucial to taking pet therapy 
research into the mainstream are those that 
attempt to reveal a positive correlation be- 
tween pets and a healthy heart. Stephen B. 
Manuck of the University of Pittsburgh 
presented data from studies of Old World 
monkeys which have lowered heart rates 
when they are sitting near fellow monkeys 
than when sitting off by themselves. "The 
heart rates of cynomolgus monkeys average 
15 to 20 beats per minute lower when 
animals are in close proximity," he reported. 
It is the same degree of lowering that is 
produced by giving them propanolol, a 
beta-adreno-receptor blocking agent that is 
widely prescribed for human heart patients. 

Erika Friedmann of the Department of 
Health and Nutrition sciences at Brooklyn 
College of the City University of New York 
studied survival rates among 92 coronary 
patients and found that pet owners are more 
likely to be alive 1 year after discharge from 
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a lot of research in the field is colored by 
"strong, strong sentiment," and by the "aw" 
factor as in "Aw, what a cute dog." 

Studies of the therapeutic value of pets 
have apparently increased noticeably in the 
past few years. One researcher surveying the 
literature reported finding 5 papers pub- 
lished prior to 1980 and 20 since. They 
attempt to show that pets are good for 
you-good for you if you are depressed or 
physically handicapped, if you are in a nurs- 
ing home or psychiatric hospital, if you are 
hypertensive or lonely. 

One study on the "socializing effects" of 
pets for the handicapped showed that peo- 

said, by "severity of diseaseyy-;hat is, the 
survivors were less sick to begin with; 3.5% 
she attributed to pet ownership itself. She 
described her work as the "first study docu- 
menting the effects of pet ownership on 
CHD [coronary heart disease] patients." 
Although she as yet has no data on the long- 
term benefits of pets to health, she called the 
NIH conference a "rite of passage" for the 
field, and urged more and better studies for 
the future. 

In another paper on the positive power of 
pets, Cindy C. Wilson, research director in 
the Department of Family Medicine at the 
Uniformed Services University of the 
Health Sciences (the military medical school 
across from NIH), reported beneficial cardi- 
ac effects of animals in a sample of 92 
healthy, white college women in Arizona. 
She observed that both blood pressure and 
heart rate went up when subjects were asked 
to read aloud in a room with the experi- 
menter. But blood pressure and heart rate 
decreased if the subjects were reading quiet- 
ly to themselves or if they were patting a 
friendly dog while test measurements were 
being taken. 

She compared baseline measurements of 
blood pressure, heart rate, and certain psy- 
chological traits for the 92 women, looking 
for differences between those who had a pet 
of their own and those who did not. "No 
significant differences were found in any 
physiological or psychological response," 
she reported. But overall she focused on the 
transient cardiac effects and concluded that 
"This study confirms and extends previous 
investigations indicating that the presence 
of a pet decreases blood pressure. Petting 
an unknown but friendly dog appears to 
have a relaxation effect similar to quiet read- 
ing." 

pie in wheelchairs &e more likely to get a 5 
positive reaction from passersbys if they Irish setter. The presence ofa pet dog has been shown to h e r  blood pressure. 
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Thomas F. Garrity, of the Depament of 
Behavioral Science at the University of Ken- 
tucky College of Medicine, conducted an 
epidemiologic study of the health benefits of 
pets to the elderly--one of the more intu- 
itively obvious areas of the value of pets. 
Garrity had a study sample of 1232 house- 
holds with at least one resident 65 years old 
or older from 45 states and the District of 
Columbia. He looked for evidence that pets 
exert some kind of protective effect against 
illness or depression but came up with large- 
ly negative data. The presence of a pet has 
no discernible effect on anyone who also has 
the companionship of other people. Howev- 
er, among the elderly bereaved who were 
without other friends, a pet apparently 
helped stave off depression, but not other 
illness. 

Said Garrity in a summary statement of 
his own work that seems to apply to the 
entire field, "data suggest that among the 
elderly any health benefit that derives from 
pet attachment may occur only under certain 
circumstances rather than generally." 

A number of papers demonstrated the 
value of pets to the handicapped. Dogs can 
be vital in both a practical and psychological 
way for the deaf, the blind, and those con- 
fined to a wheelchair or to bed. In dealing 
with severely withdrawn psychiatric pa- 
tients, particularly children, pets can help 
elicit a response. They are also good for 
latchkey children who would otherwise 
come home to an empty house after school, 
and for children who tend to be picked on 
by their classmates. 

Hubert Montagner, a psychophysiologist 
in Besancon, France, studies "child-pet dog 
systems" and reported that a child can "redi- 
rect on his pet dog the aggression he has 
undergone from his social environment." 
Presumably the dog does not mind. 

But in other cases, the role of pets remains 
to be demonstrated. Rather convincing data 
indicated that the presence of pets in nursing 
homes, which is now permitted in all 50 
states, poses no problem. However, evi- 
dence that pets make a positive difference in 
residents' psychological health appears to be 
anecdotal at best. 

Robert K. Anderson, a veterinarian and 
public health specialist at the University of 
Minnesota, surveyed 284 nursing homes in 
the state monthly for 12 months. He found 
no evidence that anyone contracted infec- 
tions or allergies from pets-"zero"-but 
documented numerous cases of infections 
spreading from resident to resident. Like- 
wise, he found substantial numbers of inju- 
ries to patients falling out of bed or slipping 
in the bathroom, but statewide only 19 cases 
of injury traceable to pets. Two people 
broke bones when they fell while walking a 

dog. A resident in one home suffered an 
"unprovoked chicken peck" that did not 
break the skin, and in another case a resident 
was bitten while cleaning a rabbit cage. 
Altogether, Anderson concluded that people 
are more dangerous than pets. 

Like all scientific conferences, this one 
ended with heartfelt calls for more research. 
According to Leo K. Bustad, director of the 
"people pet partnership program" at Wash- 
ington State University College of Veteri- 
nary Medicine, most existing studies in pet 
therapy have been funded through private 
sources. One of the founders of the Delta 
Society, which is pet therapy's professional 
organization, Bustad says that the society 
has about $100,000 from the pet food 
industry and receives contributions from 
individuals and small organizations on the 
order of $5,000 to $50,000. 

Federal funding has been conspicuous by 
its absence, although conference participants 
left NIH suffused with the hope that NIH 
funding might be forthcoming. This was 
encouraged by the fact that three NIH 

institutes (heart, aging, and child health), 
the Centers for Disease Control, and the 
Food and Drug Administration all agreed to 
be listed as sponsors of the conference. What 
was not apparent was that none had put up 
any money-the $60,000 cost was borne by 
the NIH's central h d  for assessment and 
consensus development conferences-and 
none has made Av firm commitment to 
support work in this field. 

Conference participants' enthusiasm quite 
naturally tended to feed on itself as people 
saw ways of designing new studies that 
would expand and improve on existing 
work. But, as one NIH official put it, "I 
wouldn't blame them for going home think- 
ing they should start writing grants, but I'm 
afraid most of them will be wasting their 
time." Nevertheless, it is likely that NIH will 
begin receiving applications for grants to 
study the health benefits of pets from a corps 
of researchers who seem determined to win 
legitimacy for their field and who give every 
sign of having the commitment to stick with 
it. rn BARBARA J. CULLITON 

Ariane Success Boosts Europe's Hopes 

The successful launch of two telecommu- 
nications satellites by an Ariane 3 rocket 
from Kourou, French Guiana, last week may 
have brightened the prospects that ~ u r o p k  
will reach agreement on an ambitious 15- 
year space program when top government 
representatives meet in November. 

Ariane launches had been delayed since 
May 1986, when the previous mission-the 
18th launch overall-had to be abandoned 
after the third stage of the rocket failed to 

u 

ignite, apparently because of problems with 
the mixing of the liquid hydrogen and oxy- 
gen fuels. Investigations into the cause of 
the failure led to a complete redesign of the 
ignition system, which required 68 test fir- 
ings overthe past 16 monhs. 

The success of the latest mission means 
that Ariane is now "the only launcher avail- 
able in the free world," according to the - 
director general of Arianespace, Charles 
Bigo. Company officials argue that, as a 
result of the Challenger accident, Europe 
currently has two clear years to establish its 
position in the launcher market before U.S. 
commercial launchers are likely to be able to 
offer a comparable launch service. Europe 
already has a 1 1 1  order book up to 1991, 
worth a total of $2.5 billion. 

Frtdfic d'Allest, president of Arianespace 
and director general of France's National 
Center for Space Studies (CNES) said that 
the success of the launch should encourage 

Europe to think in terms not only of build- 
ing an enlarged version of the launcher, 
Ariane 5, but also in the longer term of a 
possible Ariane 6 and 7. Both of these, he 
said, should have the capacity both to launch 
and to retrieve satellites. 

Reimar Liist, the head of the European 
Space Agency, said he hoped that the launch 
would help persuade the West German gov- 
ernment to commit itself to a substantial 
increase in the funding of the European 
space program at the November meeting. 

In Britain, a number of leading aerospace 
and electronics companies, including British 
Aerospace, Logica, and Westland Helicop- 
ters, have announced the creation of a new 
body, the U.K. Industrial Space Committee, 
one of whose main tasks will be to try to 
persuade the British government to back 
such an expansion. Their move comes short- 
ly after British Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher announced that, in the short term, 
there will be no significant increase in Brit- 
ain's $160-million-a-year space program. 

The prospects for agreement on a sub- 
stantial package in November were further 
clouded last week when it was reported that 
negotiators for the European Space Agency 
and the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration had apparently failed to 
make any progress in overcoming the differ- 
ences between them over the terms of Euro- 
pean participation in the U.S. space sta- 
tion. rn DAVID DICKSON 
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