Small Group Ministry

Group Session Plan

Pets: Companions for Life

Preparation: This session may be used with a project of getting items or services to support people who have pets. Such a project will involve planning.
Opening Words:

The most serious disease for older persons is not cancer or heart disease - it's loneliness. Pets offer affection and unconditional love, fight loneliness, and can help ease the loss of a loved one.

http://www.petsfortheelderly.org/Pets for Elders Foundation
John was seventy-nine the first time I met him. Every morning he would get up at dawn to feed his two horses, three cats, two dogs, and numerous other assorted animals, including a flock of wild turkeys that visited his yard every morning. Several years later I ran into him in the grocery store, and when I mentioned how good he looked, he instantly responded that he had no time to grow old, as he had too many animals to worry about! While this is an extreme, it does demonstrate that mind over matter is a fact. If people have things to do, someone to care for, they literally have less time to grow old.

“The Elderly and Pets”, http://www.essortment.com/elderly-pets-35575.html
Check-in/Sharing: How is it with you today? 

Topic/Activity: The internet has many websites devoted to pets, including research on the impact of pets and therapy animals, selection and care of pets, and  other resources. 

Cut the readings at the end into sections. Invite group participants to read sections before addressing the questions.

1. Share your experiences with pets that have had an impact on your life.

2. If you had to give up pets --or not have pets -- because of life situations, what has that meant to you?

3. What does helping people get or keep pets mean to you?

Optional Activity:

Collect items or food needed for care of pets.

Spread the collection on the table as an altar. Pause and reflect on the items. Visualize a person receiving the item and using it with a pet.

Sort and assemble the items into the care bags.

You may want to note the items that are still desired as additions, and make plans to obtain them.

Plan the wording on a note to put into the bags, including the source (such as Small Group Ministry, Unitarian Universalist Community Church, Augusta, ME).

Plan to deliver the items to the distributor, such as Meals on Wheels. 

Check-out/Likes and Wishes: How was the session for you?

Closing Words: 

May our service truly bless us as we give; May our connection with others we may never know honor the interconnectedness of humanity and the universe of which we are a part.

READINGS 

Unless noted, from the Journal of the American Geriatrics Society, March 1999
Geriatric researchers from the University of Guelph in Guelph, Ontario, published a study showing how elderly people who own pets are more active than those who do not, suggesting that pet ownership has positive effects on physical well-being. 
According to a study in the Journal of the American Geriatrics Society, caring for a dog or cat also serves as a buffer against isolation and loneliness in elderly people. 
Pet ownership was shown to have a "statistically significant effect on the physical health of older people," according to the Canadian team of researchers led by Dr. Parminder Raina. Raina and colleagues conducted telephone interviews with over 1,000 independently living, elderly Canadians, 286 of whom owned either a dog or cat. 
The investigators discovered that pet owners were "more physically active than non-pet owners," scoring higher in their ability to carry out the normal activities of daily living. But the study findings also show that dog ownership, and the regular walks that can entail, was linked to physical activity levels similar to those found in cat owners. 
The researchers speculate that the "care-taking role" involved in pet ownership "may provide older people with a sense of purpose and responsibility and encourage them to be less apathetic and more active in day-to-day activities." 


The researchers also report that pet ownership "buffered" the psychological impact of social isolation in some elderly individuals. In fact, the authors found that elderly people who lacked strong social support (for example, family and friends) remained relatively emotionally healthy during life-crises compared with non-pet-owners placed in similar situations. 


Dr. Parminder Raina and his team believes their findings support the notion that pets provide real health benefits to the elderly. And they call for longer-term studies to further elucidate the "complex relationship" between humans and their animal companions. 

From “Pets for the Elderly: A Therapeutic Match”

Research shows that older people who have pets enjoy better physical and emotional health. Dr. Edward Creagan of the Mayo Clinic Medical School observed. “If pet ownership was a medication, it would be patented tomorrow.” Whether it’s walking a dog or brushing a cat, activity benefits the cardiovascular system and helps keep joints flexible, Creagan cited a study of patients 12 months after suffering heart attacks, finding 9 out of 10 of those with pets survived, opposed to 7 out of 10 without pets. A study in the Journal of Personality and Social Issues reveals that dogs, especially, promote exercise, owners spend an average of 1.5 hours outdoors daily. Even fish foster healthy living – a Purdue University study fount that the presence of an aquarium at meal tines increases appetites if Alzheimer’s patients who don’t eat enough for good nutrition. 
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