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Health benefits of animal therapy for older adults

By Jodi Schneider McNamee
Correspondent

Animals not only offer
companionship and uncon-
ditional love, they can also
have the ability to improve
health and general well-being,
especially in the older adult
population.

The most serious problem
for older adults is not so much
disease — it’s loneliness.
Therapy animals and their
handlers can make a resident
in a care home come alive,
bringing joy and laughter with
every visit.

Dr. Michael McCulloch,
a Portland psychiatrist, and
Dr. Samuel Corson, of Ohio
State University, are experts
on why pets excel as thera-
peutic agents. According to
McCulloch, “Touch is one of
our primary needs when we’re
born and one of our last needs
to go.”

In long-term facilities,
residents are often lacking the
feeling that they are needed.
Pets allow them, even if for
a short time, to be nurturers
once again.

Elderly people, especially
those living in residential care
facilities, are at a higher risk
for developing depression.

One form of therapy that has
been a success is animal-
assisted therapy, or pet ther-
apy. The goal of pet therapy
is to improve the resident’s
social, emotional, or cognitive
functioning. Animals used in
therapy include domesticated
pets and farm animals.

Marlene Baldock raises
alpacas at Desert Song Ranch
off Cloverdale Road in Sisters,
including two three-month-
old crias (baby alpaca) named
Misty and Cheyenne.

Baldock had been waiting
for a chance to bring an alpaca
(in a spacious new trailer) to
a facility that would allow her
animals to be used as a thera-
peutic tool to break daily rou-
tine, sooth lonely hearts and
bring out laughter among the
residents.

It’s a pay-it-forward ges-
ture for Baldock.

Baldock remembers spend-
ing a good deal of time in hos-
pitals with their son Brian,
who since passed away at age
27, because of a chronic blood
disease.

“My husband Jerry and I
spent most of our time in and
out of hospitals from Portland
to Washington, D.C. We
learned firsthand what a joy it
was to have therapy animals
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Partners In Care
put us at ease.

They helped us understand and navigate a stressful
time. Their support let us focus on our family and
make the most of our time together.
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come and visit the patients
in the hospitals; once a week
a therapy pet would show
up and cheer up all of us,”
Baldock said.

“I have had many people
over to visit my alpacas, and
I have observed the interac-
tion between them. People are
instilled with a sense of won-
derment and affection when
they see the alpacas. I have
noticed a sense of calmness
that happens to a person when
they look into the deep peace-
ful eyes of an alpaca.”

Baldock finally got the
chance she was looking for
and was able to use two of
her adult alpacas, Juliet and
Daphne, and three-month-
old Misty, as visiting therapy
animals in an assisted-living
facility in Bend.

Bethany Kuschel, full-
time activity director for High
Desert Assisted Living, knows
precisely how pet therapy ben-
efits the residents.

“I am so thankful for ther-
apy animals and their human
handlers. We notice a total
change in energy when ani-
mals are around. The therapy
pets are especially helpful for
people with memory loss, and
they bring such comfort to
our residents. Sometimes as
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Seniors benefit greatly from interaction with animals

seniors age, they become more
withdrawn and solitary, los-
ing the desire to develop new
relationships. With animals
around, it increases the quality
of social interactions among
the residents,” Kuschel said.

“Marlene Baldock’s alpaca
was a big highlight for all the
residents. Most of them had
never seen an alpaca up close
and they enjoyed touching and
petting them! It was an amaz-
ing experience.”

Partners in Care

Palliative care is specialized medical care intended
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to improve quality-of-life and alleviate suffering for
people living with serious illnesses. Palliative-care pro-
viders listen to patients and help them decide which
treatment options are best for them. Palliative care is
provided by a team, which can consist of physicians,
nurses, social workers, therapists and chaplains.
Palliative care is appropriate at any stage of a seri-
ous illness, and ideally is introduced early in the treat-
ment course. Some of the common illnesses palliative-
care specialists treat are cancer, heart failure, COPD,
dementia and ALS, among others. Palliative care spe-
cializes in treating symptoms such as pain, fatigue,
shortness of breath, nausea, anxiety, bowel issues and
sleeplessness. This care provides an extra layer of sup-
port to patients and families, and the palliative-care
team works closely with a patient’s other doctors to
help coordinate care and improve communication.
For information visit www.partnersbend.org.



