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Purdue Conference on the Human–Animal Bond

The Human–Animal Bond in Veterinary Medical
Education: Accessing Web-Based Information

Lynette A. Hart g Mary W. Wood

ABSTRACT

Various aspects of the field known as the human–animal bond (HAB), or human–animal interactions, have expanded within

veterinary medical education over the past quarter of a century. Using a variety of databases and informed search strategies,

relevant information can be accessed, including recent articles, databases, journals, academic centers, societies and

associations, programs, and key references. In this paper, methods for accessing resources supporting veterinary education

on the HAB are organized into four subject areas: the HAB in veterinary school curricula; social work and support

services for veterinary clients; the benefits of the HAB for human well-being, with applications of animal-assisted

therapies, activities, and education; and companion animal behavior and welfare concerns. A related Web site can be

accessed at http://www.vetmed.ucdavis.edu/CCAB/humananimalinteractions.html.

Key words: human–animal bond, human–animal interactions, animal-assisted therapy, pet loss, social work, animal welfare,
literature search, Internet resources

INTRODUCTION
Since its rapid expansion in the 1980s, the academic
discipline of the human–animal bond (HAB), otherwise
known as the study of human–animal interactions, has been
spearheaded and nurtured by the veterinary profession.
Academic centers for scholarly research and teaching on
the HAB have been established at veterinary schools.
Initially, veterinary journals were the primary site
for research publications, prior to the establishment of
specialized journals such as Anthrozoös. Veterinary confer-
ences, journals, and professional societies continue to
be among the major sources of new information related
to the HAB.

The veterinary profession has embraced and supported
society’s shifting perspective toward a view of companion
animals as family members. From the 1980s, veterinarians
incorporated and publicized their methods of providing
more sensitive care to grieving families during and
following the deaths of companion animals. They also
began offering options for respectful body care of deceased
animals, and referring clients to sources of support after the
animal had died.

Also in the 1980s, protocols for conducting euthanasia
became an ongoing topic of veterinary continuing education
sessions and workshops. More recently, the concept of
family-centered practice has become mainstream at many
veterinary schools, where courses often give students
hands-on practise in pet loss support and doctoring
methods.

The HAB has become a specialized, interdisciplinary field
of study. The veterinary profession continues to
champion activities related to the HAB, and many of these
directly pertain to veterinary practice. In this paper, we
offer strategies for accessing published resources about
the HAB.

WEB RESOURCES SUPPORTING VETERINARY MEDICAL
EDUCATION ON THE HUMAN–ANIMAL BOND
Accessing authoritative resources pertaining to the HAB
remains challenging. Good resources are often submerged
by the huge number of Web sites related to dogs and cats,
and are spread across many disciplines. Here, we present
methods that can be used to obtain efficient access
to authoritative resources that support education on the
HAB in a veterinary context.

We highlight the following four topics:

. The HAB in veterinary school curricula.

. Social work and support services for veterinary
clients.

. The benefits of the HAB for human well-being:
animal-assisted therapies, activities, and education.

. Companion animal behavior and welfare concerns.

Search strategies for each of these topics involve the use of
search key words; databases; journals; academic centers,
societies and associations; programs; and references.
Searching by key words provides a starting point for
identifying key resources on topics of high interest,
making it possible to quickly access recent published work
in various databases. Among the most easily accessible and
relevant databases are PubMed, AGRICOLA, and Google
Scholar. These large, complimentary databases are available
worldwide.

Sponsored by the US National Library of Medicine, PubMed
is a powerful resource that covers the human health
research literature. The use of a group of key words offers
immediate access to the newest references on a specific
topic, which often include abstracts or even links to full-text
manuscripts, depending on the journal and the access
privileges of the user. Users can then easily modify and
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adapt searches to their own interests, or explore related
papers or papers by the same authors.

However, PubMed by no means covers all research. For
certain purposes, other databases are more relevant. For
example, the National Agricultural Library’s AGRICOLA
database offers better coverage of research pertaining to
animals. Google Scholar searches journal articles, theses,
books, and abstracts from many sources, and provides free
access to some publications. Careful selection of the
appropriate databases enhances the likelihood of locating
relevant literature.

Other fee-based, proprietary databases are relevant for
certain topics on the HAB. Users who are associated with
universities and veterinary schools are likely to have
access to many of these proprietary databases through
the subscriptions of their institutions. For example,
CINAHL (the Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied
Health Literature), PsycINFO, Wilson Social Sciences
Abstracts, and Sociological Abstracts may yield fruitful
information on topics related to social work. Web of Science
is a broad scientific resource available by subscription.
Anyone who has access to these additional databases can
benefit from the greater coverage they offer on aspects of
the HAB.

Sometimes, perusing a journal is productive. Just looking at
the table of contents in a journal may turn up a useful
resource. We suggest specific journals that have contributed
to research in the various topic areas and that are likely to be
productive; journals of general importance are Anthrozoös,
the Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science, Society &
Animals, the Journal of the American Veterinary Medical
Association (JAVMA), and the Journal of Veterinary Medical
Education. A search strategy that can be useful is to select
one important paper and browse through the same journal
for other papers of interest. Alternatively, Google Scholar or
Web of Science can be used to locate recent papers that have
cited an earlier paper that is central to the topic of interest.
Effective searching of the literature is an art. It is wise to

partner with a librarian, who can point toward additional
search strategies and resources.

Although books are not highly profiled in this paper, they are
sometimes the best resources for quickly reviewing a subject.
The Library of Congress (http://catalog.loc.gov) contains
approximately 14 million records and can be easily searched
by title, author, subject, or key word. The integrated
catalogue of the British Library (http://www.bl.uk) may
provide books with a more European perspective.

Most of the intellectual and practical work concerning the
HAB in veterinary education occurs at academic centers or in
specific programs. Research is often presented at society and
association meetings. Reflecting increased professional inter-
est in the HAB, new societies have been established
(see Table 1). New specialized journals, including
Anthrozoös, Society & Animals, and the Journal of Applied
Animal Welfare Science (JAAWS), now publish work pertain-
ing specifically to studies of the HAB. Each of these journals
and societies is a source of valuable information and contacts
for anyone seeking to learn about the HAB. They can also
facilitate the user in connecting with other institutions,
facilities, and people who are doing work of interest.

THE HUMAN–ANIMAL BOND IN VETERINARY SCHOOL
CURRICULA
Some institutions have specialized in presenting aspects
of the HAB in social work or veterinary school curricula,
(see Table 2). In addition, veterinary schools have estab-
lished programs that offer outreach and special care to
clients, reflecting a growing awareness of the importance of
companion animals in the mental and physical health of
people. These programs have provided an excellent educa-
tional training ground for veterinary students as they take
responsibility for programs as diverse as pet loss support
hotlines and clinics for the well-being of animals of
homeless people (see Table 2). Table 3 gives references
pertaining to the HAB in veterinary schools.

TABLE 1: Centers, societies, and associations that address the HAB

Centers Societies and Associations

Center for the Human–Animal Bond, Purdue University

Center for the Study of Animal Well-Being, Washington State

University

Center for Companion Animal Health, University of California, Davis

Center for the Interaction of Animals and Society, University of

Pennsylvania

American Association of Human–Animal Bond Veterinarians

American Veterinary Society of Animal Behavior

Association for Veterinary Family Practice

International Society for Anthrozoology

Society for Veterinary Medical Ethics

TABLE 2: Veterinary school centers and programs that specialize in presenting aspects of the HAB

Centers Programs

Argus Institute, Colorado State University

CENSHARE (Center to Study Human Animal Relationships and

Environments), University of Minnesota

Mercer Veterinary Clinic for the Homeless, University of California, Davis

Graduate School of Social Work, University of Denver

School of Veterinary Medicine, Veterinary Social Work, University of

Pennsylvania

Tufts University Pet Loss Support Hotline

University of California, Davis, Pet Loss Support Hotline

University of Illinois CARE (Companion Animal Related

Emotions) Pet Loss Helpline
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Table 3: Selected bibliography—the human–animal bond in veterinary schools

Ackerman L. Blackwell’s Five-Minute Veterinary Practice Management. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2006.

Anderson DC. The Guide to Pet Loss Resources. Victoria, BC: Trafford, 2005.

Burns GA, Ruby KL, Debowes RM, Seaman SJ, Brannan JK. Teaching non-technical (professional) competence in a veterinary

school curriculum. J Vet Med Educ 33:301–308, 2006.

Butler C, Williams S, Koll S. Perceptions of fourth-year veterinary students regarding emotional support of clients in veterinary

practice in the veterinary college curriculum. J Am Vet Med Assoc 221:360–363, 2002.

Catanzaro TE. Promoting the Human–Animal Bond in Veterinary Practice. Ames, IA: Iowa State University Press, 2001.

Cohen SP. Can pets function as family members? West J Nurs Res 24:621–638, 2002.

Cohen SP. Compassion fatigue and the veterinary health team. Vet Clin N Am–Small 37:123–134, 2007.

Cohen SP, Sawyer DC. Suffering and euthanasia. Probl Vet Med 3(1):101–109, 1991.

Cohen SP. The role of social work in a veterinary hospital setting. Vet Clin N Am–Small 15:355–363, 1985.

Grier RL, Schaffer CB. Evaluation of intraperitoneal and intrahepatic administration of a euthanasia agent in animal shelter cats.

J Am Vet Med Assoc 197:1611–1615, 1990.

Hewson CJ, Baranyiová E, Broom DM, Cockram MS, Galindo F, Hanlon AJ, Hanninen L, Hewson C, Lexer D, Mellor DJ, Molento

CF, Odberg FO, Serpell JA, Maria Sisto A, Stafford KJ, Stookey JM, Waldau P. Approaches to teaching animal welfare at 13 veterinary

schools worldwide. J Vet Med Educ 32:422–437, 2005.

Hines LM. Historical perspectives on the human–animal bond. Am Behav Sci 47:7–15, 2003.

Madigan JE, Whittemore J. The role of the equine practitioner in disasters. J Am Vet Med Assoc 216:1238–1239, 2000.

Martin F, Ruby KL, Deking TM, Taunton AE. Factors associated with client, staff, and student satisfaction regarding small animal

euthanasia procedures at a veterinary teaching hospital. J Am Vet Med Assoc 224:1774–1779, 2004.

Martin F, Ruby K, Farnum J. Importance of the human–animal bond for pre-veterinary, first-year, and fourth-year veterinary students

in relation to their career choice. J Vet Med Educ 30:67–72, 2003.

Pusterla N, Madigan JE. Initial clinical impressions of the U.C. Davis large animal lift and its use in recumbent equine patients.

Schweiz Arch Tierheilkd 148(3):161–166, 2006.

Ruby KL, DeBowes RM. The veterinary health care team: going from good to great. Vet Clin N Am–Small 37:19-35, 2007.

Schaffer CB, Phillips J. The Tuskegee behavior test for selecting therapy dogs. Appl Anim Behav Sci 39:192, 1994.

Serpell JA. Animal companions and human well-being: an historical exploration of the value of human-animal relationships.

In Fine AH, ed. Handbook on Animal Assisted Therapy: Theoretical Foundations and Guidelines for Practice, 2nd ed. Boston:

Elsevier/Academic Press, 2006.

Shaw JR. Back to the bedside. South Hosp 57(5):6–7, 10–11, 1991.

Shaw JR, Lagoni L. End-of-life communication in veterinary medicine: delivering bad news and euthanasia decision making.

Vet Clin N Am–Small 37:95–108, 2007.

Shaw JR. Four core communication skills of highly effective practitioners. Vet Clin N Am–Small 36:385–396, 2006.

Shaw JR, Adams CL, Bonnett BN, Larson S, Roter DL. Use of the Roter interaction analysis system to analyze veterinarian–

client–patient communication in companion animal practice. J Am Vet Med Assoc 225:222–229, 2004.

Shaw JR, Bonnett BN, Adams CL, Roter DL. Veterinarian–client–patient communication patterns used during clinical appointments

in companion animal practice. J Am Vet Med Assoc 228:714–721, 2006.

Shaw JR, Adams CL, Bonnett BN. What can veterinarians learn from studies of physician–patient communication about veterinarian–

client–patient communication? J Am Vet Med Assoc 224:676–684, 2004.

Taylor EL, Galuppo LD, Steffey EP, Scarlett CC, Madigan JE. Use of the Anderson Sling suspension system for recovery of horses from

general anesthesia. Vet Surg 34:559–564, 2005.

Timmins RP. How does emotional intelligence fit into the paradigm of veterinary medical education? J Vet Med Educ 33:71–75, 2006.

Timmins RP. The role of the veterinary family practitioner in animal-assisted therapy and animal-assisted activity programs. In Fine

AH, ed. Handbook on Animal-Assisted Therapy: Theoretical Foundations and Guidelines for Practice, 2nd ed. Boston: Elsevier/

Academic Press, 2006.

Waldau P. Veterinary education as leader: which alternatives? J Vet Med Educ 34:605–614, 2007.

Zenner D, Burns GA, Ruby KL, Debowes RM, Stoll S. Veterinary students as elite performers: preliminary insights. J Vet Med Educ
32:242–248, 2005.
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Content regarding the HAB has gradually become main-
stream within veterinary curricula. The evolving nature of
these new curricula within many disciplines, including the
humanities, biological basic sciences, and the health profes-
sions, explains the difficulty in finding convenient
resources, and the challenges of searching the literature in
this subject area. In addition to the mainstreaming of
content on the HAB at veterinary schools, continuing
education on the subject at veterinary conferences profiles
its gathering momentum over the past 20 years.

SOCIAL WORK AND SUPPORT SERVICES FOR
VETERINARY CLIENTS
The concept that veterinary clients should be given caring
support when grieving the loss, or impending loss, of a
companion animal was a perspective brought to veterinary
medicine by human health professionals who were working
in a veterinary context. Early contributors to this
activity were Susan Cohen, MSW, at the Animal Medical
Center in New York and Jamie Quackenbush, MSW, at the
School of Veterinary Medicine, University of Pennsylvania.
Betty Carmack, RN, EdD, was retained to provide con-
fidential support regarding animal death to laboratory
animal workers at the University of California at San
Francisco, and to lead a pet loss support group at the San
Francisco Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.

At the University of California, Davis, Cecilia Soares, DVM,
and Bonnie Mader brought their therapeutic skills as
marriage and family counselors to the growing emphasis
in California on providing pet loss support to veterinary
clients through group meetings or hotlines. Currently, the
University of Denver offers social work students courses
related to the HAB and animal-assisted therapy.

A literature search for ‘‘social work in veterinary education’’
and for ‘‘veterinary client counseling’’ in PubMed using
key word search terms will access many of the current
research papers. Other databases that are useful for
accessing research on social work are CAB International
(CABI), CINAHL, ERIC (Education Resources Information
Center), PsycINFO, Wilson Social Sciences Abstracts, and
Sociological Abstracts. The journal Social Work in Health Care
is particularly useful. The Argus Institute at Colorado State
University and the Animal Medical Center in New York are
two leaders in integrating social work and counseling into
the veterinary hospital context.

THE BENEFITS OF THE HUMAN–ANIMAL BOND FOR
HUMAN WELL-BEING: ANIMAL-ASSISTED THERAPIES,
ACTIVITIES, AND EDUCATION
Positive interactions with a companion animal can enhance
a person’s quality of life, and this effect is being increasingly
emphasized in veterinary medical education. Companion
animals enrich daily experiences by adding humor, provid-
ing comforting social companionship and a motivation for
exercise and participation, and enhancing cardiovascular
health. The benefits of an improved quality of life can be felt
by anyone; and the compensatory role of animals in
enhancing the lives of vulnerable people has been docu-
mented at the various stages of the human life cycle from
infancy through old age.1 Searching PubMed using targeted

key words allows for efficient searching about the effects
of pets on human well-being. Some useful phrases for
searching on human well-being are benefits of human–pet
bonding, child development and pets, health and pets,
human–animal interactions, and human–animal interac-
tions and aging. A refined search using MeSH terms is
more sophisticated than these simple phrases, allowing the
researcher to combine search terms so as to arrive at more
relevant results.

Much of the research pertaining to the health benefits of
having a companion animal focuses on people in vulnerable
situations (e.g., those with a serious physical disability or
Alzheimer’s disease). For these people, research has
documented a compensatory role of the animal in substitut-
ing for aspects of life that may be lacking as the person’s life
becomes more limited in terms of physical and social
activities and in buffering the impact of adversity.2,3

Reflecting the benefits of animals for vulnerable people,
animals are frequently used on a visiting basis in nursing
and assisted-care facilities. Some dogs are trained for
animal-assisted therapy and are essentially used ‘‘full-
time’’ in this regard. Service dogs, such as hearing dogs
and seizure dogs, offer full-time assistance; psychiatric
service dogs are often privately trained with assistance from
the self-help Psychiatric Service Dog Society. Some search
terms that are useful in a targeted PubMed search are AIDS,
Alzheimer’s, animal assistance, autism, dogs and disabled
persons, hippotherapy, psychotherapy, service dogs, and
seizures. Additional databases that are relevant include
AGRICOLA, CABI, ERIC, Google Scholar, PsycINFO, and
Web of Science. Some journals of special relevance are
Anthrozoös, JAAWS, JAVMA, Nursing Research, Psychological
Reports, Society & Animals, and Western Journal of Nursing
Research.

The HAB gained much of its early momentum from the
participation of volunteers who took their companion
animals into nursing homes for animal-assisted activities.
Over time, more health professionals became involved in
using animals as an aspect of treatment. At Green
Chimneys, an organization that works with children with
emotional, behavioral, and learning challenges in Brewster,
New York, animals are the cornerstone of treatment
throughout the facility, and internships provide opportu-
nities for practical experience. The volunteer-led activities
were initially termed ‘‘animal-assisted therapy,’’ but, over
time, the terminology has become more specific, using the
term ‘‘therapy’’ only when referring specifically to the use of
animals as a prescribed aspect of treatment. Uses initiated
by volunteers, or that are associated with recreation, are
termed animal-assisted ‘‘activities.’’

A primary resource on animal-assisted activities and
therapies is the Handbook on Animal-Assisted Therapy,
2nd ed, edited by Aubrey Fine. As can be seen in the
book, animal-assisted therapy and activities generally refer
to the use of dogs, and sometimes other small mammals.
The use of therapeutic animals often arises in the context of
treating patients with a specific diagnosis, such as autism,
Alzheimer’s disease, or epilepsy. People with some of these
conditions acquire full-time help from assistance dogs.

Equine-assisted therapy, equine-assisted activities, and
hippotherapy (equine therapy focused specifically on
musculoskeletal challenges) have developed primarily as

JVME 35(4) � 2008 AAVMC 523



separate endeavors from the therapeutic uses of dogs and
cats, despite having a similar objective of helping people
through the use of animals. People who work with horses
require specialized skills, as well as specialized equine
facilities and a somewhat targeted application of therapy for
those with physical disabilities. Information on equine
therapy is available from the American Hippotherapy
Association and the North American Riding for the
Handicapped Association.

Efforts in the United States have emphasized animal-
assisted activities, but little educational material has been
available concerning animal-assisted therapy led by health
professionals. Few professional educational options have
been available for gaining additional knowledge, training,
and experience. Institutions developing curricula on animal-
assisted therapy for health professionals can now apply
for certification from the International Society for Animal-
Assisted Therapy. Some professional specialization is
occurring at institutions without veterinary schools, such
as the University of Denver, where students in social work
can focus their specialization on the HAB. Some institutions
in Europe already offer such curricula. With the develop-
ment of these curricula, the conceptual framework for
treatment using animals will become more integrated with
an overall approach to preparing health professionals and
selecting appropriate treatments for people with specific
conditions.

COMPANION ANIMAL BEHAVIOR AND WELFARE
CONCERNS
Seeking beneficial outcomes of relationships with compa-
nion animals is based on a presumption that the animal is
well cared for, and that there are no serious behavior
problems or conflicts with the animal. Optimizing the
compatibility of the relationship and providing good care
for the animal are the starting points of enjoying the
relationship. PubMed, AGRICOLA, and Google Scholar are
three complimentary databases that can be searched for
animal behavior and welfare using terms such as: animal
welfare and veterinary education, dog or cat relinquish-
ment, dog or cat welfare, and ownership and pet behavior.
Some useful journals are: Animal Behaviour, Animal
Sheltering, Applied Animal Behaviour Science, JAAWS,
JAVMA, and The Veterinary Record.

Veterinary curricula and continuing education have
included instruction on companion animal behavior and
problems for decades. Emphasis on welfare is currently
growing, especially in the context of shelter medicine, and is
being spearheaded by veterinary schools. Humane societies

have historically been advocates for welfare. Their efforts
now are enhanced by research-based veterinary leadership.

CONCLUSION
A broad knowledge base pertaining to the HAB is available
to prepare veterinary students and practitioners to be
more effective in working with their clients and their
families to optimize relationships with companion animals,
prevent or address problems early, provide support in
special assistance uses of animals, and deal with an
animal’s death. The search approaches profiled here offer
access to current research literature on these topics, and can
facilitate making contact with others who have similar
interests.

REFERENCES
1 Hart LA. Community context and psychosocial benefits
of animal companionship. In Fine AH, ed. Handbook on
Animal-Assisted Therapy: Theoretical Foundations and
Guidelines for Practice, 2nd ed. Boston: Elsevier/Academic
Press, 2006.

2 Raina P, Waltner-Toews D, Bonnett B, Woodward C,
Abernathy T. Influence of companion animals on the
physical and psychological health of older people: an
analysis of a one-year longitudinal study. J Am Geriatr Soc
47:323–329, 1999.

3 Siegel J. Stressful life events and use of physician
services among the elderly: the moderating role of pet
ownership. J Pers Soc Psychol 58:1081–1086, 1990.

AUTHOR INFORMATION

Lynette A. Hart, PhD, is Professor of Behavior and

Human–Animal Interactions, University of California, Davis,

School of Veterinary Medicine, 1024C Haring Hall, Davis, CA

95616 USA. E-mail: lahart@ucdavis.edu. Dr. Hart serves on the

Board of the International Society for Anthrozoology. She

recently co-authored Canine and Feline Behavior Therapy
(Blackwell Publishing) and Why Dissection? Animal Use in
Education (Greenwood Press).

Mary W. Wood, MLS, is Librarian, UCD Center for Animal
Alternatives, School of Veterinary Medicine, University of

California, Davis, CA 95616 USA. E-mail: mwwood@ucdavis.edu.

For a decade, Ms. Wood has been creating bibliographic and

searching resources related to relationships with and uses of

animals. She recently co-authored Why Dissection? Animal Use
in Education (Greenwood Press).

524 JVME 35(4) � 2008 AAVMC




