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Taken and adapted from https://learning.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/03/16/what-role-
do-pets-play-in-your-family/ by Beatriz Solino.  

This week’s Science Times was a special issue 
devoted to animals, and one article is about 
the roles pets can play in families. What pets 
do you have, or have you had? Have they in 
some way altered your family’s routines or 
relationships? What does your pet mean to 
you? To your family as a whole? 

Psychologists long ago confirmed what most pet owners feel in their bones: 
that for some people bonds with animals are every bit as strong as those with 
other humans. And less complicated, for sure; a dog’s devotion is without 
detectable irony, a lap cat’s purring without artifice (if not disapproval). 

Yet the nature of individual human-pet relationships varies widely, and only now 
are scientists beginning to characterize those differences, and their impact on 
the family. Pets alter not only a family’s routines, after all, but also its hierarchy, 
its social rhythm, its web of relationships. Several new lines of research help 
explain why this overall effect can be so comforting in some families, and a source 
of tension in others. The answers have very little to do with the pet. 

“The word ‘pet’ does not really capture what these animals mean in a family, first 
of all,” said Froma Walsh, a psychologist at the University of Chicago and co-
director of the Chicago Center for Family Health. The prevalent  
/ˈprev(ə)lənt/ term among researchers is now “companion animal,” she said, 
which is closer to the childlike role they so often play. 

“And in the way that children get caught up in the family system as peacekeepers, 
as go-betweens, as sources of disagreement, the same happens with pets.” 
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