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Introduction 
Around 12,000 years ago in Eynan Israel, a woman is buried with her hand resting on a 

puppy. This is the site of the earliest known archeological evidence of the domestication of dogs, 
(Davis and Valla, 1978) with other evidence showing these relationships even earlier. We may 
never fully understand how these gradual connections were first made, however, we can see the 
results of these collaborations today. If we look back to how our human ancestors lived, we will 
see familiar faces alongside them. The relationship that we have made with animals throughout 
history is an important starting point in understanding our place within this world. With the rise 
of the Agricultural Revolution about ten thousand years ago, we see a new phase in 
human-animal relations, and that is domestication. Humans have always benefited from the 
presence of animals as they provide food, shelter, clothing, work, and companionship. Animals 
in turn benefit from this relationship by means of protection and meeting their own needs. 
(Robinson, 2019). Thus, fulfilling the chain of survival in which a mutual understanding and 
collaboration are made to ensure our continued survival.  

Animals working with humans, animals playing with humans, animals living with 
humans. We have coevolved with these creatures, our lives forever influenced and intertwined 
with the lives of animals. With so many complex lives simultaneously trying to figure out just 
what exactly we are supposed to be doing, problems arise. Humans are very good at creating 
problems. Open your phone to a news app, read a newspaper, turn on the TV, log in to Facebook. 
You will see a series of human made conflicts, inequities, death, environmental destruction.  

Mental health issues that seemingly came out of nowhere. Research in the UK shows that 
one in four adults experience at least one diagnosable mental health problem in any given year, 
while one in ten children between the ages of 5 and 16 have a diagnosable condition. 
(https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Mental-Health-Taskforce-FYFV-final
.pdf). A lot of scary stuff that will send your skin crawling just by the fact that it is allowed to 
exist within your country, your lifetime, your world. Keep scrolling, keep reading, keep watching 
and there you will find something heartwarming that immediately settles your stomach. Maybe 
it’s a human putting their life in danger to save a dog from drowning. A stray cat finds a life of 
adventure with a traveling cyclist. A mouse named Bean is celebrating a birthday. A girl in 
Seattle befriends the crows in her garden, who in return for food, bring her gifts.  

We all have a story of deep connections with animals. Back at home in Canada, our local 
pet store had a live-in resident, Thomas the cat. Every year they would throw a birthday party for 
the local celebrity that was, unfortunately, living with feline aids. Personally, this was the first 
time I heard that cats were able to contract aids, and I have four cats. Immediately, I took this as 
a learning experience in taking care of my own companions. The proceeds collected at the parties 
went to local animal charities, which brought in not only money but dozens of community 
members to share their experience with Thomas. He succumbed to his illness earlier this year, 
which led to tearful encounters with the staff and community members from all walks of life. 
These experiences, learning opportunities, and connections would have never been possible 
without the very existence of Thomas. So, birthday parties and uplifting stories featuring 
animals, amongst all of the negative stories that plague our newsfeeds. Why do we as humans do 
this? How does this add to the human experience, and how can these connections make a 
difference within our complex lives? I decided to pursue a degree that would allow me to explore 
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this bond that humans throughout generations and between cultures have cultivated with animals, 
and how this bond can help with the various issues that plague the human mind. The purpose of 
my research was to understand the connections humans make with animals, and how we can 
utilize this connection to help create solutions to human problems. During my search to find the 
perfect place to observe these interactions, I came across People and Animals. They invited me 
to their TOAST community and Primary School programs to observe and interview the residents 
of Wisbech to study their interactions with the brilliant dogs of People and Animals. For months, 
I watched the undeniable connections that the people of Wisbech have made with the dogs at 
these programs.  

That’s what I’m here to talk to you about today. As a student, I can’t help but ask why? 
Why do we invite a completely different species into our houses to drool and lick our faces? 
Sleep in our beds? Play with our children? Have access to our private and intimate lives that we 
will rarely share even with other humans? The thing is, we live in unison with many other living 
things ranging from plants to bugs, to dogs, to mice with birthday parties. We live amongst so 
many impressive creatures that have the uncanny ability to make us feel better. Research has 
confirmed that our animal companions do contribute in helping humans, such as lowering blood 
pressure in times of stress (Allen, Shykoff, and Izzo, 2001), while the simple act of stroking an 
animal can make a person feel more relaxed while decreasing stress (Serpell, 2011). These 
studies show a positive reaction towards our animal companions, but how deep do these 
connections run? 

 
Anthropomorphism  

Through my research, I studied the role that anthropomorphizing plays in humans 
understanding themselves and their place in the world. Humans tend to create patterns and 
categories in which everything in the perceivable world can be placed. From our perspective of 
course. Anthropomorphism is when we attribute human qualities to anything that is non-human. 
While this can be a problematic concept where people consider themselves as a primary source 
of reference in such a large and complex world, it becomes a valuable tool for humans by 
understanding animals as “like them”. It opens up a world where we connect and grow with our 
animal companions. This connection that we make with animals and that animals make with us 
contribute to the human experience, which leads to the possibility of a collaboration between 
humans and animals.  

I witnessed this collaboration at the programs hosted by People and Animals, where the 
dogs were constantly being compared to people and invited to be part of human activities. I 
observed the children at the Primary School program work with each other to create obstacle 
courses for the dogs Urwin and Blake, to then relaxing outside to read to their furry friends. 
What I witnessed was harmony between human and animal, and the personification of the 
animals by both the older members of the community and the children. One example is Urwin’s 
birthday party. At both programs, a party was thrown for our favorite one-eyed friend. At the 
primary school, there were gifts, party hats, and a special ‘Birthday Boy’ pin just for Urwin. 
Everything that you would expect to see at a birthday party for a child, we were playing out for a 
one-year-old golden retriever. The inclusion of animals within our cultural rituals demonstrates 
the place that animals have within human society. As humans create and evolve within a digital 
space, animals are naturally included within these spaces.  



This includes the lives of children. If you watch any Western-based children’s 
entertainment, animals are largely involved. We are teaching our children from a young age that 
animals have a place within our society. Many humans of all ages are able to create connections 
with animals. Whether it is a biological asset or something else entirely, humans have integrated 
animals in their everyday lives, and animals have integrated us into theirs. So, how are these 
connections valuable for improving the lives of young people?  
 
Lives of Young People 

As an anthropology student, I started to approach thinking about children from a different 
perspective. Children and childhood didn’t always exist in fact, our modern concept of childhood 
emerged in the 17th and 18th centuries (Eddy, 2010). This doesn’t mean that at one point we 
produced fully developed people ready to work, more of an incomplete adult. Our understanding 
of childhood has changed throughout the years, and as time went on, humans started to recognize 
there are cognitive and developmental differences between adults and children.  

The way that we approach childhood in Western society is vastly different from the way 
that we approached it even a few decades ago. Today, we view children as vulnerable members 
of society that require special protections. Other members of society are part of this mindset, 
which include animals. We often group together children and animals as natural companions. 
This mindset can be observed in media and literature directed towards children throughout the 
ages. Morals and life lessons are taught to children through stories such as Red Riding Hood, and 
Goldilocks and The Three Bears. Fables by definition are short stories that teach a moral lesson 
often with animals. Children’s media today will often include an animal companion. The lives of 
children and animals are intertwined as seen through media and attitudes directed toward 
children. It would make sense that we utilize this connection between children and animals in a 
productive way to make the lives of children better. 

Another assumption adults tend to have toward children is that of a carefree lifestyle. 
What could young people possibly be stressed out about? And yet, the lives of young people are 
becoming increasingly complicated with different obstacles even from the previous generations. 
There are many factors that affect mental health in young people, which include the 
technological boom that has emerged within the last few decades. With the evolution of 
technology, young people are being exposed to a digital space at a young age. The increased 
scrutiny and attention that young people are involved in can become overwhelming for anyone. 
If we as a society can see the value of teaching everyday life lessons with animals, then we can 
utilize the impact animals have in young people’s lives for the betterment of mental health. This 
is what I observed during my time with People and Animals.  

Part of my fieldwork included attending a primary school program where Blake the 
Border Collie and Urwin the Golden Retriever worked. The children spent the morning with the 
two dogs, learning how to communicate with each other through the dogs. This program relied 
heavily on reaching communal goals and the children later had the chance to present the results 
with their peers. At the end of the program, the children presented what they had learned with the 
dogs to the wider school community, which in itself demonstrated their newfound confidence. I 
observed how the children interacted with the dogs, and how they understood the role of their 
animal companions within their lives. The children understood Urwin and Blake as their friends, 
on a similar level to their human peers. In situations such as Urwin’s birthday party, the children 
engaged in the cultural practice of a birthday party for Urwin, assuming that their friend would 



want to celebrate his birthday, in the same way, they would want to celebrate theirs. They saw 
this as an opportunity to celebrate their friend by including them in their cultural practice. The 
way that the children understood Urwin and Blake within their lives demonstrates where they 
place animals (in this case, dogs) within their human experience. It also teaches children their 
place within society, by understanding themselves by anthropomorphizing these dogs. In 
addition, it presents the children with the opportunity to engage in social practices that they will 
participate in throughout their adult life.  

This understanding of a place within society is an integral part of the human experience. 
Humans have an innate need to connect to other humans and the environment around them, 
while simultaneously creating a built-up environment outside of nature. We are social creatures 
that have certain needs to thrive within our environment, outside of the concrete protections that 
we have built for ourselves. A lot of us have heard of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Pyramid 
theory. The base of the pyramid is our Physiological needs such as shelter, food, water, heath. 
We then have our Safety Needs like personal, emotional, financial. The third tier is Social 
Belonging. Friendship, intimacy, family. Self-esteem is regarded as the fourth tier of human 
needs. Then we have Self-Actualization where we have parenting, pursuing goals. Then lastly 
Transcendence. Sure, the idea of a pyramid may seem too simplistic in understanding the 
complexity of life, but we can all recognize the needs presented as necessity. We are all able to 
understand the importance that communal belonging and self-esteem have within human life. 
With the connections that humans make with animals and their environment, we are able to reach 
these needs. Programs like these lead to teachable moments that many people may not have the 
opportunity to be exposed to. The importance of integrating animals within community programs 
can greatly enhance the human experience while learning essential life lessons such as 
collaboration and self-acceptance. 

So, how can we utilize these interactions and connections with animals for the betterment 
of mental health? We can understand the connections between humans and animals as a base that 
can transition in creating the same bonds between other humans. These bonds between humans is 
an important aspect in combating mental health issues brought upon the walls that we have 
created. These walls harbour loneliness, depression, anxiety and other factors that contribute to 
poor mental health. Programs that involve animals allow for that initial connection to manifest 
and strengthen connections between humans.  

The act of anthropomorphism can extend to creating bonds with other humans. When one 
is able to connect their experience with animals, and have these feelings accepted by others, it 
creates an open dialogue for the individual to connect with others. We are able to see the positive 
and negative behaviors within the animals which allow us to better understand ourselves through 
the animal. These connections that humans make within these programs that involve animals 
allows them to share a space with humans and animals. The proximity of each species allows for 
a gradual transition of relating to other humans in a way that didn’t seem previously possible. 
 
What About the Animals?  

We understand humans as being capable of feeling complex emotions. Love. Anxiety. 
Hope. Shame. We are so focused on the progression of humans, that many ignore these same 
capabilities within animals. Is it too much to believe that humans aren't the only one who feel 
self-awareness, satisfaction, empathy, friendship, amongst other complex emotions? Or have the 
ability to reason and think ahead? Aren't these some of the aspects that humans believe separate 



us from the animal world? I have been reading the experiences of various animal behaviorists 
including the author of The Inner Life of Animals, Peter Wohlleben. Their observations show a 
deep and profound understanding in the lives of animals, in which goats discipline their kids, 
cats and dogs have their feelings hurt, and ravens call each other by name. We must realize that 
the connections that we have with animals run deeper than just sharing a space, or solely for the 
benefit of the human. While there are differences between humans and animals, there are 
similarities between these experiences that connect us.  

We are all here to talk about how animals can help us in combating mental health issues 
in young people, and I have talked about how connecting with animals help satisfy our own 
needs. It is important to recognize our place within the lives of animals. While it is difficult to 
understand the perspective of a different species, we are still able to communicate. Animals 
communicate in a vastly different way than humans, and it can be easy to forget the needs of the 
animal that is using their time and energy to help you. While it can be difficult to interpret what 
animals want and need, we are still able to reach an understanding. Humans are able to recognize 
an animal’s body language as animals are able to understand humans’. When placing animals in 
these programs to help humans, we have a responsibility to protect these creatures that are giving 
so much to us.  

What I observed with People and Animals is mindfulness and respect towards their 
animal companions. This corroborates with the research that shows people have an increased 
sense of responsibility towards the animals they make a connection with. Within the primary 
school program, I observed daily teachable moments that the coordinators utilized to ensure their 
dogs were happy and healthy. It is natural for children to play and become excitable when in the 
presence of the dogs. What they may not yet understand is their actions have consequences, and 
their animals companions do not appreciate having their ears pulled or being sat on. When the 
children arrive to the program, the excitement in seeing the dogs is apparent. Which makes 
sense, because having the dogs there is meant to be a stimulating experience. The dogs, however, 
are initially separated from the children, as these interactions can be stressful. The children must 
learn how to be mindful of how their actions will affect the dogs before they interact, and learn 
how to make sure these needs are being met.  

At one of the sessions, a worksheet entitled ‘What Do Dogs Need?’ is provided to the 
children. It informs the children that “like us”, dogs have certain needs that must be met to be 
happy and healthy, which include water, healthy food, time to relax, grooming, and staying safe. 
These teachings are integrated in every session to not only take care of the needs of the animals, 
but to teach the children that these are creatures that must be respected. They are giving so much 
to us after all. The result of these teachings also help children understand their own needs, and 
how they can keep themselves happy and healthy. Every aspect of a program that incorporates 
animals in a respectful way reinforces the teachings of better mental health for both human and 
animal. We are constantly growing and learning with our animal companions within the same 
space. We have the power to ensure these interactions with animals create a healthy and positive 
environment for everyone.  
 
Conclusion  

Animals teach us so much. These everyday interactions with animals have a profound 
effect on us humans.With so many experiences and encounters that humans and animals have 
cultivated throughout history, there is still little regard for how animals can help humans in long 



term and meaningful ways. I believe the further integration and understanding of animals will 
greatly benefit humans and animals as a whole. They can teach us valuable life lessons that will 
help us navigate through human life. They teach us our place within the world, and how our 
actions affect the environment around us. Mufasa from the Lion King taught my generation that 
everything exists in a delicate balance, and everything is connected within the circle of life. What 
we do on this earth matters, and we must seek out what we can give rather than what we can 
take. This is a lesson that is taught when we incorporate animals within our human lives, such as 
these programs focusing on mental health. Animals teach our children empathy, love, and 
acceptance, because animals give us empathy, love, and acceptance. These are fundamental 
needs that humans need to thrive, which is also what animals needs to thrive. It is important to 
recognize the value to breaking down the walls that humans built up and learn how to connect 
with our animal companions and our environment, so that we may learn how to connect with 
each other. In the end, animals need humans, and humans need animals.  
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