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The Relevance of Human-Animal 

Interaction for Social Work Practice 

Human bonds with animals can be powerful, even lifesaving. While 

working as a social worker doing suicide risk assessments, one of this 

book's authors, Janet, would routinely ask each client, "What has stopped 

you from acting on your suicidal plans?" The purpose of this question was 

to evoke from each client the strengths and protective factors-specific 

to that person-that had helped to keep that client alive up to that point. 

Responses included, but were not limited to, having children, faith and 

spiritual beliefs opposing suicide, fear of death, not wanting to hurt loved 

ones, and not wanting to leave animals behind. Certainly, not every person 

Janet spoke with who was suicidal referenced having an animal who 

needed him or her as a reason for still being alive, but this answer was 

provided frequently enough that it was apparent that having an animal 

could be a powerful strength and protective factor against suicide for at 

least some at-risk individuals. Concerns about not wanting to leave an 

animal behind also posed some challenges in accessing inpatient mental 

health care for individuals who lived alone and did not have the means to 

provide care for the animal if they were hospitalized. 

This profound connection to animals is not unique. A Google search 

or journal literature review will quickly yield descriptions of individuals 

in domestic violence situations who delay leaving for fear of their ani

mals being harmed, individuals in disaster situations who did not want 

to evacuate because they were told that they had to leave their animals 

behind, and individuals declining to use housing shelters because they 

could not bring their animals. Fitzgerald (2007) interviewed a sample 

of survivors of domestic violence and found several participants who 

cited their companion animals as a major motivation to live when they 
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