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“He is your friend, your partner, your defender, your dog.  You are his life, his love, his leader.  He will be yours, faithful and true, to the last beat of his heart.  You owe it to him to be worthy of such devotion”  (Exley 10).  Although the author of this popular aphorism is unknown, the description of the unique relationship between humans and dogs is quite unambiguous: dogs serve as companions, protectors, and any other roles needed of them, only asking in return for love and guidance through life’s long journey.  In fact, the human-dog bond has been the impetus for the evolution of the canine species as dogs “have always adapted themselves, or been adapted, to fit with human requirements, growing longer legs for hunting, bigger bodies for guarding, thicker coats for sled-pulling” and changing their temperaments  (“It’s a Dog’s Life” 1).  This adaptation extends to the psychological needs of humans as well as to their practical needs.  As society has transformed into a complex industrial and commercial web, Americans have become entangled, and their relationships and interactions with others have been strained.  “Man’s best friend” now serves “no significant economic function, yet owners cherish and pamper [their dogs] to an unprecedented degree” because dog owners feel “so disconnected and in [such] need of emotional support” that they rely on their pets to fill their needs  (Serpell 252, Katz 13).  Increased isolationism in contemporary society has caused the status of the dog to be elevated, altering the relationship between dog owners and their pets.

Due to the loss of the nuclear family structure, Americans consider dogs part of their family.  The 2004 “marriage rate of 7.4 per 1,000 people was even less than the 30-year-low recorded in 1998,” and, “in addition to getting married in fewer numbers, people are getting married at a later age” as in 2003 only 50 percent of women were married by the age of 30 and “22.7 percent of 30 to 34 year-olds were never married”  (Wright 285).  With these rates increasing, more and more Americans are living alone for longer periods of time; dogs help “people through [the] alienation, bereavement, anxiety, and depression” that comes with the single life as their presence “increases feelings of happiness, security, and self-worth and reduces feelings of loneliness and isolation”  (Katz 14).  Dogs not only compensate for the inadequacies in their owners’ love lives by providing constant affection and companionship but also offer comfort for those living alone.  The large number of unmarried people in the United States is also due to the climbing divorce rate as “more than 10 percent of the total adult population over 18” was divorced in 2003  (Wright 286).  With such harsh realities, dogs “help amuse and occupy children [of broken homes and] reduce conflict and increase play in family life”  (Katz 17).  Dogs also allow divorcees to deal with their feelings of abandonment and can even help them start new relationships as popularized in the 2005 film Must Love Dogs in which the central characters fall in love over their common love for their animals.  As Americans get married later in life or do not marry at all, dogs also serve as substitutes for children.  A popular bumper sticker reads “CHILDREN ARE FOR PEOPLE WHO CAN’T HAVE DOGS” and, according to American Demographic magazine, “most pet owners…refer to themselves as ‘Mommy’ or ‘Daddy’”  (Knapp 186, Katz 13).  Accordingly, dogs are treated like children: owners call their dogs by human names, talk to them on the telephone, keep their dogs’ pictures in their wallets, take their pets on errands and to work, and quote “Brian Kilcommons and Carol Benjamin [famous dog trainers] the way new mothers quote T. Berry Brazelton and Dr. Spock”  (Katz 14, Knapp 47).  As human relationships have changed from the “traditional” nuclear family structure to the variations that are quickly becoming the norm in America, the role of the dog has changed from family pet to family member, and owners now treat their dogs just as they would their human relatives.  
With dogs considered as members of the family, Americans invest their time and money in order to provide the best possible care for their dogs.  According to George Oakes, an Atlanta PetSmart manager, the “average cost during the lifetime of a pet is $15,000” as dogs, like children, require a variety of goods and services  (Oakes).  Doggie daycares and summer camps have sprung up across the nation and have become profitable businesses.  Dog Days Atlanta, a daycare facility located in the heart of Buckhead, Atlanta’s wealthiest district, even offers a sibling discount for working moms and dads.  Owner Lee Bradshaw claims “the number one reason [her clients bring their dogs to daycare] is because they are at work all day and want to let their dogs socialize with other dogs [or they] want to spoil their dogs”  (Bradshaw).  The canine version of “nanny cams” is also available to Dog Days clients who “can log on to the website and see what their dog is doing” in order to gain comfort  (Bradshaw).  Training classes, both individual and group sessions, are also popular with pet owners who want to teach their dogs the rules of the household and how to behave around others.  In addition to making their pet sociable and obedient, dog owners buy their dogs toys, clothing, furniture, accessories, and treats just as the parents of human children.  Specialty boutiques, such as Kreature Komforts located in a historic suburb of Atlanta, and large superstores, such as PetSmart, have capitalized on this new demand for pet goods and services, selling decorative accessories as well as gourmet treats and foods.  Today’s pet food products have labels such as “gourmet,” “premium,” and “optimum,” creating “snob appeal”  (Gardner 1).  However, brand names do make a difference as “human grade [food] is better” for the dogs, and workers at Dog Days and PetSmart “try to educate [their] customers on the benefits of using quality food for their pet[s]”  (Bradshaw, Oakes).  Kreature Komforts sells “low fat, low sodium, low sugar items…made fresh…for owners who are concerned about their pets’ healthcare”  (Soper).  “Pet food has become an $8.7 billion a year industry, nearly double the $4.4 billion Americans spent on dog and cat food just 15 years ago,” and the premium foods are leaders in the market, with Iams as a “member of the Forbes Four Hundred group of wealthiest Americans”  (see chart 6, Gardner 1, Schifrin 1-2).  In addition to better diets, modern dogs are receiving better healthcare at any cost as “three-quarters of pet owners would go into debt to provide for their animals’ well-being,” and health-insurance plans are available at most veterinarian offices such as the Banfield Vet Services located at select PetSmart locations  (Katz 13-14, Oakes).  Thus, the booming pet business “has to do not with American obsessionality or faddism or caprice but with need and with the emotional niches a lot of modern-day dog owners are asking their animals to occupy” as dogs not only serve as family members but also as companions in the increasingly technological and isolated urban-industrial America  (Knapp 49).  

The increase in technology and its resulting transformation of the dynamics of the workplace and leisure time of Americans has elevated the status of the dog from pet to best friend.  The environment of the workplace has drastically changed as progressively more Americans spend their time confined in tiny cubicles in front of a computer screen for hours on end.  With the technological developments of fax machines, e-mail, the Internet, and instant messaging programs, human interaction has decreased significantly.  In addition, the recent trend toward telecommuting programs, with “7.6 million telecommuters (part- and full-time) [ in 1995 and an] annual rate of increase [of] 15 percent or more,” has further reduced the amount of physical contact between co-workers  (Reymers 17).  Because workers are more isolated, dogs have become constant companions with the position of co-worker being replaced with a canine version.  Autodesk, a California software design company founded in 1982 and recently named one of Fortune magazine’s “100 Best Companies to Work For” in 2006, allows its workers literally to have dogs as colleagues with a policy allowing employees to bring their pets to work  (Korman 66, Colvin).  With dogs at their feet, Autodesk workers are both happier and more productive as they rely on their animals as substitutes for their lack of human interaction and take breaks from their work to feed the dogs and take them outside.  New technology has not only led to isolation in the workplace but also in the home as the television and personal computer industries have boomed.  “According to Nielsen Media Research, which monitors television viewership, at least one television in each household [was on] for 7 hours 22 minutes during the 2000-2001 television season…an hour and 21 minutes more than in 1971,” and, not coincidentally, the American dog population skyrocketed during this period as well  (Wright 399).  As the entertainment industry began to center around the home television, Americans had less contact with other people and so turned to dogs as companions.  Similarly, with over 50 percent of U.S. households having personal computers in 2000 and new products and services available over the Internet, Americans need to leave their homes less frequently  (Wright 807).  As people become more estranged from society and spend more time in their homes with their new technologies, they “turn [to dogs] for connection, companionship, and a sense of well-being”  (Katz 12).  In addition to their roles as “emotional substitutes, helping to maintain morale when people struggle through transitions” in their lives in the 21st century American workplace and home, dogs provide a connection to nature and serve as social lubricants in an increasingly urban-centered and isolated society  (Katz 15).  

Dogs aid Americans in their struggle for emotional and physical interaction by reuniting humans with the natural world.  Throughout the 20th century, America transformed from “a rural-agrarian to an urban-industrialized society” that is “increasingly technology-dependent,” and, as a result, “these changes have been accompanied by a divorce from nature”  (Korman xiv).  As David Shumway, director of the Humanities Center and professor of English at Carnegie Mellon University, writes in his work “Nature in the Apartment,” “companion animals…represent a means by which urban dwellers can come to have sympathy with the larger nonhuman environment in which they otherwise have quite limited direct contact”  (Armbruster 2).  Dog owners must take their dogs outside for walks, and so dogs connect their humans to the natural world and promote exercise and social interactions.  Humans “tend to feel more comfortable meeting a stranger accompanied by a dog,” and dog ownership “increase[s] the owners’ extraversion” because they always have a best-friend by their side  (Korman 9, Serpell 166).  As man’s best friend, dogs now go everywhere with their owners: on vacations and business trips and to malls and restaurants.  Stories of the lengths humans go to accommodate and pamper their best friends are everywhere: “USA Today writes about people who book their pets rooms in hotels that offer bone-shaped beds and special doggie room-service menus,...[and] People magazine gushes over a health-and-fitness center for dogs in Westwood, California that features treadmills, Jacuzzis, and swimming pools specifically designed for dogs”  (Knapp 48-49).  Though these may seem like extremes, Americans treat their dogs just as they would their best human friends who do so much for them, giving them gifts and keeping them by their side no matter the situation.  

Dogs have not only taken on the roles of family members, co-workers, and best friends in isolated modern America but also act as healers as they provide numerous medical benefits to their human companions, helping “to lessen [ill] patients’ fears, despair, and sense of isolation”  (Katz 14).  In various studies comparing the blood pressure, longevity, and “personal perceptions of people in critical circumstances” with and without dogs, “the results in favor of dogs are clear in many cases”  (Coppinger 239).  “Blood pressures in a wide array of social situations, among children as well as adults, are lower,” “people who have a dog to return to after their first heart attack have a better life expectancy than the dogless” patients, the risks of heart disease are significantly reduced, and, because dog owners “exercise more than non-pet owners,…on average they live a year longer”  (Coppinger 239, Katz 24).  In addition to the physical health benefits, dogs aid in a variety of psychological treatments.  For example, best-selling author and recovering alcoholic Caroline Knapp published her novel Pack of Two: The Intricate Bond Between People and Dogs as a testimony to the healing powers of dogs.  Her German Shepherd-mix Lucille helped her to cope with her parents’ deaths without turning back to the bottle as the dog provided “a way of experiencing solitude without the loneliness” and accompaniment “through daily life and over the course of years,” bearing “witness to every change, every shift in mood,” never judging when she faltered or failed  (Knapp 8).  Studies support Knapp’s observations as “depressed [and terminally ill] patients in nursing homes have become more interactive and optimistic when visited by dogs, [and] prison inmates allowed to take care of…small animals have become less isolated, less violent, more responsible, and have exhibited increased morale”  (Knapp 206).  Dogs are also used to build communication, responsibility, compassion, responsiveness, and optimism in “elderly veterans, emotionally disturbed and learning-disabled children, and troubled inner city” residents  (Knapp 206).  Though the benefits of dog ownership and interaction are easily seen, the reasons behind canine healing power are more subtle.  Alan Beck, director of the Center for Applied Ethology and Human-Animal Interaction at Perdue University’s School of Veterinary Medicine, and Aaron Katcher, a psychiatrist and professor emeritus at the University of Pennsylvania, assert that “the component of touch” in the human-dog relationship adds “a quality of therapeutic intimacy” between the two  (Knapp 214).  Because dogs add so many new dimensions to the human life, their status in society has been elevated from animal to four-legged best friends who are treated accordingly.


Due to the dog’s powerful role in expanding the human life, people have become more attached to their dogs, treating them like the heroes they truly are.  When Lassie jumped into the homes of Americans through 1950s television, saving her family from their various perils, the role of the dog transformed from worker to companion  (Katz 58).  However, today the two roles are intertwined as guide dogs for the blind and other assistance dogs pervade all aspects of American life, including the federal government as popularized in the television show Sue Thomas: F.B.Eye, based on the true story of a deaf F.B.I. agent and her partner dog Levi.  Dogs also aided in the rescues of September 11th in 2001 and Hurricane Katrina in 2005 through such organizations as the Search Dog Foundation, which, according to its website, “recruits dogs from shelters and breed rescue groups, gives them professional training, and partners them with firefighters and others first responders,” with lifetime care for every dog in the program.  Because of the deep human connection to dogs in the stressful times of contemporary life that all too often result in isolationism, dogs have become more than the workers or pets they were a few decades ago: they have truly fulfilled their long-time title as man’s best friend.  According to University of Pennsylvania Associate Professor of Humane Ethics and Animal Welfare and International Society for Anthrozoology Secretary James Serpell, “the dog-human relationship is arguably the closest we humans can ever get to establishing a dialogue with another sentient life-form, so it is not surprising that people tend to emerge from such encounters with a special sense of affinity” for them, a kinship that has truly anthropomorphized modern dogs  (Serpell 2).

Because of the alienation caused by the collapse of the nuclear family structure, the technological transformation of the workplace and home, and the physical and psychological infirmities that result from the stress of life in modern America, the status of dogs has been elevated.  Dogs fulfill so many roles as they love “without raising questions of fairness, without triggering some confusing or destructive imbalance of power,” without creating feelings of discomfort  (Knapp 210).  Dogs have become children for the childless, friends for the lonely, and healers for the sick and suffering.  Indeed, the dog is the “friend,” “partner,” and “defender” the author of the aphorism described and is treated accordingly with luxuries fit for kings  (Exley 10).  However, the boom in the pet products and services market does not result from American faddism but from the owners who give back to their animals a portion of the love they have received.  Humans are changed by their dogs in order “to be worthy of [the] devotion” received as dogs mold their partners into “creature[s] capable of love”  (Exley 10, Knapp 228).  

