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Health Benefits of Aquarium Fish 
Do you have a stressful life, high blood pressure, insomnia? Keeping an aquarium may be good therapy for you. Studies going back as far as the late 80’s have shown that gazing at aquarium fish reduces stress and subsequently lowers blood pressure. 

Fish Make a Difference
Researchers have compared the effects of hypnosis vs. an aquarium, fishless vs. fish filled aquariums, and no aquarium vs. having an aquarium. In all cases, having some sort of aquarium reduced blood pressure. Interestingly enough, greater reduction in blood pressure occurred when there were fish in the tank, vs pleasingly decorated, but fishless, tanks. Even watching a video tape of fish has been proven to have therapeutic effects. 

Multitude of Benefits
Seniors who were provided with an aquarium filled with fish had significant blood pressure reduction. Watching fish has been shown to calm children who suffer from hyperactivity disorder. Dental patients who were subjected to hypnosis vs. an aquarium experienced the same or greater benefit from the aquarium. Other studies have shown that dental patients required less pain medication after having watched fish in the office. It's little wonder that physician offices, dental clinics, and even waiting rooms for counselors have traditionally kept an aquarium in the waiting room. 

Aquarium Effect on Alzheimer’s
Studies have shown that seniors who have Alzheimer’s experience a variety of health benefits from watching an aquarium. Alzheimer patients ate more, and required fewer supplements after an aquarium was placed in the dining room. They also exhibited less physically aggressive behaviors. 

Fish Fish Anywhere
Virtually any aquarium, from large to small, will have a benefit. A large aquarium is great, but if space is limited, a mini-aquarium will do. Seniors and students can usually find a place for an Eclipse style system. If it’s not possible to keep an aquarium, consider a video or DVD of aquarium fish. DVD players have reached rock bottom prices, and a video requires zero maintenance. Remember that many computers have DVD players these days. What better way to spend your lunch break than gazing at fish? Take advantage of the stress-relieving benefits of aquarium fish whenever, and wherever you can! 

Do you have a story to share about the benefits of keeping aquarium fish? Share it on the forums.
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Watching fish found to ease human stress

Fish may be beneficial to your health. Not just eating them, but watching them.
Three University of Pennsylvania researchers report that quietly watching fish swimming in a home aquarium eases stress, and may offer a means of treating high blood pressure.

The fish are the key, the researchers say. People who watch fish tanks with bubbles, pebbles and plants - but no fish - don't benefit nearly as much.

"There is a sharp difference," says ecologist Alan Beck, director of the university's Center for the Interaction of Animals and Society. "Blood pressure drops with fishless fish tanks, but it doesn't drop as much and it creeps back up faster. With fish in the tanks, you truly get relaxation."

Lowered blood pressure is one way to measure reduced stress. A number of ailments have been associated with high stress in daily life, including heart attacks, sleep disorders and some ulcers.

Petting a dog or cat is a known stress-reducer. One study showed that survivors of heart attacks tended to live longer if they owned a dog.

Beck, psychiatrist Aaron H. Katcher and biologist Erika Friedmann decided to see if interaction with other animals produced similar results. They selected fish because they are such common pets. The Pet Information Bureau, sponsored by pet products companies, estimates that more than 10 million American homes have aquariums.

The researchers divided 100 paid volunteers into two groups. One at a time, they were put in a room and asked to read aloud - a proven way to induce stress - for one minute.

Then they were left alone with a fish tank for 20 minutes. Half the time there were fish in the aquarium; half the time there were none. A device automatically recorded the volunteers' blood pressure. Those who had fish to watch fared far better.

The random selection of volunteers resulted in the participation of some who suffered from high blood pressure. "For them, the fish were much better than for a normal person.

Pets and stress management.

"Pet therapy" is widely used in nursing homes, prisons, hospitals, and schools to reduce loneliness, anger, depression, and stress. A leader in the area of pet therapy research, found that cardiac patient survival rates were higher for those who owned pets, and that elderly people with pets made fewer visits to the doctor's office. Significant decreases in resting heart rate and blood pressure, as well as mood changes, have also been observed when research subjects played with their pets. Similar physiological changes were seen among the animals, too. Now ain't that great !

Science aside, pets - especially for dog-owning city dwellers - usually mean a brisk walk or two... or three... or four times a day, and that's always good for a little human stress management via fresh air and exercise. Socially, pets can be a great conversation-starter: "Oh, what a cute doggie... and not a bad master either." Of course, fish, turtles, birds, hamsters, ferrets, and other domesticated animals are capable of enhancing the relaxation response and relationship development just like their dog and cat cousins.

If you're contemplating pet ownership with the goal of stress reduction, make sure that owning and caring for Fido or Whiskers won't cause you more stress in the long-run. You might first ask yourself: are you allowed to have a pet where you live, will you or someone you trust be able to properly walk and feed your new best friend, are there children around who might be frightened (or vice-versa) by the presence of a four-legged furball and is your house or apartment big enough to meet both human and creature comfort criteria ? Also, if you live in a built up area, don't forget that you have to scoop up Fido's poop as well. Always put the pet's best interests against your reasons for wanting a companion.

Contact animal care organizations such as your local RSPCA if you are interested in pet adoption. These agencies help to control stray and unwanted animal population and find good homes for some of them. You could be doing a good favour to some deserving animal as well as yourself, some organizations may also provide important physical check-ups and vaccinations.

Suggested Reading
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Therapeutic Health Benefits of Aquariums

From Stan & Debbie Hauter,

When it comes to having a pet, they not only provide us with companionship by making us feel secure, accepted and happy, they act as an anchor or stable force that helps one cope with the stresses of everyday life. Their unconditional love gives our mental and physical health a boost, and for this reason there is much to be said about the responses humans have had to pet therapy as an alternative or supplementary treatment to help reduce stress, as well as treat a whole range of medical and emotional ailments. Dogs, cats, dolphins, and many other types of social animals have been used for years for this type of therapy, with encouraging, positive results. 

But what about using a fish aquarium in this way? Does aquarium pet therapy have any beneficial health merits? 

People visit public places every day, and it seems more and more often that aquarium display tanks are being seen. We are hypnotized by their peaceful and serene nature, creating a calming effect for a few moments in our hectic lives. For example, have you ever been sitting impatiently and anxiously in a doctors' overcrowded office or a hospital emergency room waiting area that has had an aquarium in it? You stared into this wonderful miniature water world before your eyes and seemed less agitated and anxious. You may have felt more willing to temporarily accept that things are just the way they are, rather than get more upset or worried. 

From your own experiences, no matter where the location of an aquarium you may have been seen was, did you feel this same type of stress reducing response? It's no wonder. Researchers are finding that fish aquariums, whether salt or freshwater, do have therapeutic health benefits. 

Page 2 - Research Findings

There is much being done around the world to research the therapeutic benefits of aquariums, as the following reports reflect. 


•
At Purdue University, researchers have found that displaying tanks of brightly colored fish may curtail disruptive behaviors and improve eating habits of people with Alzheimer's disease. A Purdue News August 1999 Report states that, "Nursing Professor Nancy Edwards" tracked 60 individuals who resided in specialized units in three Indiana nursing homes. She found that patients who were exposed to the fish tanks appeared to be more relaxed and alert, and they ate up to 21 percent more food than they had before the introduction of the fish tanks. 

The average increase in food consumption was 17.2 percent." 


•
In the August 1997 issue (no longer archived online) of the Monitor on Psychology, a publication of the American Psychological Association, Rebecca A. Clay wrote about how "Psychologists Find Animals To Be A Helpful Adjunct To Therapy". Rebecca discussed Dr. Aubrey Fine's pet therapy approach. In Fine's practice a golden retriever named Puppy typically greets patients, while several fish tanks help soothe agitated feelings. Rebecca stated that, "Fine also uses the animals metaphorically. The birds, for example, can prompt discussions of flight, freedom or clipped wings. Often the animals become symbols of the children themselves, especially when the patients have attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). A particularly playful cockatoo, for example, gives Fine an opportunity to point out ADHD-like behaviors such as impulsiveness and an inability to sustain attention in a non threatening way. And a particularly active inhabitant of one of Fine's three fish tanks caused one patient to blurt out, "That fish reminds me of me!" 


•
From Holistic-Online.com, their Pet Therapy page outlines the benefits research have found in relation to pet ownership. They say that, "Research has shown that heart attack victims who have pets live longer. Even watching a tank full of tropical fish may lower blood pressure, at least temporarily." 

From a personal view, we saw the benefical health effects of a fish aquarium while a loved one was confined to a hospital for two years as a stroke patient. On the list of things to do each day, my mom Betty would excitedly ride in her motorzied wheelchair to visit her fishy friends in a freshwater aquarium at the end of the hall. She looked forward to this trip every day, and just talking about the fish made her smile and laugh as she told Stan and I all about each of them. We could plainly see that the bond she had with the fish gave her great joy, a fun adventure to look forward to each day, and contributed to the overall positive attitude she had. 

You can draw your own conclusions as to the health benefits of using fish aquariums for therapy as we have, but here are some other resources that further confirm that many researchers are finding that there IS something to it! 

Now, another question we have to ask is, can an aquarium actually be stress "inducing"? 

Page 3 - The Other Side of the Coin

For those of us that keep and maintain a saltwater aquarium, we expose ourselves to the stress relieving benefits it has to offer on a daily basis. However, on the other side of the coin as an aquarium keeper, you have to consider possible stress inducing factors as well. 

An experienced aquarist is adept at handling aquarium problems that may arise, but when first getting started there is much to learn. You worry about getting it all set up, selecting the right filtration system and tank inhabitants, cycling the tank, hope that the fish don't get sick, and, and, and... See what we mean? It's easy to reap the stress reducing benefits of an aquarium when someone else is taking care of it and all you have to do is enjoy it. Yes, there are going to be times when an aquarium will cause some stress in your life rather than reduce it, but in our opinion it is well worth it! Once you get past the initial stages of getting started and become skilled in the art of aquarium keeping, the good benefits far out weigh the bad that you may encounter over time. 

If you personally feel that keeping a saltwater aquarium would be too stressful for you, there is a simple solution. Have an experienced aquarium maintenance company or person put one together for you and maintain it! There are many aquarists out there that literally thrive on and live for saltwater aquarium keeping. Why not avoid needless stress and worry by letting someone do it for you, and in turn reap the stress reducing health benefits yourself. 

Did you know that aside from public display fish aquariums being good for your health, they can be applied in educational ways as well? 

Source of Article

Does Having an Aquarium Decrease Stress? 

The Benefits of Human/Animal Bond        by: Alex Lieber 

. 

For millions of Americans, long hours, too much coffee and a frenetic work pace are the norm. After battling traffic to get through your door, what’s a good way to soothe your jangled nerves? 



Studies show that fish calmed children diagnosed with attention deficit disorder. 



One proven way is to prop your feet up and watch your fish swim serenely through your aquarium. Research has found that pets calm nerves and lower blood pressure. And aquariums particularly seem to have a soothing effect. In fact, many doctor offices keep aquariums in the waiting room. Watching fish swim to and fro lowers the stress of waiting to be examined. 

Research buttressed what many fish enthusiasts already know: the therapeutic benefits of aquariums. In 1999, a study showed that displaying tanks of brightly colored fish curtailed disruptive behaviors of Alzheimer patients. The fish were also credited with improving eating habits. Other studies also showed that fish calmed children diagnosed with attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder. 

In general, pets have been shown to reduce stress and boost emotional well-being, even during tough times. When Jerry Greider lost his job and spent three months looking for work, it was a rough period in his life. “I spent a lot of time going on job interviews and sending out resumes, with nothing panning out,” the Seattle resident recalls. “Some days, the only thing that kept me smiling was my dog licking my face and wagging his tail. And often that was just what it took to put me in a positive frame-of-mind before an interview.” 

Rachel Rushing, of Indianapolis, Ind., says when she’s fighting the blahs, all she has to do is watch her three kittens playing together. “They like to jump in and out of paper bags and hide behind furniture, as if they’re playing a game of hide-and-seek with each other,” she says. “It’s really entertaining. If I’m having a bad day, I can’t help but feel cheered up watching them play.” 

Then there are the documented health benefits of pet ownership. Many studies have proven the link between a healthier, longer life and pet ownership . Though the studies have largely focused on the effects of dogs and cats, other species provide benefits as well. Keeping a pet can give you a sense of purpose and the feeling of being needed, a feeling that is especially important for people who live alone. 

And coming home to your family, whether you have one pet or many, gives you something to look forward to. 

“Watching your pet’s silly antics can make you laugh and help relieve stress,” says David Frei, spokesperson for the Delta Society, a nonprofit organization interested in relationships between people and animals. “Pets take away the tension that’s in your daily life, whether it’s for work or family-related problems. When you see a dog looking at you with his big, brown adoring eyes, that brings a certain relaxation to people.” 

Decreased Feeling of Loneliness 

Pets decrease feelings of loneliness and isolation, explains Alan Beck, Ph.D., director of the Center for Human-Animal Bond at the School of Veterinary Medicine at Purdue University. “A pet is someone to share your life with,” he says. “There’s a lot of people in this world who live alone. As a society, many of us live in apartments in big cities. We may not know our neighbors. We may be separated geographically from our extended families. Maybe we’re divorced or widowed and live alone. And so for people in these circumstance, pets can help fill the ‘people void’ in their lives.”

Purdue News



August 1999 

Study: Aquariums may pacify Alzheimer's patients 

WEST LAFAYETTE, Ind. -- Casting about for ways to soothe Alzheimer's patients, Purdue University researchers have found that displaying tanks of brightly colored fish may curtail disruptive behaviors and improve eating habits of people with the disease. 

Download Photo Here
Photo caption below 

Nursing Professor Nancy Edwards tracked 60 individuals who resided in specialized Alzheimer's units in three Indiana nursing homes. She found that patients who were exposed to the fish tanks appeared to be more relaxed and alert, and they ate up to 21 percent more food than they had before the introduction of the fish tanks. The average increase in food consumption was 17.2 percent. 

The study also showed a decrease in the number of instances and the duration of behaviors such as wandering, pacing, yelling and physical aggression. 

One of Edwards' co-researchers will present preliminary findings from the study June 29 in a poster session at the International Conference on Nursing in London. 

Edwards says the initial findings suggest that placing fish tanks in nursing homes may help cut health-care costs by reducing the need for nutritional supplements and for medications given to help calm disruptive patients. 

"Feeding is often a terrible problem, because the patients are either running up and down the hall, or they're so lethargic that they can't stay awake to eat," says Edwards, who specializes in treating patients with chronic illnesses. 

"We thought if we could calm these patients and keep their attention, we could perhaps increase their nutritional intake and decrease the amount of supplements they required. This not only would help reduce the cost of patients' care, but it's also healthier for the patients to get their nutrition from food rather than supplements." 

For four weeks before placing the fish tanks in the nursing homes, Edwards collected baseline information on each patient's eating and behavioral patterns. The researchers weighed each patient's food before and after each meal, and patients were evaluated on 29 different types of social interactions and behaviors. Use of chemical and physical restraints also was recorded. 

Patients in the first two studies were then introduced to the fish tanks and followed daily for four weeks to collect comparable information. After the four-week assessments, data were collected weekly for six more weeks to determine if the effect, if any, remained or diminished over time. The patients in the third study received the same treatment but were exposed to a picture of a seascape for four weeks before the aquariums were introduced. 

"We wanted to see if a simple change in the environment could account for these changes in eating and behavior," Edwards says. "Though we're still sorting through the data, our preliminary findings indicate that introduction of a seascape photo had no statistical effect on patients' behavior. For the most part, members of the control group either ignored the picture or gave it only passing attention." 

The tanks of colorful, gliding fish, however, often held patients' attention for up to 30 minutes -- a relatively long time for many Alzheimer's patients, Edwards says. 

"I think the combination of movement, color and sound provides a stimulating experience for the patients," she says. "Often long-term care environments do not offer a lot of stimulation, but fish move around in various patterns, so there's enough variability to keep patients' interest." 

Edwards says that in addition to increasing attentiveness and alertness in Alzheimer's patients, she found anecdotal evidence that the aquariums also may, in some instances, stimulate short-term memory. She recalls how one woman, who never spoke to staff members or other patients, became fascinated by the fish tank, spending long periods watching the fish. 

One day, the woman approached Edwards and asked "Hey, fish lady, how many fish are in this tank, six or eight?" 

Edwards, surprised by the question, told her there were six fish in the tank. "Well one time I counted six and one time I counted eight," the woman replied. 

"We were absolutely amazed, because we had no idea that this woman could talk, much less count," Edwards says. "We also had a male patient who used to run a bait shop, and he would sit and talk to us about the different kinds of fish and what kinds of bait we should use to catch them. Apparently, the fish tanks stimulated some cognitive things with these people." 

Previous studies have shown that pets and animals can stimulate patients and help alleviate some medical problems in the elderly, but applying those findings to Alzheimer's patients presents special problems. 

"These patients have to be monitored, because they might step on the cat's tail or pull the dog's hair," Edwards says. "The nice thing about the fish tanks we used is that they are basically indestructible." 

The specially designed tanks used in the study were built by Jeff Boschert and marketed through his California company, Some Thing's Fishy. Designed specifically for nursing homes, the tip-proof tanks feature locked tops and unbreakable glass, and a specially designed background that allows the fish to be easily seen by residents who may have cataracts or other vision impairments. The units also can be moved easily from room to room. 

Edwards got the idea of using the aquariums with Alzheimer's patients after Boschert contacted Alan Beck, the Dorothy McAllister professor of animal ecology and director of Purdue's Center for the Human-Animal Bond. Boschert offered to donate the tanks for research after reading a book written by Beck about animals and human health. Beck put him in contact with Edwards. 

She now is designing a second set of studies to replicate her findings and to further identify the factors -- such as color, motion and sound -- that stimulate patients. She also is working with a researcher at the University of North Korea to replicate the study and obtain cross-cultural information. 

The study was supported by Indiana State Department of Family and Social Services Administration, Division of Disability, Aging and Rehabilitation Services. Start-up funds were provided by Sigma Theta Tau, a nursing honorary. 

Sources: Nancy Edwards, (765) 494-4015; nedwards@nursing.purdue.edu 

Jeff Boschert, (800) 791-3321, fishdoc@earthlink.net 

Writer: Susan Gaidos, (765) 494-2081; susan_gaidos@uns.purdue.edu 

Purdue News Service: (765) 494-2096; purduenews@uns.purdue.edu 
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Purdue researcher Nancy Edwards is studying how fish may be used to help ease disruptive behaviors by Alzheimer's patients that can interfere with eating and sleeping. (Purdue News Service Photo by David Umberger)
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Does Having an Aquarium Decrease Stress?

By: Alex Lieber 
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For millions of Americans, long hours, too much coffee and a frenetic work pace are the norm, not to mention the added stress of war, a struggling economy and terrorism alerts. 

What's a good, healthy way to soothe your jangled nerves?

One proven way is to prop your feet up and watch your fish swim serenely through your aquarium. Research has found that pets calm nerves and lower blood pressure. And aquariums particularly seem to have a soothing effect. In fact, many doctor offices keep aquariums in the waiting room. Watching fish swim to and fro lowers the stress of waiting to be examined.

Research buttressed what many fish enthusiasts already know: the therapeutic benefits of aquariums. In 1999, a study showed that displaying tanks of brightly colored fish curtailed disruptive behaviors of Alzheimer patients. The fish were also credited with improving eating habits.

Other studies also showed that fish calmed children diagnosed with attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder.

In general, pets have been shown to reduce stress and boost emotional well-being, even during tough times. When Jerry Greider lost his job and spent three months looking for work, it was a rough period in his life. "I spent a lot of time going on job interviews and sending out resumes, with nothing panning out," the Seattle resident recalls. "Some days, the only thing that kept me smiling was my dog licking my face and wagging his tail. And often that was just what it took to put me in a positive frame-of-mind before an interview."

Rachel Rushing, of Indianapolis, Ind., says when she's fighting the blahs, all she has to do is watch her three kittens playing together. "They like to jump in and out of paper bags and hide behind furniture, as if they're playing a game of hide-and-seek with each other," she says. "It's really entertaining. If I'm having a bad day, I can't help but feel cheered up watching them play." 

Then there are the documented health benefits of pet ownership. Many studies have proven the link between a healthier, longer life and pet ownership. Though the studies have largely focused on the effects of dogs and cats, other species provide benefits as well. Keeping a pet can give you a sense of purpose and the feeling of being needed, a feeling that is especially important for people who live alone.

And coming home to your family, whether you have one pet or many, gives you something to look forward to.

"Watching your pet's silly antics can make you laugh and help relieve stress," says David Frei, spokesperson for the Delta Society, a nonprofit organization interested in relationships between people and animals. "Pets take away the tension that's in your daily life, whether it's for work or family-related problems. When you see a dog looking at you with his big, brown adoring eyes, that brings a certain relaxation to people."

Decreased Feeling of Loneliness

Pets decrease feelings of loneliness and isolation, explains Alan Beck, Ph.D., director of the Center for Human-Animal Bond at the School of Veterinary Medicine at Purdue University. "A pet is someone to share your life with," he says. "There's a lot of people in this world who live alone. As a society, many of us live in apartments in big cities. We may not know our neighbors. We may be separated geographically from our extended families. Maybe we're divorced or widowed and live alone. And so for people in these circumstance, pets can help fill the 'people void' in their lives."

Bottom of Form

Pet Therapy

 In a study people undergoing oral surgery spent a few minutes watching tropical fish in an aquarium. 

The relaxation level was measured by their blood pressure, muscle tension, and behavior. It was found that the subjects who watched 

the fish was much more relaxed than those who did not watch the fish prior to the surgery. 

People who watched the fish was as calm as another group that had been hypnotized before the surgery.

 

Resource: http://saltaquarium.about.com/ 

Soothing Waters 


What if you're allergic to dogs, cats, or horses? In a Purdue University study of patients with Alzheimer's disease,

 it was shown that those Patients exposed to aquariums were more relaxed, alert, and had a better appetite. 

There were other benefits related to behavior and attention span as well. 

The peaceful nature of an aquarium has such a calming or soothing effect that just watching a tank full of fish can lower blood pressure temporarily.

 More and more fish tanks are finding their way into waiting rooms, nursing homes, schools, and libraries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aquariums Have Human Health Benefits
Veterinary & Aquatic Services Department, Drs. Foster & Smith, Inc.

 

 May 2004 News 

It has been known for many years that animals can have positive effects on the health of humans. 

Studies have shown that animals can increase longevity after heart attacks, lower cholesterol, and even predict seizures in people.

In an unusual study, the effect of aquariums on the nutritional intake of patients with Alzheimer's disease was examined. 

Those conducting the research found that after introducing aquariums into the dining room of a facility caring for 62 patients, 

there was a significant increase in the amount of food the patients consumed. Weight also increased significantly over a 16-week period. 

As a result of eating more, the patients required less nutritional supplementation, 

which also had the benefit of reducing health care costs. In addition to the nutritional benefits, 

there was also a significant decrease in physically aggressive behaviors among the patients.

Other studies have found that people who watch fish in aquariums have a notable decrease in blood pressure.

 There was also a trend for aquarium watchers to have a decreased pulse rate and decreased muscle tension. 

In yet another study, watching fish in an aquarium was found to be as effective as hypnosis in reducing anxiety 

in patients awaiting dental surgery.These studies all show that in addition to both the learning and aesthetic benefits of aquariums,

 people who care for and watch fish can reap health benefits, as well.
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Does Having an Aquarium Decrease Stress?

By: Alex Lieber

For millions of Americans, long hours, too much coffee and a frenetic work pace are the norm, not to mention the added stress of war, 

a struggling economy and terrorism alerts. What's a good, healthy way to soothe your jangled nerves?

One proven way is to prop your feet up and watch your fish swim serenely through your aquarium. Research has found that pets calm nerves and lower blood pressure. 

And aquariums particularly seem to have a soothing effect. In fact, many doctor offices keep aquariums in the waiting room. Watching fish swim to and fro lowers the 

stress of waiting to be examined.Research buttressed what many fish enthusiasts already know: the therapeutic benefits of aquariums. 

In 1999, a study showed that displaying tanks of brightly colored fish curtailed disruptive behaviors of Alzheimer patients. The fish were also credited with improving eating habits.

Resource: http://www.petplace.com/fish/does-having-an-aquarium-decrease-stress/page1.aspx

 

 Using Aquariums to Help Manage Alzheimer's Disease 
- Animal Assisted Therapy

In 2001, the Pet Care Trust and Glenn Novotny, President, Central Garden and Pet, co-funded a program to explore the benefits of aquariums in the lives of people afflicted with Alzheimer's disease. The studies were conducted by Dr. Nancy Edwards, School of Nursing, Purdue University with Dr. Alan Beck, School of Veterinary Medicine. Nearly two years of studies were conducted in specialized units in Florida and North Carolina. 

"One of the major problems facing people with Alzheimer's disease is that they do not eat enough, often losing enough weight to threaten their health", according to Dr. Nancy Edwards. The objective of the study was to examine the influence of Animal Assisted Therapy on nutritional intake of the patients. The "therapy" animals were aquarium fish, because fish have been shown to have a sedating and calming effect on humans. 

Alzheimer's disease (AD) will reach epidemic proportions by the middle of this century, increasing by 350% by 2050 (Medscape 2000 website). "AD affects 1 in 10 people at age 65 and nearly half of all people at age 85 and over (Hingley & Ruggeri, 1998). While we wait for effective treatments, animal assisted therapy seemed to provide some comfort and stability for the seventy patients participating in this study. Aquariums were introduced, and the patient's daily nutritional intake and weight gain was measured. At the same time, the staff working in Alzheimer's units were evaluating episodes of disruptive behavior in patients, and reported their own job satisfaction and personal morale. AD patients are often frustrated, angry and express disruptive behavior. As a result, the nursing staff and aids are under constant stress, resulting in low morale and frequent employment turnover. Could aquarium fish help the lives of patients and staff? 

In brief, by comparing with baseline data collected prior to introducing the aquariums, the presence of an aquarium in the dining area significantly increases nutritional intake in individuals with Alzheimer's disease. Edwards and Beck note that a 33.8% increase was noted in food intake, thus dietary intake increased without invasive or chemical means. Good nutrition for individuals with dementia delays muscle wasting, promotes functional independence, decreases the number of falls and helps prevent deep ulcers (bed sores). When comparing body weight before the fish arrived, there was an average gain of 3.36 pounds. Over the same period, there was a significant decrease in physical aggression and disruptive personal behaviors. Using a non-chemical means to decrease disruptive behaviors is now considered to be the hallmark of this study. Avoiding restraint or chemicals to calm the environment contributes to the quality of life for the individual expressing negative behavior, as well as all residents of the facility. Overall, the aquariums improved the quality of life for individual's nutritional health and decreased physical aggression. Fish in aquariums may be the best "medicine". 

What about the caretakers? Even with the increased workload of weighing food before and after each meal, the staff did not find this a burden or decrease in job satisfaction. This study, using aquarium fish in the lives of persons with dementia, adds to the ever-growing body of evidence that supports the importance of animals in human health at all stages of life. Drs. Edwards and Beck noted that: "It is especially important that the influence of animals is apparent even in the presence of dementia, thereby implying that the influence of animals transcends cognitive thought and is part of the human spirit." 

The Pet Care Trust has funded several Animal Assisted Therapy programs to provide documentation that helps convince the medical community and society that companion animals benefit human lives in many significant ways. The Trust has funded a canine study helping autistic children function and learn and clinical animal therapy strategies for mentally ill or abused children. The Trust funded Animal Welfare Guidelines in Eden Alternative nursing homes, published in 2003. Pet Care Trust workshops help teachers keep animals in classrooms, provide seminars for veterinary technicians to support classroom animals and dog bite prevention. These pet industry funded efforts are all part of supporting healthy humans, healthy communities and companion animals. 

Pets ownership has played a positive role in recovery following a heart attack (Freidmann, 1982), and it has been shown that "pet owners had lower risks of cardiovascular disease than non-owners" (Anderson & Reid, 1992). Aquariums are used in medical and dental offices because they can reduce blood pressure and calm anxiety. Aquariums are used in cardiac intensive care units at UCLA Medical School where the Pet Care Trust funded a study to track the benefits of pre-surgical dog visitations in cardiac patients. Millions of dollars are spent each year on disease and drug studies, while only a few thousand dollars is spent annually to help quantify the benefits of pet ownership on the physical and mental health of humans. The U.S. Pet Industry's Foundation is proud to support these animal assisted therapy programs to help document health benefits associated with pet ownership, therapy and the human-animal bond. 

Do not be put off by the documentation appearing in this article. The medical community needs documentation to embrace animal assisted therapy and learn more. Documentation and education also corrects misinformation presented by some who demean companion animal ownership and the value and joy of the human-animal bond. 

John L. Pitts, DVM, Program Coordinator, Pet Care Trust, the US Pet Industry's companion animal welfare and education Foundation. October 2, 2003. 
              Your Education Foundation Needs Your Help 
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Volume I :     Fish Basics 

Click here to view a clip from the video
This is the introductory tape which goes through the major physiological factors which make fish unique and how they play an important role in maintaining health.

Resource: http://www.petsforum.com/petcaretrust/PCTNR32.htm

 

Purdue News



August 1999 

Study: Aquariums may pacify Alzheimer's patients 

WEST LAFAYETTE, Ind. -- Casting about for ways to soothe Alzheimer's patients, Purdue University researchers have found that displaying tanks of brightly colored fish may curtail disruptive behaviors and improve eating habits of people with the disease. 

 

 

Nursing Professor Nancy Edwards tracked 60 individuals who resided in specialized Alzheimer's units in three Indiana nursing homes. She found that patients who were exposed to the fish tanks appeared to be more relaxed and alert, and they ate up to 21 percent more food than they had before the introduction of the fish tanks. The average increase in food consumption was 17.2 percent. 

The study also showed a decrease in the number of instances and the duration of behaviors such as wandering, pacing, yelling and physical aggression. 

One of Edwards' co-researchers will present preliminary findings from the study June 29 in a poster session at the International Conference on Nursing in London. 

Edwards says the initial findings suggest that placing fish tanks in nursing homes may help cut health-care costs by reducing the need for nutritional supplements and for medications given to help calm disruptive patients. 

"Feeding is often a terrible problem, because the patients are either running up and down the hall, or they're so lethargic that they can't stay awake to eat," says Edwards, who specializes in treating patients with chronic illnesses. 

"We thought if we could calm these patients and keep their attention, we could perhaps increase their nutritional intake and decrease the amount of supplements they required. This not only would help reduce the cost of patients' care, but it's also healthier for the patients to get their nutrition from food rather than supplements." 

For four weeks before placing the fish tanks in the nursing homes, Edwards collected baseline information on each patient's eating and behavioral patterns. The researchers weighed each patient's food before and after each meal, and patients were evaluated on 29 different types of social interactions and behaviors. Use of chemical and physical restraints also was recorded. 

Patients in the first two studies were then introduced to the fish tanks and followed daily for four weeks to collect comparable information. After the four-week assessments, data were collected weekly for six more weeks to determine if the effect, if any, remained or diminished over time. The patients in the third study received the same treatment but were exposed to a picture of a seascape for four weeks before the aquariums were introduced. 

"We wanted to see if a simple change in the environment could account for these changes in eating and behavior," Edwards says. "Though we're still sorting through the data, our preliminary findings indicate that introduction of a seascape photo had no statistical effect on patients' behavior. For the most part, members of the control group either ignored the picture or gave it only passing attention." 

The tanks of colorful, gliding fish, however, often held patients' attention for up to 30 minutes -- a relatively long time for many Alzheimer's patients, Edwards says. 

"I think the combination of movement, color and sound provides a stimulating experience for the patients," she says. "Often long-term care environments do not offer a lot of stimulation, but fish move around in various patterns, so there's enough variability to keep patients' interest." 

Edwards says that in addition to increasing attentiveness and alertness in Alzheimer's patients, she found anecdotal evidence that the aquariums also may, in some instances, stimulate short-term memory. She recalls how one woman, who never spoke to staff members or other patients, became fascinated by the fish tank, spending long periods watching the fish. 

One day, the woman approached Edwards and asked "Hey, fish lady, how many fish are in this tank, six or eight?" 

Edwards, surprised by the question, told her there were six fish in the tank. "Well one time I counted six and one time I counted eight," the woman replied. 

"We were absolutely amazed, because we had no idea that this woman could talk, much less count," Edwards says. "We also had a male patient who used to run a bait shop, and he would sit and talk to us about the different kinds of fish and what kinds of bait we should use to catch them. Apparently, the fish tanks stimulated some cognitive things with these people." 

Previous studies have shown that pets and animals can stimulate patients and help alleviate some medical problems in the elderly, but applying those findings to Alzheimer's patients presents special problems. 

"These patients have to be monitored, because they might step on the cat's tail or pull the dog's hair," Edwards says. "The nice thing about the fish tanks we used is that they are basically indestructible." 

The specially designed tanks used in the study were built by Jeff Boschert and marketed through his California company, Some Thing's Fishy. Designed specifically for nursing homes, the tip-proof tanks feature locked tops and unbreakable glass, and a specially designed background that allows the fish to be easily seen by residents who may have cataracts or other vision impairments. The units also can be moved easily from room to room. 

Edwards got the idea of using the aquariums with Alzheimer's patients after Boschert contacted Alan Beck, the Dorothy McAllister professor of animal ecology and director of Purdue's Center for the Human-Animal Bond. Boschert offered to donate the tanks for research after reading a book written by Beck about animals and human health. Beck put him in contact with Edwards. 

She now is designing a second set of studies to replicate her findings and to further identify the factors -- such as color, motion and sound -- that stimulate patients. She also is working with a researcher at the University of North Korea to replicate the study and obtain cross-cultural information. 

The study was supported by Indiana State Department of Family and Social Services Administration, Division of Disability, Aging and Rehabilitation Services. Start-up funds were provided by Sigma Theta Tau, a nursing honorary. 

Sources: Nancy Edwards, (765) 494-4015; nedwards@nursing.purdue.edu 

Jeff Boschert, (800) 791-3321, fishdoc@earthlink.net 

Writer: Susan Gaidos, (765) 494-2081; susan_gaidos@uns.purdue.edu 

Purdue News Service: (765) 494-2096; purduenews@uns.purdue.edu 

PHOTO CAPTION: 

Purdue researcher Nancy Edwards is studying how fish may be used to help ease disruptive behaviors by Alzheimer's patients that can interfere with eating and sleeping. (Purdue News Service Photo by David Umberger)
Color photo, electronic transmission, and Web and ftp download available. Photo ID: Edwards.fish.

 

Therapeutic Health Benefits of Aquariums

From Stan & Debbie Hauter,
When it comes to having a pet, they not only provide us with companionship by making us feel secure, accepted and happy, 

they act as an anchor or stable force that helps one cope with the stresses of everyday life. Their unconditional love gives our mental 

and physical health a boost, and for this reason there is much to be said about the responses humans have had to pet therapy as an alternative

 or supplementary treatment to help reduce stress, as well as treat a whole range of medical and emotional ailments. 

Dogs, cats, dolphins, and many other types of social animals have been used for years for this type of therapy, with encouraging, positive results. 

But what about using a fish aquarium in this way? Does aquarium pet therapy have any beneficial health merits? 

People visit public places every day, and it seems more and more often that aquarium display tanks are being seen. 

We are hypnotized by their peaceful and serene nature, creating a calming effect for a few moments in our hectic lives. 

For example, have you ever been sitting impatiently and anxiously in a doctors' overcrowded office or a hospital emergency room

 waiting area that has had an aquarium in it? You stared into this wonderful miniature water world before your eyes and seemed less 

agitated and anxious. You may have felt more willing to temporarily accept that things are just the way they are, 

rather than get more upset or worried. From your own experiences, no matter where the location of an aquarium you may have been

 seen was, did you feel this same type of stress reducing response? It's no wonder. Researchers are finding that fish aquariums, 

whether salt or freshwater, do have therapeutic health benefits. 

There is much being done around the world to research the therapeutic benefits of aquariums, as the following reports reflect. 

 

    At Purdue University, researchers have found that displaying tanks of brightly colored fish may curtail disruptive behaviors 

and improve eating habits of people with Alzheimer's disease. A Purdue News August 1999 Report states that, "Nursing Professor Nancy Edwards" 

tracked 60 individuals who resided in specialized units in three Indiana nursing homes. She found that patients who were exposed to the fish tanks

 appeared to be more relaxed and alert, and they ate up to 21 percent more food than they had before the introduction of the fish tanks. 

The average increase in food consumption was 17.2 percent." 

    In the August 1997 issue (no longer archived online) of the Monitor on Psychology, a publication of the American Psychological Association, 

Rebecca A. Clay wrote about how "Psychologists Find Animals To Be A Helpful Adjunct To Therapy". Rebecca discussed Dr. Aubrey 

Fine's pet therapy approach. In Fine's practice a golden retriever named Puppy typically greets patients, while several fish tanks help soothe 

agitated feelings. Rebecca stated that, "Fine also uses the animals metaphorically. The birds, for example, can prompt discussions of flight,

 freedom or clipped wings. Often the animals become symbols of the children themselves, especially when the patients have attention 

deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). A particularly playful cockatoo, for example, gives Fine an opportunity to point out ADHD-like behaviors

 such as impulsiveness and an inability to sustain attention in a non threatening way. And a particularly active inhabitant of one of Fine's three

 fish tanks caused one patient to blurt out, "That fish reminds me of me!" 

                                 From Holistic-Online.com, their Pet Therapy page outlines the benefits research have found in relation to pet ownership.

 They say that, "Research has shown that heart attack victims who have pets live longer.

 Even watching a tank full of tropical fish may lower blood pressure, at least temporarily." 

From a personal view, we saw the benefical health effects of a fish aquarium while a loved one was confined to a hospital for two years as a stroke patient. 

On the list of things to do each day, my mom Betty would excitedly ride in her motorzied wheelchair to visit her fishy friends in a freshwater aquarium 

at the end of the hall. She looked forward to this trip every day, and just talking about the fish made her smile and laugh as she told Stan and I all 

about each of them. We could plainly see that the bond she had with the fish gave her great joy, a fun adventure to look forward to each day, 

and contributed to the overall positive attitude she had. You can draw your own conclusions as to the health benefits 

of using fish aquariums for therapy as we have, but here are some other resources that further 

confirm that many researchers are finding that there IS something to it! 

 

Now, another question we have to ask is, can an aquarium actually be stress "inducing"?

 The answer is YES!! It's easy to reap the stress reducing benefits of an aquarium when someone else is taking care of it and all you have to do is enjoy it. 

 

Health Benefits of Aquarium Fish 

From Shirlie Sharpe,
Health Benefits of Aquarium Fish 
Do you have a stressful life, high blood pressure, insomnia? Keeping an aquarium may be good therapy for you. 

Studies going back as far as the late 80’s have shown that gazing at aquarium fish reduces stress and subsequently lowers blood pressure. 

Fish Make a Difference
Researchers have compared the effects of hypnosis vs. an aquarium, fishless vs. fish filled aquariums, and no aquarium vs. having an aquarium. 

In all cases, having some sort of aquarium reduced blood pressure. Interestingly enough, greater reduction in blood pressure occurred when there

 were fish in the tank, vs pleasingly decorated, but fishless, tanks. Even watching a video tape of fish has been proven to have therapeutic effects. 

Multitude of Benefits
Seniors who were provided with an aquarium filled with fish had significant blood pressure reduction.

 Watching fish has been shown to calm children who suffer from hyperactivity disorder. Dental patients who were subjected

 to hypnosis vs. an aquarium experienced the same or greater benefit from the aquarium. Other studies have shown that 

dental patients required less pain medication after having watched fish in the office. It's little wonder that physician offices,

 dental clinics, and even waiting rooms for counselors have traditionally kept an aquarium in the waiting room. 

Aquarium Effect on Alzheimer’s
Studies have shown that seniors who have Alzheimer’s experience a variety of health benefits from watching an aquarium.

 Alzheimer patients ate more, and required fewer supplements after an aquarium was placed in the dining room. 

They also exhibited less physically aggressive behaviors. 

 

RESOURSE:

http://freshaquarium.about.com/od/termsandtables/a/aquariumhealth.htm

 

Pet Therapy

by Deanne Stein
Tuesday, May 8, 2007 

 

        I have a husband, 13-year-old son and a baby on the way to boot.  Just when I thought my life couldn’t get any fuller, 

my son brings home two goldfish in bags that he won at the school carnival.  I immediately told him “NO,” 

and that we would take them to a friend’s pond.  But both my son and husband have too soft of hearts for that to happen. 

 So, we went to the store and bought an aquarium. I had one condition, not to put it in my kitchen.  So, 

we stuck it in the dining room and it actually looks nice.  Sitting and watching the fish in the tank made me realize how 

therapeutic a fish tank can be.  In fact, I read where watching a fish tank filled with fish will at least temporarily lower

 the heart rate and blood pressure. Recent research has shown people who have suffered from heart attacks live longer

 when they have pets.  Pets are also used in therapy to help stroke victims or other disabled people.  This type of therapy 

can also lower blood pressure and make a patient feel better and more at ease again.  Pets also give you emotional support.   

 

 

Fish may be beneficial to your health. Not just eating them, but watching them.

Three University of Pennsylvania researchers report that quietly watching fish swimming in a home aquarium 

eases stress, and may offer a means of treating high blood pressure. The fish are the key, the researchers say.

 People who watch fish tanks with bubbles, pebbles and plants - but no fish - don't benefit nearly as much. 

"There is a sharp difference," says ecologist Alan Beck, director of the university's Center for the Interaction 

of Animals and Society. "Blood pressure drops with fishless fish tanks, but it doesn't drop as much and it creeps

 back up faster. With fish in the tanks, you truly get relaxation." Lowered blood pressure is one way to measure 

reduced stress. A number of ailments have been associated with high stress in daily life, including heart attacks, 

sleep disorders and some ulcers. Petting a dog or cat is a known stress-reducer. One study showed that survivors

 of heart attacks tended to live longer if they owned a dog.

Beck, psychiatrist Aaron H. Katcher and biologist Erika Friedmann decided to see if interaction with other animals

 produced similar results. They selected fish because they are such common pets. The Pet Information Bureau, 

sponsored by pet products companies, estimates that more than 10 million American homes have aquariums.

The researchers divided 100 paid volunteers into two groups. One at a time, they were put in a room and 

asked to read aloud - a proven way to induce stress - for one minute. Then they were left alone with a fish tank

 for 20 minutes. Half the time there were fish in the aquarium; half the time there were none. 

A device automatically recorded the volunteers' blood pressure. Those who had fish to watch fared far better. 

The random selection of volunteers resulted in the participation of some who suffered from high blood pressure.

 "For them, the fish were much better than for a normal person, " Beck says.

The Pennsylvania findings are part of a $12,000 project privately funded by the pet products industry. 

WAITING ROOM FROM HELL

Do you sit on a cheap orange vinyl couch in your doctor's waiting room thumbing morosely through a two-year-old

 travel and leisure magazine? Is the philodendron dying? If so, you probably won't follow your doctor's advice, 

says Dr. Marvin Stone, a psychiatrist at the University of Texas Health Science Center in Houston.

 "If people have a negative vibration toward someone who's giving them advice, "he says, "they won't accept the advice."
Stone has been cataloging common decoration faux pas among physicians: tattered, out of date periodicals; dying plants;

 and ambience suggestive of a Greyhound bus terminal. "Mismatched furniture," he observes, 

"is almost universal and that furniture is as critical as what the doctor says." Stone suggests enhancing 

waiting rooms with plants, fish tanks and art. --G. Bear, Omni Magazine

WATCHING FISH CALMS PATIENTS

When I used to take my seven children to the pediatrician on Long Island, I didn't realize that his huge fish tanks,

 which kept them fascinated during the wait for his attention, were and early example of what now carries 

the imposing name of "pet-facilitated therapy" (PFT). I later had occasion to visit a psychiatrist

 (perhaps it was the seven kids who sent me there) and discovered that he, too, 

had a huge fish tank in his waiting room. At 75 bucks a shot, I suppose patients deserved a few amenities.

Now, New York's Animal Medical Center has added a new facet to its PFT program. The New York Aquarium 

has donated a big fish tank to the Florence Nightingale Nursing Home, where 500 residents are said to find them absorbing.

 According to Animal Medical Center scientists, recent studies have determined that watching fish calms people.

 Researcher Edith McBean will evaluate the effect of the fish on the older people during weekly visits to the home.

 McBean cites a University of Pennsylvania study of 100 volunteers who were divided into two sections.

 Each group of 50 was put into a separate room, and then each person was asked to read aloud for one minute

 to produce stress. Each group was then left alone with a fish tank for 20 minutes - one with an empty tank, 

the other with a full tank. The blood pressure of the volunteers watching fish dropped more than that of those who watched the empty tank

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 

Studies have shown that people who own a tropical fish tank are calmer and 
suffer from less ill health than those who don't. Dogs and cats are also 
known to have therapeutic benefits. Stroking a dog or cat has been proven to 
provide a calming effect on the brain. But the simple observation that 
watching fish makes people calmer and healthier is also backed up by 
studies. A freshwater or a tropical fish tank brings an increase in health 
and wellness and gazing at these kinds of aquariums is peaceful and 
relaxing.

Therapy For Your Kids

If you have children, you will know how much of a handful they can be but 
have you noticed the difference in how they behave when you take them to an 
aquarium center? Or even to a house or office where there is a tropical fish 
tank? They become transfixed upon the fish. It's like a magnet pulls them 
in. I remember being a child and watching some pink coral in a tropical fish 
tank at a store, just hypnotized by its motion.

Watching A tropical fish tank is so calming studies have shown that children 
with adhd show a marked improvement almost immediately. Aquariums in the 
classroom are known not only to reduce anxiety levels in students but also 
to be a good tool to teach the kids the responsibilities of caring for a pet 
and some chemistry basics. Tropical fish tanks are also seen in hospital 
waiting rooms and especially in the child's hospital wards to help aid their 
recovery.

And For Adults Too!

While adults may control themselves near a fish store more than a kid would, 
at the city aquarium or zoo, they are just as entranced as the children. 
Everyone feels wonder watching the biggest shark or the humblest goldfish 
paddling through a tropical fish tank.

They are known to reduce blood pressure and help people who are going 
through stressful situations. It is the fish that are the relaxing part. 
Tests have been carried out on subjects who just watch a colorful bubbling 
tank but without any fish and they did not have as promising results as 
those who watched a tropical fish tank which actually contained fish. 
Scientists in Japan are studying the possibility that watching delicate 
jellyfish in a tropical fish tank may be even more therapeutic.

Some people have told how gazing at a tropical fish tank helped a loved one 
deal with disease. Another great place to have a tropical fish tank is in 
the dining room, as studies show you are more able to relax and focus on 
completing a whole meal in the presence of an aquarium. This may be why 
several top restaurants have had large tropical fish tanks installed.

