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	Summary 
Pets are important members of families. Considering pets in the Family Life Cycle provides a framework for veterinarians to understand their diverse roles in the family as it moves through developmental stages over time. These stages include the Independent Adult, the Marital Dyad, the Infant/Toddler Family, the School Age Family, the Adolescent/Launching Family, the Empty Nest/Retired Family, and the Elderly Family. Pets can complement or interfere with the family dynamics in each stage. Understanding and predicting pets’ roles throughout the family life cycle enables better support of clients and better care of their animal companions.



Pets are important members of many families(1), regardless of ethnicity or culture.(2) When veterinarians apply their own experience and insight, the Family Life Cycle(3) provides a framework to understand pets’ roles in the family. The family life cycle can incorporate pets.(4) Pets move through the cycle with their families and can complement the family structure. Alternatively, pets can replace human family members, either augmenting or interfering with the human dynamics. 

The Independent Adult
The Independent Adult is negotiating adult relationships with parents, and is developing an independent social network. Independent adults often acquire their first pet, with which they bond quite closely. The pet’s species can indicate its role for the Independent Adult: dogs tend to act as buddies or younger siblings, cats as children, and horses and parrots as partners.(4) Pets can act as a social lubricant, catalyzing the formation of new relationships. Conversely, involvement with the pet can be so intense as to exclude other social activities. 

The Marital Dyad
Some Independent Adults settle into stable partnerships. Negotiating care for the pet may be a predictor of how responsibilities for any future children will be shared.(5) Pets can be a source of conflict within the Dyad. When people with pets form a partnership, difficulties can arise from keeping the animals in one home.(6) A companion animal may replace a human in the dyad, creating a person-pet partnership. This can be a healthy development, with the person continuing to cultivate a social network and fully participating in the world outside the home. Less often, the relationship with the pet can limit that person’s social life and personal development. 

The Infant/Toddler Family
If a Marital Dyad acquires a pet as a couple, it moves them into the next stage of the family life cycle. With the arrival of a new baby, parents learn to nurture, manage increased financial demands, share household responsibilities, and develop mature relationships with grandparents. Pets in a growing family can augment the human dynamics, but they are also a risk that requires appropriate management. 

The School Age Family
Families balance work responsibilities, developmental and emotional needs of children, and expanding social networks and resources. Sometimes, pets take on the role of a child, particularly in families without children. Here, this stage is protracted, since owners have responsibility for all the animal’s needs throughout its life. Pets fulfill a need to nurture, but bring their own complications: the “baby” will develop geriatric illnesses and the family must deal with the grief of pet loss. 

The Adolescent/Launching Family
Parents negotiate greater freedoms and responsibilities for teenagers, and maintain couple time while being available when needed. The family provides the emotional and financial resources to launch young adults into college, a job or marriage. Pets can be emotionally significant companions and social lubricants for teenagers. They can also be a flashpoint for family arguments, particularly as their care needs increase with age. Pets obtained when the children were young are now elderly and frequently ailing. Adolescents may be strongly affected by the death of a pet, which may trigger serious depression.

The Empty Nest /Retired Family
The couple is advancing at work, and then transitioning into retirement. Pets are often acquired in an effort to manage empty nest syndrome.(3) The couple may cultivate new hobbies or travel. Pets, unsocialized to children, are often sent to the adult children for care during extended travel vacations, posing a potential risk to any grandchildren. 

The Elderly Family
Health problems, medical costs, the death of friends or a spouse, and challenges to an independent life are all important. Pets age at the same time as their owners’ health concerns increase. However, pets are often an important source of support to the elderly, particularly as a social lubricant. For those who are less able to socialize in the community, pets can assume the role of partner. They alleviate loneliness.(7) The death of a pet can be devastating. The owners’ grief can disrupt their activities of daily living, and further distance them from their social support system.(8) 

Family Life Cycle is a theoretical framework, not intended to realistically describe the life of all families. Yet its stages and transitions are readily recognizable and adaptable to the wide variety of family structures which include pets. In veterinary practice, understanding the family life cycle can focus care and better address the needs of clients and their pets. 
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