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1. Purpose

• To deepen an emerging dialogue between 
social researchers and the veterinary 
community

• To refine the analysis by learning from you

2. Background

Program of Research:
Health promotion at the 

animal-human interface

Example:
Diabetic pet care as a 

window into human 
health

http://www.flickr.com/photos/qualm/356126823/

2. Background

Health Promotion =
“process of enabling people to increase control 

over, and to improve, their health”

To improve the health of (human) populations, people need:
• peace, 
• shelter, 
• education, 
• food, 
• income, 
• a stable eco-system, 
• sustainable resources, 
• social justice and equity.

World Health Organization. 2008. Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion 1986 [cited 4 November 2008]. 
Available from http://www.who.int/healthpromotion/conferences/previous/ottawa/en/index.html.

2. Background

‘One Health’ and Companion Animals: 

Shared Environments, 
Shared Health Concerns, 
Shared Health Resources

� Social determinants of health in human 
populations extend to companion animals

Buntain, Bonnie, and Melanie Rock. 2008. One Health and companion animal veterinarians 
[based on the keynote speech presented at the 2008 World Veterinary Congress]. 
Canadian Vet: A Newsmagazine for Veterinarians and their Colleagues 3 
(6):http://www.k2publishing.ca/.
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3. Research Questions

• How does the treatment of diabetes 
mellitus compare in people, cats and 
dogs?

• What do these differences and 
similarities imply for communication in 
health care (veterinary + human) ?

4. Methods

Ethnographic Approach
• Rely, explicitly, on researcher subjectivity to 

interpret what people do and say into a context
• Explore new topics in relation to social and 

sociocultural theories (vs. hypotheses)
• Search for patterns
• Spend a considerable amount of time in field
• Participate + Observe

4. Methods

Sources of information
� Interviews 

• 16 owners, 9 interviewed 2x or more
• 7 health care professionals (5 veterinarians)
• Chain-referral “snowball” sampling 

– Small yet diverse group
– Depth privileged over breadth

� Technical documents
• Human health care
• Veterinary medicine
� Situate interview data in a broader frame of reference

4. Methods
Opening ‘Grand Tour’ Questions for Pet Owners
• First off, how did Rover come to live with you?
• How did Rover end up being diagnosed as diabetic?

Explanatory Model Prompts
• I gather that your veterinarian told you that Rover has diabetes. But 

is that what you call Rover’s problem?
• What do you think caused the problem?
• Why do you think it started when it did?
• What do you think the sickness does? How does it work?
• How severe is the sickness? Will it have a short or long course?
• What kind of treatment do you think Rover should receive? What are 

the most important results that you expect from this treatment?
• What are the chief problems that this sickness has caused?
• What do you fear most about this sickness?

Spradley, James. 1979. The Ethnographic Interview. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.
Kleinman, Arthur, Leon Eisenberg, and Byron Good. 1978. Culture, illness, and care: 
Clinical lessons from anthropologic and cross-cultural research. Annals of Internal Medicine 88 (2):251-258.

4. Methods

Qualitative Content / Thematic Analysis
� Composing descriptive fieldnotes based on arranging 

and conducting interviews
� Reviewing interview recordings, transcripts, 

fieldnotes, and related documentation
� Composing analytic memos based on interviews, 

documentation, vis-à-vis sociocultural theories
� Creating ‘mind-map’ diagrams
� Continual comparison � similarities & differences �

key themes

5. Results

Owners respond to and resonate with the 
inner life of their pets.

� dogs or cats seen as personalities or selves

� capable of communication

� health and disease in a pet carry meaning

Rock, Melanie, and Patricia Babinec. 2008. Diabetes in people, cats and dogs: Biomedicine and manifold ontologies. Medical Anthropology 27 (4):324-252.
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5. Results

1. Recognizing Selves, Detecting 
Sickness & Diagnosing Diabetes

2. Recognizing Selves and Deciding to 
Treat (or Not)

3. Recognizing Selves and Routinizing
Treatment

Rock, Melanie, and Patricia Babinec. 2008. Diabetes in people, cats and dogs: Biomedicine and manifold ontologies. Medical Anthropology 27 (4):324-252.

5. Results

• Recognizing Selves, Detecting Sickness & 
Diagnosing Diabetes

“He was constantly ravenous; he started counter-
surfing, stealing food off the counter, which he'd 
never done before. Eating everything that he 
possibly could get his hands on. And he was still 
losing weight, so did the tests.”

(dog owner; Interview code PR_010806)

Rock, Melanie, and Patricia Babinec. 2008. Diabetes in people, cats and dogs: Biomedicine and manifold ontologies. Medical Anthropology 27 (4):324-252.

5. Results

• Recognizing Selves, Detecting Sickness & 
Diagnosing Diabetes

“And I was sitting home when I got home after the 
funeral, and I was a wreck because of 
everything that was going on  – I was an 
emotional basket-case. And I'm looking at Victor, 
and I could just tell: something was off.”

(cat owner; Interview code CP_230306)

Rock, Melanie, and Patricia Babinec. 2008. Diabetes in people, cats and dogs: Biomedicine and manifold ontologies. Medical Anthropology 27 (4):324-252.

5. Results

• Recognizing Selves and Deciding to Treat (or 
Not)

• Catherine: If it was our other cat, it would be a death 
sentence [euthanasia would be required]. I'll tell you that 
much right now, we know we couldn't do it. 

• M.R.: Just the different relationship?

• Catherine: Yeah, she's just - and a different personality. 
She's just a miserable cat, at the best of times.

• (cat owner; Interview code CP_230306)

Rock, Melanie, and Patricia Babinec. 2008. Diabetes in people, cats and dogs: Biomedicine and manifold ontologies. Medical Anthropology 27 (4):324-252.

5. Results

• Recognizing Selves and Routinizing Treatment

Reginald: Like giving him the insulin isn't a problem. Like 
he knows, he's conditioned now.

P.B.: Tell me about that. 

Reginald: We come down in the morning, he always wants 
to eat. I pull the insulin out of the fridge, I get the needle, 
and he sits down and he turns his back to me. He 
knows, he doesn't run away.

(cat owner; Interview code RB_26072006)

Rock, Melanie, and Patricia Babinec. 2008. Diabetes in people, cats and dogs: Biomedicine and manifold ontologies. Medical Anthropology 27 (4):324-252.

7. Discussion

Attribution of 
selfhood to pets 
departs from a 
foundation of 
Western science…

Yet Western science 
and technology 
have become part 
of attributing 
selfhood to pets

http://www.flickr.com/photos/russellbernice/481814677/sizes/o/

Rock, Melanie, and Patricia Babinec. 2008. Diabetes in people, cats and dogs: Biomedicine and manifold ontologies. Medical Anthropology 27 (4):324-252.
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6. Discussion
Strengths & Limitations of the Study Design

Illustrate what feline and canine diabetes 
care can be like for pet owners, how they 
might think and act

Cannot be sure that pet owners ALWAYS 
think about and interact with their pets as 
selves

Rock, Melanie, and Patricia Babinec. 2008. Diabetes in people, cats and dogs: Biomedicine and manifold ontologies. Medical Anthropology 27 (4):324-252.

6. Discussion
Strengths & Limitations of the Study Design

Sample was demographically diverse albeit small

All volunteered for this study were experienced, 
committed pet owners (strength + limitation)

Sampling strategy reflects the salience of 
communication regarding pet health (exchange 
of information, social support, etc.) through 
social networks

Rock, Melanie, and Patricia Babinec. 2008. Diabetes in people, cats and dogs: Biomedicine and manifold ontologies. Medical Anthropology 27 (4):324-252.

7. Discussion

‘Explanatory model’
ethnographic 
interview approach 
useful in veterinary 
practice?

e.g., Why do you think 
[companion animal] 
developed this 
disease then?

http://www.flickr.com/photos/maurymccown/139680971/sizes/o/
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Pet Owner Sample Characteristics

1 dog1 face-to-face interviewNon-university credential$75-99KFemale36-50Darleen

1 cat1 clinic observation + 
informal interview,
5 telephone interviews,
1 face-to-face interview

Non-university credential$75-99KFemale51-65Maureen

1 cat1 clinic observation + 
informal interview

University$25-49KMale20-35Sean

1 cat1 telephone interview,
1 email update,
1 clinic observation + 
informal interview

University$25-49KFemale20-35Jill

1 dog1 face-to-face interviewGrades 9-12$25-49KFemaleover 65Wanda

1 cat1 telephone interviewNon-university credential$50-74KMale36-50Shane

1 cat1 face-to-face interviewUniversitymore than $100KMale51-65Reginald

1 dog2 face-to-face interviewsUniversity$25-49KMale36-50Peter

1 cat1 telephone interview, 
1 email update

University$25-49KFemale36-50Natasha

1 dog1 face-to-face interview,
1 telephone interview

Non-university credential$50-74KFemale51-65Lisa

1 dog1 telephone interview, 
1 face-to-face interview

Grades 9-12$25-49KMaleover 65Joe

1 cat1 telephone interviewGrades 9-12$75-99KFemale51-65Gloria

4 cats2 face-to-face interviewsUniversity$75-99KFemale51-65Francine

1 cat3 face-to-face interviews, 
1 telephone interview

Grades 9-12$50-74KFemale20-35Catherine

4 cats2 face-to-face interviewsUniversity$75-99KMale51-65Brice

1 dog2 telephone interviewsNon-university credential$50-74KFemaleover 65Brenda

Pets with 
diabetes

Type of ParticipationNeighbourhood Dominant 
Educational Attainment 

NeighbourhoodMedian 
Household Income 

GenderAge GroupPseudonym


