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Abstract 
 Th e purpose of this study is to extend and replicate previously published results from a random 
probability sample of university faculty. Th e sample assessed reasons given for companion- animal 
guardianship (owning pets) and for belief in the beneficial health effects of owning pets. In this 
replication and extension design, these two non-random samples responded to the same ques-
tionnaire items as those addressed to university faculty. Results indicated that avoidance of lone-
liness was the most frequent reason for owning pets among both students and middle-aged 
community members. Th is result is consistent with the view that animals provide social support 
and companionship to humans at various stages of the life cycle. Suggesting an emergent feature 
of the human-nonhuman animal bond, both groups selected, “the pet helps keep me active” as 
the second-most common reason. Older women reported a greater belief in the health-giving 
benefits of pet ownership than did younger persons or men. Th is belief may contribute to human 
benefits of pet ownership and requires further research. 
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  Introduction 

 Nonhuman animals, especially dogs and cats, have lived with humans for 
thousands of years. Although companion animal (pet) may be variously 
defined (Eddy, 2003), cats and dogs are prototypic exemplars of co-habitating 
animals. Early cave paintings and legends attest to the human-nonhuman ani-
mal bond; for example, the story of Ulysses’ faithful dog in which the dog 
waited long for his master’s return. Th e bones of animals and various represen-
tations of animals have been buried with humans in pre-historic graves, 
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 suggesting a human belief or wish for animal companionship even in death 
(Robinson, 1995: Serpell, 1996). 

 Th e early animal associates of humans no doubt filled a variety of needs, 
many of which such as hunting, guarding, and providing warmth and com-
panionship related closely to survival (Podberscek, Paul, & Serpell, 2000; 
Robinson, 1995). Th e human circumstance has changed greatly in the last 
5,000 years. With advancing technology and cultural change, most humans 
no longer rely on animals to help them find food or to provide them with 
physical warmth. However, animals are still in our abodes; a majority of 
human families both in the United States and in other countries keep a com-
panion animal (AVMA, 1997; Endenburg, Hart, & DeVries, 1990). Keeping 
a pet is a voluntary behavior, and the survival of this behavior suggests a strong 
human-animal bond across time, change, and cultures. Irvine (2004), how-
ever, offers a different view. 

 We suggest that keeping a pet1 is a form of behavior that can meet basic, 
unchanging human needs such as the need for companionship. We also sug-
gest that pet keeping meets new human needs that emerge in modern techno-
logical societies. Some have considered keeping a pet a moral dilemma (Irvine, 
2004); however, it is a choice of most humans at some time in their lives, a 
choice that has costs as well as benefits. Pets require an expenditure of resources. 
Based on a National Pet Owners Survey, persons in the United States will 
spend an estimated 40.8 billion on pet industry expenditures (APPMA, 2007). 
Today, we not only spend money for pet food, housing, and care but also 
spend a significant amount of our time with them (Staats & Horner, 1999). 
Pet ownership is associated with human demographics such as type of resi-
dence and place in the life cycle (Endenburg, Hart, & DeVries, 1990; Salman 
et al., 1998); however, many humans in a variety of circumstances, including 
urban apartments where pets are discouraged, do indeed keep pets and make 
important decisions based in part on their pets. 

 Th ere have been various theoretical explanations of pet ownership and what 
constitutes a pet (Archer, 1996; Hart, 2003; Serpell, 2003). A few studies have 
investigated both acquisition and relinquishment of pets (Miller, Staats, Partlo, 
& Rada, 1996; Salman, et al., 1998) but still relatively little empirical data 
exist concerning the reasons that people give for having pets. A recent study 
(Staats, Sears, & Pierfelice, 2006) approached this question empirically by 
asking a random sample of university faculty to indicate reasons for keeping 
pets. Th e multiple, alternative choices for the study were developed following 
a series of focus-group investigations by the senior author as well as a consid-
eration of the literature. Th e faculty members were residents of a metropolitan 
area, most were in good to excellent health, and most had above average sala-
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ries for the area. With an average age of 50 years, this group included twice as 
many men as women. Th eir most common reasons for keeping pets, in order 
of decreasing frequency, were (a) “My pet helps me keep active”; (b) “I would 
be lonely without my pet”; (c) “Pet serves a useful function”; (d) “I keep the 
pet for other people”; and (e) “My pet helps me get through hard times.” Th e 
present study sought to extend these results. 

 With two different participant groups, the study used convenience and 
snowball sampling and compared reasons that faculty gave for keeping pets. 
Th e first group consisted of younger college students and the second of middle-
aged community dwellers. We hypothesized that the same reasons would 
emerge in both groups, but in somewhat different order, and that reasons would 
differ between the student and the older group. Specifically, we expected that 
keeping pets to avoid loneliness would be a prominent response in all groups. 
We also expected that there might be variance in reasons for keeping pets by 
gender, age group, and type of pet. Emergent group differences in reasons 
for pet ownership may provide direction for future research on the human-
 nonhuman animal bond as well as providing empirical data from persons whose 
ages and circumstances are different from those of university faculty.  

  Methods 

  Participants 

 Th e participants in group one were 241 college students from a regional mid-
western commuter campus. Th e typical student resides with one or more 
 parent. Of the 234 in the sample who indicated their gender, 88 participants 
were men and 146 were women. Th e average age of the students was 20.12 years 
old (SD 4.32), and age did not differ significantly between genders. 

 Th e participants in group two were 102 community members over the age 
of 30 who resided in the same area as the student participants. Of the 100 par-
ticipants who indicated their gender, 40 were male and 60 were female. Th e 
average age of the community members was 48.86 years (SD 10.37). Analyses 
involving gender were limited to 100 community members and 234 college 
students.  

  Materials 

 Ten items used in this study, including reasons for keeping pets, were from 
the previous study (Staats, Sears, & Pierfelice, 2006). In addition to demographic 
information,  persons also indicated type of pet owned, health status, and 
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belief in the health-giving benefit of pets and reasons for keeping pets. Ques-
tions asked of persons included the following: Did they think that pets (a) 
contributed to their health in the past, (b) contributed to their health in the 
present, and (c) would contribute to their health in the future? Th ese items 
were in the form, “In the past, do you think that pets have had a good effect 
on your health?” Th e three belief items—one for past, one for present and one 
for future—had a response key ranging from 1 = no; 2 = maybe; 3 = somewhat; 
and 4 = definitely. In addition, each of the belief items provided an option: 
“Never around pets.” One person chose the option for past belief; one person 
chose it for present belief; and no one chose the option for future belief. Th is 
resulted in two missing data points for the sum of the three belief items. 

 Participants chose one alternative from seven multiple-choice alternatives as 
reasons for keeping pets. Th e study based these previously developed alternatives 
on open-ended questions and a focus-group pilot study (Staats et al., 2006). Th e 
survey packet included one open-ended measure with the following direction: 
“If you believe there are advantages to keeping a pet(s), please list them.” 

Procedure 

 In a laboratory study, group one, university students, divided into groups of 
eight or fewer and completed the anonymous questionnaire about reasons for 
pet ownership. Th is research was one of several choices for fulfilling research 
credits in their introductory Psychology classes. Student research assistants, 
who had completed an online ethics training program, conducted the labora-
tory study. Students in an upper-level research class, who had also completed 
the same ethics-training program, solicited participants for group two, older 
community-dwelling adults. Somewhat balancing the disadvantage of this 
snowball method of data collection is the advantage of similar socioeconomic 
and residential circumstances between the college-student and middle-aged 
community sample. Group Two participants had to be at least 30 years of age 
and could not be university students or faculty. Th e research students distrib-
uted the surveys and later returned them to the laboratory in sealed envelopes. 
All participants had access to the overall results and were thanked for their 
assistance. Th e university’s Institutional Review Board approved data collec-
tion procedures.   

  Results 

 Table 1 shows percentages of responses chosen. Because the most commonly 
owned pets were cats, dogs, or both cats and dogs, the data analyses involving 
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type of pet were based on the 237 persons comprising these three groups of 
animal owners (Table 2).2 Seventy-four participants reported pets other than 
cats and dogs. In addition, 20 participants reported owning a pet in the past, 
and 7 participants indicated they had never owned a pet. Analyses performed 
used the Statistical Package for the Social  Sciences. More participants owned 
dogs (98) than cats (42), and 97 persons owned a combination of at least one 
cat and one dog (Table 22). Persons who owned pets other than cats and dogs 
and non-pet owners were excluded from analyses involving type of pet. 

 Table 1. Reasons for Pet Ownership Response Percentages 

 Most analyses were performed on the five most common reasons. 

      Community  Students   

   Valuable piece of property  1.2  7.3  
  Serves a useful function  14.6  6.4  
  I would be lonely w/o my pet  37.8  37.2  
  Helps me get through hard times  13.4  18.8  
  Helps me meet other people  1.2  .9  
  Helps keep me active  20.7  24.3  
  I keep the pet for other people  11.0  5.0       

 Table 2. Summaries Gender and Pet Ownership (for Most Commonly 
Owned Pets) for Student and Community Groups 

Group    Men  Women  Cats  Dogs  Cat & 
Dog   

     Students  88  146  28  73  65  
 Community  40  60  14  25  32  

  Totals    128  206  42  98  97      

 Very few persons in the student or community groups kept a pet of any type 
for either the reason of meeting other people or because the pet was a valuable 
piece of property (Table 1). Th e most common reasons given by both groups 
were, “I would be lonely without my pet,” “My pet helps me get through hard 
times,” “My pet helps keep me active,” “My pet serves a useful function,” and 
“I keep the pet for other people.” A comparison of these five reasons by the 
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two groups yielded a trend, χ2 (4, 280) = 8.66, p = .070 with larger percentages 
of community members than students keeping a pet for others or because the 
pet was useful. A larger percentage of students than community members 
reported keeping a pet to help them get through hard times. For both groups, 
keeping a pet to avoid loneliness was the most common reason 

 A similar analysis of reasons by gender was significant, χ2 (4, 273) = 11.48, 
p = .022 (Figure 1). Women appear more likely than do men to keep a pet to avoid 
loneliness and to help them get through hard times. However, men reported 
keeping a pet to avoid loneliness more than any other reason; men were more 
likely than were women to report keeping a pet to help them remain active. For 
combined genders, the most common reasons were (a) avoiding loneliness, 
(b) keeping active, and (c) helping one get through hard times (or “coping”). 

 A χ2 (280) based on married, single, and all others (divorced, separated, 
widowed) by the five most common reasons for keeping pets was not 
significant. Inspection of the cells indicated differences for the social support 
functions, with fewer married persons keeping pets either to prevent loneli-
ness or because the pet helped them cope with hard times. For example, “my 
pet helps me get through hard times” was reported by 11.5% married, 69.2% 
single, and 19.2% others within this reason for keeping a pet. Th e reason, “I 
would be lonely without my pet” was reported by 25% married, 63.4% single, 
and 11.6% within reason for keeping a pet. Persons in the single category 
primarily were students under the age of 20 years. 
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 Figure 1. Reasons for ownership within gender. 
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 Analysis of type of pet (cat, dog, or both) by the five most-common reasons 
for pet ownership was significant χ2(8, 200) = 18.84, p = .016. Within type of 
pet owned, avoidance of loneliness was the most-reported reason, especially 
for cats. Keeping active was the second-most common reason for pet owner-
ship, with the highest frequency given by dog owners. Cats, dogs, and espe-
cially their combined ownership were associated with helping a person get 
through hard times (Figure 2). 

 We then examined age differences in reasons for pet ownership by con-
structing three age groups (25 years and younger, 26 to 50 years, and over 
50 years of age). Students comprised the first age group; community members 
comprised almost all the second age group and the entire third age group. 
Th ese age groups did not differ significantly in reasons given for pet ownership 
or in type of pet owned.

Using only the first response of each participant, the study coded and scored 
the responses to the final, open-ended query. Two raters independently scored 
the first 60 with an agreement of r = .89. Th e 8 listed advantages of pets in 
order of decreasing frequencies are as follows: 

1.  companionship (avoiding loneliness, friendship) = 134 (39.9%); 
 2.  emotional attachment/support, mental health = 56 (16.3%); 
 3.  no response = 53 (15.5%); 
 4.  happiness, humor, entertainment = 34 (9.9%) 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Useful Lonely Cope Active Others

P
er

ce
nt

s w
it

hi
n 

G
ro

up
s

Cat Owners
Dog Owners
Cat and Dog
Owners

 Figure 2. Reasons for ownership within pet type. 
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 5.  physical health (exercise, etc.) = 24 (7%); 
 6.  providing sense of responsibility or purpose = 16 (4.7%); 
 7.  specific function (hunting, protection, handicap) = 15 (4.4%); and 
 8.  misc. = 11 (3.2%).  

 Free responses to the perceived advantages of pets are similar to the multiple 
response choices with the exception of a pet’s providing happiness; humor; or 
entertainment (9.9%), which did not have a parallel in the multiple-choice items. 

 Self-report of health (poor, fair, good, excellent) was not related to pet own-
ership or type of pet owned for this sample, almost all of whom reported being 
in good to excellent health. Most persons believe that pets contribute to health 
and will contribute to their future health (Staats et al., 2006). We had found 
that university faculty’s belief in the health-giving benefits of pets increased 
with age; therefore, we constructed 3 age groups from all participants (18-25 
years, 26-50 years, and 51-87 years). In the present study, a majority of all age 
groups believed that pets would have a good effect on their future health. In a 
clear replication of the Staats et al. study, the 3 age groups (54%, 63%, and 
73%, respectively). We next combined responses to the salutary belief of 
pet ownership (past, present, and future belief in pet contribution to human 
health) into a continuous variable and performed a gender-by-age group 
ANOVA to explore this health belief. Most notably, the overall model—driven 
by the between-subjects effect of age groups—was significant. In addition, a 
significant effect for belief in the salutary effect of pet ownership was obtained 
for age group, F (2, 186) = 9.26, p <.001, r 2 = .063. Post hoc Tukey HSD age 
group comparisons indicated that the older group was significantly different 
from the two younger groups (Figure 3). 

  Discussion 

 A consideration of the data reveals similarities between the students and com-
munity members of this sample and reasons given by university faculty (Staats 
et al., 2006) for keeping pets. Avoidance of loneliness is the most frequently 
given reason for keeping a pet, both in the multiple-choice format and in an 
open-ended item. Nearly identical percentages of married and not married 
persons gave this response, although the latter were more likely to indicate 
that a pet helped them through hard times. Th ese examples of perceived emo-
tional, social support are consistent with research indicating that pets some-
times are viewed as part of the family (Cohen, 2002) and so presumably can 
provide the types of social support normally associated with humans. Th is 
result is also consistent with numerous findings of animal-companion support 
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for institutionalized or geriatric patients (Corson & Corson, 1981; Dembicki 
& Anderson, 1996; Garrity et al., 1989; Staats, 2006). 

 However, our younger age group, primarily college freshmen, and the older 
community group most frequently chose “keeping a pet to avoid loneliness.” 
Because very few persons indicate that they keep pets in order to meet people, 
it seems unlikely that humans keep pets because pets—as suggested by Archer 
(1996)—evolved as parasites who manipulate humans to increase both 
human-human interactions and their own animal welfare. Further, keeping a 
pet because the pet was valuable property received very little support from the 
present sample, a result consistent with our faculty data (Staats et al., 2006). 

 Young and old, men and women frequently report that pets not only help 
one to cope with a hard time but also help to prevent loneliness. Such reports 
are consistent with different evolutionary views such as those of Serpell (2003), 
Serpell suggests that anthropomorphism—or attributing human characteris-
tics to nonhuman animals—benefits humans in general and may indeed have 
survival value allowing for its selection. In addition to anthropomorphizing 
companion animals, persons may also internalize aspects of the relationship 
with the animal functioning as mirrowing selfobjects-idealizable selfobjects or 
twinship-selfobjects.3 

 In addition to providing emotional and social support, pets may enhance 
and strengthen the self by internalization of positive psychological experiences 
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with animals. One may speculate that internalizing pets as selfobjects would 
occur more frequently as contact with pets increases. In many households, 
because women frequently are more closely involved in care of pets than are 
men, opportunities for internalizing aspects of the pets would be greater for 
women than for men. Th is argument would be consistent with the result that 
more women than men report that pets prevent them from being lonely and 
do help them get through hard times. 

 A considerable body of research has noted the importance of social support 
in health and survivability (Berkman & Syme, 1979; Corson & Corson, 1981; 
Craig, Lynch, & Quartner, 2000; Friedmann et al., 1980; Friedmann &  Th omas, 
1998; Freidmann, Th omas, & Eddy, 2000). Further, researchers have indicated 
mechanisms by which the salutary effect of animal companionship may operate 
via physiological mechanisms involving hormonal responses or autonomic regu-
lation (Uvnas-Moberg, 1998; Vrombrock & Grossberg, 1988). 

 Many individuals, both men and women, reported that their pets helped 
them get through hard times, but this was especially true for the student 
group. Th is result is consistent with those of Dwyer, Bennett, and Coleman 
(2006) who found that “My dog helps me get through tough times” (pp. 251, 
252). has the highest loading for women and one of the highest loadings for 
men in their Factor Analysis of the Monash Dog Owner Relationship Scale. 
Many students report that pets fulfill this significant, social-support system. 
One may speculate that university freshmen, being in a transition period 
where they are somewhat separated from family and high school friends, have 
acquired fewer coping resources than have adults—even though many of the 
students at this commuter campus live in the family home—and have not yet 
formed a social support network in their college lives. Th e present data are 
consistent with the notion that pets are an important source of social support 
to college-age students. Th is indicates that pets provide important benefits to 
young persons as well as the better- known benefits provided to the lonely, 
elderly, or ill (Ory & Goldberg, 1983; Robb & Stegman, 1983). 

 Keeping a pet to facilitate being active was the second most frequent 
response chosen by students and community members and was a frequent 
response chosen by about 25% of each of our 3 age groups. Th is reason was 
common among members in all sub-groups, excepting those members who 
only owned cats. Activity needs were probably minimal in our ancient, human 
ancestors; thus, we see this reason for pet ownership as an emergent function 
of pets in our modern, technological society in which many persons spend 
much of their waking lives in sedentary activities—desk jobs, commuting, and 
television viewing. Persons whose work and leisure have a large sedentary 
component would be assumed to have a larger-than-average need for activity. 
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Th us, pets not only may fulfill different needs and roles during the life cycle as 
Albert and Bulcroft (1988) have suggested, but also may fill different emer-
gent roles over great periods of historical and technological change in human 
circumstances. 

 A considerable literature (Barker et al., 2003; Budge et al., 1998) has docu-
mented the benefits of interacting with animals, but positive effects are often 
related to special populations such as patients or elderly persons. We found 
that pet ownership was not related to self-reported health in the present sam-
ple of community-dwelling students and middle-aged persons. However, the 
belief that pets contribute to one’s health was significantly greater in persons 
over 50 years of age than in younger groups and was greater in women than in 
men. Th is belief of the older-community sample is consistent with the results 
of a faculty sample of a similar age (Staats et al., 2006). Positive beliefs in 
 general and positive health beliefs concerning companion animals may be a 
latent benefit that is most important when a person becomes ill, aged, or iso-
lated from human contact. Because most of the persons in our samples report 
good or excellent health, we could not test the buffering effect of this belief. 
Th e belief per se may be beneficial and is an area in need of further research.  

  Conclusion 

 Th e present results are limited in that the student and community samples 
were not randomly selected. In most cases, the older community members 
were family or friends of students in the research class. Th e results of this non-
random sample are comparable in general with the random- probability sam-
ple of university faculty as well as pet-owner demographics for this area 
(AVMA, 1997; Staats, 2006). 

 Th e majority of our analyses were limited to owners of cats, dogs, or both. 
Th is study extends research on reasons for pet ownership. Th e study presents 
an empirical report of the continuing ability of pets to provide a hedge against 
loneliness and to be a support in hard times as well as their ability to fill an 
emerging need of modern humans; that is, to maintain a high activity level. 
Th e communalities between young, old, and men and women are more strik-
ing than are the sub-group differences that emerge in reasons given for keep-
ing pets. Our results provide a set of empirical answers to the question of pet 
ownership. We suggest that the belief in the salvatory effect of pet ownership 
on health that emerges in middle-age, especially for women, may operate as a 
mediator of health benefits of pet ownership. Future research is needed to 
determine the correlates of this belief and its role in human health.  
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Notes

1. Th is replication study was based on questionnaires that employed the words “pet” and 
“owner.” We are aware that the current, preferred language would be “companion animal” “and 
guardian,” respectively, and would advocate the use and description of appropriate language in 
future data collection. 

2.  “Ns” vary by analyses based on exclusions of infrequent categories and missing data. 
3. Brown (2004) a neo-Freudian discussion of the human-animal bond within the context of 

self psychology. 
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