
Pets improve mental health through a combination of biological changes, emotional 
support, and healthy daily habits. [1] 

 

1. Changing Brain Chemistry 

Interacting with an animal alters your body's physical response to stress. Studies funded by 
the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and other researchers show that spending time with 
a pet: [1] 

• Lowers Cortisol: It reduces the production of cortisol, the body's primary stress 
hormone. 

• Boosts "Happy" Hormones: Physical contact, like petting a dog or cat, triggers a 
surge of oxytocin (the bond-building hormone), serotonin, and dopamine. 

• Reduces Heart Rate: It calms the nervous system, lowering resting blood pressure 
and stabilizing heart rates during stressful events.  

2. Combating Loneliness and Isolation 

Isolation is a major driver of depression and anxiety. Pets bridge this gap by offering: [1] 

• Unconditional Companionship: Animals provide non-judgmental comfort. They 
are always there to greet you, listen, and offer affection. 

• Social Catalysts: Dogs, in particular, act as "social icebreakers". Walking a pet 
increases your chances of talking to neighbors and connecting with your 
community.  

3. Creating Structure and Purpose 

Mental health struggles like depression can make it difficult to maintain a routine. Pets 
counteract this by forcing their owners to focus on a life outside their own:  

• Healthy Routines: The daily requirement to feed, groom, and care for an animal 
creates a predictable schedule. This structure gives individuals a sense of control 
and purpose. [1, 2, 3] 

• Enforced Physical Activity: According to the [American Heart Association](1.1.7, 
1.3.5), nearly half of pet parents say their animals help them stay active. Regular 
movement releases endorphins, which act as a natural mood elevator. [1, 2] 
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Summary of Key Mental Health Benefits 

 

Benefit How It Works Impact on Mind 

Stress 
Reduction 

Lowers cortisol and blood pressure 
Decreases immediate anxiety and 
tension 

Companionship 
Offers continuous, non-judgmental 
presence 

Fights feelings of loneliness and 
isolation 

Daily Routine 
Requires regular feeding and care 
times 

Provides structure, control, and 
purpose 

Physical 
Exercise 

Encourages daily walks and active 
play 

Releases endorphins to naturally 
lift mood 
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