
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

Having a Pet Can Make Your Life Healthier 
Author: Dr. Maureen K. Lienau 
 
Which three states rank in the top of the nation for healthiest pets?   (Answers can be found at 
the end of the article).   But more importantly, why is this an important connection to human 
health?  
 
Research studies from around the world have demonstrated a significant bond between 
humans and their companion pets, although most studies have focused on the emotional and 
physical link between dogs and humans.   When we arrive home each day, who greets us at the 
door with their tails wagging, jumping up, and excited to see us?  This source of unconditional 
love has tremendous health benefits, although one exception may be for people who use 
animals as security guards.  
 
The social benefits of owing a companion pet are generally quite positive.  While family and 
friends can provide social support, they may also cause stress; whereas, pets have been shown 
to consistently reduce stress.  Simply stroking a pet has been found to lower blood pressure, 
lower the breathing rate, and boost oxytocin (the love or cuddle hormone) according to the 
Harvard Medical School (Harvard Health Letter, The health benefits and risks of pet ownership, 
February 2016).  
 
In a study completed by Miami University and St. Louis University, lead researcher Dr. Allen 
McConnell stated “pet owners had greater self-esteem, were more physically fit, tended to be 
less lonely, were more conscientious, were more extraverted, tended to be less fearful and 
tended to be less preoccupied than non-owners” (APA, The truth about cats and dogs: Pets are 
good for mental health of ‘everyday people’, July 11, 2011).  These findings demonstrate the 
tremendous emotional and physical health benefits of having companion pets in a household.    
Pets can reduce loneliness and isolation which are positive health factors.    

Wellness Week 2019 



 

 

 
One of the famous sayings about dog ownership is, "If your dog is fat, you aren't getting enough 
exercise” (anonymous).  This correlation between an animal’s weight and yours is pretty 
obvious – with pet ownership comes the responsibility to care for them by walking, playing 
catch, and getting outdoors.   Pet owners have the additional benefit of socializing while 
routinely talking with pet owners and others while walking their dogs.   
 
Pet ownership also has been shown to increase life expectancy.   In the American Journal of 
Cardiology, researchers followed 400 heart attack patients for one year after release from the 
hospital.   “One year later the pet owners had a significantly higher survival rate than non-pet 
owners” (Cohen, S.  Health and psychological benefits of bonding with a pet dog: A pet dog can 
improve your mental and physical health. Psychology Today, June 7, 2009).   The supposition is 
that pet owners had a supportive, loving bond with their pets and were responsible to care for 
them, which lowered their stress - a significant factor for heart disease, and in turn, increased 
longevity.    
 
The Human Animal Bond Research Institute (HABRI) found that the estimated human health 
care cost benefit savings of having a pet is $11.7 billion (Furry friends can cut our health costs: 
We save billions because of Fido and Fluffy, January 18, 2016. Retrieved from 
http://www.lifezette.com/healthzette/furry-friends-can-cut-our-health-costs).   Thinking about 
this in your own career, could pet ownership be recommended for patients/clients as a health 
care benefit?   How might pet ownership fit into your own lifestyle? 
 
For those in the health industry, working with patients or clients who are depressed with 
limited social contact, there may be a benefit from pet ownership.  Companion pets can help to 
engage emotional bonds by accepting responsibility for caring for another and thinking about 
something other than themselves.  Dog walking is a necessary component of pet ownership 
which helps with socialization (another way to lose focus on oneself), and increased physical 
fitness.    Pet owners are often stopped along their route as most people will engage people 
with pets more readily than someone walking alone.    
 
However, companion pets may not be for everyone and not all dogs fit into a human’s lifestyle.   
Frequent travelers, those unsettled by loud barking, or dogs with behavioral issues may have a 
negative effect on the health of their owners.    
 
The second question in the article asked, what is the human benefit in keeping a pet healthy?  
In reading this article, I hope you have realized that keeping our pet companions healthy is 
important in realizing categorical health benefits in our lives too.   The answer to which states 
have the healthiest pets are: 1) Montana 2) Nebraska 3) Colorado (Wenzel, J. Colorado ranks 
No. 3 in the nation for healthiest pets, The Denver Post, March 4, 2017). 
 
*First published in the April 2017 edition of the Health Promotion Quarterly newsletter 
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