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ABSTRACT: Background Human-animal interaction (HAI) offers benefits across phys-
ical, emotional, psychological, and social spheres of human functioning.  The aim of 
this paper is to delineate how animal companionship, via provision of HAI benefits, 
offers vital support to people experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic and associated 
stressors. Method Each of the empirically supported types of HAI benefits – physi-
cal, emotional, psychological, and social – will be situated within a biopsychosocial 
framework of human functioning and considered in terms of how they may help to 
ameliorate stressors specifically related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Findings Benefits 
derived from animal companionship may help alleviate physical, emotional, psycho-
logical, and social stressors specifically related to experiencing the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Discussion Benefits of animal companionship may be particularly salient for 
well-being and coping when people are experiencing a dramatic increase in stressors 
via a pandemic crisis.  Community responses need to include plans (pet food pantries, 
temporary foster care, veterinary access/zoonotic safety) for keeping people and their 
companion animals together during such difficult times. Originality/value This article 
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is unique in that it delineates the animal companionship benefits in terms of how such 
may help alleviate stressors associated with a pandemic.
KEYWORDS: COVID-19, Coronavirus, quarantine, companion animal, pet 

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic, in addition to being a physical health and economic cri-
sis, has generated a pandemic-sized wave of related psychosocial stressors which 
some have referred to as the “Shadow Pandemic” (Wan et al. 2020).  Human beings 
by nature are social mammals, hard-wired to connect and interact with each other 
(Correia-Caeiro, Katia and Mills 2020).  Unfortunately, one of the most useful tools 
in reducing fatalities related to the COVID-19 virus entails what is broadly referred 
to as “social distancing”; this can be more accurately described as physically distanc-
ing from others outside of one’s immediate household.  U.S. guidelines at the time of 
writing this include: staying at least 6 feet from others; avoiding gatherings of ten or 
more people; and leaving home only for essential tasks such as caretaking, or obtain-
ing food or medications (Pearce 2020).  While the ability to connect widely via remote 
means remains for those who have access, people are nonetheless reporting feelings 
of increased loneliness, isolation, and stress (which has both physical and mental im-
plications) (Stallard and Stallard 2020).  

Animal companionship as a strategy to help reduce human loneliness and isolation 
had gained increased attention from a range of researchers, such as those focused on: 
isolation as a health risk factor via a social determinants of health framework (Muel-
ler, Gee, and Bures 2018); aging and isolation (Friedman and Gee 2019); and those 
interested in general population well-being (Wells 2019; Chandler et al. 2015).  An 
emerging body of empirical research has is being generated on the various benefits 
of having companion animals across human life stages; such research can be situated 
within biopsychosocial dimensions of human functioning as follows: physical benefits 
stemming from both direct contact with animals and increased activity related to ani-
mals; emotional benefits such as comfort and affection; psychological benefits such as 
motivation and feeling needed; and social benefits both directly related to the animal 
(e.g., companionship) and indirectly related to the animal (e.g., a bridge to connecting 
to others who enjoy animals) (Hoy-Gerlach, Vincent and Hector 2019; Hoy-Gerlach 
and Wehman 2017).  These benefits are not experienced by people in a mutually exclu-
sive way, rather, they occur within the integrated human experience across functional 
realms (Beetz et al. 2012).   

The majority of households in the United States report having at least one compan-
ion animal, and the majority of those report that they consider their companion ani-
mal to be a family member (American Pet Products Association, 2019-2020).  This is 
consistent with data from many other countries; a 2016 international study conducted 
by the Nuremburg-based international marketing think tank Growth from Knowledge 
(GfK) in 2016 concluded that  over half of people internationally have at least one 
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pet (Growth from Knowledge 2016). The benefits of animal companionship are thus 
already accessible for many households; given the current pandemic situation, eas-
ily accessible ways to ameliorate stress warrant immediate increased consideration. 
[There are also numerous stressors related to having an animal, such as behavioral, 
financial, and logistical concerns; all of these concerns may be amplified by the pan-
demic. To limit scope and focus of this paper, we are focusing on benefits, however, we 
will include resources and strategies for addressing stressors (as a way to maximize 
benefits) in the discussion section.]

The aim of this paper is to delineate how each of the types of benefits associated 
with animal companionship – physical, social, psychological, and emotional – may 
specifically be helpful in coping with pandemic-related stressors.  

PANDEMIC QUARANTINE-RELATED STRESSORS

While there is a body of research on general stressors related to various pandemics, 
Brooks and colleagues in February 2020 published a synthetic literature review The 
psychological impact of quarantine and how to reduce it: rapid review of the evidence. 
This review is both rigorous and timely, and was written with a contextual focus on 
the emerging COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. Given such, we have chosen to situate the 
benefits of animal companionship within the stressors identified within this review.  
Brookes and colleagues (2020) define a quarantine as “the separation and restriction 
of movement of people who have potentially been exposed to a contagious disease 
to ascertain if they become unwell, so reducing the risk of them infecting others” (p. 
912).  Brooks and colleagues (2020) delineated stressors during quarantine as follows:

- Duration of quarantine – longer durations were associated with increased 
post-traumatic stress symptoms, avoidance behaviors, and anger.

- Fears of infection – including contracting infection and transmitting to others.

- Confinement -  loss of usual routine, reduced social and physical contact, and 
subsequent boredom and frustration [emphasis added].

- Inadequate supplies – food, water, clothes, accommodation. 

- Inadequate information – poor information from authorities about actions to 
take and purpose of quarantine.

- Financial – being unable to work and having to interrupt professional activities 
with no advanced planning (p. 916).

Animal companionship is by no means a panacea for addressing the above stressors; 
having a companion animal may worsen stress related to supplies such as pet food and 
vet care, and financial costs of such. There may also be increased stress related to lack 
of information about transmission risk. It is important to contextualize these stress 
risks; the majority of U.S. households who reported having companion animals also 
reported that they considered their animals as family members, and these same issues 
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could present as stressors for other (human) family members. As related to pandem-
ic-related confinement stressors, the empirically-supported benefits of animal com-
panionship are highly salient, and can be leveraged and amplified. We must use every 
strategy at our disposal to address pandemic-related stressors, and benefits associated 
with animal companionship are widely available due to the high numbers of people 
who keep companion animals. Temporarily fostering shelter animals may also offer a 
viable way for people who are not ready or able to make a long-term commitment to 
experience the benefits of animal companionship during the pandemic.

CROSS-WALKING ANIMAL COMPANIONSHIP BENEFITS WITH PANDEMIC 
CONFINEMENT STRESSORS

REDUCED PHYSICAL CONTACT IN CONFINEMENT  AND PHYSICAL BENEFITS OF 
ANIMAL COMPANIONSHIP

Pandemic–related confinement is associated with decreased physical contact and 
activity and increased anxiety; anxiety symptoms include physiological components 
such as increased heart rate, respiration rate, and blood pressure (American Psychi-
atric Association 2013). Physical benefits of animal companionship have the poten-
tial to help mitigate such physiological issues. The scientific evidence relating to the 
cardiovascular benefits of animal companionship is robust enough that the Ameri-
can Heart Association came out with a scientific statement summarizing such in 2013 
(Levine et al. 2013); evidence has continued to accumulate since then (El-Qushayri et 
at. 2020; Krittanawong et al. 2020).  Physical benefits from animal companionship can 
be divided into two categories: contact-related benefits and activity-related benefits 
(Levine et al. 2013).

Contact-related physical benefits of animal companionship are conveyed through 
holding, petting, cuddling, and even gazing at one’s animal; when such happens with 
an animal one is bonded with, oxytocin is released (Beetz et al. 2012). Oxytocin is a 
bonding hormone that was first discovered in studies on breast feeding mothers and 
their infants; it was later determined that oxytocin was released between unrelated 
adults, and even across species (Beetz et al. 2012). Oxytocin release is associated with 
a generally pleasant feeling and a decrease in heart rate, respiration rate, and blood 
pressure, and has long been hypothesized to mediate the benefits of positive interac-
tions between humans (Uvnäs-Moberg 1998); more recently oxytocin has also been 
hypothesized to mediate benefits of positive interactions between people and com-
panion animals (Beetz et al. 2012).  The physical responses of a human experiencing 
stress and/or anxiety include increased heart rate, respiration rate, and blood pressure 
(Clemente-Suárez and Ruisoto-Palomera 2020); contact with an animal one is pos-
itively affiliated with thus has the potential to directly mitigate such. People living 
through a pandemic who are quarantined or restricted in movement are susceptible 
to increased anxiety related to such (Brooks et al. 2020); seeking out one’s companion 
animals during times of exacerbated anxiety has the potential to reduce distressing 
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related physical symptoms. The mere act of touch may also be increasingly important 
during a pandemic for people who live alone or don’t have other sources of physical 
contact/affection; companion animals can provide an invaluable source of touch and 
contact during a pandemic. 

Having a companion animal – a dog in particular – may also be associated with in-
creased physical activity (Potter and Satore-Baldwin 2019; Levine et al. 2013).  Depend-
ing on the restrictiveness of the confinement order issued, people may still be permit-
ted to walk their dogs. Engaging in play with companion animals indoors also offers 
a physical activity, albeit less rigorous. People are anecdotally reporting increases in 
dog walking (Hamilton City Council 2020); memes are even being widely generated 
showing dogs weary of walking due to dramatic increases in walks since quarantine. In 
addition to the physical health benefits associated with exercise, there are also pro-
tective mental health effects (Ashdown-Franks et al. 2020).  In a meta-review of how 
exercise affects mental health; Ashdown-Franks and colleagues found that exercise 
reduced anxiety and depression in children, adults and older adults (Ashdown-Franks 
et al. 2020); walking a dog during confinement – provided safe physical distance from 
others is maintained – hence may be a way to help ameliorate confinement-related 
anxiety and depression.

REDUCED SOCIAL CONTACT IN CONFINEMENT AND SOCIAL BENEFITS OF ANIMAL 
COMPANIONSHIP

Perhaps at the heart of stress related to confinement and quarantine during pandem-
ics such as COVID-19 relates to the separation from others that must occur – e.g. 
physical distancing – as a public health tool to reduce spread. The companionship of 
non-human animals is not a substitution for human companionship (Vivers 2014); 
however, it is a unique companionship venue and with host of related benefits. People 
who live with companion animal report what is referred to as direct social benefits, 
e.g. the social benefits that directly relate to the animal’s presence and company. Peo-
ple who lived alone, in a recent study of Emotional Support Animals, reported that “I 
still have a furry somebody to be with at home” and “I’m not alone, I have him [the 
dog]” (Hoy-Gerlach 2019). Within this study, people experienced statistically signif-
icant reductions in loneliness on the UCLA Loneliness Scale after residing with their 
animals, and the reduction in loneliness was strongly corroborated in qualitative data 
as associated to the presence of the respective animals (Hoy-Gerlach 2019).

The indirect social benefits of animal companionship, e.g., the ability of animals 
to connect us to like-minded humans who enjoy animals, also holds up if considered 
in the context of a pandemic. While people are much less likely to interact with other 
people in-person about animals during a pandemic, through remote and online con-
texts, the bridge to others continues to extend through posts and pictures about one’s 
animals, which invites commentary from others. This may serve as both a distraction 
and a way to engage with others that is not pandemic-specific in focus.  Such may 
help to address boredom and frustration experienced by individuals who are confining 
themselves during a pandemic  (Brookes et al. 2020).
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EMOTIONAL BENEFITS OF ANIMAL COMPANIONSHIP IN CONFINEMENT

Social support is often depicted along two dimensions: instrumental and emotional 
(Otsuka et al. 2019). Instrumental social support includes the provision of assistance 
related to tasks and information; concrete and specific help; in contrast, emotion-
al social support is understood to be more subjectively experienced and related to 
comfort, affection, and other subjectively experienced emotional states (Otsuka et al. 
2019). It is thus reasonable to extend the social stress associated with confinement 
to encompass a reduction in accessing emotional support. The presence of and inter-
action with companion animals can fill a crucial void during such times. Companion 
animals have active agency and both initiate and respond to initiations with people, 
related to petting, playing, and otherwise positively interacting and/or expressing af-
fection (Vitztum and Urbanik 2016). In a study on individuals with cancer and their 
companion animals, participants reported their companion animals as primary sourc-
es of emotional support (Nitkin and Buchanan 2020); individuals with Emotional Sup-
port Animals likewise reported that their animals were a crucial provider of emotional 
support via affection and comfort (Hoy-Gerlach 2019).

PSYCHOLOGICAL BENEFITS OF ANIMAL COMPANIONSHIP DURING CONFINEMENT

Psychological benefits of human-animal interaction include but are not limited to: a 
sense of purpose; self-efficacy; behavior activation/motivation; and having routine/
structure (Brooks et al. 2018). In considering the loss of routine experienced during 
pandemic confinement, as noted by Brookes and colleagues (2020), living with a com-
panion animal may offer some continuance of typical daily activities and routines.  
Companion animals are typically creatures of habit; they quickly learn and anticipate 
routines, and respond in various ways when such routines are not maintained.  Com-
panion animals may thus serve to prompt their humans to maintain daily routines 
related to walking, feeding, interacting, and so forth, even within a confinement sit-
uation. In the recent study on people with ESAs, the majority of participants did not 
work, and described how having a companion animal resulted in them following a 
more prescriptive routine each day: “I had to get up, I had to feed her and take her out 
in the morning, I couldn’t lay in bed all day” (Hoy-Gerlach 2019).

The commitment to maintaining such roles for companion animals is likely as-
sociated with another psychological benefit; feeling a care-taking role/needed with 
regards to the companion animal. Several studies have identified this as a benefit in 
having a companion animal (Brooks et al. 2018). Again, in looking at the recent ESA 
study, participants illustrate such: “she can’t do for herself, if it was just me I’d lay in 
bed all day, but she needs me to get up and take care of her at a decent time”; and “I 
have someone who needs me, I just can’t lay around” (Hoy-Gerlach 2019).  

Other psychological benefits related to animal companionship that likely undergird 
maintenance of structure and routine include self-efficacy and motivation/activation 
(Hoy-Gerlach 2019; Rauktis 2019). Self-efficacy pertains to feeling competent in being 
able to care for one’s animal; while many other things may be uncertain, one’s ani-
mal’s health and well-being may be clearly maintained through taking good care of 
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the animal. Having a companion animal has been associated with motivating self-care 
behavior associated with obtaining healthy food (Rauktis 2019) and general self-care 
(Hoy-Gerlach 2019); both of these studies indicated that participants explicitly linked 
their increased self-care behavior with their animals’ dependence upon them. With 
regard to obtaining food, a study on food-security among individuals found that peo-
ple with companion animals were actually more food-secure – a surprising finding as 
there are many anecdotes of people sharing their food with pets and thus having less 
food resources – due to proactively seeking food resources for their animals.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In sum, our animals may motivate us to take better care of ourselves in a quarantine/
confinement situation, because we know they are dependent upon us. In addition, 
they are likely to provide an invaluable resource of comfort, physical contact, activity 
motivation, and connection to others. With regards to public health considerations to 
such, supports for benefits related to animal companionship – including mitigation of 
associated stressors – should be built in to system-wide infrastructure and responses.  

It’s already widely known that people tend not to leave animal family members 
behind, be it in personal crises such as intimate partner violence (McGraw and Jeffers 
2015), or mass disasters such as Hurricane Katrina (Glassey 2018). It’s reasonable to 
extrapolate that people will likewise include their animal family members in their re-
sponses to a mass disaster such as a pandemic. Hence, addressing companion animal 
stressors related to finances and resources may be especially helpful during a pan-
demic.  Examples of supports that address resources include: pet food banks; pet food 
bank delivery service; temporary foster care in the event of illness or inability to care 
due to workload (e.g. healthcare providers); and other pet care supports such as free 
dog walking for those in healthcare positions who are working double shifts.  

Examples of supports that explicitly address cost concerns include accessible, af-
fordable veterinary care, which is an ongoing problem in general societal times, and 
is likely to be exacerbated due to COVID-19 concerns. The University of Tennessee in 
the United States (Larkin 2018), the Humane Society of the United States (Humane So-
ciety of the United States 2020) and the American Society of Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals (American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 2020) have each 
launched national initiatives in the United States to support people in keeping their 
companion animals; the partnership of human healthcare and service organizations 
will be invaluable in the success of such efforts. It is through a One Health/One Wel-
fare approach (Menna et al. 2019) that efforts of human welfare and animal welfare 
organization efforts can be maximized for the best possible outcomes, for people and 
animals.  

Simply put, One Health refers to the interconnectedness between human, (non-hu-
man) animal, and planetary well-being (Menna et al. 2019).  What is good for one is 
generally good for the others; it is through working across disciplines and sectors that 
solutions and supports for well-being will be found for the COVID-19. The relation-
ships of people with their companion animals are a pre-existing condition and poten-
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tially invaluable support for well-being, especially during this time of confinement 
to mitigate COVID-19 risk. Understanding and supporting these benefits, as well as 
proactively working to mitigate stressors related to having a companion animal, are 
crucial strategies to promoting well-being during this pandemic.
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