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Abstract
Stress among college students is increasing and can have psychological impacts including higher prevalence of depression and lower levels of life satisfaction. Research is mixed on whether owning a pet reduces levels of stress and increases life satisfaction. Perhaps, aspects of the relationship with one’s pet matters in these associations. The aim of this study was to examine whether aspects of pet attachment (i.e. love, emotional regulation, personal growth, and negative impact from a pet) predict stress and life satisfaction among college students. Our sample consisted of 161 undergraduate students from a four-year institution, and participants completed an online survey. Results found that emotional regulation from a pet positively predicts stress, and personal growth from a pet negatively predicts life satisfaction. These findings suggest that not all aspects of pet attachment are uniformly beneficial and may function differently depending on how individuals rely on their pets for emotional support. This has important implications for understanding the complexity of human–animal relationships and highlights the need to consider the quality and function of attachment rather than pet ownership alone. Future research should examine these relationships longitudinally and explore potential mechanisms (e.g., over-reliance on pets for emotional regulation, reduced human social support) as well as differences across types of pets and levels of attachment.
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Beyond Pet Ownership: How Dimensions of Pet Attachment Predict Stress and Life Satisfaction
According to the American Psychological Association (APA; 2024) stress can be motivating and positively impactful or it can negatively affect you particularly when it becomes chronic, which is constant exposure to stress for a prolonged period. Sources of stress for college students include but are not limited to academic performance, finances, relationships with friends and family, and quality of sleep (Beiter et al., 2015, Peer et al., 2015). Stress is associated with negative physical and mental health with its sources particularly for college students found in academics, time management, and finances. 
Life Satisfaction is defined as “a person’s cognitive and affective evaluations of his or her life” (Diener et al., 2002). Lower levels of life satisfaction are linked with increased levels of depression, anxiety and stress (Mahmoud et al., 2012; Holinka, 2025; Puri et al., 2016), lower amounts of sleep than normal (Peer et al., 2015) and quality of sleep (Wallace et al., 2016). High levels of life satisfaction are related to high levels of self-esteem, positive outlook or optimism, positive perception of one’s support systems and their relationships, and self-efficacy (Luo, 2024; Paolini et al., 2006). It is important to examine variables that may influence stress and life satisfaction among college students. One such factor may be pet ownership. 
Pet Ownership
Pet ownership is positively correlated with higher levels of life satisfaction among older adults above or equal to 65 years of age (Himsworth & Rock, 2013) and general populations (Kim & Chun, 2021; le Roux & Wright, 2020). In contrast, Smetaczek & Stetina (2025) and Toohey et al., (2018) found that those who owned pets had lower levels of life satisfaction compared to those who did not. Himsworth & Rock (2013) found that the relationship between pet ownership and life satisfaction was moderated by relationship status, with those who are married or live-in partners to have decreased levels of life satisfaction overall, but those who were both divorced and living alone had higher levels of life satisfaction. 
There is conflicting evidence on the relationship between stress and pet ownership. There are studies that found stress is negatively correlated with pet ownership (Lantz et al., 2019; Ramesh & Umadevi R, 2022) and that there was more stress found among pet owners versus non-pet owners (Smetaczek & Stetina, 2025). One reason for these inconsistencies in the research may be related to pet attachment. 
Pet Attachment
Pet attachment refers to the emotional bond between a human and their pets (Faner et al., 2024) and is positively correlated with positive affect and negatively with lower psychological distress (Barcelos et al., 2020; Janssens et al., 2020; Teo & Thomas, 2019; Wu et al., 2018). Most research has been done on pet owners with dogs (Barcelos et al., 2020), but there are some studies that look at the differences between pet owners and other forms of pets. There is conflicting evidence among this literature. In one study, dog owners have higher levels of attachment than cat owners and showed greater life satisfaction and lower levels of stress compared to cat owners (leRoux & Wright, 2020). Another study found dog owners having lower levels of life satisfaction compared to those who had no pets (Fritz et al., 1996). 
The Current Study
The current study aims to explore whether pet ownership predicts stress and life satisfaction among college students. Exploring these two ideas is important because there is little current research that explores pet attachment, stress, and life satisfaction among college students. Therefore, the current study aims to examine whether love, emotional regulation, personal growth, and negative impact from a pet predict stress and life satisfaction. 
Method
Participants
Approximately 161 students who were enrolled in an introduction to psychology course at a four-year institution participated in the study. The mean age of the sample was 22.54 (SD = 6.97). Regarding gender identity, 73.9% of the sample were female, 20.5% male, 4.4% were non-binary or third gender, and 1.2% were other gender not listed. Additionally, 40.4% of the sample were White, 26.7% Hispanic or Latino/a/e, 20.5% more than one of the above, 4.4% African American/Black, 3.1% as other race not listed, 2.5% Asian American/Asian, 1.2% Middle Eastern/North African, and 1.2% Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander. Lastly, 69.6% of the sample were freshman, 14.3% sophomores, 11.2% juniors, and 5% seniors.
Measures
Demographic Questionnaire
The demographic questionnaire assesses age, race/ethnicity, education level, gender
identity, whether they currently own a pet, and what kind of pet or pets they own.
Pet Attachment and Life Impact Scale (PALS)
The Pet Attachment and Life Impact Scale (PALS) is a questionnaire designed to measure positive and negative aspects of relationships with pets. The PALS contains four factors: love, personal growth, emotional regulation, and negative impact (Cromer & Barlow, 2013). There are 35-items with responses scored on a 5-point Likert style scale ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (Very much). Example items include, “My pet gives me something that I can form a close emotional bond with.”, “My pet allows me to feel needed.”, “I am more affectionate because of my pet.”, and “My pet is a financial hardship.” High scores in the negative impact subscale indicates less negative impacts/stress of owning a pet and high scores in love, personal growth and emotional regulation subscales indicates high levels of pet attachment. Reliability has not yet been assessed for the PALS. Convergent validity was good with love, personal growth, and emotional regulation being correlated with the other measures of human-animal interaction (Cromer & Barlow, 2013).
Perceived Stress Scale-10 (PSS-10)
The unidimensional Perceived Stress Scale-10 (PSS-10) questionnaire measures global perceived stress (Cohen et al., 1983). There are 10-items with responses scored on a 5-point Likert style scale ranging from 0 (Never) to 4 (Very often). Example items include “In the last month, how often have you felt that things were going your way?” and “. In the last month, how often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could not overcome them?” High scores indicate high levels of perceived stress. Validity has not yet been assessed for the PSS-10. This measure has adequate internal consistency reliability (α = .78) and test-retest reliability for two-week intervals (Cohen, 1988; Remor, 2006).
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) 
The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985) is a questionnaire that aims to measure the cognitive aspect of life satisfaction within the individual and their experiences that intentionally does not focus on specific domains (Deiner et al., 1985).  There are five-items with the responses scored on a 7-point Likert style scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). Example items include, “The conditions of my life are excellent.” and “If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.” Higher cumulative scores indicate greater life satisfaction. This measure has an adequate internal consistency reliability (α = .78), good test-retest reliability (α = .82), and convergent validity (Buchanan, 2025; Diener et al., 1985).
Procedures
This study was approved by the local Institutional Review Board. All participants
provided informed consent. The study was conducted online by undergraduate college students
and course credit was given as compensation. Participants completed an online survey consisting of the demographics measure, the Pet Attachment and Life Impact Scale, the Perceived Stress Scale-10, and the Satisfaction with Life Scale.
Results 
Preliminary Examination
            Data initially consisted of 252 participants with 79 participants being removed due to not owning a pet, five saying they owned a pet but did not fill out the rest of the survey, and one for only filling out the PALS and not the PSS or SWLS. We examined for univariate outliers (i.e. Z > or < |3.29|) with the remaining sample. Three participants were an age outlier, but their data was retained due to the already-limited sample size. Two univariate outliers were detected on the PALS love factor (Z = -3.57, -4.25), and four univariate outliers were detected on the PALS negative impact factor (Z = -4.12, -4.73, -5.11, -5.60), and these participants were removed. After these procedures, the sample size was 161.  
Zero-Order Correlation
Table 1 shows the correlation among the variables in this study, as well as their standard deviations among pet owners. Life satisfaction was significantly positively correlated with stress (r = .43, p < .001) and negatively correlated with personal growth (r = -.24, p = .002), and stress was only significantly correlated with life satisfaction. 
Table 1
Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations among Constructs
	Variables
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	1. Life Satisfaction
	 
	
	 
	 
	
	

	2. Stress
	  .43***
	
	
	
	
	

	3. Love 
	-.04
	-.005
	 
	 
	
	

	4. Emotional Regulation
	-.001
	.14
	.77***
	 
	
	

	5. Personal Growth
	-.24**
	-.03
	.70***
	.66***
	
	

	6. Negative Impact
	-.06
	-.13
	.20**
	.11
	.07
	

	Mean
	17.78
	25.57
	4.26
	3.66
	3.86
	4.26

	SD
	7.17
	6.85
	0.63
	0.97
	0.83
	0.52


Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Multiple Regression
A multiple regression analysis was used to examine whether love, emotional regulation, personal growth, and negative impact from a pet predicts stress among pet owners. The model explained 7% of the variance in stress scores (R2 = .07, F(4, 156) = 3.10, p = .02). Table 2 shows the results of the multiple regression analysis. Emotional regulation (β = 2.66, p = .003) positively predicted stress.
Table 2
Regression Analysis for Love, Emotional Regulation, Personal Growth, and Negative Impact Predicting Stress among Pet Owners
	 
	β
	SE
	t
	p

	Intercept
	35.37
	5.25
	6.74
	<.001

	Love
	-1.79
	1.46
	-1.22
	.22

	Emotional Regulation
	2.66
	0.88
	3.01
	.003

	Personal Growth
	-1.23
	0.93
	-1.32
	.19

	Negative Impact
	-1.69
	1.04
	-1.62
	.11



A multiple regression analysis was used to examine whether love, emotional regulation, personal growth, and negative impact from a pet predicts life satisfaction among pet owners. The model explained 11% of the variance in life satisfaction scores (R2 = .11, F(4, 156) = 5.04, p < .001). Table 3 shows the results of the multiple regression analysis. Personal growth (β = -4.12, p < .001) negatively predicted life satisfaction.
Table 3
Regression Analysis for Love, Emotional Regulation, Personal Growth, and Negative Impact Predicting Life Satisfaction among Pet Owners
	 
	β
	SE
	t
	p

	Intercept
	25.77
	5.36
	4.80
	< .001

	Love
	1.65
	1.49
	1.10
	.27

	Emotional Regulation
	1.55
	0.90
	1.71
	.09

	Personal Growth
	-4.12
	0.95
	-4.35
	< .001

	Negative Impact
	-1.12
	1.07
	-1.05
	.29




Discussion
The current study found that emotional regulation from a pet positively predicts stress, and personal growth from a pet negatively predicts life satisfaction. This suggests that not all forms of pet attachment are uniformly beneficial, and how someone utilizes their pet to aid in their emotional regulation can differ. This has important implications for understanding the complexity of human–animal relationships and highlights the need to consider the quality and function of attachment rather than pet ownership alone. The zero-order correlation in our study found that among pet owners life satisfaction was significantly positively correlated with stress and negatively correlated with personal growth, and stress was only significantly correlated with life satisfaction. These results differ from the literature in that our study focused on only pet owners without the comparison of non-pet owners, so we cannot confidently deduce whether pet owners do or do not have lower levels of life satisfaction or stress compared to non-pet owners. Our study also did not look at the overall scores of pet attachment and only at the subscales, so we are unable to confidently report our results differed with the findings of Barcelos et al., 2020, Janssens et al., 2020, Teo & Thomas, 2019, and Wu et al., 2018 on pet attachment being negatively correlated with psychological distress. 
There are several limitations to this study. Firstly, this was conducted only on undergraduate students at one institution. It would be better to have more schools to sample from to have a better reflection of the population ‘college students’. Secondly, the number of people in the sample. Like the statement of more schools in the sample, if there were a larger sample size of students it would better reflect the intended population this study is geared towards. Thirdly, only one measure of pet attachment was used, but there are other forms of pet attachment scales that could have been used i.e. the Comfort from Companion Animal scale (CCAS) that is both shorter and measures factors such as love, trust, and loyalty. The CCAS is an example of a measure that quantifies and captures different forms of pet attachment that PALS does not, so there is a chance that it may capture pet attachment better. 
Future research should examine these relationships longitudinally and explore potential mechanisms (e.g., over-reliance on pets for emotional regulation, reduced human social support) as well as differences across types of pets and levels of attachment. Looking at the different kinds of pet attachment experienced between the different species or combination of animals may conjure different results due to the different caretaking and experiences. There can also be a replication study that analyzes and compares stress and life satisfaction of non-pet owners to pet owners, dog owners, cat owners, or expanding into other species of pets or combinations of pets. Also, referenced before in the limitations there are other forms of measuring pet attachment that I think would be useful in adding to the literature since there are so few pet attachment studies to be found looking at the variables stress and life satisfaction that differentiates from pet ownership. 
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