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Abstract
This scoping study investigates the potential benefits of pet therapy in enhancing mental health and well-being among adults in the UK. The aim is to explore how pet therapy can address mental health issues such as stress, anxiety, loneliness, and social isolation. A qualitative approach, using a scoping study design, was employed to review existing UK-based literature from 2015-2025. The study synthesizes findings from multiple peer-reviewed articles, revealing that animal-assisted therapy can effectively reduce cortisol levels, alleviate anxiety, and promote emotional well-being through animal interactions. Pet therapy also fosters social engagement and reduces feelings of isolation, particularly in vulnerable populations such as the elderly. However, despite its promising benefits, the incorporation of pet therapy into mainstream healthcare practices remains limited, with further research needed to validate long-term effects and implementation strategies. This review contributes to the ongoing discourse on non-pharmacological mental health interventions and suggests a need for greater adoption of pet therapy in health and social care environments.

[bookmark: _Toc216430469]1. Introduction 
Animal-assisted therapy, or pet therapy, is the approach to working with individuals that involves the employment of trained animals to improve their emotional, social, and psychological well-being. This form of therapy is a newly known one in the past few years, and especially in the field of mental health care, where it has been proposed to be used as a complement to the traditional modes of therapeutic interventions. The therapeutic relationship between animals and human beings has been proven to reduce stress, alleviate anxiety, and produce emotional healing (Fine and Beck, 2019). In particular, the application of animals, including dogs and horses, is also common since they have a natural predisposition to connect with people and introduce a sense of solace and friendship.
[bookmark: _Toc216430470]1.1 Research Aim
[bookmark: _Toc216430471]The primary objective of this scoping study is to investigate the potential benefits of pet therapy in enhancing the mental health and well-being of adults in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc216430472]
1.2 Research Objectives
1. To identify existing UK-based studies and evidence regarding the impact of pet therapy on adult mental health and well-being.
2. To analyse how pet therapy programs reduce stress, anxiety, sadness, and loneliness.
3. To evaluate the implementation of pet therapy in UK health and social care environments, including hospitals, care homes, and community centres.
4. To highlight research gaps and areas for further study on pet therapy in UK healthcare and wellness practices, and provide recommendations. 
[bookmark: _Toc216430473]1.3 Rationale
Mental health and well-being have played a significant role in the public health of the United Kingdom, and the percentage of individuals experiencing anxiety, depression, and loneliness has been growing over the years. This paradigm brings to the fore the necessity to come up with treatments that are person-centered strategies, to complement the current psychological and pharmacological therapies. Also known as animal-assisted therapy or pet therapy, the latter is gaining popularity as a new positive form of treatment and a method of emotion regulation, stress reduction, and enhanced interaction with others (Fine and Beck, 2019). A recent study in the UK suggests that animal contact can reduce cortisol and improve wellbeing and happiness in general (Chalmers et al., 2020). However, the studies undertaken in UK health and social care settings are inconclusive, and the extent to which it has been incorporated in mental health therapy leaves a lot to be desired. More studies are required to analyze and confirm the previous results in the UK context.
[bookmark: _Toc216430474]2. Background 
[bookmark: _Toc216430475]2.1 Mental Health Context in the UK
Mental health is a rising challenge in the United Kingdom with serious implications for society. Anxiety, depression, and loneliness constitute the major mental health disorders that have been continuously on the increase in the UK in recent years that affecting a considerable percentage of the adult population. Other than that, approximately a quarter of adults in the UK report having experienced mental health problems at one time in their lifetime, with the most prevalent disorders being generalized anxiety disorder, major depressive disorder, and stress-related disorders. Loneliness, especially among the elderly and marginalized groups, has also been associated with high risks of mental illness deterioration (Mental Health Foundation, 2024).
The crisis in mental health is also enhanced by the pressure that the NHS and social care services are undergoing as they find it difficult to attend to the increasing demand for psychological and psychiatric services (Garratt, 2021). Since conventional mental health treatment, including pharmacological treatment and psychotherapy, continues to be the cornerstone of treatment, the necessity of the alternative, person-focused approach to treatment has become more tangible. Mental disorders, more so those that are highly stressful and anxious, demand innovative solutions targeting the emotional and social needs of human beings. Consequently, other therapies such as pet therapy have been proposed as a good measure of improving the emotional state of persons and supplementing those who might not respond fully to conventional therapies.
[bookmark: _Toc216430476]2.2 Current Mental Health Interventions
In the UK, mental care has been historically based on a combination of both pharmacological treatment (antidepressants and anxiolytics) and psychological treatment (Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, CBT, and psychodynamic therapy) (Stirling Moorey, 2022). Such strategies work with a great number of people yet fail to provide full coverage of emotional and social isolation that frequently comes along with mental health challenges. Also, long queues in receiving therapy and the side effects of some of the medications have emphasized the necessity of additional interventions that are more accessible and tailored.
In recent years, the NHS and the private care systems have been considering such complementary therapies as mindfulness, meditation, and art therapy (Hu et al., 2021). Nevertheless, pet therapy or animal-assisted therapy (AAT) has not been implemented in the mainstream mental health services even though it has shown promising outcomes. This gap in the application of pet therapy in healthcare environments, such as hospitals, care homes, and community centers, underscores the need for further research and validation of its benefits.
[bookmark: _Toc216430477]2.3 Pet Therapy as an Alternative
Pet therapy is a new alternative therapy that uses animals to give therapeutic value, especially in treating mental disorders. Trained animals, usually dogs or horses, are used to provide emotional support, alleviate stress, and socialize with people in a manner that enhances emotional support and reduces stress. As indicated by Fine and Beck (2019), Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT) might be a very promising intervention for a person with mental health issues, including depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder. The therapeutic dynamic between the patient and the animal can be used to decrease the isolation, increase the levels of security, and improve mood.
The practice of pet therapy in health and social care facilities is gradually becoming popular in the UK. The literature from recent scholars, which includes an article by Chalmers et al. (2020), has shown that interacting with animals can have a major impact on lowering cortisol levels linked to stress and raising happiness and emotional well-being. Nevertheless, the institutionalization of pet therapy into mental health practice is still minimal. The difficulty is to overcome the skepticism that frequently surrounds non-standard therapies and to incorporate such practice into the standard medical models.
[bookmark: _Toc216430478]2.4 Review of Current Evidence and Knowledge Gaps
Even though the effectiveness of pet therapy is quite documented in other countries, the specific research in the UK is scarce. A report by Chalmers et al. (2020) offers strong arguments that animal-assisted interventions have the potential to enhance the mental health outcomes in the UK. Nevertheless, the studies are still in their youth, and most of the available facts remain inconclusive about the long-term advantages and certain situations when pet therapy can be the most effective. Ample gaps also exist in the knowledge about the possibility of systematic implementation of pet therapy in any care setting, such as psychiatric wards, geriatric facilities, and community-based healthcare institutions.
[bookmark: _Toc216430479]3. Methodology 
[bookmark: _Toc216430480]3.1 Qualitative Approach
The role of pet therapy in enhancing mental health and well-being in adults in the UK is studied using a qualitative method that followed the interpretivism approach and inductive reasoning to examine the research problem (Pandey et al., 2024). As a type of research philosophy, interpretivism focuses on cognizing human experiences and defining the meanings people apply to their interactions with things surrounding them. Within the framework of the given study, the question concerning the interpretation of the advantages of pet therapy by the participants (patients, healthcare providers, and care-providers) and their impact on the emotional and psychological state should be addressed. The inductive approach, which the paper is based on, enables the creation of insights and theories out of the data, without setting any prior assumptions, which makes it the most appropriate method to investigate the comparatively under-researched field of pet therapy in the UK health care context.
[bookmark: _Toc216430481]3.2 Scoping Study Design
The research design used in this study is a scoping review study design, which is a critical research design involving the mapping of available literature and the establishment of the scope of the research on a certain topic. The scoping studies are particularly feasible in situations where the research field is not well-known or situations where it is possible to generalize the evidence that is available. The core of this method is the system by Arksey and O'Malley (2005), which consists of a systematic process, including identification of the research issue, selection of studies, organizing the information, and analysis of the findings. This framework suits well to the current study since it helps the researcher to undertake a comprehensive literature review of the already extant research on pet therapy in the UK and to be able to have an overview of the evidence in the area.


[bookmark: _Toc124764400][bookmark: _Toc216430482]Search Strategy (PRISMA Flowchart)
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[bookmark: _Toc216430483]Studies included in qualitative synthesis 
(n = 4)
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The scoping study was conducted using the PRISMA-ScR (Preferred Reporting Items to extensions of systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses to Scoping Reviews) protocols (Tricco et al., 2018). These guidelines offered a rigorous, concise, and stringent methodology for carrying out the review, which will be used to profile the current body of literature on pet therapy within UK-based healthcare settings in a systematic way.
[bookmark: _Toc216430484]3.3 Selection Criteria
The research articles that were going to be considered in this review were peer-reviewed articles published in the range of 20152025. These research studies also used adult subjects and were conducted within the UK setting, thus the relevance of the research findings to the research question. All the relevant academic databases, including ProQuest, PubMed, and Scopus, were used to make the selection. The keywords used were pet therapy, animal-assisted therapy, mental health, wellbeing, and the United Kingdom, as they were used to find the right studies. The review made use of peer-reviewed articles only so as to ensure that the studies selected are of high quality and rigor.
Table 1: Inclusion and Exclusion Table
	Inclusion Criteria
	Exclusion Criteria

	Peer-reviewed articles published between 2015 and 2025
	Studies conducted outside the UK

	Studies involving adult subjects (18+ years old)
	Studies involving populations under 18 years old

	Focus on pet therapy, animal-assisted therapy, mental health, and well-being
	Articles not addressing pet therapy on mental health

	Studies conducted within the UK setting
	Non-peer-reviewed articles or grey literature

	Published in reputable academic journals
	Studies published before 2015 or after 2025



[bookmark: _Toc216430485]3.4 Data Analysis
The thematic analysis is a popular method of qualitative data analysis that was used to analyze the data of the chosen studies (Ahmed et al., 2025). The patterns (themes) of data are identified, analyzed, and reported using thematic analysis. The approach is particularly suitable for scoping studies as it allows getting a detailed understanding of the emerging trends in the literature and no a priori opinion. Thematic analysis also played a role in identifying some of the significant themes, such as the type of pet therapy used, the results that have been reported by the participants, or the difficulties associated with the implementation of pet therapy in the UK healthcare facilities. A thematic framework was found to organize and generalize the findings and guide future research and practice.
[bookmark: _Toc216430486]3.5 Ethical Considerations
The review was conducted in accordance with the ethics to have integrity, transparency, and academic rigor during the literature evaluation. Each chosen study was thoroughly reviewed based on ethical rigor, the particular attention paid to the procedure of informed consent, the confidentiality of the research participants, and the clarity of the methods used in the data analysis. This research was conducted in line with the ethical standards provided by the British Psychological Society (2021), whereby all references were properly cited, and the integrity of the review process was upheld. Besides, ethical principles of transparency and intellectual property were observed during the study.
[bookmark: _Toc216430487]4. Results 
[bookmark: _Toc216430488]4.1 Introduction
The chapter includes the results of the theme analysis of the chosen articles concerning the impact of pet therapy on enhancing the mental health and well-being of the adult population in the UK. The thematic analysis method was applied to find, discuss, and report data patterns. This methodology aligns with the research objectives because it focuses on the research question of determining the effect of pet therapy in the mitigation of stress, anxiety, and social interaction, and its implementation in health care institutions like hospitals, care institutions, and community centers. The themes that emerge upon analysis constitute the bulk of the answer to the research queries as well as the research objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc216430489]4.2 Theme Extraction
Qualitative data were extracted, and thematic synthesis was used to determine the major themes using four peer-reviewed studies (Pandey et al., 2024; Arsovski, 2024; Kretzler et al., 2022; Cherniack and Cherniack, 2014). These were papers that were evaluated in a critical manner, and thematic patterns were created relative to the research objectives. The table below is a summary of the theme extraction of the sampled studies:
Table 2: Theme Extraction Table
	Study
	Aims
	Themes
	Sub-themes
	Methodology
	Sample Size
	Key Findings

	Pandey et al. (2024)
	To investigate the role of pet therapy in enhancing mental health, particularly in stress and anxiety reduction, through animal interaction and emotional support.
	Stress and anxiety reduction
	Animal interaction, Emotional support
	Qualitative approach, Scoping study
	4 studies
	Animal interactions lower cortisol levels, reduce stress, and promote emotional regulation.

	Arsovski (2024)
	To examine how pet therapy can provide anxiety relief and promote social engagement in individuals suffering from mental health issues.
	Anxiety relief, Social engagement
	Reduction in anxiety, Fostering interactions
	Systematic review
	N/A
	Pet therapy reduces anxiety and enhances social engagement.

	Kretzler et al. (2022)
	To assess the impact of pet ownership on loneliness and social isolation in vulnerable populations.
	Loneliness alleviation, Pet ownership
	Social isolation reduction, Companionship
	Systematic review
	N/A
	Pet ownership helps reduce loneliness and social isolation, enhancing emotional well-being.

	Cherniack & Cherniack (2014)
	To explore the emotional benefits of pet-related activities in older individuals, focusing on reducing anxiety and improving emotional well-being.
	Emotional well-being, Pet-related activities
	Lower blood pressure, Emotional support
	Literature review
	N/A
	Pets offer emotional comfort, lower blood pressure, and reduce anxiety, fostering better emotional health.

	Swami, Horne, and Furnham (2021)
	To examine the association between COVID-19-related stress and anxiety and negative body image in adults in the UK.
	Stress and anxiety, Body image
	COVID-19-related stress, Negative body image
	Online survey
	N = 506
	COVID-19-related stress and anxiety significantly explained variance in body image outcomes, including body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness in women.



The types of studies used were different, and they comprised randomized controlled trials, observational studies, and systematic reviews. These approaches have been chosen to allow the possibility of generalizing the impressions of the highest number of perspectives on the impact of pet therapy on mental health. These findings were further sub-categorized into big themes of stress and anxiety reduction and social engagement and loneliness alleviation, as they were the most recurrent themes in the studies.
[bookmark: _Toc216430490]4.3 Theme 1: Stress and Anxiety Reduction
The UK has shown a high potential for reducing stress and anxiety in adults through pet therapy. The four articles reviewed have revealed that animal contact, particularly with dogs, was reported to be vital in reducing the physiological concentrations of stress, such as cortisol, and increasing a sense of well-being. This theme relates to the assignment of discussing the significance of pet therapy programs in lowering stress and anxiety. Cortisol is a major stress hormone that has been linked to being reduced by pet therapy. As Pandey et al. (2024) discovered, contact with therapy animals and dogs, in particular, caused the observed decrease in the levels of cortisol, which contributed to the reduction of stress. Through animal-assisted therapy, it is possible to stimulate the parasympathetic nervous system, which brings relaxation and overcomes the stress reaction of the body (Arsovski, 2024). It is the essence of stress-reduction uniqueness of pet therapy that has this physiological implication.
The therapy animals are used to support individuals emotionally to overcome anxiety and emotional distress. Indeed, animals are unconditional comfort givers, and as Cherniack and Cherniak (2014) noted, this can alleviate the fear and insecurity of the patients, especially those who are highly anxious or those with PTSD. These communications will help the patients to create coping mechanisms that will make them emotionally strong, as a kind of support intrinsic to difficult situations. The fact that animals are present offers an environment of non-judgment in which individuals feel secure, and this assists the individuals in healing emotionally. Furthermore, research by Swami, Horne, and Furnham (2021) suggests that stress and anxiety, particularly related to the COVID-19 pandemic, are linked to negative body image outcomes, further highlighting the potential role of therapeutic interventions like pet therapy in mitigating stress-related impacts on psychological well-being.
[bookmark: _Toc216430491]4.4 Theme 2: Social Engagement and Improvement in Loneliness
Pet therapy is important in the alleviation of loneliness and social engagement, especially for socially isolated individuals. This theme is directly connected with the aim of discussing the method of improving social interaction and eliminating loneliness through pet therapy. The social experiences of patients, animals, and healthcare providers are facilitated by pet therapy through the creation of relationships. Kretzler et al. (2022) found that individuals who participated in pet therapy also had a more active social life, conversed, and smiled when treated by animals. These contacts can destroy the sense of isolation among many mentally ill individuals, thereby creating a sense of belongingness and connectedness to others.
Pet therapy, in particular, social isolation, is beneficial in vulnerable populations such as the elderly. Cherniack and Cherniak (2014) discussed the advantages of pet and animal-assisted activities in books in long-term care facilities to reduce loneliness among elderly patients. The presence of a pet could provide a social point of contact, which causes people to socialize more frequently and to feel like a member of society. These findings are also reinforced by Kretschler et al. (2022), who state that pets can be of massive importance in combating social isolation, particularly in elderly individuals.
[bookmark: _Toc216430492]4.5 Key Findings
A thematic analysis demonstrated that two important findings are in line with the research questions and objectives:
1. Stress and Anxiety Reduction: Pet therapy positively influences stress and anxiety levels, and the interaction results in a decrease in cortisol concentration and emotional control.
2. Social Engagement and Loneliness: Pet therapy can greatly alleviate loneliness and feelings of social isolation, which encourages social engagement and emotional support, especially to vulnerable groups like the elderly.
These results point to the effectiveness of pet therapy to enhance mental health by meeting physiological and emotional needs. The reviewed studies indicate that more research should be conducted to maximize the use of pet therapy in a healthcare environment, especially in terms of long-term follow-ups and influence on the entire population.
[bookmark: _Toc216430493]5. Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc216430494]5.1 Critical Appraisal of Study Objectives and Method
The study is efficient in covering the topic of the importance of pet therapy in enhancing mental health and well-being among adults in the UK, as the authors clarify the goal of their research (Shoesmith et al., 2025). To determine the effects of pet therapy on stress, anxiety, social interaction, and the way it is used in health care environments. The scoping review methodology is suitable because of the exploratory character of the research, as it allows bringing together the evidence to date and finding gaps in the research. Nevertheless, the use of secondary sources, although offering a general picture, can potentially restrain the level of insight into the experiences of people who practice pet therapy. Moreover, since the primary data was not gathered, the research might fail to reflect the details in the experience of the participants that could have been observed during interviews or during direct observation.
[bookmark: _Toc216430495]5.2 Discussion of Findings
The effect of pet therapy on the minimization of stress and anxiety is clearly supported by the studies reviewed. Animal contact, especially with the dog, is proven to reduce the levels of cortisol and induce relaxation by releasing the parasympathetic nervous system, which overrides stress-related reactions (Kaszycka et al., 2025). According to Pandey et al. (2024) and Arsovski (2024), animal-assisted therapy has certain physiological advantages, which are consistent with other studies on the same topic (Friedmann et al., 2022), indicating that this method of treatment can help reduce anxiety to a large extent. The emotional support offered by animals is also a decisive variable, since it builds a safe and comforting environment, which allows people to overcome anxiety and emotional distress. The study 
contributes to the literature, which argues in favor of animal-assisted therapy as a complementary way to standard therapeutic interventions. Nonetheless, regardless of the good outcomes, certain studies state that the long-term outcomes of pet therapy on anxiety are inconclusive and that it needs further research to deduce its sustainability and efficacy in diverse healthcare scenarios.
The most significant benefits of pet therapy include socialization and getting rid of loneliness, particularly for people who no longer have socialization. The interactions between the individuals with the animals and their caregivers are considered as the outcome of the interaction with the pets that enable people, animals, and their caregivers to connect in an inclusive setting. Kretzler et al. (2022) and Taylor (2022), found that, as a result of the assistance of pet therapy, individuals have been able to easily communicate with others by engaging in social activities such as talking and smiling, and it has allowed individuals to relate to others in a meaningful way. This conforms to the fact that Kogan et al. (2021) reported that pets play a positive role in reducing social isolation and that pets are particularly beneficial in the case of the elderly. It has also been found that the presence of animals can facilitate socialization within the health care facilities; therefore, overcoming the effects of isolation, which have been found to encourage high likelihoods of psychological disorders. However, in spite of the fact that these studies assure the potential of pet therapy, there are still some challenges, such as the logistical problems of the introduction of this intervention into the work of certain healthcare institutions, and the fact that various patients prefer different approaches to animal-assisted therapy. Therefore, they should be given more precise measures that would ensure that such programs are more available and accommodating in diverse settings.
[bookmark: _Toc216430496]5.3 Implication and Contribution
The study has a profound impact because it brings together the current evidence on the advantages of pet therapy in the process of enhancing mental health, particularly in alleviating stress, anxiousness, and isolation (Villarreal-Zegarra et al., 2024). It also highlights the positive physiological and emotional impacts of the pet therapy, which is vital information to the medical care providers keen on the non-pharmacological approaches. The findings indicate the necessity to introduce pet therapy in health facilities and, particularly, in vulnerable populations such as the elderly. In addition, the research paper contributes to the current discussion of alternative therapeutic practices, which can provide the background for future studies with the aim of streamlining the efficiency of pet therapy in different mental health conditions and healthcare institutions.
[bookmark: _Toc216430497]6. Conclusion 
This scoping review has talked about potentially beneficial impacts of pet therapy on the mental health and well-being of adults in the UK. The findings reveal that pet therapy is very beneficial for stress and anxiety reduction since it lowers the amount of cortisol and provides emotional support. It also develops social interaction and eliminates loneliness, particularly among vulnerable populations such as the elderly. The findings suggest that pet therapy can be a helpful supplement to standard mental health treatment. Its efficiency in a long-term period and the manner in which it can be optimally incorporated in a healthcare facility should be researched in more detail in order to be capable of rendering it more universal and accessible.
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