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Https://scienceblog.com/t-a-2025-study-in-scientific-reports-found-that-pet-owners-who-leaned-on-animals-as-a-

substitute-for-human-company-were-not-less-lonely-for-it-the-substitution-itself-was-linked-to-more-loneliness-and/

The link points to a summary of a 2025 study published in Scientific Reports examining the relationship between pet

ownership, human connection, and loneliness.

Key Takeaways from the Study
» Pets as Companions vs. Substitutes: While pets offer significant emotional support, comfort, and routine, attempting

to rely on a pet as a direct replacement for human social connection does not lessen overall loneliness.

» The Substitution Effect: Leaning on animals to replace human relationships was statistically linked to higher levels of

reported loneliness.

» Impact on Well-Being: The study found that lower overall psychological well-being among owners who substituted

pets for human interaction was directly mediated by that heightened sense of loneliness.

» Core Insight: Pets complement human social networks rather than replace them. Animal companionship provides
unique psychological benefits (such as non-judgmental presence, emotional regulation, and stress reduction), but
human social needs for shared language, reciprocal empathy, and community require human connection to satisfy

fully.

The Scientific Reports paper (authored by Li and Wong) addresses a widespread cultural assumption: that getting a pet can

serve as a direct replacement for human social connections.

By measuring distinct dimensions of pet attachment rather than viewing "pet ownership" as a single block, the study
isolates interpersonal substitution—using an animal as a surrogate for human relationships—and examines its

psychological consequences.

Key Structural Findings

[ Interpersonal Substitution ] —(+)—> [ Heightened Loneliness ] —(-)—> [ Lower Overall Well-Being ]
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1. The Mediation Pathway:
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Interpersonal substitution does not directly reduce well-being on its own; rather, it amplifies loneliness, and that

increase in loneliness fully drives the decline in overall psychological well-being.

2. The Living Alone Factor:

Pet ownership did correlate with lower loneliness for individuals who live alone, but only when the pet served as an

additive companion. The moment the bond shifted into substituting human social networks, the protective effect

disappeared.

3. General Attachment vs. Substitution:

The study distinguished between:

o General Attachment / Bond: High emotional closeness, caretaking, and enjoyment of the animal. (Associated

with positive or neutral outcomes).

o Interpersonal Substitution: Viewing the pet as preferable to or replacing human friends, partners, or

community. (Consistently associated with higher loneliness, higher anxiety, and lower resilience).

Why Substitution Backfires

The study highlights a fundamental mismatch in social functionality between companion animals and human networks:

Psychological Need

Emotional Safety

Shared Cognition & Language

Reciprocal Empathy

Systemic Integration

Companion Animals

High (non-judgmental, unconditional

presence)

None (cannot process narrative or

complex ideas)

Basic (comfort-seeking, stress

contagion)

Low (confined to immediate domestic
space)
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Human Relationships

Variable (requires vulnerability, risk of

conflict)

High (mutual advice, shared problem-

solving)

High (mutual support, bidirectional

care)

High (community ties, shared identity,

social networks)
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When an individual leans on a pet to avoid the friction, risk, or effort of human relationships, the underlying driver is often
social withdrawal or attachment anxiety. The pet provides a safe emotional harbor, but because it cannot fulfill higher-
level human social needs (such as reciprocal discussion, complex shared goals, or broader social belonging), the baseline
social deficit remains unaddressed—Ileading to chronic loneliness.

Broader Context in Human-Animal Interaction (HAI) Research

This paper aligns with a broader shift in human-animal interaction literature away from the "pet effect" assumption—the

idea that pets automatically improve mental health:

» Insecure Attachment Styles: Related studies (e.g., Ciacchella et al., 2025) show that individuals with anxious or fearful
attachment styles in human relationships often develop hyper-attached bonds with pets. While this offers temporary

comfort, it correlates with lower life satisfaction if human connections continue to be avoided.

» The "Pet Paradox": Meta-reviews of pet attachment reveal that extremely high attachment scores frequently
correlate with higher rates of depression and anxiety, precisely because intense attachment often develops as a coping
response to social isolation, trauma, or lack of human support.

Practical Implications
» For Individuals: Pets work best as social catalysts—walking a dog, engaging in local animal communities, or sharing

caretaking—which builds bridges back to human interaction rather than serving as a wall against it.

» For Clinical/Therapeutic Settings: Animal-Assisted Interventions (AAl) are increasingly designed to complement

human social frameworks rather than act as standalone solutions for loneliness or isolation.
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