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ABSTRACT

Introduction Postgraduate students experience disproportionately high levels of
depression, anxiety, and stress compared to undergraduate peers and the
general population. Pets are increasingly recognised as potential sources of
psychosocial support, yet their role in shaping student wellbeing within Asian
contexts remains underexplored. This narrative review synthesises evidence
on the relationship between pet ownership and postgraduate student mental
health, with a particular focus on Malaysian public university students.

Methods Relevant studies were identified through PubMed, Scopus, PsycINFO and
Google Scholar using combinations of terms related to “postgraduate
students,” “mental health,” “pet ownership,” and “companion animals.”
Articles published in English between 2015 and 2024 were included if they
reported on student populations and examined psychosocial outcomes
associated with pets. Data were narratively synthesised into major themes. As
a narrative review integrating heterogeneous quantitative and qualitative
evidence, the findings reflect associative patterns and conceptual trends rather
than causal relationships. The absence of formal meta-analysis limits the
ability to quantify effect sizes across studies.

Results Four recurring themes emerged: (i) pets as sources of social support mitigating
loneliness and enhancing belonging; (ii) pets and psychological wellbeing
through stress and anxiety reduction; (iii) pets as facilitators of coping and
academic adjustment; and (iv) risks and contextual nuances including
financial burdens, cultural sensitivities, and zoonotic concerns. Evidence from
Western settings demonstrated consistent benefits, while emerging data from
Asia highlighted the importance of cultural and religious factors in moderating
outcomes.

Conclusions Pet ownership may provide meaningful psychosocial benefits to postgraduate
students, yet these are context dependent. In Malaysia, the -cultural
acceptability of specific animals, financial pressures, and caregiving
responsibilities shape how pets influence wellbeing. Further empirical
research is required to establish culturally grounded, evidence-based
approaches to incorporating animal companionship in student mental health
promotion.
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INTRODUCTION

Mental health problems represent one of the most
pressing challenges in higher education globally.
Epidemiological evidence indicates that students
experience substantially higher rates of depression,
anxiety, and stress compared with non-student
populations of the same age."> Among postgraduate
students, the burden is particularly acute, with
prevalence estimates suggesting that up to 40-50%
experience clinically relevant symptoms of
psychological ~ distress.>*  The  postgraduate
experience often entails unique stressors including
academic pressure, uncertain career prospects,
competitive  funding environments, strained
supervisory relationships, and the challenges of
balancing family or financial responsibilities
alongside study commitments.®

In Malaysia, these vulnerabilities are
amplified by structural and cultural contexts. The
rapid expansion of postgraduate education has been
accompanied by growing competition for limited
scholarships ~ and  research  opportunities.®
International students, who constitute a significant
proportion of Malaysia’s postgraduate population,
frequently encounter additional challenges such as
cultural adjustment, language barriers, and
acculturative stress.” Although awareness of student
mental health has increased globally, help-seeking
remains suboptimal. In Malaysia and other Asian
contexts, stigma, concerns about confidentiality, and
cultural  expectations surrounding resilience
continue to discourage students from accessing
formal counselling services.® These structural and
cultural barriers highlight the importance of
identifying complementary, low-stigma forms of
psychosocial support that may operate outside
traditional clinical pathways.

One such source increasingly attracting
scholarly attention is the role of pets and companion
animals. A growing body of international evidence
suggests that pets may buffer against loneliness,
provide emotional support, and promote routine and
physical activity, thereby contributing positively to
mental health.>!® The concept of the “pet effect”
posits that human—animal bonds may mitigate stress
and enhance wellbeing through both physiological
and psychological pathways.!! For students, pets
may offer a unique form of non-judgemental
companionship at times of high academic stress,
thereby supporting coping and resilience.'?
Moreover, structured animal-assisted interventions,
such as therapy dog sessions during examination
periods, have demonstrated consistent reductions in
self-reported stress and anxiety among university
students in North America and Europe.'>!4

Despite this evidence, research examining
pets in the context of postgraduate student mental
health in Asia remains limited. Cultural and
religious dimensions are particularly salient in
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Malaysia. As a Muslim-majority  country,
perceptions of animals vary considerably, with cats
generally accepted and valued, while dogs are often
viewed with religious sensitivities.!> These cultural
frameworks influence patterns of pet ownership,
meanings ascribed to animals, and ultimately, the
potential psychosocial impact of pet companionship.
Financial considerations are also critical, as
postgraduate students often live on constrained
budgets where pet-related expenses may compound
stress rather than alleviate it.!®
Existing Malaysian studies on student mental health
have primarily focused on academic stress, coping
strategies, and social support networks.!%!7
However, few have systematically considered the
role of pets as an adjunct or alternative form of
support. This omission represents a notable research
gap, particularly given the growing cultural presence
of pets in wurban Malaysian households.'®
Understanding whether, and how, pets contribute to
postgraduate wellbeing is essential to inform
culturally appropriate interventions and policies.
The present review therefore aims to
synthesise existing global and regional evidence on
the psychosocial role of pets in postgraduate student
mental health, with a focus on public university
students in Malaysia. Specifically, it explores how
pets may provide social support, reduce
psychological distress, facilitate academic coping,
and the extent to which contextual challenges limit
these benefits. By situating Malaysian postgraduate
students within the broader international discourse
on the human—animal bond, this review seeks to
provide a foundation for culturally grounded,
evidence-based recommendations for research,
policy, and practice.

METHODS

This study adopted a narrative review design to
synthesise evidence on the psychosocial role of pets
in postgraduate student mental health. A narrative
approach was selected because the available
literature spans diverse methodologies, populations,
and theoretical perspectives, making a systematic
review unsuitable at this stage of evidence
development. =~ The  methodology  followed
recommended practices for conducting rigorous
narrative reviews, including transparent search
strategies, explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria,
and thematic synthesis of findings.

Search Strategy

A structured literature search was conducted
between March and April 2025 using four electronic
databases: PubMed, Scopus, PsycINFO, and Google
Scholar. Search terms combined Medical Subject
Headings (MeSH) and keywords, including
“postgraduate  students,” “graduate students,”
“mental health,” “psychological wellbeing,” “pet
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ownership,” “companion animals,” “dog,” “cat,”
and “social support.” Boolean operators (AND, OR)
were used to broaden and refine results. The
reference lists of relevant articles and reviews were
also screened to identify additional studies. To
enhance comprehensiveness, search strings were
adapted for each database while retaining core
conceptual domains (student population, mental
health outcomes, and pet or animal interaction). No
geographical restrictions were applied. Grey
literature was not systematically searched; this may
have limited the inclusion of unpublished or
institutional reports.

Eligibility Criteria

Studies were included if they met the following
criteria: (i) published in English between January
2015 and March 2025; (ii) involved student
populations, with a preference for postgraduate or
graduate students; (iii) examined mental health
outcomes or psychosocial factors in relation to pet
ownership, animal interaction, or companion
animals; and (iv) employed quantitative, qualitative,
or mixed-methods designs. Exclusion criteria
included: (i) studies exclusively involving children,
non-student adults, or preclinical animal models; (ii)
publications without primary data such as editorials,
letters, and commentaries; and (iii) articles not
accessible in full text.

Selection Process

Titles and abstracts were independently screened for
relevance, followed by full-text assessment.
Disagreements were resolved by consensus. A total
of 213 records were initially identified, of which 46
met inclusion criteria after removal of duplicates and
screening. Of these, 19 studies directly addressed
student populations, while others examined broader
young adult or community samples that provided
transferable insights. Two reviewers independently
screened titles and abstracts for eligibility. Full-text
articles were subsequently assessed by both
reviewers against predefined inclusion criteria.
Inter-reviewer disagreements were resolved through
discussion until consensus was reached. Although
formal inter-rater reliability statistics were not
calculated, the dual-review process was
implemented to enhance transparency and mitigate
selection bias.

Data Extraction and Synthesis

Key information extracted from each study
included: author(s), year, country, study design,
sample characteristics, type of pet or animal
interaction, mental health outcomes assessed, and
major findings. Data was collated into a summary
table to provide an overview of evidence. A thematic
synthesis approach was used to identify recurrent
concepts and patterns across studies. Thematic
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categories were inductively generated through
iterative reading and comparison of findings and
subsequently refined into four overarching themes:
(i) pets as sources of social support, (ii) pets and
psychological wellbeing, (iii) pets and academic
coping, and (iv) risks and contextual nuances.

Quality Considerations

Although formal risk of bias assessment was not
applied, attention was given to study design, sample
size, and methodological transparency. The
narrative approach prioritised depth of synthesis and
conceptual integration over exhaustive systematic
inclusion. Findings are therefore presented to
highlight consistencies, divergences, and contextual
factors across diverse evidence bases.

RESULTS

A total of 46 studies were included, with 19 directly
addressing student populations and the remainder
providing transferable insights from young adult or
community cohorts. Most studies originated from
North America, Europe, and Australia, with a
smaller but growing number from Asia, including
Malaysia. Across diverse methodologies, four broad
themes were identified. Notably, the evidence base
remains geographically imbalanced, with many
empirical studies conducted in North America, the
United Kingdom, and Australia. Research from
Southeast Asia, including Malaysia, remains
comparatively sparse. This imbalance limits the
contextual transferability and underscores the need
for locally grounded empirical investigations. The
first two themes are presented below.

Theme 1: Pets as Sources of Social Support

One of the most consistent findings in literature is
the role of pets in providing companionship and
emotional support to students experiencing stress
and isolation. Pets were frequently described as non-
judgemental, accepting, and a constant presence
during periods of academic strain. >'%? For
postgraduate students, who often face extended
hours of solitary research and reduced peer
interaction, pets functioned as substitutes for human
companionship.

A large-scale survey of graduate students in
the United States reported that pet owners were
significantly less likely to endorse severe loneliness
compared with non-owners, even after controlling
for demographic and socioeconomic factors.?!
Similarly, a qualitative study among international
doctoral candidates in the United Kingdom revealed
that pets—particularly cats—were perceived as
“family-like” companions, mitigating feelings of
social disconnection and cultural alienation.??

The social support provided by pets extended
beyond emotional comfort. Several studies
highlighted the role of pets in establishing social
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networks. Dog ownership, for example, increased
opportunities for casual interactions in public
spaces, which translated into broader social support
systems.?* Although postgraduate students may not
have extensive time for such activities, this indirect
social facilitation remains an important mechanism.

In Malaysia, where postgraduate students
are often separated from families due to interstate or
international study, the companionship of pets may
compensate for the absence of immediate kin

support. A recent local study found that students
who lived with cats reported greater feelings of
belonging and comfort compared with peers without
pets, suggesting culturally appropriate benefits even
in settings where certain animals are not widely
accepted.?* Table 1 summarises the evidence
regarding the role of pet ownership and animal-
assisted interactions in buffering psychological
distress among university students.

Table 1 Evidence on pet ownership and stress, anxiety, and depression among university students

Author Country Population Method Key Findings

Pendry & USA Undergraduates Experimental ~Animal-assisted interventions

Vandagriff?° lowered cortisol and anxiety levels.

Adamle etal®®  USA College Survey Pets served as emotional support
students during stressful transitions.

Hawkins et al?®  USA Undergraduates Experimental Pet interaction improved affect and

reduced exam stress.

Wood et al* USA University Cross- Pet ownership buffered stress but
students sectional also posed financial strain.

Ratschen et al*®* UK University Survey Therapy animals improved mood and
students reduced depression symptoms.

The evidence summarised in Table 1
highlights how pet ownership and animal-assisted
interactions can buffer psychological distress,
particularly stress, anxiety, and depression, among
university students. While most findings support
positive outcomes, they also underscore that
contextual factors such as financial strain or
caregiving burden may moderate these effects.
Overall, evidence converges to suggest that pets
provide consistent forms of social support,
functioning both as primary companions and as
facilitators of broader social connectedness.

Theme 2: Pets and Psychological Wellbeing
Beyond social support, pets appear to exert direct
benefits on psychological wellbeing, particularly in
relation to stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms.
The physiological mechanisms proposed include
oxytocin release during tactile interaction,
reductions in cortisol levels, and improvements in
autonomic regulation.?*2% Psychologically, the sense
of routine and responsibility associated with pet care
has been linked to improved resilience and self-
regulation.?

Experimental evidence reinforces these
associations. Randomised controlled trials of
animal-assisted  interventions on  university
campuses consistently demonstrate reductions in
perceived stress and anxiety following structured
interactions with therapy dogs or cats. 2%
Importantly, these effects appear robust across
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cultural settings, though the magnitude varies
depending on prior attitudes towards animals.

Cross-sectional studies also indicate that
pet ownership is associated with lower levels of
depressive symptoms among students. For instance,
a Canadian study found that pet-owning graduate
students scored significantly lower on validated
measures of depression and stress compared with
their non-owning peers.>’ Qualitative reports further
highlight the role of pets in providing a sense of
purpose, daily structure, and unconditional
acceptance—factors identified as protective against
psychological distress.>!

In Malaysia, while empirical research
remains sparse, emerging evidence suggests similar
trends. A small-scale survey of undergraduates in
Selangor revealed that students with cats or small
mammals reported lower self-perceived stress and
greater emotional stability.3> These findings align
with global literature, though cultural nuances must
be considered. For instance, sensitivities
surrounding dogs may restrict their accessibility as
companions, potentially limiting the scope of
therapeutic benefits in Malaysian contexts.’

Taken together, literature underscores that
pets may play an important role in reducing stress
and promoting psychological wellbeing in student
populations. While causality remains contested due
to cross-sectional designs, the weight of evidence
points towards beneficial associations that are
consistent across contexts.
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Table 2 Evidence on pet ownership and social connectedness among students

Author Country Population Method Key Findings
Brooks et al'® UK University students Qualitative  Pets  reduced loneliness and  enhanced
companionship.

Bao
Schreer?®

& USA Undergraduates Cross-

sectional

Holland et al*3> Malaysia Malaysian students Qualitative

Pet owners reported lower loneliness scores.

Cultural context influenced social value of pets.

Alat et al® Malaysia International Qualitative ~ Pets alleviated homesickness and supported
students cultural adjustment.
Hwang et al** USA Graduate students  Survey Pets promoted social routine and feelings of
belonging.
As presented in Table 2, research students in Australia reported that caring for their

consistently demonstrates that pets serve as valuable
companions in alleviating loneliness and enhancing
social connectedness. For postgraduate students
navigating social isolation and cultural transitions,
these benefits are particularly salient, though shaped
by cultural and contextual variations.

Theme 3: Pets and Academic Coping and
Adjustment

A distinct strand of literature emphasises the
influence of pets on academic coping and
adjustment processes. Postgraduate education is
characterised by prolonged academic pressures,
uncertainty, and performance expectations that may
compromise student wellbeing. Pets appear to
contribute to coping mechanisms through the
promotion of routine, stress recovery, and enhanced
motivation.

Several studies indicate that pet ownership
encourages daily structure, which may indirectly
enhance time management skills. A survey among
doctoral students in Canada found that pet owners
were more likely to maintain regular sleep—wake
schedules compared to non-owners, attributing this
stability to the responsibilities of pet care.?* This
consistency was positively associated with greater
productivity and fewer self-reported incidences of
academic burnout.

Qualitative studies further highlight the
symbolic role of pets as motivators. For instance,
doctoral students in the United States described pets
as “anchors” that reminded them to pause during
long research sessions, promoting healthier study—
life balance.® Similarly, postgraduate veterinary

2604

animals reinforced their sense of competence and
control, which translated into confidence when
tackling academic challenges.3

Animal-assisted interventions (AAIs) on
campuses also demonstrate relevance to academic
adjustment. Students exposed to therapy animals
during examination periods consistently reported
reductions in academic stress and improved
concentration.’” A controlled trial conducted in the
United States showed that students who interacted
with therapy dogs for just 15 minutes prior to
examinations had significantly lower cortisol levels
and improved performance on subsequent memory
recall tasks compared with controls.*® These
findings highlight not only psychological but also
potential cognitive benefits of pet interactions.

The literature suggests cultural variations
in these associations. In collectivist societies such as
Malaysia, where family obligations may compete
with academic commitments, pets can serve as an
alternative outlet for stress relief without the stigma
associated with seeking psychological counselling.
40 This discreet role may be particularly relevant for
postgraduate students facing pressure to perform
academically while upholding cultural expectations.

Taken together, evidence indicates that pets
support academic coping by fostering routine,
enhancing  self-regulation, providing stress-
buffering companionship, and, in structured
interventions, improving performance outcomes.
Nevertheless, more longitudinal research is required
to clarify the extent to which these benefits directly
translate into academic achievement.
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Table 3 Evidence on pets and academic/cognitive performance

Author Country Population Method

Key Findings

Hwang et al’** USA

Adamle et USA
alzs

Wood et al*®* USA Undergraduates

Holland et Malaysia Malaysian students  Qualitative

al33

Graduate students Survey
University students  Survey

Cross-sectional

Pets provided structure aiding academic
routines.

Pet companionship promotes balance between
studies and life.

Pet-related stress could compete with study
demands.

Pets acted as motivators during academic
isolation.

The findings collated in Table 3 illustrate
the complex relationship between pet ownership and
academic performance. While pets provide
structure, motivation, and emotional support that
may enhance academic engagement, they can also
present competing demands. This duality
underscores the need for balanced approaches in
understanding pets’ role in student productivity.

Theme 4: Risks, Challenges, and Contextual
Nuances

While many findings highlight benefits, the
literature also points to risks, challenges, and
contextual factors that complicate the relationship
between pet ownership and student mental health.
These include financial costs, housing restrictions,
cultural attitudes, and the potential burden of
caregiving responsibilities.

Financial and housing constraints

Pet ownership entails significant costs, including
food, veterinary care, and accommodation expenses.
For postgraduate students, who often live on
stipends or limited budgets, these financial demands
may exacerbate stress rather than alleviate it.*
Housing restrictions further compound the issue;
many university residents prohibit pets, forcing
students to either live off campus at higher expense
or relinquish their animals, which can cause
psychological distress.*!

Care burden and role conflict

The caregiving responsibilities associated with pets
may create conflicts with academic demands.
Several studies have documented cases in which
students reported guilt or stress when balancing
thesis deadlines with pet care duties.*> For
international students, concerns over relocation and
the feasibility of transporting animals across borders
add additional layers of complexity.®

Cultural and religious considerations

Cultural norms and religious practices influence the
acceptability of certain animals as companions. In
Malaysia and other Muslim-majority contexts, dogs
are often perceived as ritually impure, which limits
their role as domestic companions despite their
therapeutic potential >*** Conversely, cats are
widely accepted and may serve as more culturally
congruent sources of companionship. These nuances
highlight the importance of contextual sensitivity
when interpreting global findings in local settings.

Health and safety risks

Although infrequent, risks related to allergies,
zoonotic diseases, and injuries from pets have been
reported. University health authorities occasionally
express concerns regarding the introduction of
animals into communal spaces, particularly in high-
density student housing.** However, the literature
generally concludes that these risks are minimal
when appropriate hygiene and safety practices are
observed.*

Table 4 Evidence on pets and coping during COVID-19 among students

Author Country Population Method Key Findings

Ratschen et UK University students Survey Pets provided emotional stability during

al®® lockdowns.

Bao & USA Undergraduates Cross-sectional Pet ownership linked to reduced loneliness,

Schreer? relevant to isolation.

Alat et al® Malaysia International Qualitative Pets reduced homesickness and improved
students resilience during pandemic.

Hawkins et al>® USA Undergraduates Experimental Pet interactions reduced acute stress in remote

learning contexts.
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The synthesis of evidence in Table 4
demonstrates that pets functioned as crucial coping
resources during the COVID-19 pandemic,
providing emotional stability, mitigating loneliness,
and fostering resilience. These findings highlight the
adaptive role of pet ownership in times of crisis and
underscore the potential for integrating companion
animals into broader student wellbeing frameworks.

Summary of Evidence

Table 5 summarises the evidence concerning
summary of key studies on pet ownership and
student mental health, highlighting the key patterns
identified across the reviewed studies.

Table 5 Summary of key studies on pet ownership and student mental health

Author Population Type of Study Key Findings Relevance to Postgraduate
Students

Brooks et al'®  University students, Qualitative  Pets provided Confirms social support role

UK companionship and of pets
emotional support

Pendry & College students, Experimental Animal-assisted interactions Evidence of stress-buffering

Vandagriff?®  USA lowered cortisol effects

Adamle et al*® College students, Survey Pets acted as confidants for Highlight’s role in
USA students emotional expression

Bao & Undergraduates, Cross- Pet ownership linked to Suggests relevance for

Schreer?¢ USA sectional lower loneliness social integration

Hawkins et al®® University students, Experimental Pet interaction improved and Mechanistic evidence of
USA reduced stress wellbeing benefits

Holland et al®®> Malaysian students  Qualitative  Cultural/religious  attitudes Contextual  insight  for

influenced pet acceptance ~ Malaysia

Hwang et al®* Graduate  students, Survey Pets provided structure Confirms  coping  and
USA aiding academic routine adjustment pathway

Ratschen et al*® University students, Survey Therapy animals improved Supports campus-based
UK mood during exams interventions

Wood et al**  University students, Survey Pet ownership linked to Highlights practical risks
USA financial and housing stress

Alat et al® International Qualitative  Pets alleviated Special ~ relevance  for
students, Malaysia homesickness, aided cultural Malaysian postgraduate

transition internationals

The evidence across multiple contexts and
study designs consistently demonstrates that pet
ownership and animal-assisted interactions exert
measurable effects on postgraduate student mental
health. As summarised in Table 5, the most common
benefits include emotional support, stress buffering,
reduced loneliness, and enhanced social integration,
with qualitative studies confirming pets’ role in
companionship and coping. Experimental and
survey-based evidence provides mechanistic
insights, particularly regarding stress physiology
and emotional regulation.

At the same time, certain challenges
emerge, including the financial and housing burdens
of pet ownership,** as well as the influence of
cultural and religious attitudes in Malaysia,** which
may shape the acceptability of keeping pets among
postgraduate students. Importantly, international
students appear to derive specific benefits from pets

as they adjust to new cultural and academic
environments.*

Together, this summary highlights both the
protective and potentially challenging dimensions of
pet ownership for postgraduate students,
underscoring the need for nuanced, context-specific
approaches in university wellbeing strategies. This
synthesis provides the foundation for the subsequent
Discussion section, where these findings are
interpreted in relation to existing theoretical
frameworks and practical implications.

DISCUSSION

This narrative review synthesised evidence on the
role of pets in postgraduate student mental health,
highlighting four major themes: pets as sources of
social support, pets and psychological wellbeing,
pets and academic coping and adjustment, and the
risks and contextual nuances of pet ownership.
Together, these themes reveal a complex and
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multifaceted relationship between companion
animals and student wellbeing, underscoring the
importance of considering both universal and
context-specific factors when interpreting these
findings.

Pets as Social Support and Companionship

The findings confirm that pets consistently serve as
reliable sources of social support for postgraduate
students, particularly in contexts where traditional
social networks are limited. This is consistent with
attachment theory, which posits that pets can act as
attachment figures, providing comfort, security, and
stability.!®?* For students who are geographically
separated from their families or who experience
limited peer connections due to academic
workloads, pets may fulfil emotional and relational
needs that buffer against loneliness and isolation.

In Malaysia, the significance of pets as
alternative social supports is particularly relevant
given the cultural stigma often associated with help-
seeking for mental health concerns.?® Prior research
has shown that Malaysian students are less likely to
access formal counselling services due to concerns
about confidentiality and societal judgement.** Pets,
therefore, may offer a culturally acceptable and
stigma-free means of emotional expression,
mitigating the risk of social withdrawal. This
suggests a potentially underexplored avenue for
student support services to incorporate animal-based
interventions as complementary resources.

Psychological Wellbeing and Stress Reduction
Across the reviewed literature, pets were
consistently associated with reductions in stress,
anxiety, and depressive symptoms. The mechanisms
underlying these effects are both physiological and
psychological. Studies have demonstrated that pet
interaction lowers cortisol levels and blood pressure
while stimulating oxytocin release, which
collectively promotes relaxation and positive
effects. 292 Psychologically, the non-judgemental
companionship of pets fosters self-acceptance and
emotional stability, attributes that are particularly
beneficial in the high-pressure postgraduate
environment.

This theme aligns with the stress-buffering
hypothesis, which proposes that social support
mitigates the harmful effects of stress on mental
health.!” In postgraduate contexts, pets function not
only as stress buffers but also as preventive agents,
creating ongoing opportunities for relaxation and
routine emotional regulation. The evidence also
resonates with positive psychology frameworks,
which emphasise the role of small, daily sources of
joy and purpose in sustaining wellbeing.?®

From a Malaysian perspective, the
integration of pets into stress management strategies
may be particularly relevant for international
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students, who frequently report higher levels of
homesickness and adjustment difficulties.** Pets
may provide a familiar sense of continuity and
identity, serving as emotional anchors amidst
academic and cultural transitions.

Academic Coping and Adjustment
Evidence from this review highlights the indirect yet
significant role of pets in supporting academic
coping and adjustment. The responsibilities
associated with pet care promote routine, structure,
and self-regulation, which in turn contribute to
improved productivity and reduced academic
burnout. ** These findings are consistent with
behavioural  self-regulation  theory,  which
emphasises the importance of consistent routines in
maintaining motivation and performance.’’
Notably, the review also suggests that
animal-assisted interventions (AAls) implemented
within university settings may enhance cognitive
outcomes, such as memory retention and exam
performance.’® Such interventions are gaining
traction globally and could hold considerable
promise in Malaysia, where postgraduate students
face unique pressures including high expectations
from family, financial constraints, and the
competitive academic environment. Incorporating
structured pet-based interventions into campus
wellness programmes may provide a cost-effective
and engaging means of supporting student success.

Risks, Challenges, and Contextual Nuances

Despite the substantial benefits, this review
identified significant challenges that temper the
positive effects of pet ownership. Financial
constraints, housing restrictions, and caregiving
responsibilities were recurrent themes across the
literature, with salience for postgraduate students
living on limited stipends.**“? These findings align
with role strain theory, which suggests that the
accumulation of competing demands—in this case,
balancing academic obligations with pet care—can
lead to stress and diminished wellbeing.*?

Cultural and religious considerations
emerged as particularly relevant in the Malaysian
context. While cats are widely accepted as
companions, dogs remain less culturally congruent
due to religious sensitivity. 3* This finding
underscores the importance of contextualising
international evidence within local cultural
frameworks, rather than assuming uniform
applicability across populations. Similarly, the risks
of allergies, zoonoses, and logistical complications
associated with relocation highlight the necessity for
students and institutions alike to carefully weigh the
costs and benefits of pet ownership in academic
settings.

While the review identifies consistent
positive associations between pet ownership and
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psychosocial ~wellbeing, it 1is important to
acknowledge that the “pet effect” remains debated
within the broader literature. Some large-scale
longitudinal studies in general populations have
reported mixed or null findings after adjusting for
socioeconomic confounders. Consequently, the
relationship between pets and mental health is likely
to be complex, bidirectional, and influenced by pre-
existing individual differences.

Implications for Policy and Practice
The synthesis of findings has several implications
for higher education policy and practice. First,
universities should recognise the potential role of
pets and AAIs in supporting student wellbeing and
explore opportunities for structured programmes,
such as therapy animal visits during examination
periods. Second, policies around student housing
could be revisited to provide clearer guidelines and
more flexible arrangements for pet ownership,
particularly in postgraduate residences. Third,
mental health promotion strategies should
acknowledge cultural attitudes towards pets and
leverage acceptable forms of animal companionship,
such as cats, in awareness and support campaigns.
In Malaysia, where formal mental health
resources for students remain underutilised,
integrating animal-based support into campus health
services could provide a culturally sensitive and
non-stigmatising  complement to  traditional
counselling. International student support offices
may also consider providing guidance on pet
ownership, relocation logistics, and housing options,
recognising that pets may serve as critical coping
resources for this group.
Taken together, the findings suggest a conceptual
pathway whereby pets may influence postgraduate
mental health through interconnected mechanisms
of social support, physiological stress modulation,
behavioural regulation, and identity reinforcement,
moderated by cultural and structural contexts.

Limitations

Several limitations warrant consideration. First, this
study employed narrative review design without
formal risk-of-bias assessment or meta-analytic
synthesis. Although appropriate for integrating
diverse methodologies, this approach limits
systematic evaluation of study quality and precludes
quantitative estimation of pooled effects. Second,
most included studies originated from Western
contexts, restricting the cultural generalisability of
findings to Malaysian postgraduate populations.
Third, many studies utilised cross-sectional designs,
limiting causal inference and raising the possibility
of reverse causality (e.g., psychologically healthier
students may be more likely to adopt pets). Fourth,
publication bias cannot be excluded, as studies
demonstrating positive associations may be
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disproportionately represented in the published
literature. Finally, heterogeneity in outcome
measures and definitions of pet ownership
complicates direct comparison across studies.

Directions for Future Research

Future research should aim to address several gaps
identified in this review. First, longitudinal studies
are needed to establish causal relationships between
pet ownership and mental health outcomes among
postgraduate students. Second, greater attention
should be given to the academic dimensions of pet
interactions, including potential impacts on
motivation, concentration, and achievement. Third,
more locally grounded research in Malaysia and
other Southeast Asian contexts is warranted, given
the cultural and religious factors that shape
perceptions of pets. Finally, economic evaluations of
AAIls and pet ownership could provide critical
insights into the cost-effectiveness of incorporating

animal-based support into student wellbeing
frameworks.
CONCLUSION

This narrative review has demonstrated that pets
play a significant role in supporting postgraduate
student mental health. Companion animals provide
social support, reduce stress, and foster emotional
resilience, while also encouraging routine and
academic coping. However, the benefits are
tempered by practical and contextual challenges,
including financial burdens, housing restrictions,
caregiving demands, and cultural attitudes towards
certain species.

For Malaysian postgraduate students,
where stigma around formal mental health care
persists and international students face heightened
adjustment pressures, pets may serve as culturally
acceptable, non-stigmatising coping resources. The
findings underscore the need for universities to
adopt holistic wellbeing strategies that recognise the
psychosocial contributions of pets. Animal-assisted
interventions, flexible housing policies, and
culturally sensitive wellbeing initiatives may offer
innovative pathways to strengthen mental health
support in academic environments.

Future research should expand on these
findings by employing longitudinal designs,
exploring culturally specific experiences, and
evaluating the cost-effectiveness of pet-related
interventions. By addressing these gaps, higher
education institutions can better support the diverse
needs of postgraduate students navigating the
demands of advanced study.
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