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1. Introduction 

• Positive interactions with families, friends, or communities are linked with improved child's 

mental and physical health (Goswami, 2011; Lippold et al., 2016).   

• Pets are considered as part of family members and have strong bonds with members of the 

household (HABRI, 2022; Jalongo, 2015).    

• Studies on human-animal interactions remain relatively scarce, especially those focusing on 

children.    

• This study aims to fill the gap by examining how pet ownership and interaction with pets 

contributes to children’s socioemotional and behavioural outcomes, relationship quality, and 

physical health.
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Regulate stress through reduction of 
cortisol and release of oxytocin 
(Meints et al., 2022; Polheber & Matchock, 
2013; Teo et al., 2022)

Childhood development, such as 
language and speech (Purewal et al., 
2024)

Provide social support and 
encouraging empathy (Giraudet et al., 

2022; Jalongo, 2015)

Lower academic performance 
(Purewal el., 2024)

Hyperactivity and conduct problems 
(Adams et al., 2024; Meints et al., 2022)

Literature Review



Research questions

➢ What determines pet ownership among children in Ireland?

➢ How does pet ownership and interaction with pets influence the following 

aspects of children’s lives?    

➢ Socioemotional and behavioural outcomes       
➢ Relationship with parents and peers       
➢ Physical health    

➢ How does the relationship vary among boys and girls?
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2. Data

• Cohort '98 of GUI, waves where children are 9, 13, and 17 years were used.

• In Cohort '08, waves where children were 9 and 13 were used in the main analyses.

• In both cohorts, similar indicators were collected: socio-emotional/behavioural well-being, 

relationships, physical health, and family context.

• A time-use diary is used to collect information on children’s activity in the past 24 hours. This 

information is collected among 13, 17/18, and 20 year-old respondents in cohort ’98 and 13 

year-old in cohort ’08.
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2. Variables

• Pet ownership and interactions with pets        

• Pet ownership is collected at age 9 in both cohorts. Children were asked  whether or not they have 
any pets and the types of pets.

• Interaction with pets was obtained to proxy closeness with pets. The time use diary in cohort ‘98 for 
age 13 and 17/18 were used.

• Outcome variables

• Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ): prosocial, externalizing, internalising
• Pianta – conflict scale, number of friends, close friends, and being bullied in the past 3 months
• Meeting recommended time for hard and light physical activity

• Covariates: sociodemographic information (age, sex, migration history, hindrance in daily life), 
caregiver characteristics (parental education, employment, lone parent, parental distress, 
chronic illness), household information (rural/urban, house tenure, income, etc.), outcomes 
or other relevant covariates measured at earlier ages
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3. Methodology

Age 5 Age 9 Age 13
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3. Methodology

Lagged Dependent Variable (LDV)

𝑌𝑖1 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1 𝑃𝑒𝑡𝑖1 + 𝛾1𝑌𝑖0 + 𝛾2𝑋𝑖1 + 𝜖𝑖1

Heterogeneity tests

𝑌𝑖1 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1 𝑃𝑒𝑡𝑖1 + 𝛽2 𝐹𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑖1 + 𝛽3 𝐹𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑖1 × 𝑃𝑒𝑡𝑖1 + 𝛾1𝑌𝑖0 + 𝛾2𝑋𝑖1 + 𝜖𝑖1

Correlated random effect (CRE) model controlling ො𝑥 (unobserved time invariant) and inverse 
probability weighting (IPW) to balance characteristics of pet vs. non-pet owners



10

4. Pet ownership among children in Ireland

Note: The weighted columns are calculated using cross-sectional survey weights provided in each wave.
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4. What determines pet ownership among 
children?
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4. In Cohort '98, pet ownership is not associated with changes 
in SDQ scores among 13-year-olds

Note: Control variables include female, birthweight, presence of older sibling, history of migration, being hampered by disability, 
exposure to stress event(s), parental education, mother’s employment, parental depression, parental chronic disease, living in 
urban/rural areas, housing tenure, household size, household income above median, and experience of economic difficulties. 
Estimated using LDV model and baseline control is each specific SDQ composite being measured at age 9.
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4. In Cohort '08, pet ownership is significantly associated with 
higher internalising SDQ among 13-year-olds

Note: Control variables include female, birthweight, presence of older sibling, history of migration, being hampered by disability, 
exposure to stress event(s), parental education, mother’s employment, parental depression, parental chronic disease, living in 
urban/rural areas, housing tenure, household size, household income above median, and experience of economic difficulties. 
Estimated using LDV model and baseline control is each specific SDQ composite being measured at age 9.
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4. Among children aged 17 years old, playing or 
exercising with pets is linked with increased 
prosocial behaviour

Note: Control variables include female, birthweight, presence of older sibling, history of migration, being hampered by disability, 
exposure to stress event(s), parental education, mother’s employment, parental depression, parental chronic disease, living in 
urban/rural areas, housing tenure, household size, household income above median, and experience of economic difficulties. 
Estimated using LDV model and baseline control is each specific SDQ composite being measured at age 13.
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4. The link with other outcomes

➢ Pet ownership

• Pet ownership alone is not strongly associated with most behavioural, relationship, and 
physical health measures.

• Pet ownership is associated with higher bullying reports among 13-year-olds (reverse 
causality).

➢ Interaction with pets

• Interacting with pets is associated with less conflict with parents.
• It is also associated with fewer friends.
• Modest effect across all domains

➢ Boys and girls difference

• Stronger link between interactions with pets and increased physical activity for girls than for 
boys.

• No other difference across other outcomes.
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5. Discussion

➢ Pet ownership is associated with children, caregiver, and household characteristics. It is also 

associated with children’s well-being in earlier ages.

➢ Pet ownership alone is not strongly associated with most socioemotional, behavioural, 

relationship, and physical health measures.

➢ Playing or exercising with pets is significantly linked with improved well-being, despite modest 

effect sizes.

➢ Policy implications:

• Assess suitability of companion animals to family needs

• Programs need to focus on building child-pet bond.
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