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Abstract: This study was conducted to determine whether there is a significant mean difference of perceived stress between 

dog owners and non-dog owners and whether there are significant correlations between different sources of perceived social 

supports and perceived stress. Participants were 116 undergraduate students in a Malaysian private university college. Among 

116 participants, 44 were dog owners. Participants completed 10-item Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) and Multidimensional 

Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS). The results indicated that there was a significant mean difference of perceived stress 

between dog owners (N = 44, M = 19.57) and non-dog owners (N = 72, M = 21.67). Among non-dog owners, a significant 

negative correlation was found between perceived social support from friends and perceived stress. However, among non-dog 

owners, no significant correlations were found between perceived stress and perceived social support from family, friends, 

significant others and dogs. Further research using a bigger sample size is needed to verify the relationship between perceived 

stress and perceived social support among dog owners. 
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1. Introduction 

There are 56.7 million of households in the United States 

owning a total of 83.3 million dogs [1]. In Asia-Pacific, dog 

ownership is growing fast at a rate of 13% since the year 

2006 until 2011. In 2011, the statistics showed that there are 

62 million of households in Asia-Pacific owning a dog [2]. In 

Malaysia, an increasing number of households are adopting 

dogs as pets [3]. Study has found that pets might be able to 

provide social support that is more effective than other 

humans because pets will never give negative evaluation but 

humans sometimes do [4]. One of the common reasons given 

by people for owning dogs is to reduce stress [5]. 

 Stress is developed when one feels overwhelmed and 

perceives self as unable to cope with demands of the situation 

[6]. There are two types of stress, which are objective stress 

and subjective stress. An individual is facing objective stress 

when a disruptive event happens in one’s life [7]. On the 

other hand, subjective stress or perceived stress is being 

referred to one’s perception on meaning of life events [8]. 

Both objective and perceived stress can induce either positive 

or negative effects depending on the degree of stress being 

experienced. Optimal level of stress helps to facilitate one to 

perform well and focus on task [9]. In contrast, excessive 

stress can negatively affect one’s mental and physical health 

[10]. An individual is expected to be a victim of stress if he 

or she is having one of these stress symptoms such as feeling 

depressed, difficulty in concentration, high blood pressure, 

easily fatigue, frequent neck or shoulder pain and anxiety 

among others [6]. 

Previous studies had shown that most undergraduate 

students were experiencing stress symptoms in their daily 

lives regardless of their gender and ethnicity [6, 11]. Study 

has indicated that university students in Malaysia 

experienced moderate level of perceived stress [12]. Some 

undergraduate medical students in Malaysia were found to 

have high level of stress that warrants attention [13, 14].  

The high level of stress among undergraduate students was 

reported to be triggered by various academic stressors and 

non-academic stressors [14]. The academic stressors include 

too many assignments, poor performance in examination, 

large amount of contents to be learned, difficulty in learning, 

and short of time for revision [6, 15]. On the other hand, 

non-academic stressors are such as inadequate resources to 

access, financial difficulties, lack of sleep, overcrowded 

lecture halls, uncertainty about future, relationship with 
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others and high expectation from family, friends or self [6, 

11,16]. 

In view of the tremendous stress faced by university 

students and the increasing popularity of dog ownership 

among Malaysians, it is important to explore how dog 

ownership and social support are related to stress among 

university students. Thus, the present study is aimed to 

determine whether there is a significant mean difference of 

perceived stress between dog owners and non-dog owners 

and whether there are significant correlations between 

different sources of perceived social supports and perceived 

stress. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Dog Ownership and Perceived Stress 

Most university students self-reported that they owned pet 

dogs and cats with the purpose to alleviate loneliness and 

stress because they were experiencing transitions period and 

being away from their family members [4]. Previous study 

showed that pet dogs were able to buffer against perceived 

stress of dog owners especially when their dogs fulfilled their 

social needs [17]. In assessing 33 stress-related symptoms 

that might be experienced in the past two weeks, pet owners 

were found to have less physical illnesses and stress-related 

symptoms as compared to non-pet owners [17].  

In another study on cardiovascular reactivity and the 

presence of pets [18], pet owners were reported to have the 

lowest cardiovascular measure with the presence of their pets 

when they were performing active coping tasks (arithmetic 

tasks) and passive coping tasks (immersed hand in cold 

water). In contrast, non-pet owners were found to have the 

lowest cardiovascular measure when they were alone. 

However, both pet owners and non-pet owners were having 

the highest cardiovascular reactivity when spouses were 

being around [18].  

Other study found that pet dogs could act as buffers 

against perceived stress of dog owners through increasing 

frequency of exercises among dog owners[19]. Brown and 

Rhodes [19] reported that dog owners aged from 20 to 80 

years in Western Canada spent averagely 132 minutes more 

than non-dog owners on walking within a week.  Similarly, 

findings by Staats, Sears and Pierfelice [20] concluded that 

male faculty members in a Midwestern university owned pets 

because pets motivated them to exercise. A study in Japan 

also indicated that walking with dogs was better in reducing 

stress than walking without dogs [21]. In addition, elders in 

Southern California who did not own pets were more likely 

to visit the doctors than the participants who owned pets as 

stressors in their life increased [22]. 

Similarly, the difference in the level of perceived stress at 

work place was reported between dog owners and non-dog 

owners [23]. Dog owners were reported to have lower level 

of perceived stress than non-dog owners when their dogs 

were present in the workplace. In contrast, dog owners also 

were likely to have higher level of perceived stress than 

non-dog owners when their dogs were absent in their 

workplace because the dog owners were worried about their 

dogs [23]. Furthermore, pet owners who brought their pets to 

workplace tend to perceive more benefits than non-pet 

owners or pet owners who leave their pets at home [24].  

Overall, most of the studies supported that pet dogs could 

be served as buffers against perceived stress [17, 25, 20-21, 

23] and cardiovascular response to stress [25, 18, 26]. 

However, in the absence of dogs, some dog owners showed 

higher level of perceived stress [23 – 26]. Therefore, the 

current study was conducted to answer this research question: 

Is there a significant mean difference of perceived stress 

between dog owners and non-dog owners? 

2.2. Perceived Social Support and Perceived Stress 

Stress was a result of an individual’s appraisal on an 

occurred stressor and own resources or abilities to cope with 

the stressor [27]. In transactional theory of stress and coping, 

there were three types of appraisal, which are primary, 

secondary and reappraisal. Primary appraisal referred to an 

individual’s judgment about meaning that one assigned to a 

situation as threat, harm or challenge. The secondary 

appraisal referred to the individual’s evaluation of available 

resources and abilities to cope with demand of the situation. 

Lastly, reappraisal referred to continuing evaluation of 

primary and secondary appraisals as the situation happened 

[28].  

Different individuals could also experience varying level 

of stress from a specific stressor due to individual’s appraisal 

and perceived social supports that are available. Perceived 

social support refers to individuals’ perceptions on 

availability of support from family, friends or significant 

others during occurrence of stressful events [29]. Other than 

availability of social support provided, degree of perceived 

social support also depends on degree of supportiveness that 

is being provided by a provider [30]. When one is being 

exposed to stressor, one’s cortisol response can be lowered 

by social support received from friends, family and 

significant others [31]. Besides, the individual tends to have 

low anxiety levels after exposure to stressor when the 

individual is having secure attachment and social support 

[31]. Research has found that students tend to talk with their 

friends in order to relieve stress as they perceive the most 

social support from their friends [16]. Other than social 

support from other humans, pets such as dogs also can be one 

of the sources that provide social support [17].  

Individuals could cope with stressful events with social 

supports that were being provided by family, friends, 

significant others or even pet dogs. For instance, a study with 

adolescents who were studying in Senior High Schools in 

Ghana indicated that perceived social support from family 

and friends protect individuals from academic stress by 

providing ideas to solve problems, promoting healthy 

behaviours or reduce over-reactions to perceived stress [32]. 

Study with university students in Jordan also showed that 

both perceived social support from family and friends had 

weak negative correlation with perceived stress but only 
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correlation between perceived social support from friends 

and perceived stress was significant [33]. In addition, a study 

in Germany indicated that social support from best friends 

was able to act as buffer against stress by suppressing cortisol 

levels [34]. Similarly, study done by Chao [35] found that 

college students were willing to interact with family, friends 

and significant others in order to get assistance in the form of 

informational or emotional support during stressful situations. 

College students with low level of perceived social support 

were likely to have higher level of perceived stress [35].  

In transactional theory of stress and coping, social support 

that met the demands of the stressful situation will be 

effective in buffering stress because perception of the social 

support helped to reduce the individual’s perceived stress 

[36]. Besides, individual’s perceived social support was 

largely based on one’s past experience of receiving effective 

enacted support that included others’ words and behaviours 

that were related to the stressful situation [36]. Researchers in 

reference [37] conducted a study by using 14-item Perceived 

Stress Scale (PSS-14) and Multidimensional Scale of 

Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) with additional 4 items to 

measure perceived social support from dogs. Their results 

indicated that there were significant negative correlations 

between general social supports (family, friends and 

significant others) with perceived stress level but no 

significant correlation between perceived support from dogs 

and perceived stress level [37]. The researchers explained 

that perceived social support from dogs did not help to 

reduce stress that arises from problems because dogs only 

provided emotional support instead of solutions to solve 

problems. 

Finding regarding the correlation between perceived social 

support from dogs and perceived stress was not consistently 

non-significant. For instance, a study with Miami University 

students found that dogs were able to reduce perceived stress 

because dogs were able to provide similar social support as 

human friends by alleviating negative feeling of being 

rejected [17]. As compared to men, women were more likely 

to own pets in order to gain social support from the pet and 

get through hard time [20]. One of the reasons for women to 

gain social support from dogs or cats was that they felt lonely 

without owning dogs or cats [20]. Findings from study in 

reference [4, 38] indicated that social support from dogs, not 

friends, reduced more cardiovascular responses during 

stressors because the dog owners were more worried about 

being evaluated by friends and the dog owners perceived 

their dogs as a source for providing non-evaluative social 

support.  

In general, there were inconsistencies between past studies 

on the relationships between perceived social support (family, 

friends, and pet dogs) and perceived stress. Besides, there 

were only two studies on the relationship between perceived 

social support from significant others and perceived stress 

[35, 37]. Therefore, the current study seeks to address this 

research question: Are there significant relationships between 

perceived social supports from different sources and 

perceived stress? 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Participants and Procedures 

Participants were 116 undergraduate students (41 males 

and 75 females) from a local private university college 

located in Kuala Lumpur. The participants’ age ranged from 

18 to 28 years old (M = 20.10, SD = 1.71). Among the 

participants, 44 were dog owners and 67 were non-dog 

owners. These participants were selected through 

convenience sampling to ease the administration of 

questionnaires and to increase the willingness of participants 

to complete questionnaires. The purpose of study was 

explained before questionnaires were administered to 

participants. Participants gave their written informed consent 

for their willingness to participate in the study without any 

rewards. Participants completed demographic information, 

10-item Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) and 

Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support 

(MSPSS). Data were collected and analysed using SPSS. 

3.2. Measures 

Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) consisted of 10 items 

measuring an individual’s level of perceived stress in the last 

month [39]. Participants rated each item using 5-point Likert 

scale from 0 (never) to 4 (very often). PSS-10 consisted of 

four positive and six negative items. One of the items was “In 

the last month, how often have you felt that things were 

going your way?” For the four positive items, scores were 

obtained by reversing responses (for instances, 4 = 0, 3 = 1, 2 

= 2, 1 = 3 and 0 = 4). The sum of all 10 items became the 

total score for perceived stress [11]. The Cronbach alpha 

coefficient for PSS-10 was reported at .742 in a study using 

Malaysian university students as participants [40]. Cronbach 

alpha coefficient for this study was .799 which was 

moderately high. 

Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support 

(MSPSS) was used to indicate the total amount of social 

support received from family, friends and significant others. 

MSPSS consisted of 12 items that included three sub-scales: 

perceived social support from family, friends, and significant 

others [29]. An example of the items is "I can talk about my 

problems with my family." 7-point Likert scale that ranges 

from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree) was 

used to indicate the participants’ perceived social support. 

The Cronbach alpha coefficient for MSPSS was .88, and for 

the three sub-scales were .87 for family, .85 for friends, 

and .91 for significant others [29]. An additional subscale 

that consisted of 4 items were created by Duvall 

Antonacopoulos and Pychyl [37] to measure perceived social 

support from pet dogs. Alpha coefficient for MSPSS with the 

additional subscale was .87 while the alpha coefficient for the 

four subscales that included family, friends, significant others 

and dog were .81, .84, .77 and .83 respectively [37]. In the 

current study, MSPSS had alpha coefficient of .899 while the 

four subscales (family, friends, significant others and dog) 

had alpha coefficient of .824, .796, .856 and .961 
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respectively. 

4. Result 

4.1. Dog Ownership and Perceived Stress 

The independent-samples t-test was used to analyse 

whether the level of perceived stress between dog owners and 

non-dog owners was different. Table 1 showed that there was a 

significant mean difference of perceived stress between dog 

owners and non-dog owners, t (116) = -2.05, p < .05. Dog 

owners had lower level of perceived stress (N = 44, M = 19.57) 

than that of non-dog owners (N = 72, M = 21.67). 

4.2. Perceived Social Support and Perceived Stress 

Pearson correlation coefficient was used to analyse the 

correlation between perceived social support and perceived 

stress for both dog owners and non-dog owners. For dog 

owners (refer to Table 2), no significant correlations were 

found between perceived stress and perceived social support 

from family, friends, significant others or dogs. For non-dog 

owners (refer to Table 3), a statistically significant negative 

correlation was found between perceived social support from 

friends and perceived stress, r (72) = -.42, p < .05. No 

significant correlations were found between perceived stress 

and perceived social support from family, r (72) = -.23, p > .05, 

and significant others, r (72) = -.16, p > .05. 

Table 1. Independent-sample t-test for perceived stress and dog ownership. 

 Dog Ownership N Mean Std. Deviation t-test for Equality of Means 

Perceived Stress 
Dog Owner 44 19.57 5.51 t df Sig. (2-tailed) 

Non-dog Owner 72 21.67 5.27 -2.05 114 .043 

Table 2. Correlations between perceived social support and perceived stress for dog owners. 

 Perceived social support Family Friends Significant others Dogs 

Perceived Stress 

Pearson Correlation -.25 -.13 -.06 -.10 

Sig. (2-tailed) .103 .389 .682 .541 

N 44 44 44 44 

 M 18.95 17.14 18.93 15.91 

 SD 5.35 5.34 4.79 5.65 

M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; N = Sample size. 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

The present finding shows that the level of perceived stress 

among dog owners was significantly lower than that of 

non-dog owners. The finding supports the view that owning a 

dog can help university students to alleviate their loneliness 

and stress as they went through their turbulent transitions 

period and stayed far away from their families [5]. By having a 

dog as a companion, one can feel less lonely and have his or 

her social need being fulfilled by the pet. As indicated by the 

study done by McConell, Brown, Shoda, Stayton and Martin 

[17], dog owners were less likely to experience stress 

related-symptoms than non-dog owners and their dogs were 

able to act as buffers against perceived stress especially when 

their social needs such as belongingness and meaningful 

existence were fulfilled by their dogs.  

Table 3. Correlations between perceived social support and perceived stress for non-dog owners. 

 Perceived Social support Family Friends Significant others 

Perceived Stress 

Pearson Correlation -.23 -.42 -.16 

Sig. (2-tailed) .056 .000 .193 

N 72 72 72 

 M 18.67 17.32 18.93 

 SD 5.09 4.87 5.29 

M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; N = Sample size. 

Pet dogs, unlike other humans, were able to provide 

non-evaluative supports which can boost positive feelings. It 

was reported by Allen, Blascovich, and Mendes [18] that pet 

dogs and cats were able to elicit calmer response in pet owners 

by improving the owners’ stress coping abilities by 

encouraging positive feeling states. Thus, participants who 

were university students possibly experience additional 

non-evaluative supports and companionship from their dogs 

as compared to non-dog owners, who received support from 

other humans. These non-evaluative emotional supports 

received from dogs can serve as protection against the adverse 

effects of academic and non-academic stressors experienced 

by students in their daily lives. 

Another possible reason for dog owners to have lower level 

of perceived stress was because dog owners tend to exercise 

more than non-dog owners. Previous studies have shown that 

dog owners had a greater tendency to walk more than non-dog 

owners because their dogs motivated them to walk [19, 20]. In 

addition, walking with dogs was better than walking without 

dogs because the presence of dogs may require interactions 

between dogs and dog owners which could induce surge in 

parasympathetic neural activity that help to stabilise and 
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buffer against stress [21]. Therefore, students who own dogs 

may spend time after their classes or free time to go for a walk 

or play with their dogs. Their meaningful interaction with their 

dogs could have uplifted their emotional state and thus 

reduced their level of perceived stress. 

For the relationship between perceived stress and perceived 

social support, the finding indicated that those non-dog 

owners who received more social support from friends had 

lower level of perceived stress. This finding was consistent 

with several previous studies [32 - 35]. When individuals are 

experiencing stress, they need supports from others who are 

willing to listen and talk to them [35]. The social supports 

given by family and friends in the form of providing solutions, 

reducing perception on importance of stressors and facilitating 

positive behaviors can be beneficial to health [32]. With the 

help of these social supports from friends, individuals may be 

able to perceive the stressor events as more controllable and 

less threatening, thus reducing the level of perceived stress 

[34].  

No significant relationships were found between perceived 

social support from family and significant others with 

perceived stress among non-dog owners. Similarly, perceived 

social support from family, friends, significant others and dogs 

were not related to perceived stress among dog owners. These 

findings indicate that those university students, regardless of 

whether they have dogs, do not depend on support from family 

and significant others on handling issues related to their stress 

experiences. For those who have dogs, even perceived support 

from dogs and friends do not seem to influence their level of 

perceived stress. These non-significant results could be due to 

the small sample size for dog owners and therefore not able to 

give an accurate estimation of the relationships that exist 

between perceived social support and stress. A bigger sample 

size is recommended for future study to verify the relationship 

between the perceived social support and stress. 

Although the present finding showed the significant 

difference in the level of perceived stress between dog 

owners and non-dog owners, the limitation of the study 

makes it impossible to prove that dog ownership has a buffer 

effect on perceived stress. The buffer effect of dog ownership 

on perceived stress could be moderated by the presence of 

dogs and other factors. As recommendation, other variables 

such as attitude of dog owners towards pets, types and degrees 

of support from various sources should be included in future 

study. The use of a longitudinal study and the inclusion of 

other variables will allow further study and provide clearer 

explanation on relationships between dog ownership, 

perceived social support, and perceived stress. Besides, 

researcher in current study was using convenient sampling by 

recruiting participants from the university college. As a result, 

most of the participants were Chinese and non-Muslims. Thus, 

the current findings will not be able to generalize to Muslim 

community as the community is less likely to own dogs due to 

their religion. Instead, the Muslim community is more likely 

to own cats as compared to dogs. As indicated in reference 

[22], there were differences between owning dogs and other 

pets such as cats. Therefore, other pets such as cats could be 

included in future studies. 

In a nutshell, current finding has indicated that owning dogs 

is associated with lower level of perceived stress among 

university college students. This finding provides insight for 

other researchers, parents, educators and students on ways that 

can help to reduce perceived stress. Individuals may refuse to 

own a dog due to responsibility to take care of the dog. Thus, 

current finding could be used to encourage individuals to own 

a dog in order to have lower level of perceived stress. 

Furthermore, social support from friends can be served as 

protective factors for university college students from 

experiencing high level of perceived stress.  
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