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Abstract 

Through understanding the role of emotional support animals and the effect their utilization has 

on mental health outcomes, a review of the literature was used to explore the following evidence-

based PICOT question: In adults diagnosed with anxiety and depression, what effects do 

emotional support animals have on symptoms compared to individuals without emotional 

support animals? Although mental health disorders and their clinical manifestations are largely 

controlled by medication, non-pharmacological therapies are often used in cohesion. Emotional 

support animals offer a more holistic approach to symptom management and provide 

companionship to those suffering from symptoms of anxiety and depression. We performed an 

in-depth search across research articles retrieved from CINAHL and EBSCO using the terms and 

phrases emotional support animal, mental health, anxiety, depression and symptoms. As the use 

of current evidence supports best practice, our search criteria was limited to research articles 

published between 2018 and 2023. Articles discussing other mental health disorders, those aged 

under 18, as well as service animals rather than emotional support animals were excluded from 

our search. Ultimately, twelve articles were selected to be reviewed. The literature suggests that 

utilization of an emotional support animal improves symptoms seen in anxiety and depression, as 

well as supports the patient through adjunct or combined therapies. In addition, our research 

suggests there is an underutilization of emotional support animals in therapy and may provide 

benefits for other mental health disorders.  

Keywords: support animal, mental health, symptom management, anxiety, depression 

 

  



3 

References 

Ambrosi, C., Zaiontz, C., Peragine, G., Sarchi, S., & Bona, F. (2018). Randomized controlled 

study on the effectiveness of animal-assisted therapy on depression, anxiety, and illness 

perception in institutionalized elderly. Psychogeriatrics, 19(1), 55-64.  

 https://doi.org/10.1111/psyg.12367 

Coto, J., Ohlendorf, E., Cinnamon, A. E., Ellis, T. L., Ondrey, M. A., & Bartuch, P. (2022). A 

correlational study exploring nurse work anxiety and animal-assisted therapy. Journal of 

Nursing Administration, 52(9), 498-502. 

https://doi.org/10.1097/NNA.0000000000001188 

Ferrell, J. & Crowley, S. L. (2021). Emotional support animals: A framework for clinical 

decision-making. Professional Psychology, Research and Practice, 52(6), 560-568. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/pro0000391 

Ferrell, J. & Crowley, S. L. (2023). Emotional support animal partnerships: Behavior, welfare, 

and clinical involvement. Anthrozoös, ahead-of-print(ahead-of-print), 1-

17. https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2023.2166711 

Fotlin, S. & Glenk, L. M. (2023). Current perspectives on the challenges of implementing 

assistance dogs in human mental health care. Veterinary Sciences, 10(1), 62. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/vetsci10010062 

Hughes, M. J., Verreynne, M.-L., Harpur, P., & Pachana, N. A. (2020). Companion animals and 

health in older populations: A systematic review. Clinical Gerontologist, 43(4). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07317115.2019.1650863 

https://doi.org/10.1111/psyg.12367
https://doi.org/10.1097/NNA.0000000000001188
https://doi.org/10.1037/pro0000391
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2023.2166711
https://doi.org/10.3390/vetsci10010062
https://doi.org/10.1080/07317115.2019.1650863


4 

Johnson, E. A., Portillo, A., Bennett, N. E., & Gray, P. B. (2021). Exploring women's oxytocin 

responses to interactions with their pet cats. PeerJ (San Francisco, CA), 9, e12393-

e12393. https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.12393 

Kivlen, C. A., Quevillon, A., & Pasquarelli, D. (2022). Should dogs have a seat in the 

classroom? The effects of canine assisted education on college student mental health. The 

Open Journal of Occupational Therapy, 10(1), 1-14.  

 https://doi.org/10.15453/2168-6408.1816  

Maran, D. A., Capitanelli, I., Cortese, C. G., Ilesanmi, O. S., Gianino, M. M., & Chirico, F. 

(2022). Animal-assisted intervention and health care worker’s psychological health: A 

systematic review of the literature. Animals, 12(3), 383. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/ani12030383 

Nitkin, P. & Buchanan, M. J. (2020). Relationships between people with cancer and their 

companion animals: What helps and hinders. Anthrozoös, 33(2), 243-259. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2020.1719764 

Pendry, P., & Vandagriff, J. L. (2019). Animal visitation program (AVP) reduces cortisol levels 

of university students: A randomized controlled trial. AERA Open, 5(2), 

233285841985259. https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858419852592 

Rauktis, M. E. & Hoy-Gerlach, J. (2020). Animal (non-human) companionship for adults aging 

in place during COVID-19: A critical support, a source of concern and potential for 

social work responses. Journal of Gerontological Social Work, 63(6-7), 702-705. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01634372.2020.1766631 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.12393
https://doi.org/10.15453/2168-6408.1816
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani12030383
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2020.1719764
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858419852592
https://doi.org/10.1080/01634372.2020.1766631

