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The Benefits of Pets
People who are in favor of pets argue that keeping 
pets is good for both the animal and the owner.  
The animal has a home, food, and—in most 
cases—has longer life expectancy than animals 
living in the wild. Humans have bred animals, 
including dogs, cats, rabbits, and guinea pigs, as 
pets over hundreds or even thousands of years. 
The dog was the first animal to be domesticated, 
or tamed, by humans, at least 14,000 years ago. 
Domesticated animals could not survive on their 
own in the wild.
  

In 2016, Americans owned more than 200 million pets, including 70 million 
dogs and 74 million cats, plus birds, fish, rabbits, ferrets, rodents, and 
reptiles. In Canada, 7.5 million households own pets, with 5.9 million dogs 
and 7.9 million cats. However, some people feel that animals do not belong 
in our homes. Are there downsides to keeping animals as pets?

People also benefit from having animals around 
them. Pets can improve the mental health of their 
owners by giving them companionship and helping 
them release stress. Pets can also teach children 
about responsibility if they help with feeding, 
cleaning, and exercising. A 2017 study in Sweden 
found that, for people living alone, having a dog 
as a pet lowered their risk of death from heart 
problems by 36 percent. This is believed to be partly 
due to the exercise that they get while walking or 
playing with dogs, but may also be the result of 
lower stress levels. 

SHOULD ANIMALS BE KEPT 

AS PETS?
CHAPTER 4

People usually become  
very attached to their pets. 
Most pet owners consider 
the animals in their homes  
to be part of their family.
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Should Animals Be Free?
Some people believe that animals do not belong 
in our homes. Dogs are pack animals and enjoy 
constant company. However, many dogs are alone 
in people’s homes while the family works or goes 
to school. Birds cannot fly freely with other birds 
when they are confined to cages. Other pets that 
are burrowers, climbers, or swimmers have to carry 
out these natural behaviors in very cramped spaces. 
In addition, animal welfare organizations are 
concerned that pet owners do not always behave 
kindly toward their pets, or provide them with the 
best possible conditions. 

There are laws in the United States and Canada 
that address animal cruelty and the abuse of pets. 
In 33 U.S. states and the District of Columbia, 
animal cruelty is treated as a felony. This means 
that it is a serious crime, and the person responsible 
for the abuse could go to prison for more than a 
year. The other states consider animal cruelty a 
misdemeanor. This means that it is not considered 

We provide pet animals with many 
comforts, such as living spaces and 
toys. But shouldn’t they be in their 
natural environment?

as serious a crime, and a prison term would last 
less than a year. In Canada, cruelty to animals is 
part of the country’s criminal code and helps to 
protect pets from abuse and neglect.

Although we usually think of animals such as 
dogs and cats as pets, some people keep what are 
called exotic pets, including monkeys, snakes, 
and big cats such as tigers, cheetahs, or leopards. 
These kinds of animals have not been bred to be 
kept as pets. They are wild animals, and owners 
cannot look after them properly in their homes. 
They are also more likely than dogs and cats to 
injure their owners or carry diseases. In the United 
States, each state has different laws about keeping 
exotic animals as pets. In California, for example, 
no wild animals can be kept as pets. In contrast, in 
Oklahoma, you can own any kind of animal with a 
permit, which is a document that gives permission 
to do or have something. In Canada, the laws 
on ownership of exotic pets also differ between 
provinces, with some requiring permits and some 
banning the ownership of endangered animals. 

So what are the arguments for and  
against animals being kept as pets?
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Due to the benefits that both people and animals 
experience, animals should be kept as pets. Most 
pet owners love their animals and provide them 
with a safe home and a good life. Pets have  
warm homes, regular food, and treatment for 
illnesses and injuries. According to a 2015 poll,  
95 percent of Americans say that their pet is 
a family member. Americans spent more than 
$66 billion on their pets in 2016. Canadians 
spent $4.1 billion on pets and pet food in 2015. 
Domesticated animals could not survive in the 
wild since they are used to living with humans. 
They also have longer life spans than wild 
animals. If it remains in good health, a pet dog 
can live until its mid-teens. The Australian wild 
dogs called dingoes live only 10 years in the wild. 

Pets are good for people’s health. Pets make 
people feel happy and less stressed, and can keep 

them fit and active through exercise. Animals can 
also help people who are unwell or recovering 
from illness. Studies at Purdue University found 
that elderly people suffering from Alzheimer’s 
disease ate better and paid more attention to 
their surroundings if they had their meals in 
front of an aquarium containing bright-colored 
fish. Research in 2016 learned that children who 
struggled with reading aloud did better if they 
read to a trained dog and its handler. “Their 
attitudes change, and their skills improve,” says 
Lisa Freeman, director of the Tufts Institute for 
Human-Animal Interaction. Even insects can be 
beneficial as pets. A 2016 study in Gerontology 
found that the moods of elderly people who 
were given crickets in a cage improved because 
they had something to take care of. Grooming 
horses or leading them on walks has been found 
to reduce the effects of post-traumatic stress 

Animals Should Be Kept as Pets.

From an early age, children 
can learn to treat animals as 
companions. They also develop  
a sense of responsibility when 
looking after animals.

SHOULD ANIMALS BE KEPT AS PETS?
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disorder (PTSD) in children and teenagers. Pet 
therapy is now seen as an important way to help 
patients of all ages recover from illness. “I don’t 
know of any major children’s hospital that doesn’t 
have at least some kind of animal program,” says 
Alan Beck, director of the Center for the Human-
Animal Bond at Purdue University.  

However, people argue that pet ownership is 
never beneficial if the animal is mistreated. 
Some owners feed their pets too much, others 
too little, and some owners do not provide 
animals with enough space, exercise, attention, 
or veterinary care. Yet the vast majority of owners 
are responsible people who love their pets very 

much, look after them, and treat them as family 
members. Around 68 percent of U.S. owners give 
toys or other presents to their pets at Christmas, 
while 36 percent of Americans give their dogs 
birthday gifts. There are around 6,000 reported 
cases of dog abuse in the United States every 
year. However, this is a very small proportion 
when compared to the 70 million pet dogs  
in the country.  

Based on the fact that keeping pets has been 
proven by scientific studies to be good for 
people’s health and well-being, and that pet 
ownership is very beneficial for animals, pet 
ownership should continue.  

Animals provide therapy in places 
such as hospitals, prisons, and nursing 
homes. Therapists who bring animals 
to sessions are often able to build a 
better rapport with patients. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 4/22/2021 1:50 PM via ST LOUIS COUNTY LIBRARY. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



32

Although pet ownership can sometimes be a 
good thing, the potential harm to animals that pet 
ownership causes is too great. Some pet owners 
do not look after their animals properly. Many do 
not have the time to give animals the care and 
exercise they need. Animals get neglected, dogs 
are not walked or trained, cat litter boxes are 
not emptied, and fish tanks or birdcages are not 
cleaned out. Sometimes animals are bought as 
presents for people who are not prepared to look 
after them. In the United Kingdom (UK), the Royal 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
(RSPCA) says that three pets are abandoned every 
hour over the Christmas holidays because of being 
unwanted gifts. Some owners allow their pets 
to breed but then have no plans to find homes 
for the babies. Even when pet owners try to do 
their best for their pets, lack of knowledge may 
lead them to harm their pet. For example, many 
pet owners overfeed their dog so it becomes 
overweight, give their snake the wrong kind of 
food, or let their guinea pig’s claws get too long. 

“Pet owners, on average, spend far less than 
they should on veterinary care,” says bioethicist 
Jessica Pierce, author of Run, Spot, Run: The Ethics 
of Keeping Pets. “At least a quarter of all dogs 
and cats never see a veterinarian, and millions 
live with untreated chronic pain or slow-moving 
illnesses that owners either fail to notice  
or are too tightfisted to address.” Pierce also 
explains that pet animals are dependent on  
us, so when we leave for work, school, or 
vacations, it is very hard on their well-being.  
In 2015, Canadian shelters took in more than 
82,000 cats and 35,000 dogs that had been 
abandoned or mistreated. In the United States, 
around 3.3 million dogs and 3.2 million cats  
enter shelters every year. 

The pet industry is sometimes cruel to animals. 
There are laws governing the treatment of 
animals in the industry, but sometimes dogs, cats, 
rabbits, birds, fish, and other animals have poor 
living conditions and suffer injury or death.  

Animals Should Not Be Kept as Pets. 

Many animals, such as this 
kitten, are abandoned by their 
owners. Not all animals that are 
abandoned survive, even if they 
are cared for in animal shelters.

SHOULD ANIMALS BE KEPT AS PETS?

 EBSCOhost - printed on 4/22/2021 1:50 PM via ST LOUIS COUNTY LIBRARY. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



33

Some dogs are born in puppy mills with poor  
living conditions and a lack of proper medical 
care. It is estimated that there are around  
10,000 puppy mills in the United States, but fewer 
than 3,000 are regulated by the Department of 
Agriculture. “Puppy mills house breeding dogs 
in small, wire-floored cages, separate puppies 
from their mothers at a very young age, and ship 
them hundreds of miles to pet stores around the 
country,” says Matt Bershadker, president and 
CEO of the ASPCA. In addition, some animals 
that are common as pets have been bred to make 
them look a certain way. This type of breeding has 
led to serious effects on animals’ health. Pugs can 
have problems with their breathing, eyes, hips, 
and spine. Bulldogs have heart and skin issues. 
Labrador retrievers and German shepherds can 
have hip problems. Dogs that have very short legs 
can have severe back problems. 

It is true that people do have the option to 
buy their pets from reputable breeders, animal 
shelters, and humane societies, where they are 
treated kindly. However, as a result of pets being 
abandoned or mistreated, 1.5 million shelter 
animals are euthanized in the United States every 
year. If people were not allowed to keep pets, 
these animals would not be killed. 

Based on the fact that not all pet owners know 
how to look after animals or can neglect or 
mistreat them, combined with the terrible 
conditions that exist for some animals in the pet 
industry, animals should not be kept as pets. 

Humans breed animals to meet their 
own preferences, but is this fair to the 
animals? Doesn’t it cause some animals, 
such as pugs, discomfort and serious 
health problems?
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When it comes to any issue, you have to look at arguments on both sides before 
you decide where you stand. Remember the features of effective arguments when 
you think about arguments for and against whether animals should be kept as pets. 
Which argument do you think is the strongest? Give reasons for your answers.  
Use the “In Summary: For and Against” list to help you figure out your decision,  
and state your own case. 

Most pet owners love their animals and 
provide them with a safe home and a  
good life. 

• Pets have warm homes, regular food, and 
treatment for illnesses and injuries. 

• Pets would not be able to survive in the wild 
since they are used to living with humans. 

• Americans spent more than $66 billion on 
their pets in 2016. 

Pets are good for people’s health. 

• Pets put their owners in a good mood, lower 
stress, and keep people fit and active. 

• Animals can be used to help people to 
recover from illness. 

• Elderly and lonely people who have pets 
often have better mental health. 

• Research in 2016 learned that children who 
struggled with reading aloud did better if 
they read to a trained dog and its handler. 

• Aquariums can help people who suffer from 
Alzheimer’s disease. 

For Animals Being Kept as Pets

IN SUMMARY: FOR AND AGAINST

STATE YOUR CASE

Many pets are provided with very loving 
homes. Children grow up with their pets 
and spend a lot of time playing with 
them and caring for them.

SHOULD ANIMALS BE KEPT AS PETS?
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Some pet owners do not look after their 
animals properly.  

• Some animals are bought as presents for 
people who are not prepared to care for 
them. Shelters often see higher numbers of 
unwanted animals after Christmas.

 • Some animals are neglected by their owners 
and suffer as a result. Many owners spend 
less than they should on veterinary care.

• Some owners allow their pets to breed but 
have no plans for the babies, often resulting 
in them being abandoned. 

The pet industry is sometimes cruel to animals. 

•  Some puppy mills give dogs poor living 
conditions and a lack of proper medical care. 

•  Of the 10,000 puppy mills in the United 
States, fewer than 3,000 are regulated by 
the Department of Agriculture. 

•  Some common pets, including pugs, 
bulldogs, Labrador retrievers, and German 
shepherds, have been bred to look a certain 
way, which has a bad effect on their health. 

Against Animals Being  
Kept as Pets

Pets are abandoned for different reasons. 
People move to smaller homes, the pet 
grows too large, or the owner dies and 
there is no one to look after the pet.
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