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Abstract

Depression in cancer survivors: the role of companion animal
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It has been suggested that living with a pet reduces psychological stress, isolation, and
loneliness while increasing social support and communication (Martins et al., 2023). Regarding
cancer survivors, depression is one of the most common psychiatric diagnoses, so it may be
hypothesised that these patients can benefit from a pet company. Nevertheless, an issue that
should be considered in this human-animal bond relation is the attachment to a pet. This study
aimed to analyse the attachment to pets in cancer survivors, considering their level of
depression. The survey sample was conducted by mail and social media, with the support of

LPCC and AAPC, and included subjects living in different parts of Portugal. Eighty-two cancer
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survivors aged between 28 and 71 years (¥=47.9; SD=8.6; 97.6% female, 2.4% male) were
included in this study. Sociodemographic data (including age, gender, having a pet, and living
alone or accompanied), Depression Beck scale (Campos & Gongalves, 2011) and attachment
to pets (Lexington pet scale) (Miranda, 2015) were collected. Afterwards, subjects were divided
into two groups: pet owners (PO, n=60) and non-pet owners (NPO, n=22). Eighty women and
2 men participated in the sample. Eleven volunteers lived alone, and the remaining one lived
with others. Cancer was identified over more than 5 years in 24% of the sample, and 54% were
not under treatment. Total sample depression scores were 15.1 (+11.4), with 14.3 (+8.2) for
NPO and 15.4 (£12.4) for PO. No difference in depression levels was found between cancer
survivors who live alone or those accompanied. Between PO, the average attachment value to
pets was 90.6 (+13.0; 47 to 115). A positive and significant association was found between
depression and the attachment to pets (rho=0.266; p<0.05). The depression levels of this sample
suggest that they have emotional support. Moreover, our results pointed out that the existence
of a pet may contribute to face depression due to human-animal interaction, providing

emotional support and improving the mental well-being of the owners.
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