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Cats and Anxiety

Abstract

This paper examines if owning and caring for a cat reduces anxiety. There is
limited research on the effect cats have on people. Research has been done
on how anxiety affects the brain and body. This paper explores some of the
effects of anxiety. Research on the effect of cats on the symptoms of anxiety
is also explored in this paper. The lack of communication between parts of
the brain in a person with anxiety is examined, along with how oxytocin
effects this communication. An examination of how cats can lower the risk of
issues such as heart attack, high blood pressure, and depression is included
in this paper. Benefits of owning a cat are explored as well. While there are
inferences that could be made about how owning and caring for a cat can
reduce some symptoms of anxiety, this paper ultimately concludes that
further research must be done to determine if owning and caring for a cat

reduces anxiety itself.
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Cats and Anxiety

Anxiety is an issue that millions of people deal with in their lives. For some, it
is a mild issue, for others, it is a chronic problem in their lives. While | have
never been diagnosed with anxiety, | do believe that | suffer from anxiety to
some degree. | have had times in my life where | have felt completely
overwhelmed. This overwhelmed feeling is so strong that it leads me to the
point where | just freeze. When this happens, | can feel my heart beating so

hard it feels as if it is about to beat out of my chest.

During these times of anxiety, it feels that everything and nothing is wrong

all at the same time. | have struggled with finding a way to reduce my
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anxious feelings. While there are anti-anxiety medications available, | try to
find more holistic ways to deal with any physical and mental ailments that

may come my way.

| have tried a variety of things trying to find a more holistic way to deal with
the anxiety that | sometimes feel. | have tried yoga, meditation, and
exercise, to name a few. As a person who is typically loud, yoga and
meditation were a little too quiet for me. I still had a multitude of
overwhelming thoughts swirling through my head as | tried to quietly do my
yoga and meditation. Exercise did seem to be more helpful, however, finding

the time in my busy schedule tended to stress me out even more.

| began to analyze my anxiousness. | started by looking at what events and
issues | felt were bringing on my anxious feelings. | eventually noticed that |
did not always feel as anxious during my trigger events and issues. This led

me to realize that when | spent time focusing on my cats, | felt less anxious.

In my personal experience, owning and caring for a cat reduces anxiety. The
goal and objective of this paper is to examine the following question. Does

owning and care for a cat reduce anxiety?

Literature Review

While there has been some research done on therapy animals, there has
been limited research done specifically on cats and their effects on mental
health. However, research has been done on the effects of anxiety on the
brain and body. Research has also been done on how cats can improve

health in humans.
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Anxiety

In the United States, anxiety is the most common mental health disorder
(National Alliance on Mental lliness, 2017). Roughly 40 million adults suffer
from anxiety in the United States (National Alliance on Mental lliness, 2017).
There is no known specific cause for anxiety (Mercola, 2013). According to an
article by Dr. Mercola, anxiety, just like stress, produces a “ fight or flight”
response in the body (Mercola, 2013). Hormones such as cortisol are
released during such times of anxiety and stress (Mercola, 2013). Certain
areas of the brain, such as the amygdala and the hippocampus, play a large

part in anxiety disorders (Mercola, 2013).

Aside from the release of hormones like cortisol being released during times
of anxiety, multiple physical symptoms can occur. Physical symptoms
related to the respiratory system and cardiovascular system may be present
while in an anxious state. Shortness of breath is one issue of the respiratory
system that can be caused by anxiety (Cherney, 2018). Rapid and shallow
breathing is another respiratory system symptom that anxiety can produce
(Cherney, 2018). The symptoms of anxiety involving the cardiovascular
system can be chest pain, rapid heart rate, and heart palpitations (Cherney,
2018). Risk of high blood pressure is increased with anxiety as well (Cherney,
2018). Anxiety can also leave your immune system weak (Cherney, 2018).
Depression, insomnia, muscle tension, headaches, and social isolation are

also among the effects that anxiety can have on a person (Cherney, 2018).

Research has also been done on how the hormone oxytocin can reduce the

effects of anxiety. Oxytocin is commonly referred to as the “ love hormone”
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(Brain & Behavior Research Foundation, 2014). Oxytocin is thought to be a
stress-reducing hormone (Brain & Behavior Research Foundation, 2014).
Research has been done to examine the relationship between the amygdala
section of the brain and oxytocin (Brain & Behavior Research Foundation,

2014).

The amygdala is an almond shaped part of your brain that is in the body’s
limbic system (Wonderopolis, n. d.). The amygdala is the part of the brain
that is responsible for processing many emotions (Wonderopolis, n. d.). The
amygdala is also responsible for your body’s reaction to fear (Wonderopolis,
n. d.). It is believed that abnormal functioning of the amygdala is related to

anxiety and other disorders such as autism (Wonderopolis, n. d.).

Research found that people who suffer from anxiety have less
communication between their amygdala and the other parts of their brain
(Brain & Behavior Research Foundation, 2014). The researchers found that
oxytocin increased the communication between the amygdala and other
parts of the brain in those suffering from anxiety (Brain & Behavior Research
Foundation, 2014). This increase in communication, due to oxytocin, allowed
those with anxiety to reach brain communication levels comparable to those
who are not suffering from anxiety (Brain & Behavior Research Foundation,

2014).

Further research needs to be done on the effects of oxytocin and those who
suffer from anxiety (Brain & Behavior Research Foundation, 2014). However,
the current research shows an encouraging outlook for use of oxytocin in the

reduction of the effects of anxiety (Brain & Behavior Research Foundation,
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2014). While there are also medications and therapy treatments for anxiety,
stress and relaxation techniques can be used as supplementary forms of

anxiety treatment (National Alliance on Mental lliness, 2017).

Cats

Cats have been domesticated since around 12, 000 BCE (Mark, 2012). The
domestication of cats began in Mesopotamia (Mark, 2012). Since their
domestication, cats have played important roles throughout many cultures.
Ancient Egyptians held cats in such high regard that anyone who killed a cat
received the death penalty (Mark, 2012). Ancient Egyptians were not the
only culture that revered cats. In Persia, cats were also very honored. There
is a Persian legend that the prophet Muhammed, by placing his hand in
blessing, created the design of the * M’ on the forehead of the tabby cat
(Mark, 2012). This legend increased the reverence for Persian cats (Mark,
2012). Japanese culture believes the cat to be lucky, and therefore, cats are
thought of highly (Mark, 2012). Throughout history, cats have held high

regard in the lives of humans.

The great respect cats have received in history could be due, in part, to the
various health benefits cats have on humans. According to an article by Igor
Purlantov, cats have various health benefits such as helping prevent children
from asthma and allergies (Purlantov, n. d.). Studies have also shown that
cats can help lower cholesterol, cardiovascular disease, and the risk of a
heart attack (Purlantov, n. d.). One study found that those who did not own

cats were at a 40% higher risk of dying from a heart attack than those who
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did own a cat (Pietrangelo, Ann, n. d.). Purlantov also mentions that cats can

reduce loneliness (Purlantov, n. d.).

An improved immune system is another benefit of having a cat (Purlantov, n.
d.). Studies have shown that cat owners are less likely to have high blood
pressure (Purlantov, n. d.). Purlantov’s article states that having a cat can
reduce stress and anxiety and can improve moods and depression
(Purlantov, n. d.). Purlantov notes that by putting your thoughts on caring for

a cat can take your mind off your worries (Purlantov, n. d.).

In her article, Ann Pietrangelo mentions that caring for and cuddling a cat
can reduce stress in humans (Pietrangelo, Ann, n. d.). Pietrangelo states that
according to marriage and family therapist Michelle Tapia, a reduction of
anxiety and depression can be found among those around cats (Pietrangelo,
Ann, n. d.). The act of petting a cat can help soothe a person, self-calm them,
and lower the intensity of their emotions (Pietrangelo, Ann, n. d.). Cats are
typically one of the lower maintenance animals to care for (Pietrangelo, Ann,
n. d.). The low maintenance care of a cat is usually less stressful than care

for higher maintenance animals (Pietrangelo, Ann, n. d.).

Christina Heiser reiterates much of the same information from previous
articles and research findings in her article, “ Forget What You’ve Heard.
Being a Cat Lady is Healthy.” Heiser’s article mentions that those who love
cats may be more introverted, yet more open-minded than those who love
dogs (Heiser, 2017). Cats may also help to prevent children from developing

an allergy to animals (Heiser, 2017). Children who are exposed at a young
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age to cats may be able to build a natural tolerance against an allergy

against them (Heiser, 2017).

Compared to dogs, research has shown that cats are also less expensive to
care for (Heiser, 2017). Cat owners could save hundreds of dollars more each
year than those who own a dog (Heiser, 2017). As has been mentioned
before, Heiser’s article states that cats are good for your heart. Research has
shown that there is a connection between a lower risk of dying from a heart
attack or stroke and owning a cat (Heiser, 2017). Lower blood pressure and

calmed nerves can be helped by hearing a cat’s purr (Heiser, 2017).

Heiser’s article mentions that cats can help to lower stress levels (Heiser,
2017). When you pet a cat, your body releases the oxytocin hormone
(Heiser, 2017). When oxytocin is released you may feel your stress level
lower (Heiser, 2017). A survey done in 2015 showed that 40 percent of
women strongly believe that their cat is good for their physical health
(Heiser, 2017). This same survey also showed that 52 percent of women
strongly believe that their cat is good for their mental health as well (Heiser,

2017).

Discussion

The literature reviewed provides a variety of information about anxiety and
cats. It has been shown that anxiety has effects not only in the brain but
throughout the body as well. Anxiety is a cause of the brain releasing the
chemical cortisol. A “ fight or flight” response is triggered during times of

anxiety and stress. Those who have anxiety were found to have lower
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communication levels between their amygdala and the other parts of their

brain.

The body reacts to anxiety in numerous ways. Both cardiovascular and
respiratory systems can be affected by anxiety. Shortness of breath, rapid
breathing, and shallow breathing are a few of the respiratory symptoms
caused by anxiety. Cardiovascular symptoms of anxiety include chest pain,
rapid heart rate, and heart palpitations. A person’s risk of heart attack, high
blood pressure, and stroke are increased due to anxiety. Anxiety can also
weaken the immune system. Difficulty sleeping, muscle tension, and
headaches can also be effects of anxiety. During times of anxiety,

depression and social isolation may occur.

Since those with anxiety have shown a lower communication level between
the amygdala and other parts of the brain, increasing this communication
level could reduce anxiety. The hormone oxytocin has been found to do just
this. Oxytocin is considered to be the stress-reducing hormone and it
increases the communication between the other parts of the brain and the

amygdala.

Cats have been held in high standing throughout history. This could be a
possible indication of their value for mental and physical health. Having a cat
at home can reduce allergies to cats when children are exposed to cats from
a young age. Cats can also lower cholesterol. The frequency of a cat’s purr
can help to lower blood pressure as well. The risk of cardiovascular disease
and risk of a heart attack is also lowered by having a cat around. An

increased immune system is another benefit of owning and caring for a cat.
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Owning and caring for a cat can reduce loneliness. Increased moods can also
be a result of cat ownership. Depression can improve by being around cats.
Caring for and owning a cat can help to take your mind off other problems
that you may be having. Cats are less expensive to care for than dogs. Cats
also require lower maintenance care than a dog does. The act of petting a
cat releases the hormone oxytocin in the body, which can in turn, reduce

stress and anxiety.

Limitations

While there are a multitude of studies done on how animals, in general, can
reduce anxiety, there are very limited studies done on how cats can reduce
anxiety. Throughout the research, dogs have been studied far more
extensively than cats have been. There are many studies on therapy

animals, but again the studies are done using mostly dogs.

There is limited research on cats in general. Since this research is limited,
the research on how different age groups might be affected by cats is also
very limited. Some research did show that females seem to be cat owners
more than males. It cannot be said if this is due to more female cat owners
coming forward for research than males, or if there is another reason there

appears to be more female cat owners.

Conclusion and Future Research

Specific research was extremely limited on how owning and caring for a cat
can reduce anxiety. Various research did show that those with anxiety have

slower communication between the amygdala and other parts of the brain.
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Research also has shown that oxytocin increases the communication
between the amygdala and other brain parts. Since it has been
demonstrated through research that petting a cat releases oxytocin, we
might speculate that the oxytocin released from petting a cat would also
increase the communication between the amygdala and other parts of the

brain.

Social isolation is one by-product of anxiety. Owning and caring for a cat can
reduce social isolation and loneliness. Depression is another symptom of
anxiety. Having a cat has been shown to reduce depression. Anxiety also
lowers a person’s immune system, while owning and caring for a cat

increases a person’s immune system.

The risk of heart attack is increased in those with anxiety, but research has
shown that cat owners have a lowered risk of heart attack. The purring of a
cat can reduce high blood pressure in a person, which may offset the

increased risk of high blood pressure in those with anxiety.

If a person suffering from anxiety has multiple problems on their mind,
owning and caring for a cat could help them to keep their mind off their
troubles. Since cats are less expensive than dogs, it may be beneficial for a
person with anxiety to own a cat, rather than a dog, so they have less worry
about finances. Cats also require lower maintenance for their care than dogs,
which may also help to ease some worry about time constraints a person

with anxiety may feel.

Future research should study cats specifically and their effect on those
suffering from anxiety. It may also be helpful to research if there are varying
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results on the effectiveness of cats reducing anxiety between different age
groups and genders. While owning and caring for a cat may reduce some
symptoms of anxiety, more research needs to be done to determine if

owning and caring for a cat reduces anxiety itself.
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