
Based on statistics from 2019/2020¹, 
41% of households in the UK have 
pets, with the majority of these 
being home to dogs, followed by 

cats. However, some 1.2% of this total 
have reptiles, broken down into tortoises 
and turtles (0.5%), snakes (0.4%) and 
lizards (0.3%), which is a higher figure 
than the number of indoor birds, or 
horses and ponies kept as pets. As the 
usual recognised wellbeing benefits for 
pet owners like daily exercise are not 
applicable when keeping reptiles, these 
numbers lead to the question - what 
exactly is it that makes reptiles appealing 
and instinctively so beneficial for our 
wellbeing?

1. Happiness 
All of us who are pet owners know that 
our pets make us happy and enrich our 
daily lives beyond imagination. This is 
not simply a subjective feeling but one 
reinforced by science. Research carried 
out by Miami University² proved that 
pet owners are happier than people 
without pets. And among those of us 
who are reptile owners, who can’t 
agree with that?

2. Help against loneliness
Due to an ageing population and 
reduced social family bonds in many 
countries worldwide, loneliness has 

become a major issue in our modern 
world. In England, over twenty-five 
million people³ feel occasionally, 
sometimes or often lonely which 
equates to a stunning 45% of the adult 
population. Future demographic 
trends in the UK estimate the number 
of over 50s suffering from loneliness 
will reach two million by 2025/6, 
representing a 49% increase in 10 
years⁴. 

People who are more likely to 
experience loneliness are widowed, 
and with poorer health and long-term 
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In these difficult times, people are focusing more on their pets than ever before, as we almost 
subconsciously identify the benefits that they bring to our daily lives. Here Dr Margit Gabriele 
Muller, Dr Med Vet, MRCVS, MBA examines ten of the specific benefits that keeping reptiles offer to 
us, when it comes to assisting our sense of wellbeing. 

Ten benefits 
of keeping 
reptiles, in 
terms of our 
wellbeing

Photo courtesy New Africa/www.shutterstock.com

illness or disability. Some 43.45% of the 
group reporting bad or very bad health 
are often/always lonely⁵. And this is 
where pet reptiles come in! Even 
elderly people who cannot walk well 
anymore or are home-bound can have 
a lizard or tortoise to drive away their 
loneliness. What can be better for your 
wellbeing than watching your reptile in 
its vivarium or on a tortoise table and 
enjoying its companionship, while you 
are confined largely to your home 
because of mobility issues? In fact, 
reptiles are ideal for this group of 

� Reptiles can be a 
source of happiness 
to people of all ages. 
Photo courtesy My Good 
Images/www.shutterstock.
com
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people, even for those without 
gardens, as they do not need to be let 
out or exercised, unlike cats and dogs.

3. Reduced social isolation 
According to the Institute of Medicine 
(US) Division of Health Promotion and 
Disease Prevention, ‘social isolation’ is 
defined as “the absence of social 
interactions, contacts and relationships 
with family and friends, with 
neighbours on an individual level, and 
with “society at large”⁶. Social isolation 
can lead to major health risks such as 
smoking cigarettes, high blood 
pressure and obesity⁷. Keeping reptiles 
is very helpful to connect socially-
isolated people with not only the 
reptiles themselves but also with fellow 
reptile lovers. Sharing and nurturing 

such a special common interest brings 
together people from all different 
walks of life.  

4. A confiding ear
A recent survey conducted by the 
American Veterinary Medical 
Association found that more than half 
of respondents consider their pets as 
companions⁸. Research on the bonds 
between people and their companion 
animals revealed that 97 percent of pet 
owners talk to their pets. Pets are able 
to fulfil our need to confide in 
someone or talk with someone we can 
trust⁹. The great advantage in talking 
to your reptile is the fact that you don’t 
need to worry about confidentiality, 
reprisals, judgments or meeting 
expectations, unlike the situation that 
can arise when talking with people.

5. Being less fearful
The tendency to be less fearful as pet 
owners is supported by science from 
Miami University². They found that pet 
ownership gives the benefit of fearless 
attachments compared with people 
who don’t own pets. The first time I 
touched a boa constrictor, I was 
mesmerised by the sensation of what 
seemed like velvet under my fingers. 
Once you have touched a snake or any 
kind of reptile, there is a little less in life 
to be fearful of, and you gain an 
instructive deeper insight into the 
natural world.

6. Allergy prevention  
Allergies are on the rise. But how can 
we prevent them? As shown by a study 
carried out by the National Institute of 
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� Lizards can be fascinating to observe, 
drawing you out of yourself into the natural 
world so you focus less on everyday concerns. A 
basilisk lizard (Basiliscus plumifrons) is seen 
here.  Photo courtesy Blincov Denis/www.shutterstock.com

� It’s easy to share your concerns at any age with a pet reptile.  Photo courtesy Dr.MYM/www.shutterstock.com

Sharing knowledge and 
information gained through 
reptile keeping helps to connect 
people, improving their sense 
of wellbeing.  Photo courtesy Kurit 
afshen/www.shutterstock.com



in life with routine and structure¹². This 
also applies to reptile owners as caring 
for reptiles is immensely rewarding. 
There is a unique sense of purpose 
here as well, in terms of the amazing 
potential for public education too, 
helping to improve public perceptions 
and dispelling prejudice against 
reptiles like snakes. 

According to Dr. Pasmans of Ghent 
University, Belgium¹³, the keeping of 
herpetofauna during childhood fuelled 
the lifelong interest of several 
prominent European herpetologists, 
leading them down a career path 
where they have made a major 
contribution to our knowledge about 
this group of creatures. Moreover, the 

Allergy and Infectious Diseases, our 
children are less likely to have allergic 
antibodies to common allergens later 
in life if they are exposed to two or 
more dogs or cats during the first year 
of life¹⁰. What about children or adults 
with already manifested allergies to 
dog or cat fur? The good news is that 
reptiles can be the perfect solution for 
allergy sufferers. Due to their lack of fur, 
they can make wonderful companions 
without exposing their owners to 
allergies of this type. 

7. Longtime companion 
To say the final goodbye to our 
beloved pets is one of the hardest 
things to do in our lives. The average 
lifespan of mammalian pets ranges 
from 2-3 years in hamsters up to 16 
years in indoor cats. The great 
advantage of reptiles is that their 
lifespan ranges from 5-20 years in the 
case of snakes and lizards, extending to 
50 years in turtles and potentially a 
century or longer in the case of 

tortoises. Having a pet reptile prevents 
the sadness of losing a pet companion 
after a few years and can give joy for 
decades. I acquired my Mediterranean 
spur-thighed tortoise as an adult when 
I was a child and he lived subsequently 
for a happy and healthy 44 years!

8. Sense of purpose
According to scientists of the Harvard-
affiliated Benson-Henry Institute for 
Mind Body Medicine¹¹, taking care of a 
dog or a cat can provide you with a 
sense of purpose and a feeling of 
validation. Research of the Curtin 
University of Technology Perth, 
Australia found that adults aged 65 or 
older with pets have a better purpose 

Direct contact with reptiles 
opens up a new view on the 
natural world that simply 
cannot be matched by 
seeing photos or even film 
footage.  Photo courtesy Jirik V/
www.shutterstock.com

Reptiles are ideal for 
allergy sufferers, who may 
not be able to contemplate 
other pets such as dogs, 
cats or rabbits. Photo courtesy 
New Africa/www.shutterstock.com
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Having a pet reptile prevents the 
sadness of losing a pet companion 
after a few years and can give joy 

for decades

30 |	Practical Reptile Keeping

� The longest-lived 
reptiles like this 
red-footed tortoise 
(Chelonoidis 
carbonarius) can have 
a life expectancy 
similar to our own. 
Photo courtesy Vinicius 
Tupinamba/www.
shutterstock.com
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often very profound expertise and 
capacity available from reptile 
hobbyists is a potentially valuable 
resource to support and inspire reptile 
science and research as well as captive 
breeding projects. 

9. Improved mood
The affection that pets can give us 
helps to improve our mood, in a 
measurable way. Science supports this 
fact as a survey of hospital patients 
stated that in 90% of respondents, 
their mood improved¹⁴ under 
these circumstances. Although 
many people believe that 
reptiles do not get 
affectionate with their 
owners, reptile owners 
know better! This is 
supported by a study 
carried out by Saint 
Joseph’s University in 
Philadelphia¹⁵ that lizards 
and iguanas recognise their 

human handlers and greet them 
differently, compared with strangers.

10. Support for mental health 
problems such as bipolar 
disorder patients 
Bipolar disorders, bringing mood 
swings leading to extreme depressive 
lows and manic highs, are on the rise 
internationally. Some 46 million 
people in the world suffer from this 
mental disorder which amounts to 
0.6% of the global population. The 

gender distribution is fairly equal 
with 0.65% females and 0.55% 

males. The National Health 
Service in the UK sometimes 

relies on very innovative 
animals to help those 
patients – snakes¹⁶. What 
sounds incredible is actually 
true and brings genuine 

health benefits. Bipolar 
patients enjoy the massaging 

effect as snakes slither over 
them. It entices all their senses 

with the relatively cool temperature 
of the snakes’ velvety skin, their weight 
of up to 20kg (44lb) for a boa 
constrictor (Boa constrictor) and the 

slithering movement itself. Manic 
patients often crave a thrill which is 
fulfilled by the company of snakes.

Conclusion
The benefits of reptiles for our 
wellbeing are so many, and this alone 
is a great reason to have a pet reptile 
as a companion. Whatever your 
situation, you are certain to gain from 
having a companion of this type in 
your household, as has been 
documented by an ever-increasing 
range of scientific investigations. ✥

Your Pet, 
Your Pill: 101 
Inspirational 
Stories About 
How Pets Lead 
You to A Happy, 
Healthy and 
Successful Life by 
Dr Margit 
Gabriele Muller and published by HSH 
Press is out now, and available on 
Amazon, priced at approximately £12.60 
in paperback and also on offer in Kindle 
format at £7.71.
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� Breeding pet reptiles such as this pinstripe pied ball python helps to give 
a sense of purpose to life, creating a sense of anticipation and excitement, 
in terms of looking to the future. Photo courtesy Deb Davis/www.shutterstock.com

� Snakes have 
proved useful in 
therapy for bipolar 
patients, especially 
larger individuals like 
boa constrictors. 
Photo New Africa/www.
shutterstock.com
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� Some lizards such as this stunning orange 
morph of the green iguana (Iguana iguana) are 
known to be able to recognise people and will 
be more friendly towards those they know well 
and trust. 
Photo courtesy Hidayat Triardiansyah/www.shutterstock.com


