
International Journal of Language, Linguistics, Literature and Culture 
                                                                                                                               Vol. 05, No. 03; 2026 

                                                                                                                                        ISSN: 2583-6560 

 
1 

http://ijlllc.org/  

 
FROM CRADLES TO COLLARS ANALYZING THE RISE OF "PET PARENTING" 

AS A SUBSTITUTE FOR TRADITIONAL FAMILY STRUCTURES IN 2026 

 
Ruchie Sah  

Assistant Professor, Basic Science Department, SRMS CET&R , Bareilly, UttarPradesh, India 

 

https://doi.org/10.59009/ijlllc.2026.0198   

    

Received Date:25 January 2026/Published Date:05 May 2026 

 

ABSTRACT 

In recent years, India has embraced a touching and transformative movement — the surge in pet 

adoption. What was once seen as a luxury reserved for affluent households has now blossomed 

into a widespread passion shared across diverse communities. With increasing urbanization, 

rising awareness, and a deepening sense of compassion, more families are choosing to welcome 

stray, abandoned, and rescued animals into their homes. 

This remarkable change highlights not only a shift in how society views animals but also a 

broader cultural evolution — one built on empathy, responsibility, and genuine love. In this 

paper we’ll uncover the main forces driving especially in India’s pet adoption boom, the 

challenges that continue to surface, the crucial support of NGOs and social media, and the 

inspiring ways adoption is touching lives — leaving lasting marks, one paw at a time. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Pet Boom: India's pet industry is one of the fastest-growing globally, expected to 

reach $1.5 billion by 2026. 

Extensive research confirms a robust association between pet ownership and enhanced 

psychological well-being. This includes reports of elevated positive affect, happiness, and self-

esteem, alongside diminished depression, loneliness, and perceived stress.  

In 2026, the contrast between the conditional nature of pet ownership and the lifelong 

commitment of parenthood reveals a growing trend toward "emotional convenience." This shift 

highlights a modern society increasingly wary of deep, inescapable obligations. 

A substantial body of literature recognizes the psychological, physical, and social advantages 

associated with human-animal interaction (HAI) [INDEX].  

Interaction with pets can lower stress hormones (cortisol) and increase "feel-good" hormones 

like oxytocin, contributing to better overall mental health & Emotional Well-being. 

These benefits are especially evident in dog and cat owners. Pets can also function as social 

facilitators, providing opportunities and connections that enhance an individual's social 

functioning [INDEX]. 

 

Narang noted that pet adoption in India is on the rise, with an estimated 600,000 animals 

adopted each year. Yet, the challenge remains immense — more than 60 million cats and dogs 

still roam the streets, while another 8.8 million live in shelters. She added that organizations 

such as the Heads Up For Tails Foundation hold adoption drives two to three times a month, 

through which over 500 dogs and cats found permanent homes in 2024. In addition, more than 

200 street animals were adopted directly from their stores and warehouses across the country. 
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2. WHAT’S DRIVING THE PET ADOPTION MOVEMENT?   

i. Awareness of Animal Rights 

ii. Growth of urban pet-friendly societies 

iii. Increased vet care availability in tier-2 and tier-3 cities 

iv. More inclusive housing policies for pet owners 

v. Lifestyle Changes: Rise in DINK (Double Income No Kids) households with a desire 

for animal companionship 

i. Mental Health Awareness: Pet’s presence is now widely acknowledged as a source of 

comfort, helping individuals ease anxiety, lift depression, and combat feelings of 

loneliness. More than companions, these animals are being celebrated as vital partners 

in fostering emotional resilience and well-being. 

vi. Economic Accessibility: Pet adoption offers a cost-effective path to companionship 

compared to purchasing high-priced breeds. Although ongoing care and maintenance 

expenses are inevitable, the availability of free adoptions through shelters and rescuers 

makes it far more accessible. This affordability allows many families to open their 

homes to pets, turning compassion into a practical choice. 

vii. The Impact of social media and Celebrity Influence - Instagram has become 

a thriving hub for rescue stories, adoption appeals, and pet parenting guidance — many 

of which have gone viral. These platforms not only amplify the voices of animals in 

need but also foster: 

 Immediate visibility for pets awaiting homes 

 A strong sense of community support among animal lovers 

 Greater transparency throughout the adoption journey 

Several Indian celebrities have adopted pets and actively advocate for animal welfare, using 

their platforms to encourage adoption over buying. Notable names include Madhuri Dixit, 

Anushka Sharma, Randeep Hooda, Sonu Sood, Alia Bhatt  Sonakshi Sinha, John Abraham, 

Sunny Leone, Kapil Sharma, and Dia Mirza, among others.   

By turning compassion into content, Instagram is reshaping how people connect with and 

commit to pet adoption. 

Furthermore, human–animal interaction are valuable links to expanded social networks and 

improved individual social function. 

 

i. Pets serve as natural Social Catalysts or “Social Icebreakers"  

ii. Urban Social Dynamics and the Shift in Affection 

 

In the anonymity of metropolitan living, pets often serve as the sole bridge for interpersonal 

awareness between residents.  

 Research consistently shows that pet owners possess larger neighborhood social 

networks and are more connected within their communities compared to non-owners. 
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 Activities like walking a dog, going to a dog park or attending pet-centric events often 

initiate organic conversations with neighbors and strangers.  

 

 While another person might go unnoticed, the presence of a dog triggers an immediate, 

enthusiastic response, suggesting that domestic animals have become the new focal 

point for communal affection. 

 Sense of Purpose and Routine: Caring for a pet's needs provides a daily structure and 

sense of responsibility, which can be a powerful antidote to feelings of purposelessness 

that often accompany isolation. 

 

The practice of pet ownership for children may be associated with several dis-advantages, 

predominantly concerning health.  Parents should be aware that different pets carry distinct 

levels of health risks, as they can be carriers of germs and infections transmissible to humans 

that might lead to sickness. The most prevalent illness contracted by children face from human-

animal contact is  gastro-enteritis (stomach illness). 

 

(https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8394147/) 

 

3. THE PARADOX OF MODERN CONNECTION 

i. In 2026, the traditional social fabric continues to shift, making Aristotle’s timeless 

assertion that "man is a social animal" remains true but feels increasingly ironic. In 

an era marked by urban isolation and digital fatigue, the "irony of the social animal" 

is that we are increasingly seeking human-grade emotional fulfillment from non-

human sources. 

ii. While humans inherently crave social interaction, many now derive that essential 

satisfaction from animals rather than their fellow man 

iii. As companion animals, pets effectively fulfill psychological needs for friendship, 

belonging, and unconditional love, leading a growing number of people to elevate 

them to the status of family members.  

iv. It is a striking contradiction of modern life that while relationships with human 

family members may be neglected or strained, people often extend the title of 

"family" more readily to their pets—and in some cases, their domestic help—than 

to their own kin.  

v. Outsourced Affection: We see a rise in "remedies" for human strings—boarding 

schools for children and old-age homes for parents—while pets are granted the 

"prime spot" on the family sofa. This reflects a preference for emotional 

efficiency over moral duty. 

vi. The Logic of Avoidance 

 

 

4. THE APPEAL OF UNCONDITIONAL LOVE 

Unlike human relationships, which are often transactional, conditional, and emotionally 

demanding, the bond with a pet is uncomplicated. Pets provide a "Psychological safety net"—

they do not judge, argue, or harbor grudges. As traditional family structures become more 

fragmented, pets fill the void of unconditional love that individuals may struggle to find or 

maintain with their own kin. 
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5. THE "HUMANIZATION" OF THE NON-HUMAN 

The increasing tendency to treat pets (and sometimes domestic staff) as the primary family unit 

is a poignant commentary on modern interpersonal struggle. While human family members 

require compromise, vulnerability, and conflict resolution, pets offer a simplified version of 

companionship. We grant them "family status" because they are easier to love than the 

complex, often disappointing humans in our lives. 

 

6. THE DISPLACEMENT OF HUMAN EMPATHY 

There is a growing concern that this shift represents a "displacement of empathy." When 

children or adults find it easier to show warmth to a Golden Retriever or a Pug than to a 

neighbor’s child or their own relatives, it suggests a narrowing of our social bandwidth. We 

are choosing the path of least emotional resistance, preferring the silent, loyal companionship 

of an animal over the messy, necessary work of human community. 

 

The modern urbanite chooses pets because they represent Conditional Commitment. A pet 

can be rehomed or surrendered if it becomes a "problem," but a child with special needs, such 

as autism or chronic illness, requires a lifelong, unshakeable sacrifice. 

 

7. THE SOCIAL HIERARCHY OF AFFECTION 

The irony is further highlighted when we consider that domestic helpers and pets are often 

integrated into the "emotional family" while biological relatives are kept at a distance. This 

suggests that in the modern world, "family" is no longer defined by blood, but by service and 

reliability.  

We embrace those who serve our emotional or domestic needs, while distancing ourselves from 

those who demand our time and emotional labor. 

The Shift in Social Values and Definitions of "Family" 

 

i. Transactional Affection: The modern definition of "family" is increasingly based 

on convenience and a low emotional price tag. Relationships that are low-cost, less 

time-consuming, and free of complex expectations are prioritized. 

 

ii. Status Symbols: Pets function not only as companions but also as status-enhancing 

symbols that fit easily into a busy, urban lifestyle. 

 

8. THE DISPLACEMENT OF FILIAL DUTY 

The trend of moving aging parents into old age homes, while simultaneously integrating pets 

into the emotional core of the household, highlights a societal preference for "emotional 

efficiency" over traditional duty and the demanding work of human caregiving. 

 

9. THE ROLE AND APPEAL OF PETS 

a. Low-Maintenance Fulfillment: Pets provide psychological satisfaction, a sense of 

positive affect, and a reduction in loneliness without the "burden" of complex human 

history or moral obligations. 

 

b. Uncomplicated Love: The bond with an animal is straightforward, free from 

judgment, arguments, or grudges, offering a "psychological safety net" that individuals 

may struggle to find with human kin. 

http://ijlllc.org/
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10. THE HUMAN NEED FOR CONNECTION: A SOCIETAL PARADOX 

a. The Profound Power of Human Connection 

The assertion that we cannot find the same profound psychological satisfaction and happiness 

in human interaction as we do with pets overlooks the deep-seated biology of human bonding: 

 

b. Biological Imperatives: The human capacity for connection is biologically hardwired. 

In the Indian context, the physiological response is stark: the mere touch, cry, or look 

of an infant can trigger lactation in a mother, demonstrating an innate, powerful, and 

deeply satisfying human-to-human bond that animals cannot replicate. 

 

c. The Pursuit of Love and Marriage: The continued, global trend toward romantic love 

relations and marriage directly counters the idea that human companionship is 

unsatisfying. These institutions persist because humans fundamentally seek the unique 

emotional depth, shared history, and complex fulfillment that only other humans can 

provide. 

 

11. THE IRONY OF MODERN "PSEUDO" INTERACTION 

The true irony lies in our modern behavior, which often appears "pseudo" or inauthentic: 

 Pets as Substitutes: Pets have become acceptable, low-cost substitutes for the 

demanding work of human relationships and, increasingly, children. This trend 

suggests a cultural retreat from the messiness and responsibility of human family life. 

 

 A "Pseudo" Nature: Modern man's nature seems increasingly hypocritical: we desire 

true connection but choose the path of least resistance. We substitute the profound 

satisfaction of a human bond for the easier affection of an animal. 

 

 The Silent Complaint: The shift in values raises a poignant, unanswered question: To 

whom can we complain about this erosion of authentic connection, and who among us 

is willing to truly understand and change this trajectory 

 

In 2026, the contrast between the adoption of children and pets reveals deep-seated social 

ironies and structural barriers. While millions of children remain in institutional care, the 

system for human adoption is far more complex and stigmatized than that for animals. 

WELL why nobody talks or counsels such couples to adopt children who are orphans and give 

them a good life, love, warmth affection and secured life.  

 

The Stigma of "Background" vs. the Status of Pets 

A primary reason couples are not actively counseled toward adoption is the persistent societal 

preoccupation with a child's "background." 

 

 Genetic Bias: Many Indian families prioritize "genes, blood, and lineage," viewing 

children from unknown backgrounds as social risks. 

 

Status Paradox: Adopting a high-breed pet or even a stray is often viewed as a "status-

enhancing", earns immediate social capital and "humane" compliments: An act of 

compassion. In contrast, adopting an orphaned child often labeled a "destitute" of 

unknown origin—is frequently met with skepticism regarding lineage and genetic 

"fitness 
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 The "Humane" Label: People are often celebrated as "humane" for rescuing animals, 

while those who adopt children may face intrusive questions about the child's origins 

or their own fertility. Despite the "humane" image pet owners cultivate, a stark paradox 

exists in the realm of child adoption. 

 

The Numbers: A Widening Mismatch (2025-2026) 

Statistics from 2025-2026 highlight a significant "demand-supply" crisis that discourages many 

potential parents: 

 

 Waiting Families: As of late 2025, over 36,000 families were registered and waiting 

to adopt on the CARA portal. 

 

 Available Children: Despite there being an estimated 30 million orphaned or 

vulnerable children in India, only roughly 2,400 to 2,700 are declared legally free for 

adoption at any given time. While 2026 statistics show over 30 million orphaned or 

vulnerable children in India, the legal and social hurdles remain immense. 

 

 Wait Times: The average wait time for an infant has climbed to 3.5 to 5 years as of 

2025, causing many couples to give up on the process entirely. 

 

 Special Needs: Nearly 65% of children available for adoption have special needs or 

developmental challenges, yet only about 328 such children were successfully placed 

in 2024-25.  

 

 The Economic and Social Barrier to Adoption 
 

The Pet Adoption Alternative 

In contrast to the multi-year legal battle for a child, the pet care market in India is growing at 

a 15% CAGR (2021-2026).  

Low Barrier to Entry: While child adoption requires years of home studies and legal orders, 

pet adoption (or purchase) is almost instantaneous. 

 

Pet Humanization: As of 2025-2026, pets are increasingly treated as "integral family 

members," often receiving a higher level of investment than human relations due to their 

uncomplicated loyalty.  

“For every 1 child legally free for adoption, 13 prospective parents are waiting... Average wait 

time has increased from 1 year in 2017 to 5 years in 2025.”  

 

Ultimately, society faces a paradox: it celebrates the "rescue" of animals while maintaining 

rigid barriers of status and origin that prevent millions of "destitute" children from finding a 

home. 

Will adoption of such usually poor children will enhance their social status? NO 

Definitely no. but if they adopt a stray dog or any pet from an owner, they are immediately 

complimented for being so humane for adopting animals and not humans.  

Humans really live a life full of paradoxes.  

 

The Paradox of Conditional Commitment 

http://ijlllc.org/
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 Disposable Loyalty: A pet is often viewed as an "abandonable" companion. If an 

animal creates a lifestyle conflict or a behavioral problem, many owners feel they have 

the alternative to rehome or surrender it. 

 

 The Inescapable Reality of Parenthood: Conversely, a child represents an absolute 

commitment. One cannot simply "dump" a child who is diagnosed with autism, suffers 

from a chronic illness, or faces a life-altering accident. These situations require a level 

of sacrifice that modern "self-centeredness" often seeks to avoid. 

 

 Institutional Solutions for Human "Strings": For those who find the demands of 

parenthood too restrictive, society has created "remedies" to minimize daily interaction. 

The increased reliance on boarding schools, full-time hostels, and extended day-

boarding often serves as a way for parents to maintain their autonomy while 

outsourcing the emotional and physical labor of child-rearing. 

 

12. THE RISE OF THE "COMMITMENT-FREE" LIFESTYLE 

This dynamic suggests a fundamental change in how we view human bonds: 

 

 Preference for "Low-Stakes" Relations: The popularity of pets over children (or the 

preference for institutionalizing parents and children) stems from a desire for 

companionship without "life-long strings." 

 

 Avoidance of Emotional Labor: In a high-speed, self-focused world, the 

unpredictable and demanding nature of human vulnerability—whether through 

disability or old age—is seen as a barrier to personal freedom. 

 

 The Irony of Modern Care: While we pride ourselves on being "humane" for caring for 

animals, we are simultaneously building systems that distance us from the very humans 

who require our most profound, unshakeable commitments. 

 

It may sound harsh and insensitive but probably this is the reason and the fact of life.  

In 2026, India is witnessing a historic demographic shift: for the first time, the national Total 

Fertility Rate (TFR) has stabilized at approximately 2.0, falling below the replacement level 

of 2.1. As human birth rates decline, the domestic pet population in India is surging, growing 

at an annual rate of over 11% [2]. 

Here is a structured analysis of the link between pet attachment and declining fertility intentions 

within the Indian context: 

 

13. THE INVERSE RELATIONSHIP: INFANTS VS. PETS 

While China provides a stark precedent—where pets are projected to outnumber toddlers 2-to-

1 by 2030—India is following a similar "urban substitution" trajectory. 

The Demographic Plunge: In states like Sikkim, Goa, and Ladakh, the TFR has dropped to 

between 1.1 and 1.3, mirroring the ultra-low fertility of East Asian nations. 

The Pet Boom: India's pet industry is one of the fastest-growing globally, expected to 

reach $1.5 billion by 2026. This growth is most aggressive in metropolitan areas where human 

fertility is at its lowest. 
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2. The Logic of "Pet Attachment" and Fertility Intentions 

Recent sociological studies in 2025-2026 have identified that pet attachment acts as 

a "nurturing surrogate" for the "DINK" (Double Income, No Kids) and "SINK" (Single 

Income, No Kids) demographics. 

 

 Satisfaction of the Nurturing Instinct: For many Indian urbanites, the psychological 

need to care for another living being is fully met by a pet. Unlike a child, a pet provides 

immediate "unconditional love" without the 25-year financial and emotional 

commitment. 

 

 The "Practice" vs. "Replacement" Theory: While older studies suggested pets were 

"practice" for babies, 2025 surveys indicate that for 60% of urban pet owners under 35, 

the pet is viewed as a permanent replacement for a child, not a precursor . 

3. Socio-Economic Catalysts for Female Infertility and Choice 

The decline in fertility is not merely biological; it is a byproduct of shifting life priorities for 

Indian women in 2026: 

 Independence and Career Autonomy: A 2025 National Family Health Survey update 

suggests that increased female education and workforce participation are the strongest 

predictors of delayed or bypassed motherhood. 

 

 Work-Life Imbalance: In cities like Bangalore and Mumbai, the "fast pace of life" 

makes child-rearing feel logistically impossible. A pet (particularly a cat) offers 

companionship that fits into a high-pressure corporate schedule. 

 

 Financial Pragmatism: The cost of raising a child in a private urban setting in India is 

estimated to have risen by 25% since 2020. Pets offer a "status-enhancing" social 

experience at a fraction of the cost. 

 

4. The "Pseudo-Family"  

The irony of the "Social Animal" is now a measurable reality. In 2026, the Indian "pet-parent" 

spends more on premium pet food and "pet-hostels" than previous generations spent on early 

childhood education. This reflects a shift toward "low-stakes emotional labor"—where 

individuals choose the loyalty of an animal over the complex, sometimes disappointing, strings 

of human offspring or elderly parents. 

 

14. DOES PET ATTACHMENT AFFECT FERTILITY INTENTION? 

Recent studies (2024–2025) have begun to directly investigate whether strong emotional bonds 

with pets act as a "substitute" for human children. The relationship is complex and depends 

heavily on socioeconomic factors: 

 

The SES Interaction (High vs. Low Status): Research among Chinese adults shows that pet 

attachment negatively affects fertility intention primarily among those with high subjective 

socioeconomic status (SES).  

These individuals use pets to satisfy their "nurturing drive," feeling less internal pressure to 

have human children. Conversely, for those with low SES, pet attachment has little effect on 

fertility intentions, as external factors like cost and social norms dominate their decision-

making. 
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 The Nurturing Surrogate: A 2025 study in European Psychologist suggests that for 

many child-free couples, raising pets—especially dogs—is perceived as just as 

meaningful as raising children, but with significantly fewer long-term "life-long 

strings" and lower emotional labor. 

 

 Positive Reinforcement: Interestingly, some 2024 research suggests that for certain 

groups, pet ownership might actually increase parenting confidence by serving as a 

"practice" for caretaking, potentially boosting future fertility intentions in some married 

women.  

 

15.COMPOUNDING FACTORS FOR DECLINING FERTILITY 

The rise in pet attachment does not exist in a vacuum; it is bolstered by the very factors you 

mentioned: 

 

 Demands for Independence: Modern urban youth prioritize individual autonomy. A 

2025 survey in India revealed that 70% of youth prefer pets over children, citing a 

desire for companionship without the "mandatory milestone" of traditional parenthood. 

 

 Work-Life Imbalance: High-stress career environments in "Tier-1" cities make child-

rearing feel logistically impossible. Cat ownership is accelerating faster than dog 

ownership (10.7% growth vs 4.6%) specifically because cats require less time and 

space, fitting better into high-paced urban lifestyles. 

 

 "Life-Long Strings" vs. Convenience: Pets offer a "pure," unconditional bond that is 

easier to manage than complex human relationships. As societal norms shift from "more 

children, more happiness" to "fewer births, more quality," pets have emerged as the 

ultimate convenient companion.  

 

The total child population in India (under age 18) is approximately 460 million. While the 

percentage of orphans remains significant, the overall proportion of children in the total 

population is projected to fall from 40.9% in 2011 to 32% by 2026 due to declining fertility 

rates 

 

Pet attachment refers to the intimate and lasting emotional connection between pets and 

humans. Bowlby’s attachment theory originally described the relationship between children 

and their parents.  

It’s an irony that pets animals are teaching us how to interact or develop social connection.  

 

16. CONCLUSION 

The Silent Complaint: A Conclusion on The Future of Connection 

The shift in values raises a poignant, unanswered question: To whom can we complain about 

this erosion of authentic connection, and who among us is willing to truly understand and 

change this trajectory? In 2026, we find ourselves at a crossroads of convenience. By 

substituting the profound, messy satisfaction of human bonds with the easier, regulated 

affection of animals, we risk becoming a "pseudo-social" species—highly connected to our 

screens and our pets, yet deeply isolated from one another. 
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Final Philosophical Synthesis 

Ultimately, the tragedy of 2026 is not the love we give to animals, but the love we withhold 

from our own kind. We have built a world where it is socially safer to be a "pet parent" than a 

human one.  

Until we address the stigma of human backgrounds and the fear of emotional labor, we will 

continue to live life as a series of paradoxes: celebrating the rescue of a dog while turning a 

blind eye to the child in the orphanage or the parent in the institution. 

 

 The Substitution Effect: Data suggests that pet attachment is no longer a "practice" for 

parenthood but a nurturing surrogate. In high-pressure urban hubs, the "DINK" (Double 

Income No Kids) lifestyle is often facilitated by a pet that provides companionship 

without disrupting a career-focused, independent life. 
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1) Rise in pet adoption and rescue culture 

According to Narang, pet adoption in India is thriving with an estimated 600,000 adoptions 

annually. “However, there remains a huge number of animals needing homes, with over 60 

million cats and dogs living on the streets and another 8.8 million in shelters,” she said. She 

claimed that organisations like the Heads Up For Tails Foundation conducts adoption drives 

twice or thrice every month, helping over 500 dogs and cats find their forever homes in 2024, 

and that over 200 streeties were adopted at their stores and warehouses across the country. 

2) Increased focus on pet health and wellness 

Holistic wellness of pets, ensuring long and healthy lives, is gaining more prominence, with a 

surge in demand for healthcare products, supplements, and mental stimulation tools like 

puzzles and interactive toys. Toys like cat scratchers and roller balls keep pets engaged while 

promoting mental well-being 
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