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Abstract 

This study used the triangulation approach to examine the nature of relationships between 

people and their family dog. The objective was to  gain insight into the attributes of 

human-animal bonding. It investigated whether evidence of  human-animal bonding might 

be revealed in the thoughts, emotions, and behaviors reported by participants and 

observed by the researcher. In-depth case studies were conducted with twenty children 

and their family dogs. The children selected were between the ages of eight and eighteen, 

fiom a Western Canadian city (Edmonton, Alberta), with possession of their farnily dog 

for at least one year. The author developed and used a questionnaire, semi-structured 

interview and behavioral observation cue list t o  obtain the childrens views and lem more 

about their relationships with their family dog. Analysis of the interview and behavioral 

observation material was conducted by developing a matrix for display and rnatching of 

patterns. To evaluate potential usefilness of the questionnaire a sampling of 92 

participants (children and adults) was added following completion of the case studies. 

Based on correlational and factor analysis, results suggested nine factors for grouping the 

characteristics of human-animai bonding. Further analyses revealed human-animal 

bonding to be a multidimensional phenomenon, characterized by emotionai-psychological, 

social, behavioral, and commitment dimensions. Results of the study are discussed in 

relation to theory on human at tachent  and bonding and its relevance to understanding 

and advancing knowledge of the human-animal bonding phenomenon. Findings of this 

study indicate implications for fiirther research and application in the areas of school and 

counselling psychology. 
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C h a ~ t e r  1 

Introduction 

General Statement of the Problem 

This study proposed to examine attributes of human-animal bonding and explore 

ways of assessing the phenomenon. Pursuit of such a measure can be compared, both in 

the need for explanation and in the search for representative characteristics, to previous 

research addressing sirnilar constructs. Analogous research includes the development of 

inventories and scales to measure self-esteem, values, interests and the related attitudes of 

humans. Prior to  development of the scales and inventories, social scientists, educators 

and others were aware the phenomenon existed and afFected humans in various ways, and 

that this was likely dependent upon a variety of factors. Sirnilarly, the nature of research 

attention focussing upon the humamanimal bonding phenomenon appears to  have 

originated with reports of positive relationships, followed by various methods of 

observation, and studies across a number of different settings. It is clear to the researcher 

that at this point in the process of advancing knowledge about the phenomenon there is a 

need for common terrninology, definition, and methods for identifjing attributes of human- 

animal bonding. A review of the literature indicates that knowledge of these attributes, 

developrnent of theory, and a method of assessment, is timely and relevant in advancing 

the benefits of the human-animal bond. 



A number of researchers have been involved in applied intervention studies 

investigating the effect of pet facilitated therapy among psychiatnc and geriatric 

populations (Corson, Corson, Gwynne, & Arnold, 1977; Goldmeier, 1986; Robins, 

Sanders, & Cahill, 199 1 ; Schantz, 1990). The methods employed in these studies were 

largely of an observationai or survey nature. A National Institutes of Health report after 

reviewing the literature on the topic indicated that these studies were often 

methodologically flawed or were incomplete reports (National Institutes of Health, 1988). 

However, the authors were able to conclude that the pet programs have proven superior in 

producing psychosocial benefits when compared with other programs such as arts and 

crafts, fi-iendly visitor programs, and conventional psychotherapy. Charactenstics of the 

relationships noted from these and other observations in the literature are integrated with 

the current researcherys experiences to determine whether there are attributes that can be 

identified and developed into a scale of measurement to be used in firther research, 

program development, and evaluation endeavors. 

Sienificance of the Current Studv 

Examination of the literature suggests that much of the research to date has been 

conducted for program evaluation purposes (Draper, Gerber, & Layng, 1990; Redefer, & 

Goodman, 1989; Schantz, 1990; Wilson, 1 99 1). The possibilities for using, facilitating, 

and maximîzing the human-animd bond have increasingly gained the attention of 

researchers and professionals across a variety of disciplines over the past decade. 

Governmentd agencies have also become involved in supporting research and making use 

of findings. In 1987, a working group under the auspices of the United States National 



Institutes of Health drafted a synthesis of the current state of knowledge and a fiamework 

for fùture research to facilitate informed decisions regarding health benefits of pets 

(National Institutes of Health, 1988). It was noted that animals have been important to 

humans throughout history and were incorporated into the treatment for patients with 

mental illness at York Retreat, Engiand as early as 1792. This was apparently 

implemented in an attempt to "reduce the use of harsh drugs and restraints" (NIH 1988, p. 

1). The earliest use of animals in a therapeutic setting in the United States was reportedly 

in 1919 at St. Elizabeth's Hospital in Washington, D.C. In this instance dogs were used as 

cornpanions for residents in psychiatric care. NIH research suggests that involvement with 

pets is beneficial to child development as well as for the health of persons in medical, 

rehabilitation, geriatric, and psychiatric care. 

According to a Kansas State University news release, Robert Poresky associate 

professor of Family Studies and Human Services recently reported that added to a well- 

established home life, a relationship with a pet can improve a child's cognitive and social 

development (KSU, 1997). He cornmented, "generally we see some increases in IQ 

scores and measures of cognitive fùnctioning, and if we look at something called empathy, 

the understanding of other peoples' feelings, children who interact with pets score higher 

on Our measure of empathy3'(KSU 1997, p. 1). His observations included that "Generally 

it's those pets who respond ... come over when you're sad, and sort of snuggle up and Say 

'it's OK', ... the type of pets who provide reassurance. It's this type of interaction that 

seems to be the key factor in boosting cognitive development and empathy, not just having 

an animal in the homey'(KSU 1997, p. 1). 



Some of the more recent research involves epidemiological studies (Raina, Walter- 

Toews, & Bonnett, 1996). There appears to be a surge of interest (perhaps fùeled by 

shrinking health care dollars) in obtaining objective and credible data for program 

developrnent and evaluation purposes. Demographic, economic and political implications 

are seen in this as well, in that as the majority of a population ages and tax fiinded dollars 

for services decline, alternatives to traditional health care are sought. The potential for 

use of pets as an adjunct to care is being examined. This applies to prevention, 

rehabilitation, and long-term care. Implications can be seen for various disciplines, 

particularly in education where budgets and resources are increasingly limited for 

addressing special needs. Thus it is timely for research into the nature of humm-animal 

bonding and the potential benefits to human fiinctioning across a variety of areas. 

Individuals already bonded with their pet recognize the benefits and value their 

pets as priceless. However, it is predicted that fhding sources for research and fiiture 

prograrnrning will require analysis fiom the perspective of cost-benefit. Consequently, it is 

imperative to clearly describe and accurately and consistently measure the attributes of 

human-animal bonding. This is of significance for researchers, program developers, and 

evaluators who seek to predict îts occurrence in order to measure the outcomes. It is also 

important for therapists and others in their efforts to facilitate this phenornenon and 

maximize its benefits. The difficulty at present, as researchers studying this aspect have 

noted, is that various tems are used interchangeably when in fact they represent 

description of different features. This of course has implications for the observed effects 

and whether potential is recognized or appropriately used. Additionally, while there have 



been some attempts at development of scaies of measurernent reviews suggest that the 

studies have either been methodologicaily flawed, or difficult to replicate due to lack of 

complete information in the report (NIH, 1988; Poresky & Hendrix, 1990; Wilson, 1991). 

Theoretical Framework for the Studv 

The theoretical fiamework which underlies this study is based upon concepts 

relating to emotional bonding or attachment arnong humans. From the beginning 

moments of life, humans have an inherent need for close relationships which are 

meaningfbl and satisfjing. It is in essence a need to perceive and feel an emotionai bond 

with a significant other. The process and benefits associated with this phenomenon are 

docurnented in the research literature addressing mother-child or parent-child attachments 

and emotional bonding. 

The landmark work of Bowlby (1952) in infant psychiatry provides important 

background for the study of emotional bonding. Through this research the significance of 

mother-child attachment was documented as crucial to the child's emotional well-being. 

The concept of attachment has been defined as "a lasting emotional tie between people 

such that the individual strives to maintain closeness to the object of attachment and acts 

to ensure the relationship continues" (Fogel & Melsom, 1988). KIaus & Kennel, (1982) 

expanded the early findings about mother-child bonding to include both parents. 

Ainsworth (1962) advanced the state of knowledge in this area with a study on the effects 

of materna1 deprivation. Erickson (1964), in his work on the child's development of trust 

versus mistrust in the developmental stages of childhood, linked emotional bonding with 

its outcome (ability to trust). There appears to be a parallel between these findings fiom 



theories about human to  human emotional bonding and observations of relationships 

between humans and pet dogs. 

Like humans, domesticated animais such as dogs are also seen to have a need for 

emotionai bonding. hdeed as in the human situation, when a healthy psychological 

climate exists they appear to go through a comparable learning process as puppies and 

develop the ability to trust and establish an emotional bond with significant others. This 

includes both relationships with other dogs and humans. In the animal sciences dogs are 

referred to as pack animals. The pack f&ly appears to have dynamics similar to that of 

the human farnily. The consonant need for and ability to form an emotional bond as seen 

both in humans and dogs leads to consideration of the potential for reciprocal and 

mutually beneficial relationships. 

The current research is based upon the ethdogical fiamework of attachment and 

related theories (Ainsworth, 1969; Bowlby, 1958). Within this fiamework, an index of 

attachment as measured in young children is the tendency to maintain proximity to the 

attachment object. Even as the child grows older he or she acts to  maintain the 

relationship by thinking about the object of attachent, initiating interaction, and 

expressing affection. As an extension of this, the current research examines the reported 

thoughts about the family dog, time spent together (voluntary, quality interaction in 

activities), expressions of affection, and in the case studies observes the features of 

physical closeness to obtain an estimate of the tendency to maintain proximity to the 

attachment object (dog). 



Another component of attachment as seen in the definition is the motivation of the 

attached person to sustain the relationship. This might be expressed by interest in and 

emotional feelings about the attachment object. An index of this is the attachment object's 

ability to reduce stress, as shown for example in the reunion phase of the 'Strange 

Situation' (Ainsworth, 1979), the measure most cornmonly used to assess infants 

attachment to family members and significant others. While Ainsworth's measure is not 

used in the present study, the research does examine related features such as participant 

reports of psychological comfort and relaxation obtained fiom their relationship with the 

attachent object (i.e., dog). 

Attachent theory also suggests that children form an internal working model of 

every attachment relationship (Bowlby, 1988; Bretherton, 1985). The model includes 

ideas and feelings about the relationship which are mentally stored as representations. 

These mental representations then are cognitively available to the child even when the 

attachment object is absent. Because the ideas and feelings about significant relationships 

are mentdy stored, they are available not only for recall but also for generalization to 

other instances of relationships. For example the internal working model of the mother- 

child or father-child relationship is transferred into adulthood and when that child becomes 

an adult, this cognitive model provides the initial ideas for the parent role in relationship to 

his or her children. The nature of the internai working model of children and adults in 

relation to their family dog remains unknown. Descriptive study of the ideas children have 

about the family dog and their ways of relating to him or her merit attention. It is possible 

that the child might develop an internal worlcing model which stems fiom and includes 



representations associated with loving and numuing the family dog. This could provide a 

fiame of reference for their later role as a parent or caring adult. 

According to attachent theory, a bond can be defined operationally by o b s e ~ n g  

the behavior of the child in relation to the attachment object during interaction and 

following a stressfiil event (e.g., separation). Behaviors such as maintaining proxirnity to 

the attachment figure, smiling, approaching, touching, and being caimed by the at tachent 

figure when under stress are al1 considered indices of attachment or bonding in human 

relationships. The degree of attachment is inferred fiom multiple patterns of such 

behaviors. According to Melson (1990) methods for observing such behavior might be 

microanalytic or macroanalytic. The microanalytic approach measures objectively defined 

behaviors such as looks, smiles, and verbalizations, in real time to obtain information 

about the fiequency and duration of behaviors. It provides a precise measurement of the 

degree to which a child's behavior is contingent upon and responsive to the animal. These 

measurements are without regard for the motivation, purpose or contextual meaning of 

the behavior. Altematively, the macroanalytic approach allows the researcher to capture 

tbe qualitative meaning of the behavior. With this approach the researcher might code 

sequences of behaviors in terms of "context, motive and goal as judged by the observer" 

(Melsom, 1990). As such, the latter approach appears well suited to the in-depth case 

studies of the present research into human-animal bonding. 

Research Ouestions and Hv~otheses 

The research problem pertaining to identification of the attributes of hurnan-animal 

bonding is multi-faceted. Firstly, are there patterns of thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, 



both reported as observations in the literature and to be discovered in the current process 

which can accurately be determinecl as representative of the bond between humans and 

their f h l y  dogs? Are some patterns more likely to be identifiable as necessary criteria for 

the bonding experience? It is hypothesized that as in human bonding, greater emotional 

attachment (bonding) would be observed where there is a history of the person attending 

well to the dog and being committed to the dog. This might include both reported and 

observed indicators suggesting that the dog and child are sensitive, receptive, and 

responsive to each other. Also considered suggestive of bonding rnight be expressed 

views such that the relationship is perceived as mutually rewarding. Activities related to 

caring for the pet would likely reflect the person's sensitivity and responsiveness. 

However, this aspect raises two issues. One is that research in this regard involving 

children is limited by variable parental expectations and training around the child' s 

activities or responsibilities to care for the dog. The second consideration is that dogs 

might view their human fmily much as they might others in a pack, considering adults as 

the primary care-giving leaders, and children more as siblings. 

As readers who have experienced the dynamics related to having a dog in the 

f d y  home will no doubt be aware, the dog relates differently, and often has unique 

expectations of the different family members. Although the researcher believes that care 

giving is an important aspect of the bonding phenomenon, it might not be a necessary 

factor in bonding across al1 types of relationships. One could speculate that a dog might 

be sensitive to  and simply accepting of the various capabilities and limitations of those in 

their environment. It is beyond the scope of the current research to examine this aspect in 



detail, but is noted because it is a cornrnonly included feature in the literature on bonding 

(especially parent child). 

This study focusses upon extrapolating and building upon the hypothesized 

characteristics of the human-animal bonding phenomenon, and advancing a theoretical as 

well as practicd definition which is consistently representative of human-animal bonding. 

A primary objective in this research is to determine if evidence of human-animal bonding 

might be expressed in the thoughts and emotions of the person as well as in the behavioral 

interaction between person and animal. Also explored is the question of whether these 

reported experiences and behavioral observations offer potential for fùture assessment of 

the phenomenon. Both the qualitative process of in-depth examination of individuals lived 

experiences, and quantitative approaches to measurement and d y s i s  are used to identie 

attributes of human-animal bonding. In this manner the method of triangulation is applied, 

with the intent of enabling the quantitative data to validate the qualitative research findings 

and the qualitative aspect to enhance or add depth to the quantitative. 

Scove 

The conceptual fiamework distinguishes dimensions of the human-animal bonding 

phenomenon, particularly as understood from the perspectives of the children and 

described according to emergent themes fiom the case studies. Questions addressed 

overall in the study include: 

(1) What is the nature of the relationship children and adults have with the farnily 

dog? 

(2) Are there patterns of thoughts, behaviors, and emotions that are identifiable as 

representative of human-animal bonding? 

(3) What are the attributes of the bonding between children and the farnily dog? 



(4) What methods appear best suited for assessment of human-animal bonding? 

The in-depth case study research and analysis includes use of a questionnaire, a 

semi-structured interview and a behavior observation cue list. The questionnaire is 

employed to explore the nature of the relationship between a child and the family dog. 

The semi-stnictured interview is designed to provide more depth of information about the 

relationship, and the behavior observation cue list is used to examine the interaction 

between child and dog for features representative of bonding. Children selected for the in- 

depth case study were between the ages of eight and eighteen. The second phase of the 

study involved fiirther exploration of the human-animal bonding phenomenon and 

examination of the questionnaire's potential as an assessment instrument. For these 

purposes, both adults and children were included as subjects. The latter subjects did not 

undergo in-depth case study. The samples for phase one and two were drawn fiom within 

middle and upper middle class cornmunities in and around a western Canadian city 

(Edmonton, Alberta), and represent samples of convenience. 



Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

In reviewing the literature, it became apparent that understanding the phenomenon 

of human-animal bonding was inextricably linked to  appreciation of the benefits obtained 

from the interactions or the relationship which developed. Considerable anecdotal 

literature exists regarding the physical and psychologicaf benefits of human-animal 

bonding (Corson et al., 1977; Goldmeier, 1986; Humeston, 1983; Paterson, Blashko, & 

Janzen, 1991; Robins et al., 1991). A common theme in both anecdotal and research 

literature was that when humans were given regular opportunities to interact and form 

relationships with pets such as dogs, certain psychological and physiological enhancements 

were observed to occur within the individuais (Arehart-Treichel, 1982; Draper et al. 1992; 

Dyson, 1992; Levinson, 1 980; Mallon, 1 994; McCullough, 1 986). The psychologicai 

advantages derived appear to be largely related to an increased self-confidence, a 

willingness to take nsks, spontaneous communication (where this was previously absent or 

minimal), a positive sense of self-worth, joy, improved interpersonal relationships, an 

enhanced sense of personal competence, and general optimism (Goldmeier, 1986; Kehoe, 

1990; Redefer & Goodman, 1989; Wilson, 199 1). 



as ses sin^ the Bond 

A number of recent studies have attempted to  develop measures of the 

relationships between children and their pets. Some have used open-ended or 

unstructured questions to obtain information about children's attitudes or feelings. Kidd 

and Kidd (1 985) conducted this type of study to explore various aspects including the 

degree to which the child loves the pet, misses the pet when separated, sees the pet as 

loving him or her, as well as behaviors such as dreaming about, hugging, kissing, touching, 

and taking care of the pet. Robin, Bensel, Quigley, and Anderson, (1983) used open- 

ended questions to explore why pets might be viewed as important to children. Other 

researchers have used projective or visual methods, which are considered Iess sensitive to 

the tendency in some individuals toward response bias through impresssion management. 

However, a noted disadvantage is that this type of instrument might also be more difficult 

to consistently interpret. Barker and Barker (1 990) used the Family Life Space Diagram 

to evaluate the attachent of elementary school age children to their pets. On this 

measure, the child is shown a sheet of paper with a circle drawn in the centre representing 

his or her fàmily and asked to place small circles representing hirnself or herself and other 

f a d y  members on the sheet. The placement of the circles inside or outside the family 

circle, and the distance between circles is measured. Emotional closeness of the child to 

the pet is infmed fi-om the space between the self circle and the pet circle. Although not 

yet validated, this tool appears comparable to other projective measures used in 

psychological assessment such as the House Tree Person Drawings and the Kinetic Family 

Drawings and might have similar potential, particularly in working with young children or 



less verbaily oriented persons. The Shipwreck Test (Shaefer, 1973) is a sirnilar measure 

used to assess children's social regard for their families. On this measure, children are 

shown pictures of six farnily members, a pet, a fnend, and a television set. With this 

instrument the child is to assign each picture to one of six numbered lifeboats in a 

shipwreck scene. Although not a measure of child-pet bonding, Shaefer's (1973) 

Shipwreck Test is an interesting measure addressing social protection or the degree of 

concern for the safety of others. It might be usefiil in assessing these aspects of human- 

animai bonding in children. 

Another approach involves the development of surveys or scales to assess human- 

animal relationships. Most of the scales are a combination of items indexing feelings and 

thoughts with behaviors. Poresky et al. (1987) developed The Cornpanion Animal 

Bonding Scaie to retrospectively assess the closeness adults recalled having had with their 

childhood pets. It consists of eight Likert-type items measuring the degree to which the 

individual engaged in behaviors that might represent attachent. This Companion Animal 

Bonding Scale of course had the associated difficulties commonly found arnong 

retrospective studies, but might be a usehl scale for cornparison studies between 

childhood relationships with pets and those experienced in adulthood. The authors also 

developed a second measure, The Companion Animal Semantic Differentiai (Poresky et 

al., 1988), composed of nine bi-polar adjectives. Holcomb, Williams, and Richards (1985) 

in their research had also developed a Likert-type scaie, titled The Pet Attachent Survey, 

which consisted of 29 positive and negative emotion items. However, due to the length 

and vocabulary in the statements the scale appears to be limited for use with children who 



are at least reading at a grade four level and of sufEcient maturity to comprehend the 

items. Melson (1988) adapted items fkom the Companion Animal Bonding Scale and 

developed an eight item Pet Attachrnent Scale for Children. This was subsequently 

expanded to eleven items, and uses the 'structured alternative' format in an attempt to 

control for social desireability in response bias. On this measure, two kinds of 

hypothetical same age, same gender children are described to the child. In the description, 

the hypothetical child is noted to either be invofving their pet in some activity (e.g., taking 

the pet on trips) or not, and the participant is to indicate which child is most like himself or 

herself, and then whether the hypothetical child is really like them or not. Scoring on this 

measure ranges fiom one to four for each item, with the latter reflecting a higher indicator. 

The reliability (Cronbach's alpha) was 0.50 on the first version and improved to 0.71 on 

the revised 11 item version. While each of these measures was found to have some merit, 

al1 appear to lack depth and breadth about the bonding phenornenon, a limitation perhaps 

related both to instrumentation and the parameters of the research methodology. 

The Literature About Animals as Thera~eutic 

Most ofthe work that has been done in this area revolves around observations of 

the benefits seen among psychiatrie populations &d geriatric residents when they have 

been exposed to pet therapy, either formally or otherwise (Draper et al., 1990; Kehoe, 

1990; Goldmeier, 1986; Humeston, 1983). In what is reported to be the first long-term 

epidemiological study to  examine the impact of pet ownership on the ability of elderly 

people to perform routine daily activities, scientists in Guelph, Ontario have found that 



those who own pets such as dogs and cats tend to fare better in regard to managing daily 

living activities (Raina et al., 1996). 

In reviewing literature on pet prograrns instituted at facilities such as hospitals and 

residences for senior citizens, it was noted that the terminology, and descriptions of 

behaviors was confùsing. The term "pet therapy" might refer to situations involving pet 

visitations, ownership, attempts at milieu therapy, and attempts to use an animal as an 

active participant in psychotherapy, physiotherapy, or recreation therapy. This is 

problematic because it remains unknown how these different variables might impact upon 

a bonding relationship or perceived benefits. For example, there could be a difference in 

the impact upon an individual depending on whether the pet therapy involved pet 

ownership versus pet Visitation. Pet ownership or having a family pet usuaily involves 

activities to care for the animal, requires self-discipline and responsibility, and demands 

that the individual care for another living being beyond himself or herself There is aiso 

more opportunity for interaction on a regular basis. 

Pets and Children who have S~ecial Needs 

The qualitative phenomenological research which provided the impetus for the 

current study was that advanced by McCullough, wherein he examined the nature of the 

relationship between children with physicai disabilities and their pets (McCullough, 1986). 

McCullough concluded that pets in the farnily contributed significantly to the well-being of 

the child, providing certain conditions were met. These conditions encompassed factors 

such as accessibility of the pet to the child (e.g., a dog tied up on a leash in the backyard 

did little good). The more opportunities the child had to touch, pet, care for, and 



otherwise interact with the pet, the greater the benefit to the child. The characteristics of 

the pet in relation to the child were also seen as important. A good match between the 

animal's size, activity leveI and temperament, and the needs and abilities of the child 

tended to maximize the benefits. 

Overall, a pet's value to the psychological well-being of the child was observed to 

be strongly related to its suitability to the situation and the household. The advantages to 

the child were found to include: the provision of companionship, a decreased sense of 

loneliness, development of a positive sense of self-esteem, greater independence of 

fùnctioning, greater acceptance by others, and the development of family cohesiveness. 

For readers interested in child development and the phenomenon of human-animal bonding 

McCullough's work is stimulating, and prompts us toward recognition of a need to 

increase our understanding of the human-animal bond, and its application to therapeutic 

situations. 

Findings fiom McCullough's (1986) desciptive exploratory study pose a number 

of possibilities for fùrther investigation, particularly in the field of educational psychology. 

For example, if as McCullough observed human-animal bonding has positive implications 

for the psychologicai well-being of children, is it feasible that bonding with a pet rnight be 

helpfùl for children who are experiencing difficulties with learning in school? Literature in 

the area implies significance (Bloom, 1976; Blue, 1986; Hensel, 199 1 ; Kidd, & Kidd, 

1990; KSU, 1997; Melson, 199 1 ; Nebbe, 199 1; Poresky, & Hendrix, 1 990; Rourke, & 

Fiske, 1981), and suggests the need for systematic study to substantiate the observations 



not only of McCullough and others exploring human-animal bonding, but for educators 

and therapists who might seek application for various purposes as well. 

Except for a few researchers like Wiliiarn McCullough, most of the Iiterature does 

not address potentiaiiy important variables such as differences pertaining to the type of 

animal, size, temperament (active, playfiil, versus passive, sedate), and the compatibility 

with the needs of the individual. lt is hypothesized that these factors and the individual's 

involvement in choosing the animal he or she interacts with could make a difference in the 

outcome. However, the literature to date has not adequately dealt with these issues, and 

as Draper et al. (1990) noted, appears to lack the necessary controis for scientific 

research. This leaves many questions outstanding, and begs further investigation into the 

role, and effectiveness of pets as companions and therapeutic agents. We need to know 

why, how, under what conditions, and when this type of intervention would likely be 

beneficial. There needs to be attention to detail particularly in regard to the description of 

what might be considered independent variables (aspects, which might impact the degree 

or nature of the relationship) in the research. Thus, it is of utmost importance at the 

outset that clear descriptions, definitions, and terminology be sought. More stringent 

methods of observation and data analysis are also needed in order to accurately identiQ 

charactefistics involved in human-animal bonding. Although s e v d  attempts have been 

made to develop scales of measurement, the focus and intent of the studies and scales 

were found to Vary fiom researcher to researcher (retrospective versus current; in home 

versus visits or therapy) and it appeared that replication studies were still required for 



validation purposes. As such, this aspect was part of the ongoing literature review and 

research for the cument study. 

The intent of the prevailing research is to expand upon our existing knowledge 

about human-animal relationships by examining reported and observed attributes, and 

exploring methods for assessment of bonding in such relationships. In order to do this, 

literature on the topic of bonding between parent and child and philosophy concerning 

bonding in general was also reviewed to provide a foundation for examining the related 

attributes in human-animal bonding. 

Human bond in^ and Attributes of Parent-Child Bonding 

The concept of bonding has been explained within the context of various theories, 

including psychoanalytic theory, learning theory, and ethological theory. Each theory 

makes its own assumptions about the role of the infant in the development of bonding, the 

variables considered important for development of bonding, and the processes underlying 

the development of bonding. Instruments have also been developed to assess the 

relationship of attachment patterns to  emotional adjustments and developmental histories 

of adolescents and adults (Lopez & Glover, 1993; Lyddon, Bradford, & Nelson, 1993). 

According to psychoanalytic theory, parental caretaking activities which are 

essential for suMval of the child (e.g., feeding) are critical in the formation of attachent. 

Within this view, it is postulated that the need for oral gratification when satisfied by the 

mother's breast leads to attachment to the mother's satisfjhg breast and ultimately to  the 

mother herself 



Learning theonsts also consider the feeding situation as important for the 

development of attachment (Sears, Maccoby, & Levin, 1957). According to this view, the 

caretaker acquires positive value through association with the satisfaction and reduction of 

hunger, a primary drive. The mother becomes paired with drive-reducing feeding activity, 

attains secondary reinforcement properties and as a result is valued in her own right. 

Eventually, just the presence of the mother becomes satisfjing and the child develops a 

need for contact with the mother. This acquired need is referred to as attachment. 

However this rather simplistic early theory was challenged, with the most famous study 

being that of Harlow and Zirnmerrnan (1 959) in their research with cloth and wire 

surrogate mother monkeys. Their results indicated that the infants preferred cloth 

'mothers' despite the fact that they obtained their food fiom the wire 'mother'. Some 

learning theorists suggest that the visual, auditory, and tactual stimulation provided by 

adults in the course of their daily interactions with the infant furnishes the basis for 

bonding (Gerwitz, 1969). As a result of regular and satisfjing stimulation by specific 

individuals, these individuals are valued by the infant and become objects of attachrnent. 

In the learning theory explanation, attachment is seen not as an innate or instinctual 

process, but rather as something which develops over time in relation to satisfjrhg 

interaction with key people in the child's environment. Thus, bonding is seen as a 

reciprocal process with parent and child developing attachment to each other. 

Another theoretical view which emphasizes the reciprocal nature of the attachment 

process is ethological theory. This theory, influenced by evolutionary theory and 

observational studies of animals was advanced by John Bowlby (1958, 1969, 1973). 



Bowlby suggests that attachment results fiom a set of instinctual responses which are 

important for the protection and survival of the species. The infant's behaviors (e.g., 

crying, smiling, sucking, clinging, following) prompt parental care and protection of the 

infant and promote contact between mother and child. The mother is biologically 

predisposed to respond to the infant's elicitors and the infant is equally predisposed to 

respond to the nurturance and stimulation she provides. Because of these biologically 

programmed systems, a mutual attachment develops. Bowlby minimizes the importance 

of the feeding situation and emphasizes the active role of the infant's early social signalling 

systems (e.g., crying, smiling). He accentuates the development of mutual attachment, 

and includes both parents in the formation of bonding with the infant. In reviewing these 

theories, the author questions whether earIy behaviors are biologically programmed, and is 

more inclined toward a combination of learning and ethological theories to account for the 

shifting rofe that différent signaling systems play at various developmental stages. It 

appears most feasible that while a predisposition for attachrnent exists on the part of both 

infant and adult, certain signals or behaviors, the nature of responses to their repitition, 

and the experience of need satisfaction are intertwined in the attachment process. It is 

postulated that in development of a healthy attachent, the signaling systems change as 

each experiences the rewards of relationship with the other and as the various 

developmental milestones are achieved by the child. Bowlby's inclusion of fathers in the 

bonding picture is seen as a vast improvement over Freud's theory which appears at least 

partially limited by his paternalistic vision of who the primary caretaker generally was at 

that point in time. Bowlby's ernphsis on the importance of reciprocity in bonding is well 



taken, and might be extended to include more focus on the responsiveness and sensitivity 

of the care and the nature of interactions with the child as crucial to the anachment 

process. As well, it is generally accepted that infants form multiple attachments including 

mothers, fathers, siblings, and peers as the objects of attachent. Explanation for this 

might include that as the infant learns he or she can trust key people for appropnate 

responses to needs, and as he or she experiences play, joy, and new learnings in a positive 

environment, the infant reciprocates and feels safe to risk activities with and attachent to 

an expanding network of people. As the infant is more open, receptive, and social, this in 

turn invites greater attentiveness and the bond is strengthened. 

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) presupposes that humans are innately 

programmed to seek and form attachments with others. It assumes that the developing 

infant's early bonding-related experiences are, over time, represented cognitively as an 

intemal working mode1 of self and other. These models are postulated to fiinction as 

prototypes for later social relations, afTecting thoughts that bias the adult perception, 

information processing, and interpersonal behavior, producing schema-consistent 

experiences. It is assumed that the presence of such bonds promotes human development 

by providing people with emotional support, and a sense of closeness and continuity. As 

defined by Ainsworth (1989) attachment is "a close, enduhg affectional bond or 

relationship between two persons." According to her description, the experience of 

confort and security is unique to the bonded relationship and differentiates it fiom other 

types of relationships. Contemporary attachment theory emphasizes the association 

between positive, enduring emotional bonds and hedthy human development. 



Given the variety of theoretical foundations for the concept of attachment and the 

many psychometric instruments developed in recent years to measure the construct as 

applied to humans a review of selected measures was undertaken. In the psychological 

literature on adult attachment, use of self-report measures (both retrospective and current 

perceptions) is common, though acknowledged as potentially subject to bias infiuenced by 

such constructs as the individual's mood, accuracy of recall, and current status of 

relationships (Kenny & Rice, 1995). However, a self-report inventory based on Bowlby's 

theory of attachment which appears relevant to the issues of the current research is the 

Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachent (IPPA) (Arrnsden & Greenberg, 1987). It 

provides separate assessments of the quality of parent and peer attachments in late 

adolescents and young adults. The theoretical basis for this instrument is the affective- 

cognitive dimensions of trust in the accessibility and responsiveness of attachment figures, 

as linked to general psychological well-being. The inventory has two continuous scales 

which are scored independently (Parent scale has 28 items, Peer scale 25). Factor analysis 

yielded partial confirmation of the notion of positive and negative affective-cognitive 

d i s i o n s  of attachment. There was also indication of the instrument's ability to 

differentiate healthy fiom pathological bonding with parents. It was noted to have 

moderate to high reliability. Convergent validity was also found between IPPA parent 

attachent scores and reported levels of fmily support, conflict and cohesiveness, and the 

tendency to seek parents in times of need. Peer attachment scores were found to have 

correlated highly with the Tennessee Self-Concept scale (Roid & Fitts, 1988). Subsequent 

research using the IPPA reportedly found that less secure parental attachment related to 



depression, suicida1 ideation, separation anxiety, and hopelessness in young adolescents 

(Armsden et al., 1990). As well Lapsley et al. (1990) discovered scores fiom this 

rneasure to be predictive of personal and social identity as well as academic, personal- 

emotional, and social aspects of college adjustment. A noted advantage of the inventory is 

that it is a continuous rather than categorical measure. Categoricai measures tend to 

assess stability and introduce the potential for diflerentiai base rates that efTect stability 

results, and can be influenced by external factors such as mood states. Two other self- 

report instruments, the hachment Style measure (Hazan & Shaver, 1987) and the 

Relationship Questionnaire (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) are categorical, with a 

limited number of items and noted to yield much lower and more inconsistent reliabilities 

of scores fiom the sampled subjects. 

Another method of assessing bonding is the interview, usually requiring about an 

hour to conduct. A number of these have been designed. The Attachment Interview (AI) 

(Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) is a semistructured interview based on Bowlby's theory 

of attachment designed to assess four prototypes of attachment styles. The four 

prototypes include secure, preoccupied, dismissing, and feamil or avoidant behaviors. 

Individuals are rateci on four nine point scales. Discriminate function analysis indicated 

that the interview ratings resulted in correct classification of 85 percent of the Secure 

group, 94 percent of the Fearful group, and 100 percent of both the Preoccupied and 

Disrnissing groups. The 'Secure' prototype was described as having a capacity for 

maintainhg close relationships, with 'Preoccupied' defined as overinvolved in close 

relationships, 'Dismissing' characterized by a downplaying of the importance of close 



relationships and restricted emotionaiity. The 'Fearfii17 prototype was noted to be 

avoidant of close reIationships. The 'Preoccupied' and 'Dissmissive' groups showed 

difficulties in becoming close to and relying on others, but differed on measures reflecting 

an intemalized sense of self-worth. The fearfùl style was consistently associated with 

social insecurity and lack of assertiveness. Through correlational analysis of the Family 

Interview, Peer Interview and a self-report questionnaire (Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994) 

convergent validity was demonstrated by moderately high correlations within each 

attachent dimension across methods (average within-dimension was .43). 

From a review of the theories and methods for assessing attributes of bonding, it is 

noted that assessrnent of human-animal bonding requires thoughtful operationalization of 

the construct and a carefiil accounting of intervening variables. The use of self-report 

instruments requires a certain degree of respondent self-awareness, and can be subjectively 

disorted. Interviews appear to be a more sensitive measure. However, an important 

consideration in deciding to use the interview approach is the amount of time involved. 

The use of multiple methods has been recommended by some authors (Kafer et al., 1992; 

Scharfe & Bartholomew, 1994). 

bond in^ Between Humans and Animals 

As noted, a prevailing theme in the literature is the tendency to see dogs as 

members of one's family. This is reflected in the way people talk about a dog regardless 

of whether he or she is a visitor, family member or therapeutic assistant. It is also evident 

fiom the way in which the dog is included in family (or facility) rituals or activities. There 

is also zoornorphism, which is when any species of animal attributing characteristics of 



their own species to another. This is seen not only across various species such as dogs in 

their 'play bow' to cats, but also in humans expectation of dogs (Butler et al., 1996). 

When humans attribute characteristics of their own species to dogs the type of 

zoomorphkm is called anthropomorphism. 

In a rather anthropomorphic book about dogs, Thomas (1993) writes that dogs 

themselves anthropomorphicaily imitate humans and share a number of human traits 

including loyalty, morality, romantic love, singing, smiling, family customs, status 

consciousness, weighing of alternatives, playing garnes, sharing and caring. Over tirne 

anirnals have been anthropomorphized in mythology, fables, cartoons, and advertisements 

(Beman, 1989; Sax, 1988; Tapper, 1988). The current proliferation of dogs featured in 

advertisements, human interest segments on the news, in books, movies, and magazines 

attests to increased interest and valuing of animal companions. 

The relationship between people and dogs is speculated to have begun when our 

ancestors first encountered the wolf-like ancestors of our dogs. According to Cusack 

(1989, p.54) "the longest running bond and arguably the most varied and versatile one is 

the bond between dogs and peopie." He also noted that late nobel laureate Konrad 

Lorenz hypothesized these early dogs were likely lured by the warmth of the campfire and 

desire for scraps fiom the day's hunt. The dogs likely reciprocated by serving as aids 

during the hunt and guardians at night. At some point humans discovered that if ferra1 

cubs were handled at an early age they becarne more docile and trainable, more willing to 

accept the human as the pack leader. Thus, the sociaiization process began as did the 

foundation for the human-animal bond. Evidence that the relationship is likely a very 



ancient one is also noted fiom an interesting discovery by Simon Davis of Hebrew 

University who in 1976 excavated a 12,000 year old tomb in Northem Israel to find a 

puppy skeleton clutched in the a m  of a human skeleton (Cusak, 1989). According to 

Butler, Hetts, & Lagoni (1996) a century ago art critic John Ruskin in comment about the 

popularity of dog portraits by Edwin Lancier pondered that "There is in every animal's 

eyes a dim image and gleam of humanity, a flash of strange light through which their eyes 

look out and up to Our great rnystery of comrnand over them and claims the fellowship of 

the creature, if not the soul." 

Concludine Comment 

A common theme in the literature is that dogs are good for people. They are seen 

as medicinal or therapeutic. They provide companionship. Dogs are both a source and a 

focus of affection. These characteristics are also viewed as instrumental in helping 

children develop a sense of empathic caring and responsibility. They are seen as having 

child-like features both in terms of physical appearance and behaviors (Butler, Hetts, & 

Lagoni, 1996; Voith, 1985). Their neotenic features (e.g., in many breeds large round 

eyes in relation to  the size of the face, more rounded foreheads, muules which are 

shortened or squished in) are thought to evoke care-giving responses and contribute to 

our attachent to dogs, because we feel they are dependent upon us for their care. 

Sanders (1993) also noted that humans attribute to them characteristics of "rnindedness" 

and see them as sharing our emotions. Given the parallels between the outcomes of 

hurnan to human bonding and the reported benefits of human-animal relationships it is 



hypothesized that similar attributes are likely to be identified as representative of the 

bonding phenomenon. 

The present study differs fiom much of the literature reviewed by using an in-depth 

case research approach which enables examination of the phenomenon and its detail within 

its natural setting. Additionally, while most of the literature focusses upon intervention 

with special needs populations and benefits of either pet visitation, animal assisted 

activities, or pet therapy, the current work does not. The researcher deliberately sought as 

participants those children who were more likely to be bonded with the farnily dog. The 

underlying reason for this focus is similar to that in defining the attributes of health, 

wherein rather than guaging it by its exceptions or dis-ease, health might be defmed or 

guaged firstly by that which is usual, under 'average' or 'normal' conditions and by the 

ways it contributes to the fiinctional capacities of the human or animai. Similarly, the 

present study takes a step back from reports of the exeptional circumstances (interventions 

observed as beneficial) and populations with specid needs, in an attempt to identiq typical 

attributes of healthy human-animal bonding which might occur within the natural or 

conventional milieu (family home). Healthy human-animal bonding for the purposes of 

this study would include relationships wherein the characteristics of the bond rnight be 

seen as contributing to the iùnctional capacities of the person and animal. 



Chaoter III 

Method 

Research Desim 

This study grew from the questions and hypotheses which emerged f i e r  a review 

of research and other literature on the topic of human-animal bonding. Xt is based on a 

combination of leaniing and ethological theories. From ethological theory (Bowlby, 1969) 

but contrary to traditional learning theory (Sears, Macoby & Levin, 1957), it is assumed 

that both humans and dogs are innately predisposed to seek and forrn attachments with 

others. It is also assumed that both the child and dog's bonding-related experiences are 

over tirne somehow represented cognitively as an interna1 working mode1 of his or  her self 

and other. It should be noted that in making this assumption the researcher is aware there 

is no scientifically recognized measure of animal intelligence. The supposition is based 

upon personal and professional experience with dogs as well as the research and anecdotal 

evidence of the literature reviewed. It is also postulated that sufficient consistencies exist 

between human idant and family dog for parallel theory and assessment of the bonding 

phenornenon. Just as certain human infant behaviors prompt parental care and protection 

of the infant and promote contact between parent and child, it is presumed that a similar 

process occurs between family dogs and humans. The active role of the dog's social 

signaïling systems (e.g., crying, showing excitement or joy) is considered important. In 

accordance with both ethological and learning theories, the bond is considered to be a 



mutual attachment between human and dog. Accentuated in this are the responsiveness 

and sensitivity of the human care and reciprocation by the dog through responsiveness and 

sensitivity toward the human. Consistent with learning theory (Gerwitz, 1969), the 

present research considers visual, auditory, and tactual stimulation by the human in the 

course of their daily interactions with the dog to fùmish the basis for bonding. The 

researcher adds to this the concepts of comprehension and acceptance of the needs, 

nuances, and expectations of the other as well as good communication between human 

and animal. Contrary to learning theory (Sears, Maccoby, & Levin, 1957), the researcher 

places less emphasis upon the feeding situation as important for the development of 

attachment. Although satisfaction of hunger is recognized as a primw drive, this is not 

viewed as essential for human-animai bonding given that bonding has been observed to 

occur between dogs and individuals who are not routinely responsible for their feeding 

(e.g., residents in facilities, children). Regular, rewarding shared experiences are seen as 

increasing the value of each to the other. Consistent with learning theory, attachment is 

viewed as something which develops over time in relation to satisfjing interaction. It is 

seen as a reciprocal process with human and dog deveIoping attachment to each other. It 

is also assumed that the presence of the bond promotes growth and development in both 

children and dogs, with each providing the other with emotional support, a sense of 

closeness, security, and continuity. Consistent with Ainsworth (1989), the experience of 

comfort and secunty is viewed as unique to the bonded relationship, differentiating it fiom 

other types of relationships. 



Various methods were considered as ways to access fùrther knowledge about the 

phenorneon. Related tests by various authors (e-g., Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Melson, 

1988; Poresky et al., 1987), interview designs (e-g., Bartholomew & Horowitz, 199 1; 

Kidd & Kidd, 1985; McCullough, 1986), and methods for behavior observation (Miller & 

Lago, 1990; Perelle & Granville, 1991) were reviewed and considered. Based upon their 

methodological limitations, it was ultimately determined that a variety of qualitative and 

quantitative methods combined rnight provide the most objective and in-depth material to 

address the questions and hypotheses. Thus, the study is phenomenological and 

descriptive, with a correlational approach to analysis of discoveries. Jt began with an in- 

depth case study approach, and evolved in the investigative process to include a blending 

of qualitative techniques with quantitative data colIection and analysis, a method 

suggested by Gall and Borg (1996) as a way of enhancing the validity of case study 

findings. 

As the case studies were the primary focus of the research, the blended 

methodology appeared appropriate, and it was expected that with this approach fonns, 

types, and variations of human-animal bonding might be identifieci. The research began 

with development of instruments for use in the study, including a questionnaire, an 

interview guide and a behavioral observation cue iist. Ail three tools were used in the case 

studies, but in phase two only the questionnaire was used in order to fbrther explore its 

usefilness as an assessment instrument. The research method is presented in the same 

manner in which it progressed, from development of instruments, to a pilot study, the in- 



depth case studies, and finally the focus on evaluation of the questionnaire with additional 

participants in phase two. 

Develoriment of Protocols 

A letter of introduction (Appendix D, p. 130) and a consent fonn (Appendix E, p. 

13 1) were prepared at the outset. Next, prototypes of the questionnaire, interview guide, 

and behaviord observation cue list were developed and then critically reviewed externally 

for the purpose of determinhg content validity. This review was conducted through 

consultation with experts in the fields of human-animal relationships, psychological 

assessment, and sociological research, who independently reviewed the protocols and 

literature surnmary. The three with expertise in human-animal relationships included a 

trainer, a breeder, and a pet therapy director. One fiom the field of psychology was a 

specialist in psychoeducational assessment, and the second was a psychologist specializing 

in therapeutic counselling with children. Consultation with sociologists included one who 

has expertise in applied research, and the other with qualifications pertaining to family 

systerns and studies of relationships. They were found to be in general agreement that 

questionnaire items and other protocol matter were adequate and appeared appropriate for 

use in study of the human-animal bonding domain. Minor revisions were made to 

questionnaire items in accordance with suggestions. This was followed by pilot testing, 

with subsequent procedural modifications made in relation to questionnaire administration 

and the intewiew and observation process. 



The Ouestionnaire: Person-Animal Wellness Survev (PAWS> 

Similar considerations were taken into account in development of the questionnaire 

as would be for development of a test. This included defining the constructs to be 

measured and the target population, and reviewing related tests. As noted in the overall 

description of the protocol development process above, it began with development of the 

prototype, and evaluation and revision followed. For the purposes of this study, the 

construct of attachent was defined as a close, enduring affectional bond between human 

and dog. The target population wouId be children between the ages of eight and eighteen 

fiom middle and upper middle class families who were likely to be bonded with their dog. 

This sample would include firstly those known to the researcher with subsequent 

participants obtained through their referral to peers. Thus, the sample hypothetically 

consisted of 'probable bonded' participants, who were also for the sake of timeliness a 

sample of convenience. 

In designing the questionnaire, the researcher took into account both the 

inadequacies and successes noted fiom review of related instruments. As noted by 

Gabarino (1 998) some tests have proven inadequate due to having an insuflicient number 

of items. According to Gall and Borg (1 996) a questionnaire that assesses attitudes must 

be constructed as an attitude scale and should use at least ten items in order to obtain a 

reliable assessrnent of the individual's attitude. Because the hypotheses this questionnaire 

was to address pertain to the individual's attitude toward the dog, it was determined that 

an 'attitude scale' would be used to investigate participants' level of agreement or 

disagreement with various statements. The researcher generated thirty four items based 



on thoughts (12 items), emotions (10 items), and behaviors (12 items) which she felt might 

reflect bonding. Consideration was given to including items that would provide breadth 

and depth of information. Secondly, items of surveys and scales developed by others 

(Holcomb, Williams & Richards, 1985; Kafer, et al. 1990; Poresky, et al. 1987) were 

reviewed and compared for commonalities and dserences in item content or intent. It 

was noted that a number of items generated by the researcher were sirnilar to those of 

other surveys and sales in the literature (e.g., Companion Animal Bonding Scale; Pet 

Attachment ScaIe; Pet ReIationship Scaie; Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment). For 

example, Kafer, et al. included items pertaining to missing the pet, taiking with the pet 

(especially about things that bother or trouble the individual), pet sensitivity to human 

mood or emotion, which were sirnilar to items generated by the researcher such as 

believing the dog understands, indication that it feels good to talk to the dog, and missing 

the dog. These similarities in items while somewhat different in content and coded 

differently by various researchers, suggested cornmonality in hypotheses and theones 

about the elements of bonding. Differences were also noted between the present focus 

and approach and those of other researchers. For example, The Companion Animal 

Bonding scale had a retrospective focus, deait with behaviors, and included eight items. 

Another consideration taken into account was the need to tailor the language and 

reading level to that of the target population. As well, an effort was made to provide 

brief, clear instructions for completion of the questionnaire. Questionnaire items were 

organized in logical sequence (similar content). Particular attention was paid to phrasing 

items in such a manner that the subject would be required to respond to a single idea 



rather than two separate ideas with a single answer. Finally, the researcher endeavored to 

avoid use of leading or biased questions. 

The thirty four items which constitute the questionnaire designed for this study 

(Appendix A, p. 125) are based upon thoughts, emotions, and behaviors suggested as 

reflective of human-animal bonding both as noted in the literature and generated by the 

researcher. The procedure used in measuring these attributes is a five point Likert scale, 

with participants' endorsement rating ranging fiom 5 on an item meaning strong 

agreement that a statement describes his or her relationship with the famiIy dog (including 

related psychologicai and physical benefits) to 1 denoting strong disagreement. 

Thought was given to the process of the case studies. It was detennined that 

rather than beginning with interviews, the questionnaire would be introduced at the outset 

of the home visit. Administration of the questionnaire was viewed and treated similarly to 

instruments of a psychoeducational assessrnent wherein the clinician beginç with a review 

of the overall objective of the evaluation and explains the task at hand. Participants were 

encourageci to request clarification if needed, and an explanatory and procedurd covering 

page was also attached for their reference. This process enabled the researcher to 

approach participants in a more neutrai manner, thereby laying the foundation for a good 

working rapport. 

The Interview Guide 

From the various features hypothesized to be relevant in human-animal bonding, a 

list was made of elements which appeared to merit firther exploration through interviews 

with participants and their parents. Included were questions about the nature of the 



child's relationship with the dog, the impact the farnily dog rnight have on development of 

the child's self esteem, the possible connection between the child's experiences with the 

dog and his or her levels of felt competence (e.g., socially, academically). FiReen 

questions were addressed to the child, and eight to the parent. Again, items were 

generated by the researcher, examined in relation to the underlying attachent theory of 

this study, and then cornpared to themes in the literature and items developed by other 

researchers (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 199 1 ; McCullough, 1986). This comparison was 

made in regard to consistency with theory and general commonality across content. 

The items were developed in a semi-structured interview format to serve as a 

guide for the intewiew process (InteMew Guide, Appendix B, p. 128). The serni- 

structured format was employed in order to provide focus and alIow for probing more 

deeply as information emerged fiom questions and observations. The researcher 

considered use of a tape recorder for interview data, but determined in view of her ski11 in 

note-taking that the latter method would suffice and more importantly rnight be Iess 

intrusive than use of a tape recorder. The interview was conducted after participants had 

cornpleted the questionnaire. Subsequent to this, corroborative information was also 

sought through a separate interview with the parent. 

The interview method was viewed as a more sensitive masure than a 

questionnaire or survey, and considered vital to facilitating the desired breadth and depth 

of phenomenological and descriptive research methodology. As well, in considering the 

case study process, it was speculated that use of the i n t e ~ e w  method might 

simultaneousiy &ord discrete opportunity for important observation of interaction 



between the child and his or her dog. Thus, the approach was phenomenological in the 

sense that the researcher investigated and described the subjective views of both the 

children and their parents. It was descriptive in that the material was obtained fiom both 

the interview conversations and the behavioral observations. 

The Behavior Observation Cue List 

A bief list of eighteen possible actions was used to cue (but not limit) observation 

of relevant behaviors dunng the home visît with case study participants (Appendix C, p. 

129). Items included pertain to features considered by the researcher, and noted by others 

as suggestive of bonding in a relationship (McCuilough, 1986; Miller & Lago, 1990). This 

encompassed eye contact, physical proximity, and behaviors suggesting affection and 

respect. The process of noting observed interaction began fiom the moment of contact or 

entry to the home. Again, dthough the use of technology (video camera) to review 

interactions was considered, it was ruled out in favour of the less intrusive method of short 

hand note taking. 

In spite of the fact that the researcher has training and experience in test 

administration, interviewing, and the observation methods utilized in this study, it was 

arranged that another observer with background in sociological research would 

accornpany the researcher on five percent of the home visits. The purpose of this was to 

have the observer provide commentary in regard to child-pet dog interactions. In the 

interest of rater reliability, and as a fiirther check on quality of the items, both observations 

were then compared so that any différences might be addressed. 



The Pilot Study 

The initial phase of the study was a pilot project, which only differed fiom the in- 

depth case studies in not being age-specific. A sarnple of convenience was selected, with 

participants ranging fiom age five to adult . The adults and the parents of children were 

contacted by telephone to arrange a home visit. The purpose of the pilot study was to 

assess the research questionnaire, serni-structured interview and behavioral observation 

techniques prior to fùll-scale research. 

A small variation refl ecting inconsistency between questionnaire response and 

i n t e ~ e w  data was noted for the younger children (e.g., indicating responsibility for care 

inconsistent with parent report). It was also observed that the younger children (age five 

and eight) required assistance with comprehension of the questionnaire items. These 

factors suggested a need to be cognizant of the potential for attention to characteristics of 

participants which might suggest problems with reading comprehension and receptive 

vocabulary, as well as a caution around the reported experiences of younger children. 

Additiodly, it was detemined that the basai age for the case study participants would be 

eight years. Results fiom the pilot project were not included in the final data analysis, but 

rather the process served to test the protocols and guide the work of the in-depth case 

studies. Consequently fiom the pilot it was noted that pnor to administration of the 

questionnaire parents should be asked about the child's progress in school (especially 

language arts), then as a brief assessment of reading comprehension the child would be 

asked to read two test items for the researcher and indicate his or her understanding of the 

question. The researcher would pay particular attention to corroberative evidence fiom 



the parent interview and behavioral observations. It was noted that this would be 

especiaily important for the younger children in the study, and might also be a factor for 

some older children with reading difficulties or a tendency to rnisrepresent involvement 

with the family dog (primarily over-reporting). 

Selection of Partici~ants 

Partici~ants for the In-Depth Case Studies: Phase One 

Twenty individuals were selected for in-depth case study. These were children 

between the ages of eight and eighteen, who Iive in or near a western Canadian city, and 

who have had a pet dog for at least one year. The children volunteering for the study 

were a sample of convenience, fiom essentidly middle and upper income families, and 

firstly those known to the researcher and then by referral. It was hypothesized that 

because of these characteristics, participants included were likely to be more highly 

bonded than a generai survey would find. 

Partici~ants for Further Exdoration of the Questionnaire's Potential: Phase Two 

The evolving nature of this study ailowed the opportunity to implement a second 

phase. This was completed in response to preliminary analysis of data fiom the case 

studies which suggested potential usefùlness of the questionnaire as a method for 

assessing bonding. At this point issues arose in relation to the selection of subjects, how 

to acquire sufficient data within a short time period, and how to do so in a cost-effective 

manner. Considering that the purpose was primady to explore usefiilness of the 

questionnaire, the decision was made that for this phase participants would be obtained 

without age restriction. It was also detennined that they might be accessed through a 



number of dEerent venues. Further, it was deemed essential that subjects be provided 

with relevant background about the study and have instruction on how to complete the 

questionnaire, but without necessitating that the researcher be present at al1 locations 

simultaneously. 

The first issues were dealt with by gaining access to venues with the potential of 

havhg a reasonably large volume of clientele who would be similar in characteristics to 

those of the case studies. This meant contacting venues and canvassing resources within 

relatively middIe class neighbourhoods. The intent was to access to participants who were 

likely to have average or high average involvement with their dogs. Thus, while 

participants for the in-depth case studies had been obtained firstly through persona1 

contacts of the researcher and then referrals fiom those contacts, the additional 92 

participants obtained for questionnaire validation purposes were accessed through various 

sources. One venue was a large pet food and supplies specitilty store, where the 

researcher set up a table to the side of the entry and invited customers to participate in the 

study by completing a questionnaire. To encourage participation, an attractive key chah 

with photographic insert (for a pet photo) was donated by the store and given out by the 

researcher as individuals cornpleted the questionnaire. Other data collection resources 

included a veterinary chic, a psychologist's office and a dog obedience instructor (who 

had her class of young people complete the questionnaires). As well, a research assistant 

solicited her contacts and neighbourhood and the researcher did the same. The reasoning 

behind this method of selecting participants is consistent with recommendations by Yin 

(1 989) and Stake (1 995) wherein the researcher seizes the opportunity to maximize what 



can be learned, knowing that time is limited and therefore the cases that are selected in 

addition to being appropriate for addressing the topic of interest, should be easy and 

willhg participant S. 

The latter issue as noted above (provision of relevant background about the study 

and guidance on completion of the questionnaire) was accomplished by designing a poster 

type format on a brightly coloured cover sheet drawing attention to the study, and revising 

the 'Letter of Introduction' to omit the interview and observation components of the case 

studies. The researcher then purchased literature display holders and placed the 

questionnaires with the cover sheet and letter of introduction attached to each 

questionnaire in these holders and arranged with the venues and professionals involved to  

have them displayed. The 'Letter of Introduction' was also attached to the questionnaires 

distributed by the obedience instructor, research assistant, and researcher. 

The In-De~th Case Studies: Phase 1 

Appointments for the home visit were arranged by telephone. At the beginning of 

the home visit after a b ief  conversational introduction, the Letter of Introduction with its 

reference fiom the researcher's s u p e ~ s o r  and university was provided and discussed 

(Appendix D, p. 126). Also at this time ethical issues such as inforrned consent were 

addressed, including explanation of the form denoting agreement for participation and the 

request for parent or guardian's signature of consent (Appendix E, p. 127). 

Following completion of the introduction and consent forms, the questionnaire was 

administered. This was done at the outset in order to provide a neutral point of focus, 

allowing opportunity for the children (especiaily those unfarni1ia.r with the researcher) to 



develop a Ievel of working cornfort. As well, it afKorded the researcher time to 

unobtrusively make note of any initial behavioral interaction which might have occurred. 

As indicated earlier, observation of interactions between the child and his or her dog began 

fiom the moment of contact or entry to the home and continued throughout the session. 

Mer the child completed the questionnaire, the researcher progressed to the interview. 

This was accomplished in a conversational manner, with attention to items of the 

InteMew Guide. It should be noted as well that questions were asked and observations 

made in regard to the general fiinctioning of both the child and dog, with a view to ruling 

out the possibility of différences in the bonding experience which might be due to 

dissimilarities in characteristics (e.g., physical capacities, temperament). Some other 

questions were asked of the parents to explore more subtle factors which might be 

connected to the child's relationship with the family dog. This included information about 

the number of siblings in the home and range of activities within the household. These 

questions were asked in order to assess whether any reported bonding or benefit might be 

attributed to the human-animal relationship, versus other factors not specific to the 

relaîionship. The overall intent was to discern fiom the questionnaire, interview, and 

observation data specifically those characteristics which would under ordinary 

circumstances accurately reflect a typical human-animal bonding relationship. 

The phenomenological investigation of the qualitative method meant t hat at the 

end of the home visit the researcher was able to shift to a sharing or CO-worker mode, 

briefly disclosing relevant information about her experiences with pet dogs and interest in 

understanding the nature and meanings around the human-animal bonding phenornenon. 



Participants were invited and encouraged to share their experiences and insights to help 

the researcher with description and understanding. Comments fiom this portion were 

recorded as 'end notes', so they could later be evaluated for any difference in content 

when compared to  earlier i n t e ~ e w  material. It was considered that while this type of 

disclosure and encouragement of the subject to  'join the researcher in solving the mystery' 

might yield more depth of information, it did constitute a change in the interview process, 

and therefore should be examined both separately and in cornparison to the other material. 

Exdoration of the Ouestionnaire (PAWS) as a Potential Assessrnent Instrument: 

lms!U 

In the second phase of the study the questionnaire was displayed at a pet food and 

supplies specialty store, veterinary clinic, psychologists office, administered at a dog 

obedience training school, and used by the researcher and a research assistant in 

community canvassing. By using this method, additional questionnaires were completed 

within a relatively short time, increasing the total nurnber of participants who completed 

the questionnaire such that its potential for use as an assessment instrument might be 

tùrther expbred through statistical analysis. 

Method for Analvsis of Material 

The In-depth Case Studies: Interview Material and Behavioral Observations 

Data analysis began after the first case study. As the researcher attempted to make 

sense of the information it was initially coded under the categories of thoughts, emotions 

and behaviors, and later examined for patterns and themes. In doing this, the information 

obtained fiom interviews and behavior observations was firstly sorted to develop a matrix 



displaying participant comments and behaviors under the hypothesized categories. 

Relative importance of each of the attributes to overall bonding was anaiysed in 

accordance with simple fiequencies in reporting or occurrence and significance indicated 

by participants. Initially the material appeared to align with the predicted categories of 

thoughts, ernotions and behaviors. However as discussed later, the method of analysis 

changed after examination of the questionnaire at the end of phase two. 

The Ouestionnaire 

In order to evaluate findings fiom a quantitative perspective, the questionnaire was 

treated essentially as a scale for measuring bonding. For scoring purposes, negatively 

worded items on the questionnaire were reversed to reflect a response indicative of 

bonding in each case (items 7, 10, 17 and 26). Then characteristics of the participants and 

their dogs were examined from information obtained on the questionnaire. Data was 

summarized initially through the use of Excel6.0 (Microsoft), and as cornplexity of the 

data later necessitated, through transformation to and use of SPSS, version 6.1 (SPSS, 

Chicago, Ill.). Preliminary analysis involved calculating the total scores, means, medians, 

and standard deviations both for participants scores on the questionnaire, and fiirther 

analyzed by age and gender of participants and their dogs. Comparison of the mean 

scores on PAWS was also calculated for gender by using one-way analysis of variance. 

Following this, an item analysis was conducted to determine the correlation 

between individuals' response to  questionnaire items and their total score on the 

questionnaire. As such, item reliability or internal consistency was examined by using a 

split-half correlation coefficient (coefficient of internal consistency). This was calculated 



by splitting the test into two subtests, placing d l  odd-numbered items in one subtest, and 

al1 men numbered items in another subtest, with the resulting coefficient representing the 

reliability of half the test. Then the Spearman-Brown prophecy formula was employed to 

make a correction to the reliability coefficient so the reliability of scores for the entire test 

could be obtained. As a fùrther measure of internal consistency or reliability, Cronbach's 

coefficient alpha was calculated to provide the average reliability that would be obtained 

from al1 possible splits of the test. 

Evidence for validity of questionnaire score inferences about human-animal 

bonding was sought by examining evidence of content and construct validity. As noted 

earlier, content validity was explored through review of protocols at the outset. 

Supplemental indication fiom the coefficient of intemal consistency was noted as well. 

Construct validity was addressed in the findings of the present research by assessing the 

questionnaire or scale's internal consistency, examining individual differences among 

participants in terms of their total scores and consistency of this with the qualitative data 

obtained (interview and behavior observation rnaterials), In this manner, the methodology 

for gathering evidence about construct validity considered hypotheses about how 

individuals who possess different degrees of bonding are likely to report on their 

relationship with their dog, and how they might actually behave with their dog. The 

method was ais0 incorporated in order to evaluate the extent to which inferences from 

questionnaire scores accurately reflect the attributes of human-animal bonding which the 

questionnaire (PAWS) was designed to measure. Additionally, information noted on the 

Behavior Observation Cue List served as a rneasure of external validity. For scoring 



purposes each item was assigned one point, with the potential scores for participants 

ranging from zero to eighteen. These were totalleci to yield an overall score representing 

behavioral indicators of bonding. Correlations were calculated to enable cornparison to 

the PAWS data. Subsequent to tbis, patterns which emerged fiom the i n t e ~ e w s  and 

observations of the 20 case studies were compared to the data fiom factor analysis on the 

questionnaire (which included results from al1 1 12 participants). This method is presented 

at the end of phase two following a brief note about evaiuation of the questionnaire. 

Ex~loration of the Ouestionnaire (PAWSI: Phase TWQ 

The same process was used for scoring and analyzing the questionnaires of the 

additional 92 subjects. M e r  this was completed, scores obtained by al1 participants (case 

study and phase two) were examined together. The purpose was to provide both an 

expanded exploration of the questionnaire as an analytical tool and to identi@ potential 

attributes of human-animal bonding. Toward this end, factor analysis was conducted to 

identie the underlying structure of items on the PAWS. A principal components analysis 

with varimax (orthogonal rotation) was conducted using SPSS version 6.1 (SPSS Inc., 

Chicago fll.). Principal component analysis was utilized to transfomi the set of correlated 

variables with a set of uncorrelated variables (the components). The hope was that a 

much smaller number of these components would account for most of the variance in the 

original set of variables, and of course that meaningful interpretation of the components 

would be accomplished. Factor selection was determined based on Eigenvaiues equal to 

or greater than 1 .O and an examination of the scree plot. Comparison was made of factors 



generated using Principle Components Analysis (orthogonal) and an oblique rotation was 

also conducted. 

Method for the Combined Analysis 

After analysis of this data the process of pattern matching was employed to 

determine whether the patterns noted fiom interviews and observations might be 

consistent with predictions drawn fiom theoretical propositions and the identifie- factors. 

From these patterns themes ernerged which were subsequently developed into a graphic 

mode1 of the attributes of human-animal bonding representing the revelations of this study. 

Research Ouestions and Hv~otheses 

Are there patterns of thoughts, emotions, and behaviors to be discovered in the 

current process which can accurately be determined as representative of human-animal 

bonding? Are some patterns more likely to be identifiable as necessary cnteria for the 

bonding experience? It is hypothesized that as in human bonding, greater emotional 

attachment (bonding) would be observed where there is a history of the person attending 

well to the dog and being committed to the dog, and this being reciprocated in some 

manner. Evidence might include both reported and observed indicators suggesting that 

the dog and child are sensitive, receptive, and responsive to each other. Also considered 

reflective of bonding might be expressed views to the effect that the relationship is 

perceived as mutually rewarding. 

ActiMties to care for the pet, aside fiom being an assigned chore, would likely 

reflect the person's sensitivity and responsiveness. However, research in this regard 

involving children is lirnited by maturity of the child as well as variable parental 



expectations and training around the child's activities or responsibilities to care for the 

dog. It was also considered that dogs might view their human family much as they might 

others in a pack, viewing adults as the primary care-giving leaders, and children more as 

siblings. As noted earlier, dogs appear to relate differently, and oRen have unique 

expectations of the different family members. 

Might infornation be gleaned through the reported experiences and behavior 

observations of the present study to expand knowledge about this? While care-giving 

appears to be an important aspect of the bonding phenornenon, is it a necessary factor in 

bonding across ail types of relationships? One could speculate that a dog might be 

sensitive to and simply accepting of the various capabilities and limitations of those in their 

environment. It was beyond the scope of the current research to examine this aspect in 

detail, but because sensitivity and responsiveness in care giving is a cornmonly included 

feature in the literature on bonding (especiaily parent-child) it was included in the 

interview and observation material. Overall, questions addressed in the study include: 

(1) what is the nature of the relationship children and adults have with the family 

dog? 

(2) are there patterns of thoughts, behaviors and emotions or other features as seen 

among children which might be considered representative of human-animal 

bonding? 

(3) what are the attributes of the bonding between children and the family dog? 

(4) what method(s) is most effective for assessrnent of human-animai bonding? 



With these questions in mind, the focus o f  this study was to  increase understanding of the 

phenornenon through the reported experiences of research participants and the in-home 

observations of the researcher. 



Cha~ter N 

Results 

Introduction 

This study sought to idente and gain understanding of the attributes of hedthy 

human-animal bonding relationships, particularly those involving children between the 

ages of eight and eighteen and their family dog(s). It began with the 20 in-depth case 

studies, and evolved to include an additional 92 subjects who completed the questionnaire 

so that its usefiilness as an assessrnent tool rnight be explored. 

Recognizing there are many ways to arrange and present data, the researcher chose 

for simplicity to do so primarily in a manner commonly found in quantitative studies, with 

data arranged dong the lines of fiequencies in the findings. Information obtained fiom the 

in-depth case studies is presented first, followed by results fiom research on the 

questionnaire. The final section of this chapter reports on the patterns and themes 

obtained fiom the combined data of the in depth case studies and the 'questionnaire only' 

subjects of phase two. 

The In-De~th Case Studies: Phase 1 

Partici~ant Characteristics 

Table 1 depicts characteristics of the in-depth case study participants and their 

dogs. As indicated 55 percent of participants were female, 45 percent male and they 

ranged in age fiom eight to eighteen. The average age of participants was twelve. The 

overall average score they obtained on PAWS was approximately 141 out of a possible 

1 70 (SD=11.6). The children studied most1y had large dogs (75%) (according to the 



guide to standard breed weights, Waltharn), with the average age of their dogs being 

about five years (SB2.4). It was noted as well, that the number of dogs per child ranged 

fkom one to three. 

Table 1. Sam~le Characteristics: Case Studies 

Total 

Characteristics of the children 

Sample (n) 20 (100.0%) 

Sex 
- Male 9 (45.0%) 
- Female 11 (55.0%) 

Age (years) 
- Mean (SD) 12.3 (3.4) 
- Median 12 

Number of Dogs 
- Range 1 to 3 
- Median 1 

Score on PAWS 
- Mean (SD) 140.7 (1 1.6) 

Characteristics of the Dogs 
Sample (n) 

Age (Y==)  
- Mean (SD) . 4.7 (2.4) 
- Median 4 

Size 
- Large 18 (75%) 
- Medium 
- Small 6 (25%) 

Note. Percentages may not equal 100 % due to rounding 



Emereent Themes 

The individuals stories are presented within the qualitative mode of analysis. 

Analysis is obtained fiom the identified themes indicated by participants responses. 

Interpretation of the themes is supplied in descriptive narrative or paraphrasing, with 

samples of the interview material. It should be noted that in choosing the analytic style, 

the researcher decided to report the resuIts for each construct, theme, and pattern across 

selected cases that were studied to show how the construct, theme or pattern manifests. 

Cases selected for presentation jnclude those individuals with the overall highest 

and lowest levels of bonding, as well as three with varying levels of bonding and unique 

features that merit closer examination. This cross-case analysis is intended to highlight 

consistencies and differences in constructs, themes and patterns across the cases. 

No significant physical disabilities were reported or apparent although one 

individual was noted to be a future candidate for cardiac surgery, and two indicated having 

asthrna. Four children identified as having Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, and 

one was reported to have been diagnosed with leaming difficulties and behavioral 

problems. Most of the participants indicated satisfaction with school, having fnends, and 

being involved in activities they enjoyed such as sports or hobbies. 

Information resulting fiom the interview material, behavioral observations, and 

questionnaire data was reviewed on a case by case basis to evaluate consistency of 

findings across measures. The data was also examined for patterns or themes suggested 

by subjects7 responses. The constructs and themes identified fiom the matrix analysis are 

presented followed by interview segments and observational notes across cases. 



Four themes emerged fiom the case studies. These were subsequently discovered 

to be consistent with the four dimensions obtained fiom the factor anaiysis, and are 

classified as follows: 

Emotional PsychologicaVemotional 

Meaning : emotional connection and emotional att achment associated with 

expressions of love, joy, comfort, relaxation, sharing. Feelings for and mediated 

by the dog, significance of the dog. A sense of companionship. Emotiond 

reciprocity reflected in feeling understood by the dog and understanding the dog, 

attnbuting 'mindedness' and emotional sensiîivity to the dog. 

Behavior/Phvsical Care Physiological 

Meaning: attentiveness to dog's nutritional needs, assuming responsibility to care 

for the dog, thoughtfulness in caring for another. Attentiveness to the dog's other 

physical needs (exercise, play), behaviors commited to care and the dog's sense of 

trust that he or she will be cared for. Consistency of care. 

Social The social nature of the relationship between person and dog 

Meaning: the dog as extension of the self such that any criticism or praise of the 

dog is an extension of t he selflreflects on the self This includes teaching or 

training - assumes and attributes to the dog intellectual abilities, personality 

characteristics, childlike characteristics. As a parent teaches and trains, the person 

teaches and trains the dog. Implications were noted for both person and dog in 

terms of emotional benefit (self-esteem, sense of mastery, confidence). 

Cornmitment The long term nature of the bond; the philosophical aspect 

Meaning: mutuai benefit, the person cares for the dog, and the dog gives back; 

feelings of caring, empathy in regard to responsibility for the dog; self-worth - 

feeling needed by and usefbl to another. Mutual 'connectiveness' (connective 



being sirniliar in use to medical application of the term as in comective tissue, 

representing close attachment of one to the other) between the person and the dog; 

love - unconditional and reciprocal. A hi& degree of involvement, with the dog at 

the centre of the person's interest and vice versa. 

The Emotional-Psvcholo~ical Dimension 

A theme depicting emotiond connection or attachment was evident fiom data 

obtained on the questionnaire, and is expanded upon through the i n t e ~ e w s  and 

observations of the twenty case studies. This theme of emotional connection or 

attachrnent was associated with joy, cornfort, relaxation, and sharing in the relationship. It 

was seen in the individual's feelings for and mediated by the dog, and it underscores the 

significance of the dog in his or her life. In this there was also a sense of companionship. 

Additionally, when the emotional co~ec t ion  or attachment was strong, there was 

evidence of emotional reciprocity with the individual feeling both understood by the dog 

and understanding the dog, usudly attributing 'mindedness' and emotional sensitivity to the 

dog. 

The Interviews 

An example of emotional connection or attachment is seen in the case of a male 

age 16, who has a four year old chow-cross dog and who indicated he likes to cuddle with 

his dog, enjoys having the dog sleep closeby on the floor in his room when he goes to bed, 

misses him a lot when away at school or otherwise, and views the dog as a buddy/fkiend. 

In reference to his dog, this young man observed: 

"He is happy when 1 come home.. .he greets me enthusiasticdly whenever 1 come 

in". 



He also noted that: 

"In our home, dad is likely the primary person, but he (the dog) gets excited about 

me, especially when 1 corne home from school or somewhere." 

Additionally, he comrnented about having 

"...Iearned how a dog feels, like when he wants something." 

He indicated seeing his dog as needing him, and that he feels responsible to care for his 

dog: 

". . .he depends on me for food, brushing." 

Analysis of the findings fiom the i n t e ~ e w s  of the case studies also suggests that 

the child's developmental level has an impact on how the child views and expresses their 

feelings of attachent. Among the younger children, emotional connection was reflected 

more on the level of play and the benefit of companionship through shared play activity, as 

seen in the comments of two younger children: 

A nine year old male, who has a four and one half year old Boxer-cross dog commented: 

"We play-wrestle every day.. .lots of times in a day. ..I didn't do this before, it 

makes me feel good to play with her, she makes me happy." 

Sirnilar observations were made by an eight year old male, with a four year old purebred 

Retriever who reported: 

"We play together ... 1 throw the bal1 for him, run with him ... we do more in the 

summer. He's my buddy.. .my fnend." 

He also noted: 

"1 like playing wifh him and going on family walks with him...going to dog shows. 

He makes me feel happy, . . . 1 am usually pretty happy.. . helpful.. . fnendly." 



The psychological benefits and emotional attachment of this relationship was corroberated 

and expanded upon in his parents' comments that: 

"Especially before he started school when he was younger, he played and snuggled 

a lot with the dog. He is the sensitive one of the two boys, 1 think he found it nice 

to have the dog for a fnend when the older child started school and he was very 

lonely. The dog helped, he would roll on the floor with him and play. Playing 

with the dog has helped him learn how to run fast, throw a bal1 more accurately 

and retrieve it before the dog as well." 

It was noted that this child has attentional difficulties and hence associated problems with 

school, and the parents observed: 

"The dog helps boost his confidence. Also if he has a bad day, the dog won? turn 

him away.. .helll seek out the dog on %ad days' or if he is just not feeling well, or is 

feeling sad about something (e.g., school)." 

Play, companionship, shared activities, and resultant emotional connection are also seen in 

the case of a twelve year old male who has the companionship of a seven year old Collie. 

He reported : 

"We play-fight every day, a lot. In  the surnmer we run in the yard ... we have fun." 

The researcher's 'end notes' indicated that when probed about any further insights that 

might be helpfùl in understanding the bonding that appears to happen between people and 

their dogs, this young fellow was noted to have spontaneously responded with: 

"When a dog likes you, they sleep with you like mine do ... they lay beside me, keep 

my feet warm ... this makes me feel happy." 

Feelings for the dog and efforts to understand the dog were also reported as essential in 

his observation: 

"What is important is getting to know the dog, playing with it, and seeing what it 

likes and doesn't like." 



Psychological and physical benefits were noted in his parent's fùrther elaboration on the 

development of their relationship: 

"He has learned kindness, respect, and about boundaries.. .he know how far he cm 

push the dogs. His buddies have dogs too and they often get together with their 

dogs and play or go for walks. He has asthma and must use an inhaler, he became 

more cornfortable with play and rough-housing because of the dogs, and this 

transferred to trying hockey and managing the contact s t d  well.. . he also 

snowboards now. If he didn't have the dogs he would be bored." 

Strong emotional connection or attachent is seen in the case of a thirteen year 

old female who has had her Labrador-Cross since it was a puppy. In this case although 

play is valued and noted as a shared activity, there is more depth and breadth to their 

relationship, as reflected in the following: 

"She cheers me up, 1 could have had a bad day at school or something and she just 

changes things because she likes to be happy, she accomodates to whatever mood 

I'm in. You can always approach her and she'll respond. I've learned about myself 

fiom her.. .that 1 can change my mood, that I'm not stuck, 1 can change focus. Her 

ability to help change my mood has taught me that." 

Reciprocal affection and emotional benefit were also noted in: 

"She always gives me a good morning hug.. .and especially in winter she 

cuddles ... these things get me going, get my day off to a good start." 

The dog's consistency with an unconditionally loving and playfiil nature was reported as 

valued in: 

"No matter what is going on, she adds to whatever we're doing, she makes a game 

of things, pIays, enjoys people, is happy, and makes me feel happy." 



A strong emotional connection and feeling understood/appreciated by the dog, attributing 

mindedness and sensitivity to the dog were also featured in her observation that: 

"1 play the piano, and if 1 even play one note she'll come fiom the other end of the 

house to be right with me at the piano.. . this makes me feel good.. . that she enjoys 

my music, she'll even come in fiom outside." 

This young lady's parents commented: 

"She cares very much about the dog, even to the point of choosing Christmas gifts 

for her, and insists on getting something special for the dog on occasions when the 

dog has to be placed in a boarding kennel." 

Her report about the closeness shared with her dog was corroberated and expanded upon 

by her parents, who observed: 

"She enjoys having the dog nearby when doing her homework. The dog lays at 

her feet, fiom time to time she talks to or pets the dog, and this seems to give her 

more starnina for the task. Her school achievement is very good, and has probably 

improved since having the dog." 

What appeared to be a deIayed bonding was seen in the case of a young lady 

whose mother and herself agreed that the dog was primarily bonded to the mother and 

secondarily to the young lady's brother. Although reportedly the relationship had grown 

between this individual and the dog over the past few years since the brother had left home 

as an adult and there was a strong element of empathy between the two, there appeared to 

be more an attachent of familiarity and care than depth and breadth to the relationship. 

A sense of delayed bonding was noted in her report that: 

"Besides my mom, she had initially gravitated toward my brother, then when he 

grew up and moved away the dog and 1 became doser." 



However, attributing mindedness and sensitivity to the dog, and understanding the dog 

were also expresse4 suggesting that despite a delay in the bondmg, the relationship was 

now a closer one: 

"She'I1 tell me if she wants something, she actually goes to the fridge, sits there and 

looks longingly at it until 1 get her treats ... if the family has a snack, she wants one 

too, especially since she has been getting older." 

She also observed that her 12 year old Irish Setter: 

"sleeps more now, tires easily and Iies down ... we used to play bal1 in the backyard, 

and she really enjoyed playing in the water fiom the sprinkler." 

In commenting about their relationship she noted: 

"1 leamed responsibility.. .and about companionship, especially if 1 was home alone 

1 felt secure and not lonely, because 1 have her." 

This young lady's parent verified the observations and added fUrther insight into the 

sensitivity of the dog toward her daughter: 

"When Our daughter was ill, the dog made a point of going to 1ay beside her, and 

would just stay with her, as if comforting her. She did the same thing when Our 

son leR home and Our daughter was lonely for him ... the dog would go and lay 

beside her or sit near her and want to be petted." 

Attachent and the benefits of bonding are also seen in the case of a child who 

reportedly has significant behavioral and learning difficulties. Interestingly, although there 

were three dogs in the home at the tirne, he chose as 'his dog' the one which was the most 

docile, obedient, and gentle. This nine year old d e ,  with an eight year old Irish Setter 

commented: 

"He sleeps with me, 1 decided that when I came here ... he's cuddly." 



Psychological benefits were noted in his observation that: 

"He helps me relax ... I'd be bored without him...hels my fiiend and he likes me. He 

accepts my fiiends too." 

The emotional-psychological benefits are well exemplified in his guardian's observations: 

"We've noticed an improvement in his confidence, especially with adults, which is 

related to his experiences with the dog, particularly in the area of training.. .he also 

knows he outshines the other kids in this one aspect. He was diagnosed as a 'slow 

learner' and has difficulties with his school work, so the success he enjoys with the 

dog is very important. The dog has show him love, loyaity, and trust which has 

had an impact on his ability to do the same." 

Observed Behaviors 

The theme depicting emotional connection or attachment was also evident fiom 

notes on the Behavior Observation Cue List used by the researcher d u h g  the home visits. 

Examples of two highly bonded relationships are as follows: 

In the case of a nine year old male with a four and one half year old Boxer-Cross, 

the researcher noted that his interaction with the dog was certainly the most playfiil 

in the family. Differences in reIationship were noted in the fourteen year old 

sister's interaction being more on the level of teaching, parenting, and enjoying the 

dog's responsiveness in that regard. While her level of bonding as measured on the 

questionnaire was afso high, the nature of her focus was different. She initiated 

interaction through eye contact and hand signal for the dog to corne to her and sit. 

The dog came and sat for about fifieen minutes while the young lady petted her 

(no small feat for a dog that otherwise did appear somewhat hyper). The twin 

brother also endorsed a substantial nurnber of items suggestive of a good level of 

bonding, and again the nature or style of this differed fkom his siblings. He was a 

quieter fellow, less talkative, less physically demonstrative at least during the home 



visit. According to his parents, he is the one who gathers the dog's blanket for her 

at bed tirne, and kennels her when she is anxious around visitors. He also reported 

to the researcher that he enjoys cuddling with her and that if she became il1 or died 

he would miss her, and commented that if something were to happen to  her he 

would be very upset. 

In the case of the sixteen year old male who has the companionship of a four year old 

chow-cross, it was noted that: 

This young man and his dog appeared to share a high energy level and yet a 

sensitivity to each other. Interaction between the two was fiequently changing 

throughout the home visit. The dog wouId seek contact by running through the 

room, the young fellow would laugh and pet him as he went by. His tone of voice 

and manner of speaking with the dog depicted deep affection, and the dog 

responded similarly (vocalizing, srniling, happy, attentive). 

An example of emotional connection more on the level ofjoy and sharing 

activities, but which appeared to lack the deeper sensitivity in other dimensions was seen 

in a male age 12, with a seven year old Collie and two other family dogs: 

It was observed that his dogs were very eager for his attention (aimost needy), and 

seemed to  be seeking his companionship as they ran up to and away fiom him, 

wagged their tails, nosed at his a m  or hand and 'smiled' up at him. The 

interaction between the dogs and the young fellow was ongoing and frequently 

changing. He gave them playfil attention and seerned to enjoy theirs as he laughed 

and joked about them throughout the visit. 

The youngest child (age eight) of the case studies also appeared to have the desire 

and foundation for development of bonding with the family dog, a four year old Retriever 

However, it is likely that rnitigating factors (size and activity level of the dog, age and size 



of the child, parental control of interaction between the child and dog) placed constraints 

on the relationship, and as such it was not seen to have the depth and breadth that rnight 

ot herwise develop and be reflected concomitantly under the other t hemes. Nevertheless, 

during the home visit, observations noted and suggestive of the desire and foundation for 

developmerit of bonding were: 

Child-dog interactions were closely monitored by the parents. In fact, it seemed 

that whenever the child or dog started to interact with each other a parent would 

interrupt the process. This young fellow appeared conditioned not to give the dog 

eye contact (encouragement), as it was noted that he would look quickiy at the 

dog fiom across the room, then look straight ahead or out the window. The dog 

paced back and forth, fiequently changing what he was doing, wagging his tail, 

smiling, seeking attention or petting, and looking at the child, then looking out the 

window, back at the child, out the window. The child was observed to sneek a 

peek at the dog intermittently. Finally the researcher deterrnined that although this 

might be reflective of behavior when someone cornes to visit and the dog is 

expected to be more settled, there was a need to see what might occur if the 

parents were sent out of the room (to their rooms!). They were discreetly 

banished. At first there was no notable change, and when the dog approached the 

child the child would start to interact, then look fiirtively toward the upstairs 

where the parents had gone, and not respond to the dog. With encouragement 

fiom the researcher ("what a nice dog you have, he seems really fnendly, it looks 

like he wants to be petted"), the boy smiled and began petting and playing with the 

dog. The large, playfbl dog seemed delighted and boisterously responded. They 

seemed to enjoy themselves as evidenced by a lot of tail-wagging by the dog, 

physicai rough-housing, vocalization, and smiling on the part of both, 



The Behavioral-Phvsiolo~icai Dimension 

The children and their parent(s) were also interviewed in regard to the child7s 

involvement in meeting the dog's nutntionai and other physicai needs, as well as shared 

physical activities. This included questions pertaining to the child's attentiveness to dog's 

nutritionai needs, assuming responsibility to care for the dog, and thoughtfihess in caring 

for another. Within this, information was sought about behaviors commited to care for 

the dog. As welt any indications that the dog might have a sense of trust that he or she 

would be cared for by the child on a consistent basis were aiso noted. The first two 

exarnples of this are taken fiom case studies of individuals who according to measures of 

each dimension, are considered highly bonded. It is noted that in the first instance with the 

older child, the behaviors to care for the dog are a matter of personal choice and appear to 

be spontaneous or a natural extension of his love for the dog. In the second instance the 

child is much younger and was aiso noted to have attentional difficulties, both of which 

likely impact the dynamics of his relationship with the family dog. 

The Interviews 

A 16 year old male with a four year old chow-cross exemplified through his 

comments that he is an individual who is attentive to his dog's nutritional needs. He 

indicated that he chooses to feed the dog and makes sure he has fiesh water, and that he 

does this on a regular basis. Furtherrnore, this wass not part of his assigned chores in the 

home but rather was reported to be something he does voluntarily and without need for 

reminding. Evidence that he is likely attentive to the dog's physical needs is seen in the 

variety wiîhin hîs response to questions fiom the interview guide. Cleaning up the yard 



after the dog, a task which rnight be expected to be less regularly attended to by children, 

was reported by this young man to be something he takes care of on a regular basis. He 

also noted that he walks the dog at least three times a week and added that they also run 

together. The young man cornmented that his dog is always included in play, and gave an 

exarnple of their play together when he practices basketbail. Besides including the dog in 

his own play activities, he reported that the dog: 

"...bas his own toys.. .a tugger, rope, carrot, onion, and mbber bat." 

The researcher noted that some of these were children's toys, which also suggests that the 

dog might be viewed as a farnily member or sibling. This young fellow's parent elaborated 

fûrther on the depth and breadth of caring demonstrated by his son: 

"The initiative he takes and the responsibility he assumes for the dog also seem to 

have had positive impact on his perception of his abilities.. .he does things 

automatically for the dog, without needing to be reminded. He has an overall 

concern about where the dog is, what he is doing, what he might need. Because of 

the dog, he now sees hiking as an adventure when we're out on family vacations." 

It also appeared that the more evidence for depth of bonding, the more likely even 

younger children were to report voluntaxy participation in a variety of activities to care for 

the pet, including the less pleasurable yard clean up. This is noted in a young male age 

nine., with a four and one half year old Boxer-Cross who commented: 

"1 help clean up the yard.. .that is not so much fin." 

His statement was corroberated by the parent's comment that: 

"He even tends to be more self-disciplined in the mornings, likely because of some 

of the activities he does to care for her (water, letting the dog outside). 



In a few other instances there was fess depth reported and observed in the 

relationship. This tended to reveal itself both in the individual's view of the relationship 

and in behaviors to care for or activities with the dog. An example is the case of a child 

performing activities to  care for his dog, but doing so when asked and viewing the 

activities as a chore, rather than assuming the responsibility in a cheefil, spontaneous 

manner. Also in this case it appears that the dog serves in more of a teaching or 

socializing role for the child, with perhaps less overall benefit at this point to the dog. In 

contrast to the nine year old male with the Boxer as noted above, consider the comments 

of another nine year old male with the seven year old Collie: 

"When asked, 1 clean up the yard after her. 1 feed her on my own sometimes. I 

also clean up her toys and clean up my room." 

This was substantiated by his parent, whose additional observations suggested the 

perspective of benefit to the child as the primary focus (without mention of the dog's need 

for exercise): 

"He has become more physically fit, enjoys riding his bike or walking with the 

dogs . " 

The youngest child in the study was not expected by his parents to regularly 

perfonn activities in regard to the dog's care, and given the dog's size and activity level 

was also not expected to independently walk the dog. However, some benefits in terms of 

the socializing nature of the dog and his presence as a member of the family are seen in the 

behavior of the child (an eight year old male, with a four year old Retriever): 

"Sometimes 1 feed him...it's not really part of my chores, it's extra." 



His parents cornmented that the child is learning discipline and responsibility 

".. .because of the dog, when activities involve the dog he'll do things more quickly 

now, and without complaining." 
4 

The theme of behaviors reflecting attentiveness, responsibility, thoughtfiilness, and 

cornmitment are seen as intertwined with emotional connectedness or attachent and 

highiy evident fiom material obtained fiom and about the thirteen year old female in the 

study. The reported behaviors seem stimulated by empathy and commitment on the part 

of the young lady, and reciprocai love and caring between herself and her dog. Their 

relationship is an example of mutual connectedness and differs signficantly fiom the less 

interactive cases depicted above: 

" She won't eat alone.. . she'll leave food untouched, even for hours.. .she Ekes 

kibbles, 1 make them fkom scratch for her." 

Her parents commented that: 

"She has always been good with the dog, and responsible in caring for her. Both 

are physically active. ' She takes the dog for walks, runs, and dong roller blading. 

She is very 'tuned in' to the dog's welfare, and takes initiative in feeding, grooming, 

exercising her. This is consistent whether we (parents) are home or not." 

As noted with this young lady, maturity of the child also appears to be play a role 

in undertaking activities to care for the family dog. Another young lady (age 16) who 

becarne more attached to the dog after her brother left home (delayed bonding) reportedly 

takes initiative and displays attentive, thoughtful behaviors in caring for her dog as well. 



This was evident fiom her cornments, but more clearly fiom her parent's observations 

that: 

"She looks after the dog well. When the dog became il1 and needed rnedication, 

she helped keep the schedule by administering the rnedication as well. She'll 

choose dog-care responsibilities over other chores, and is attentive to what the dog 

needs as her first priority." 

In many of the cases with younger children and larger dogs, activities to care for 

the dog or aspects such as independently walking the dog were not expectations of the 

parents. Some of the children saw such activities as opportunities to do something for the 

dog, and also were seen to obtain physical benefits fiom their participation, as noted in the 

following case of a male age nine, with an eight year old Irish Setter: 

"1 sometimes fil1 his dish with food. ..I like to do it. 1 check his water supply and 

make sure he has fiesh water." 

The child's guardian comented that he enjoys teaching, training, and helping out with the 

dog, noting: 

"His eye hand coordination and timing have also improved greatly because of 

handling the dog." 

Obsewed Behaviors 

Behaviors to care for and interaction with the dog were observed during the home 

visit and noted on the Behavior Observation Cue List. These included attentiveness to 

dog's nutritional needs, assuming responsibility to care for the dog, and showing 

thoughtfùlness in caring for another. Attentiveness to the dog's physical needs, behaviors 



commited to care for the dog, and the dog's display of behaviors suggesting a sense of 

trust that he or she will be cared for were also noted. It had been hypothesized the the 

dog's display of behaviors suggesting a sense of tmst that he or she would be cared for by 

the child would be dependent upon overall consistency of care from the child over the time 

the dog had been in the home. 

This was quite evident in the case of the sixteen year old male and his Chow-Cross 

dog : 

The dog sat and looked up at the shelf where his treats are stored, the young man 

knew what he wanted, and responded irnmediately. 

This was not the situation in another case (12 year old male with a seven year old 

Collie): 

He ignored their pleas for water until encouraged by the researcher to get them 

some (they had been outside and seemed hot and thirsty). 

The Social Dimension 

A theme depicting the social nature of the relationship between children and their 

dogs was also noted from the interview data and behavior observations. This 

encompassed features similar to parent child socialkation and aspects of the relationship 

wherein the object of attachment is an extension of the self, and such that criticism or 

praise of the dog is an extension of the self or reflects on the self It also includes the 

teaching and training components which assume intellechial capacities, personality 

characteristics, temperament and childlike characteristics. This was noted to be very 

similar to a parent teaching and training an infant or young child. Implications were noted 



for both the child and dog in terrns of emotional benefit as well (self-esteem, sense of 

mastery, confidence). 

The Interviews 

This theme was evident in a number of cases, with the benefit to the child varying 

and likely dependent upon their own needs and experiences. In one case the child (male 

age 12, with a seven year old Collie) was observed by the researcher to  be one who was 

likely relating to the dog fiom his own experiences of knowing what he should and should 

not do in daily Iife, and testing the limits. He was also fikefy to be Ieaming some things 

f'rom observing his dog. His comments are noted to be quite insightfùl, and suggest that 

he might benefit fiom the socialization aspect of his relationship with the dog: 

"They're kinda smart . . .like humans.. . some 'shake a paw' . . .they know what they're 

supposed to do, and sometimes they know what they're not supposed to do, and 

do it anyway to test the lirnits." 

A child might also benefit fiom the dog 'as an extension of the self when the dog 

serves as a medium of contact and facilitates communication or socialization with others, 

and enhances his or her sense of worth, as seen in the case of the eight year old male with 

the four year old Retriever who cornmented: 

"People who have dogs like me more." 

His guardian observed that : 

"If the dog is dong when 1 take the boys to school or pick them up, I notice that 

he is more outgoing with people.. .he seems to enjoy showing off the dog and the 

dog appears to enjoy it as well, he likes the attention and petting." 



The teaching or training aspect was seen as particularly important for a young 

child who reportedly has behavioral problems himself f i s  pride in the dog as an 

extension of himself was also evident, and according to the guardian's comment is 

resulting in various benefits: 

"1 do training with him, 1 teach him to sit, down, heel, 1 l m e d  this from my 

auntie. The dog likes it, he's been doing it al1 his life, he's eight. He's good to 

train, 1 like talking to other kids about him. 1 feel proud when 1 show what he can 

do." 

The guardian reported: 

"We've noticed an improvement in his confidence, especially with adults, which is 

related to his experiences with the dog, particularly in the area of training ... he dso 

knows he outshines the other kids in this one aspect. He was diagnosed as a 'slow 

learner' and has difficulties with his school work, so the success he enjoys with the 

dog is very important. 

The significance of the social aspect and pide in the dog as an extension of the self was 

also seen in the cornments of a beaming 16 year old male: 

''He's smart. " 

Again in the teaching and training description there was the element of assuming 

intellectual abilities of the dog: 

"He knows how to sit, shake a paw." 

The parent observed that: 

"His self esteem has definitely improved as a direct influence of having the dog, he 

enjoys the comments from others about how beautiful his dog is." 



The social dimension is well exemplified in another parent's comments about the family 

dog and her relationship with the children, especially one of the nine year old twhs.  

"We've noticed that she has been good for the self-esteem of al1 the children, 

especially him. He has an Attention Deficit Hyperactivjty Disorder, and has had 

difficulty with his school work. Because we've only had the dog for one year, it's 

hard to tell yet whether his relationship with the dog has had an impact on his 

school performance, however we certainly see a difference in terms of his taking 

responsibility and think this is related to feelings of empathy. The children had and 

currently have other pets including a hamster, walking stick wonn, cats, rabbits 

and an iguana. This is the first long-term dog they would be aware of The dog 

has had the most impact, especially for him. 

Qbserved Behaviors 

The social nature of the relationship between children and their dogs was noted 

fiorn findings during the home visit. For example, in observations of the relationship 

between a 13 year old female and her four year old Labrador-Cross there was an element 

of delight in the dog's achievements. The young lady also appeared to be quite self- 

confident and pleased with her dog's response to her teachings, as noted: 

She appeared to delight in demonstrating the dog's achievements, which included 

counting to three (woofs), patience while waiting for a treat (balanced on the dog's 

nose), playing 'Find' - a garne of bide and seek, as well as obedience commands 

such as sit, stay, down, stand. 

Pride, and a derived sense of self-worth were noted in a younger child: 

This nine year old male proudly demonstrated some of the dog's talents, and the 

dog promptly responded to commands. It was clear fiom his pride in the 



demonstration that he likely feels a sense of ownership or extension of himself and 

gleans value fiom it. The commands were f h d y  given in obedience training style. 

Cornmitment 

The children and their parents were also interviewed about the child's commitment 

to the dog and the nature of their relationship. Aspects examined in this regard were 

perceived mutual benefit, expressed feelings and behaviors suggestive that the child cares 

for dog and dog gives back; feelings of caring, empathy in regard to responsibility for the 

dog; and comments reIating to self-worth - feeling needed by and usefiil to another. 

Where there was a high Ievel of bonding these features were seen to reflect a mutual 

connectedness between child and dog; unconditional love and reciprocal love. A high 

level of commitment was also seen to mean a high degree of involvement with the dog at 

the centre of the child's interest. These features are clearly evident from the i n t e ~ e w  

comments of two children who also scored at the upper end on the questionnaire. 

The Interviews 

In the case of the 16 year old male and his four year old chow-cross, empathy was 

noted in regard to sensistivity toward the dog: 

"1 learned how a dog feels, like when he wants sornething." 

Feelings of caring in regard to responsibility for the dog were noted in: 

"He depends on me for feeding and bmshïng." 

Mutual 'connectedness' was implied through his comrnents that: 

"He makes me feel good, he protects me - if someone comes to the door he barks, 

I feel safe when I'm home alone because 1 know if someone tried to break in he 

would bark and defend me." 



A high degree of involvement was noted as well fiom comments such as: 

"1 talk with others about him a lot, am able to give advice to someone considering 

getting a dog, because 1 could talk about the breed and about him. 1 wanted a dog 

since 1 was about ten years old." 

This young man's parent observed: 

"He talks more, and can get into the subject of the dog quickly and stay focused, 

which is something that has been difficult for him in the past." 

In reference to their nine year old son and this Boxer, mutual 'connectedness' was noted 

fiorn: 

"He loves her so much.. .on occasion we have actually discovered him in the kennel 

with her!" 

Mutual benefit and a high degree of involvement were also reported: 

"His self-confidence has increased as a resuit of the things he does with her and for 

her, and his ability t o  talk about her, be accepted more by others." 

Indication of involvement was also noted in the case of a child (male age 12, with a seven 

year old Collie) who othenvise did not appear to have as much depth of relationship with 

his dog. This rnight suggest potential for development in their relationship and certainly 

suggests that for him, the dog represents an interest and one which he enjoys sharing with 

others: 

"He uses them in his stories that he has to write or tell at school." 

This was also reported about the youngest child of the case studies fiom the parent 

comment : 



"There have been some changes in his interest in and activities at school..when 

given written assignrnents or stones to tell, he writes about the dog or cat.. .he has 

become more interested in the dog, and this seems to be extending to interest in 

others, and his being more helpfùl toward other people." 

Mutual benefit, connectedness, and a high degreee of involvement between a young lady 

and her dog were noted by both her report and those of her parents in their comments 

regarding her relationship with the family dog. The young lady observed: 

"She cheers me up, 1 could have had a bad day at school or something and she just 

changes things because she likes to be happy, she accomodates to whatever mood 

I'm in. You can always approach her and she'll respond. I've leamed about myself 

from her.,.that 1 can change my mood, that I'm not stuck, 1 can change focus. Her 

ability to help change my mood has taught me that. She always gives me a good 

morning hug.. .and especially in winter she cuddles.. .these things get me going, get 

my day off to a good start." 

Her parents' observations also depicted the close attachent and cornmitment between 

their daughter and her dog: 

"She takes her rollerblading, and the dog actually slows down to the sound of the 

brake on the roller blade.. .she has shown concern for Our daughter, for example 

when there was a rough asea on the sidewalk and Our daughter fell, the dog never 

left her, but stood by her and seemed to be comforting her afterward." 

Comrnitment was also reflected in the case of the young lady (age 16) who 

appeared to have a delayed bonding with her dog. It was evident that there is consistency 

in her attentiveness to the dog's needs, by example of the reported sense of trust that she 

will respond and care for her: 



"I'm definitely a 'dog person', they need you more than for exarnple, cats. She'll 

tell me if she wants something, she actually goes to the fndge, sits there and looks 

longingly at it until 1 get her treats ... if the family has a snack, she wants one too, 

especially sirice she has been getting older. 1 cm go up to other dogs more easily 

now, approach other dogs, and am more apt to talk with others and visit with 

other dogs, or talk with people about their dogs." 

Her rnother's comment also suggests that there is now a high degree of involvement with 

the dog: 

"She'll choose dog-care responsibilities over other chores, and is attentive to what 

the dog needs as her first priority." 

Observed Behaviors 

From observations noted on the Behavior Observation Cue List there was 

additional evidence more descriptive of the various degrees of bonding. As well, there 

were consistencies with the factors identified fiom the questionnaire. The observations 

related to noted instances suggesting mutual benefit where the child was seen as caring for 

dog, and dog appeared to reciprocate; behaviors reflective of a sense that the child cared 

for the dog, had empathy in regard to responsibility for the dog, and that the child's sense 

of self-worth was somehow impacted by the dog, usually related to feeling needed by and 

usefiil to another. Observations were also made in regard to mutual 'comectedness' 

beîween person and dog and signs of love -. unconditional and reciprocal in the 

relationship. As well, the researcher sought to observe whether or not there might be a 

high degree of involvement with the dog at the centre of the person's interest. 



A very deep level of commitment was noted in the case of a young man (age 16) 

who also scored highly on the questionnaire, and revealed a sensitive, intimate relationship 

with his dog, as noted in the observations: 

Mutual connectedness between the young man and his dog was noted in that the 

dog was seen to stop and listen to him fiom time to time as he spoke dunng the 

interview. His eyes were on the young man, almost like a child enjoying a parent's 

conversation. At one point the dog walked over to an open closet area, sat and 

looked up at the shelf, then at the young man. A box of dog 'treats' was on the 

shelf The young man knew what the dog wanted, and responded immediately. 

There was also a sense of respect for between the two, as exemplified when the 

dog barked in response to something outside and the young fellow listened first, 

then said "shh" and the dog promptly stopped barking. 

Similar sensitivity to the feelings of the dog, and connectedness or commitment to 

the dog is also seen in a younger child's actions and reactions to his dog's situation: 

This nine year old male was sensitive and responsive to his dog's need for attention 

when she wanted in fiom outside, and he expressed concern when she wanted to 

corne into the kitchen to be with him but had muddy paws and was to wait at the 

back landing for a bit. 

A beautitiil, very close and highly commited relationship was observed in another 

case: 

This 13 year old female and her dog were obviously cornfortable with each other 

and good companions. Eye contact with the dog was sometimes sought by her, 

and sometimes by the dog. During the visit, the physical proximity between the 

two seemed to be natural, with each seeking the other out as appropriate and 

might be expected in a healthy relationship. One got the sense of being in the 

presence of two very good fnends in a wondefil harmony that requires neither 



constant wordiness nor m u e n t  touch for reassurance of the other. It was also 

noted that when the young lady spoke affectionately to the dog, the dog actually 

vocdized back as if responding appreciatively or in kind! 

Thus, examination of the patterns which developed fiom analysis of the matrix 

yielded a view of the human-animal bond as something which might best be depicted 

under four themes. As noted above, these themes were evident across both the interview 

material and behavioral observations. Additionally, it was discovered that there was 

consistency between these themes and the factors identified through analysis of 

questionnaire data. 

The Ouestionnaire: Person Animal Wellness Survev (PAWS) 

Sample Characteristics: Al1 Partici~ants 

Table 2 illustrates characteristics of al1 participants who completed the 

questionnaire (PAWS). This encompassed both results fiom the childrens scores on the 

questionnaire in the case studies of phase one and those obtained fiom the additional 

participants of phase two. Because in phase two age and gender was not required and the 

questionnaires were displayed unattended at venues, some participants did not indicate 

these personal characteristics. 

Approximately 37 %of the overall sample indicating gender were male, with 57 % 

noted as female. The remaining 6 % did not indicate gender. In examining the 

questionnaires it was observed that about 27 % of participants fiom phase two simply 

indicated 'adult' rather than a specific age. From the remaining data where age was 

reported, it is noted that the average age was twenty five. The overall mean score 



obtained was 146 (SD= 1 3.2). When information supplied by participants was examined, it 

was noted that the average age of their dogs was approximately 4.5 years (SD=3.3). 

Again, these were mostly large dogs (61.2 %) but the combined data revealed a greater 

nümber of small dogs (10.1 %) than was found arnong the case studies. The number of 

dogs individuals had as companions ranged fiom one to five. 



Table 2. Characteristics of Total Sam~le 

Total 

Characteristics of Pet-Owners 

Sample (n) 112 (100.0%) 

Sex 
- Maie 38 (37.3%) 
- Femde 64 (57.1%) 
- Missing [n = 101 

Age (years) - Mean (SD) 25.0 (13.4) 
- Median 22.0 
- Missing [n = 253 

Number of Dogs 
- Range 1 to 5 
- Median 1 

Score on PAWS 
- Mean (SD) 146.4 (13.2) 
- Median 148 

Characteristics of the Dogs 
Sarnple (n) 

Age (years) 
- Mean (SD) 
- Median 

Size 
- Large 
- Medium 
- Smail 

Note. Percentages may not equal 100 % due to rounding 



Results fiom the Questionnaire (PAWS) 

The questionnaire (Likert-scde format) designed and used in this study is shown in 

Appendix A. The range of possible scores on the questionnaire was fiom 34 to 170. In 

the present study the mean score was 146 (standard deviation 13.20). Although age and 

gender was not completed on al1 of the questionnaires, al1 but ten indicated gender. Of the 

number with gender noted, the majority were female. The average age of participants was 

25 (SD=l3.38). Cornparison of mean scores on PAWS was calculated for both age and 

gender. There was no significant relationship between age and bonding (F. 1 9  p=.35). 

However, females tended to have a slightly higher mean score overall(149) than males 

(143)- reflecting a statistically significant difference (F=4.56, p=.04). 

Peliability of the Ouestionnaire (PAWS) 

There was generally a high tevel of intercorrelation between the scores for items 

and the total score, suggesting relationship between individuals' response to a particular 

item and their total test score. The exception was item eight (.O8 correlation), which is 

"my dog often wants attention when 1 am too busy". On reflection, this item was 

considered ambiguous and subject to varying interpretations. As a result it was discarded 

pnor to undertaking the factor analysis. 

Statisticd analysis to detemine internal consistency of questionnaire items 

indicates a coefficient of internal consistency at .82 representing the reliability of half the 

test. Spearman-Brown prophecy formula yielded no change, with a resulting reliability 

coefficient of .82 for the entire questionnaire. These values are considered within normal 

limits and suggest consistency among questionnaire items. Cronbach's coefficient alpha 



for the 34 item scale was 38 ,  and with item eight discarded was -89, which reflects good 

reliability. Item to whole correlations were also calculated and are depicted in Appendix 

F, p. 128. 

Factor Analvsis 

Factor analysis was conducted to identiQ the underlying structure of items on the 

PAWS scale. A principal components analysis with varimax (orthogonal) was conducted 

using SPSS version 6.1 (SPSS Inc.) Item number eight was excluded fiom this analysis 

because as noted earlier, when the Item to Whote correlations were calculated it was 

found to be worded such that it was indiscriminate. In accordance with recommendations 

by Stevens (1996), factor selection was determined based on Eigenvalues equal to or 

greater than 1 .O and an examination of the scree plot. Both an oblique rotation and an 

orthogonal rotation were conducted. Given that results of the two analyses were almost 

identical, orthogonal rotation was used because of conceptual simplicity and ease of 

description. These were then further statistically examined to evaluate how rnuch of the 

variance in the distribution of scores was accounted for by al1 of the factors combined, and 

then according to each factor. The underlying intent was to partition totaI variance (sum 

of the variances for the original variables) by first finding the linear combination of the 

variables which accounts for the maximum amount of variance. This became the first 

component or factor. 

Each successive component accounted for the maximum amount of variance that 

was left. It should be noted as well that after the factor analysis was complete, a second 

rater independently reviewed the data as an additional reliability check and cornparison 



was made between the factors she selected and interpretations she offered with those of 

the researcher. When cornparison was made, it was noted that there was high inter-rater 

reliability for the factors selected as well as for the interpretations applied to the factors. 

The results of the factor analysis are presented in Table 3. 



Table 3. Factor Loading and Factor Structure for the Person Animal Wellness Survey 
Factor Items Factor Loading 
1 420. If my dog were lost, sick or hurt, 1 would feel very sad. .85 

I like to just 'hang out' or relax with my dog. 
My dog means a lot to me. 
It feels good to talk to my dog. 
Just k ing  with my dog makes me feel good. 
Sometimes, the things my dog does makes me laugh. 
My dog is a goûd buddy or friend. 
1 spend quite a bit of time with my dog. 
1 like cuddling with my dog 

Q17r. 1 don't like having to take care of my dog. 
416. 1 like taking care of my dog (daily routine). 
4 3  1. My dog helps be to feel good about myself. 

405. 1 make sure my dog has fiesh water al1 the time. 
406. 1 am responsible for feeding my dog on a daily basis. 

Q26r. My dog doesn't notice how 1 feel. .77 
424. My dog knows when 1 feel sad. womed or upset. .71 
Q 1 1. 1 think my dog understands me. .71 
425. It makes me feel better to taik to my dog if I'm sad, angry, etc.. .49 

QlOr. My dog is dumb. 
Q09. My dog is very smart. 
Q19. 1 feel responsible for my dog, and that's okay. 

434. My dog loves me unconditionally. 
414. My dog often cornes to me for attention. 
427. 1 miss my dog when we cannot be together. 

7 403. 1 walk or exercise. my dog several times a week. .62 
404. Even if others are around. my dog lets me know when helshe wants out. -3 
402. 1 am the person who usually walks che dog. .54 
430. 1 make a point of spending time with my dog. .53 

8 Qû7r. My dog is a nuisance. 
Q1S. My dog is very mischievous. 
Q01. 1 like teaching my dog things. 

9 433. 1 always wanted a dog. .77 
418. 1 sometimes do things for my dog when 1 should be doing something .48 

else. 

As depicted in table 3, results fiom the factor analysis suggest that items on the 

PAWS can be reduced to nine factors. These factors accounted for a total of 67.1 % of 



the variance. Factor one, which accounted for 27.4 % of the variance had nine items. 

This factor appears to represent a psychological or emot ional dimension. Examination of 

items included in this factor suggests emotional connection associated with love, joy, 

cornfort, relaxation, and sharing. Related to  this are items reflective of feelings for and 

mediated by the dog, as  well as the significance of the dog to the individual and the 

psychological sense of  cornpanionship. 

Factor two has three items, and accounted for 7.4 % of the variance. This factor 

appears to  syrnbolize mutual benefit, with items suggesting the person cares for dog and 

dog gives back. It denotes feelings of caring and empathy in regard to responsibility for 

the dog. Associated with this are items which suggest there is benefit to  the individual's 

sense of self-worth connected with feeling needed by and usefil to another. 

Factor three accounted for 6.5 % of the variance and has two items. This factor is 

seen as depicting attentiveness to the dog's nutritional needs, assuming responsibility to 

care for the dog, and thoughtfùlness in caring for another. 

Factor four has four items and appears to represent emotional reciprocity. It 

accounted for 5.7 % of the variance. Included are items suggestive of feeling understood 

by the dog and understanding the dog, as well as attributing 'rnindedness' and emotional 

sensitivity to the dog. 

Three items combined to form factor five, which accounted for 4.8 % of the 

variance. It encompasses teaching or training the dog, and appears to represent the 

individuah view of the dog as extension of his or her 'self such that criticism or praise of 

the dog would be taken as a reflection on the person's self 



Factor six accounted for 4.4 % of the variance and has three items. Items included 

in this factor suggest that it portrays a muhial sense of connection or attachment between 

the person and his or her dog, and especidly reflects indicators of unconditional and 

reciprocd love in the relationship. 

Four items are combined in factor seven, which accounted for 4.1 percent of the 

variance. Examination of the items suggests that this factor pertains to the individual's 

attentiveness to the dog's physical needs and behaviors or activities around caring for the 

dog. Also included are items implying the dog's sense of trust that he or she will be cared 

for in relation to consistency of care. 

Factor eight accounted for 3.6 % of the variance and has three items. This factors 

is seen to encompass items related to teaching or training and assumes the dog displays 

intellectual abilities and personality characteristics. 

Factor nine has two items and appears to represent a high degree of involvement 

between the child and the dog, with the dog as a major focus of the child's interest. It 

accounted for 3.2 % of the variance. 

Further examination of the factors suggests that human-animal bonding is a multi- 

dimensional phenornenon and that the nine factors indicated lend theniselves well to a 

grouping of four dimensions. The dimensions and their factor groupings are: 

1. Emotional-psychological dimension represented by : 

Factor one - emotional connection 

Factor four - emotional reciprocity (the dog as a sensitive cornpanion) 

2. Behavioral (physiologicd) dimension represented by: 

Factor three - attentiveness to the dog's nutritional needs 

Factor seven - attentiveness to the dog's physical needs 



3. Social (nature of the relationship between person and dog) dimension represented by: 

Factor five - dependency (of the dog), and the dog as an extension of the self with 

the person as  responsible for the dog 

Factor eight - child like characteristics of the dog and assumes intellectual ability, 

personality 

4. Cornmitment (long term nature of the bond is an event throughout) dimension 

represented by: 

Factor two - mutual benefit, the person cares for the dog and the dog reciprocates 

Factor six - mutual connection between the person and the dog, unconditional and 

reciprocal love 

Factor nine - reflects a high degree of involvement, with the dog as the focus of 

the person's attention. 

Çombined Results 

When the dimensions which emerged from the factors of the questionnaire were 

considered alongside the themes of the interview and behavior observation material it was 

apparent that there was a high degree of consistency across the results. Patterns and 

themes revealed fiom the interviews and observations fit well within the dimensions 

developed fiom the factors, and added depth of information. This can be seen in the 

following surnmary which resulted fiom comparison of the themes fiom the matrix of 

qualitative material to the factors of the questionnaire: 

Emotional This psychological or emotional dimension was reflected in factors one 

& four on the Questionnaire. Factor one was seen as relating to the theme of 

emotional connection or attachent associated with love, joy, cornfort, relaxation, 

sharing. This included feelings for and mediated by the dog, and the significance 

of the dog to the person. Factor one also addressed whether or not there was a 

sense of companionship. Factor four relates to the theme of emotional reciprocity, 



feeling understood by the dog and understanding the dog. It included attributing 

'mindedness' and emot ional sensitivity to the dog . 

Behavior/Phvsical Care The physiologicai dimension was seen in factors three and 

seven on the Questionnaire. The theme depicting attentiveness to dog's nutritional 

needs, assurning responsibility to care for the dog, thoughtfulness in caring for 

another was seen as consistent with factor three. Related to this, factor seven was 

congruent with the themes around attentiveness to the dog's physical needs, 

behaviors comrnited to care, and the dog's sense of trust that he or she will be 

cared for (consistency of care). 

Social The social dimension represents the nature of the relationship between 

person and dog as reflected in Factors five and eight of the Questionnaire. Factor 

five contains item connected with the theme wherein the dog might be Mewed as 

an extension of the self, and criticism or praise of the dog is an extension of the 

selflreflects on the self Additionally, factor eight relates to the theme around the 

teaching or training or socialization which assumes intellectual abilities, personality 

and childlike characteristics. Parallels are seen in this to a parent teaching and 

training a child and a person teaching and training the dog. Implications were 

noted for both person and dog in terms of emotional benefit (self-esteem, sense of 

mastery, confidence). 

Commitment This dimension pertains to the long term nature of the bond as 

represented in Factors two, six, and nine of the Questionnaire. Included is the 

theme of mutual benefit, the person cares for dog and dog gives back, feelings of 

caring, empathy in regard to responsibility for the dog; self-worth - feeling needed 

by and useh1 to another, as also seen in factor two. As well, there is a mutual 

'connectiveness' between person and dog, and love - unconditional and reciprocal, 

as noted in factor six. There is also a high degree of involvement; with the dog at 

the centre of the person's interest (consistent with factor nine). 



The results from combination of the themes and factors led to development of a 

model of bonding as illustrated in Figure 1. In this model one sees the four dimensions as 

interactive, with the emotiond-psychological as the foundation for human-animal bonding. 

The cornmitment dimension which features consistency and 'connectiveness', represents 

the deepest level of attachent.  It is impacted and enhanced the most by the development 

of other dimensions, (especially that which is emotional) throughout the relationship. 



Figure 1. Etunian-animal bonding as 

Psychological 

Social Physical 



C h a ~ t e r  V 

Discussion 

Introduction 

In relationships between people and their family dogs as in day to  day life, much of 

what is visuai, auditory, behavioral, and especially emotional , is not 'known' in the 

moment or to its fiillest extent. Sometimes that which is experienced is taken for granted 

or simply accepted and enjoyed. The mystery of this invites investigation and prompts the 

inquiring mind to search for greater knowledge and deeper meaning about phenomenon 

which impact our Iives tremendously, yet are not well understood. Such is the case with 

the relationships between people and their pet dogs. 

The Attributes of Human-Animal Bonding 

Thoughts, emotions, and behaviors are included in, but as categories cannot 

provide an adequate description of the attributes of humamanimal bonding. The 

phenomenon was found to be more comprehensiveiy described as multi-dimensional. The 

dimensions identified were emotional-psychological, behavioral, social, and cornmitment. 

As illustrated by the multidimensional mode1 in the previous chapter, these dimensions 

were also observed fiom the case studies to be interconnected. Congruent with 

attachment theory h m  human studies (Bowlby, 1958), greater emotionai bonding was 

reported and observed where there was evidence of the person nurturing and being 

commited to the dog. The emotional-psychological dimension, with its theme reflective of 

love is seen as the primary criterion necessary for bonding to occur. Cross-case analysis 



of the in-depth case study matenal revealed greater development in other dimensions when 

the emotional-psychological dimension was rich, and conversely, less development when it 

was not. In the latter instances, depth was notably lacking. From the factor analysis of 

the questionnaire the emotional-psychological dimension was also noted as important in 

that it accounted for most of the variance in the data. 1t is thus conceived to  be the 

foundation upon which bonded relationships develop and grow, and key in the interplay 

among dimensions leading to and maintainhg attachment. 

Themes Re~resentative of Bonding 

The Emotional-Dimension 

From the working matrix of the cross-case analysis, the emotional-psychological 

dimension obtained the highest fiequency in reported attnbutes. Love appeared to be the 

foremost element within this dimension, and it was evident through reports and 

observations of gentle, consistent caring, expressed feelings for and toward the dog, 

valuing the dog, and in the sense of companionship. It was also seen as associated to  

varying degrees in the joy, comfort, relaxation, and sharing between the child and his or 

her fàmily dog. It was indicated fiom reports and observations that the dog and child 

were sensitive, receptive, and responsive to each other. Along with this, it was seen in 

cases where the children reported and their parents commented that the relationship was 

mutually rewarding. It was noted that the latter was usually the case where the 

attachent appeared mutually deep across dimensions. This finding was congruent with 

Bowlby's (1 958) emphasis on the development of mutuai attachent.  



In exploring the attributes of human animal bonding, the researcher became more 

aware of reiated issues such as how we form relationships with animals and why they have 

become so important in people's lives today. As revealed in the material from the case 

studies, the bond develops and is strengthened and deepened when the dog understands or 

responds appropriately to the human's communication and vice versa. The findings also 

indicate that a general reason why the bond develops is that people experience the 

relationship with the dog as something that makes them feel good. As noted in studies of 

attachent with humans (Ainsworth, 1973; Bowlby, 1969; Bretherton, 19851, this likely 

begins and is maintained with experiences of joy, need fùlfillment, and responsiveness of 

the dog to the person. It is also likely that similar experiences occur with puppies as noted 

in the case for hurnan infants. 

Emotional and social support as well as shared activities and achievements were 

rated as highly important experiences contributing to the attachment between child and 

dog. This was most ofien reported in cases where children were closely bonded with the 

family dog. It should be noted that although shared activities (e.g., play, watching 

television together) and achievements (e.g., training) of the behavioral dimension might 

occur without a strong emotional-psychological dimension, there was more depth and 

breadth to the shared activities and achievements when the emotional-psychological 

dimension was stronger. Another theme associated with the emotional-psychological 

dimension was that the dogs were reported to be a source of unconditional love, 

acceptance, cornfort, and ofien to provide a sense of security or protection. According to 

Ainsworth's description of attachent, the experience of cornfort and security is unique to 



the bonded relationship and differentiates it fiom other relationships (Ainsworth, 1973). 

From the i n t e ~ e w  materid of the present study the impression obtained was that 

generally the family dog was aiso likened to an ideal fiiend or sibling, aiways available and 

consistent in his or her behavior, ready to listen, and forgiving and supportive, rather than 

judgemental. 

Just as the dog provided the children with a sense of secwity, a number of the 

children also expressed feeling protective of their dog. Al1 of the children indicated they 

would feel upset if their dog were to become il1 or to die. Some also expressed rather 

advanced insights about their relationship or the dog's behavior, and inferred ways he or 

she might think under various circumstances, This was consistent with earlier discussion 

around the topic of people attributing quaiities we know to be consistent with our human 

species to dogs. The author contends that except in extreme cases, such association is 

sane and reflects a hedthy way of one species relating to and comprehending the behaviors 

of another fiom within a farniliar fiame of reference. 

The Behavioral Dimension 

How might we know the person is bonded to their animal companion? Evidence 

of attachent was seen fiom features of the behavioral dimension. Both the children and 

adults who were more highly bonded with their dogs indicated triking their dog with them 

whenever they could. This was indeed well illustrated by the number of dogs the 

researcher had the opportunity to meet at the pet food and supplies store during phase two 

of the study. The children of the in-depth case studies also reported, were corroberated by 

parents, and observed by the researcher, to seek opportunities for cornfortable physical 



proximity with their dogs and vice versa. This was particularly evident in those 

participants who rated as more highly bonded across d l  three measures. It was noted as 

well that leisure activities (camping, hiking) and family time were generally arranged or 

scheduled to include the dog (often at the request of the child). Behaviors to care for and 

please the dog were also reported in this dimension. These were fiequently reported 

attributes of attachment among the children. 

How do we know the dog is bonded to the person? Evidence fiom this study 

suggests that the dog's behaviors aiso bear witness to attachent. One indication both 

reported by participants and observed in the case studies, was that dogs who were 

observed to be more highly bonded usually spent more time, shared comfortable eye 

contact, and sought or were in amicable proximity with the child. They were attentive to 

the child, watching or sometimes following the child, in some instances inviting play, or 

making a request (treat, toy). It was noted that such behaviors were not demanding or 

'needy' as might be the case in less bonded or even pathological relationships. Rather in 

most of the cases studied, the nature and degree of this behavior was observed to be more 

reflective of companionship, farniliarity, and secure love. The dogs in well bonded 

relationships also appeared happy and responsive to the child, as evidenced by tail 

wagging, bright eyes, and srniles. 

Although not tested in the study, a measure similar to that used in work with 

çhildren separated f?om their parent could be used (Ainsworth, 1973). That is, one might 

observe the dog's behavior if he or she were separated fiom the child. It would be 

expected that as in normal human development a more secure, adult dog would be less 



distressed, but a puppy would likely vocalize his or her anxiety over loss of the attachent 

object. In the case of an adult dog, one might also investigate whether he or she had 

opportunity to socialize or form relationships fkom the tirne of infancy. Based on the 

prernise that young puppies likely go through a deveIopmental stage similar to that of 

human infants during which it is important that they are exposed to loving, caring, 

humans, parallels would likely be seen in attachent behaviors and styles. There is 

suggestion fiom recent research that without the experience of a healthy family milieu, 

particularly in terms of experiences with humans, dogs like children might later have 

difficuIty forming attachments (Butler et al. 1996). These authors note as well that 

rescued dogs might be expected to form especially strong attachments, particularly if the 

situation around the rescue was traumatic. Alternatively, where there was a history of 

abuse, the rescued dog might display behaviors consistent with fear and anxiety seen in 

adjustment disorders. The current research did not explore any differences in situations 

between family dogs who had been rescued as compared to those obtained shortly d e r  

birth. However, this would also be an interesting avenue of research. 

The Social Dimension 

Features of this dimension encompassed the dog's socialkation and the social 

nature of the relationship. The lower fiequency rating of this dimension was likely 

affect& &y the inclusion of items pertaining to training the dog, given the age of some of 

the children, and the likelihood that most parents assume responsibility for the training or 

teaching in the home. However, the talents and abilities of the dog were generally taken 

by most children to reflect upon themselves. It was noted that many proudly put their dog 



through dernonstrations for the researcher. In regard to this social aspect, parents 

comments were noted to provide evidence that the children appeared to benefit in tenns of 

self-esteem and confidence when association was somehow made between the child's self 

and the dog's abilities or physical features. Where children were actively involved in the 

training, a sense of pride in mastery was also evident. 

The Commitment Dimension 

The factors contributing to the dimension identified as 'Commitment' were found 

to account for the least variance. When the aliated theme fiorn the qualitative mode of 

inquiry was exarnined it was found to represent a pattern of greater depth of bonding than 

any other dimension. Findings reflecting higher levels of cornmitment generally had 

consistently higher indications of bonding across other dimensions as welf. Udike the 

other dimensions, a prequisite for the commitment dimension to develop was that the 

other dimensions be well developed. For example, while behavioral activities (physical 

care or play) might take place or socialization (training) @ght be an interest of the person, 

these could be accomplished. without depth of cornmitment, whereas commitment would 

be unlikely without depth Rom al1 three of the other dimensions. Commitment was also 

seen more in relationships which were longer term. It was noted in reported behaviors 

exempli%ing unconditional and reciprocal love. Concurrently there was generally a high 

degree of involvement, with the dog at the centre of the person's interest. Examples of 

commitment included the many children who reported thinking about their pet when they 

had to be away at school or on vacation, and especially those who were more aware of 



their pets needs and made extra effort t o  look after them or include them on special 

occasions. There was a consistency and a 'connectiveness' in these relationships. 

Levels of Attachment 

As expected the present study revealed forms and variations of attachment with 

differing characteristics. However, there was not a great degree of difference within the 

population sampled. As suggested at the outset it is likely that the nature of the sample, 

being more likely to reflect highly bonded relationships than a random survey would 

perhaps find affecteci this result. For example, it has been the the researcher's observation 

that several levels or types of at tachent likely exist. Buttler, Hetts, and Lagoni (1996) 

described this well. They note that firstly, some people appear to be bonded with their 

pet, like him or her, and provide good care, but treat him or her as 'just a dog'. Such 

individuals are responsible pet owners, but do not place significance on the relationship. 

Secondly, there seem to be people whose pets play a central role in their lives, with their 

lives scheduled around their dogs much as they would their children or other family 

members. Thirdly, the strongest relationships appear characterized by a philosophical 

dimension where people think of and treat their dogs much as they do people. ûther types 

of relationship might be pathological, either in being cold, lacking in charity or generosity, 

abusive, or at the other extreme intense, emeshed and lacking in boundaries. However, 

material from the present research reflected primarily relationships of the second and third 

levels where the children and adults were responsible and cornmited to their dog, 

concerned for the dog's well-being and interested not only in teaching the dog to behave 



in a socially acceptable manner, but also expressed interest in understanding the dog and 

what he or she mi& be feeling and communicating. 

In evaiuating the material of the present study, theoretical comparison was also 

made to the attachent styles of Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991), as discussed in 

chapter two. It was noted that the children were generally seen as having the capacity for 

maintainhg close relationships with their dogs and would fit within the 'Secure' 

attachment style. None of the children downplayed the importance of their relationship 

with the dog, and therefore would not fit with the 'Dismissing' style, nor were they 

avoidant of close relationship with their dogs ('Fearfùl' style). As well, none of the 

children fit the 'Preoccupied' description of being overinvolved with their dog. 

The Ouestionnaire as an Assessrnent Instrument 

Results from the statistical analyses conducted suggest the questionnaire has 

potential as an assessrnent instrument. There was good reliability. Item to whole 

calculations revealed uniformity, and the scores obtained on the questionnaire and ratings 

on the Behavior Observation Cue List were positively related. In general the information 

obtained fiom i n t e ~ e w s  and observations tended to be consistent with questionnaire data 

and served to add depth to the understanding of human-animal bonding. 

The overall levels of bonding for the 1 12 participants who completed the 

questionnaire were high. Items on the questionnaire which were initially designed as 

pertaining to emotions and behavior were found to have the higher representation in 

relation to overall bonding than those items which were about the individual's thoughts. 

Furîher exploration of this aspect through the interview process led to insights which were 



revealing and of significance to our understanding of the human-animal bond. Children's 

thoughts about the dog though reported less fiequently in response to the 'thoughts' items 

of the questionnaire, were revealed through the interviews both with the children and their 

parents. Examples include that the child thinks about the dog when at school or otherwise 

away fiom him or her. This was also seen in the topics of the children's stories or essays 

at school, reported conversations with peers and extended family, and their requests to 

buy gifts for their dog. The children's relationship with their dog also Sected their 

thoughts in other important ways. An exarnple is the Md ' s  reported ability or developing 

ability to 'think beyond himself. It was noted that when related items were endorsed by 

the child on the questionnaire, it was also likely that the parent's comment independently 

corroberated with reports that the child was attentive and consistent in behaviors to care 

for the dog. When this was the case, the child in tum was noted to be reaping the 

emotional benefits fiom the dog reciprocating in various ways. Thus, fiom interpretation 

of the questionnaire in isolation fiom other measures one might simply deduce that some 

attributes were more prevalent. However, as revealed through the interviews and 

behsvior observations, the phenomenon is more complex. While the emotional- 

psychological dimension was discovered to be primary, it was found to form patterns and 

themes in an interconnection with other dimensions. This feature was exemplified in the 

differences between the most bonded and least bonded cases as presented in chapter four. 

Im~ortance of the Method of Inauiw 

This study sought to describe, understand, and explain the phenomenon of person 

and animal wellness or  a healthy bonding relationship between people and dogs in general, 



with a specific focus upon those between children and their dog companions. It differs 

from research encountered in the literature reviewed, both in the population studied and in 

its method of inquiry. As noted earlier much of the literature is anecdotd, and where 

observations have been made the population studied has generally been those with special 

needs (persons who are elderly or who have a disability). More recently some surveys 

have been conducted as well as some studies with a quantitative approach toward 

development of scales or measures to assess bonding. However, while both the 

quantitative (survey or questionnaire) and qualitative (interview or observationai) studies 

reviewed yielded information of merit, questions still remained and the attributes of human 

animal bonding did not appear to be adequately identified. 

Considering that in psychological assessrnent we generally utilize a battery of tests 

and combine this with i n t e ~ e w s  and observations, the researcher undertook a similar 

method in exploration of the human-animal bonding phenomenon. As such, the curent 

study was based on a blended methodology or triangulation approach. The medium for 

this investigation included a questionnaire, an InteMew Guide, and a Behavior 

Observation Cue List. In accordance with attachment theory and the work of researchers 

(e.g., Melson, 1990), behaviors such as maintaining proximity to the attachment figure, 

smiling, approaching, touching, and being calmed by the attachment figure were al1 

considered indices of attachment. The researcher sought through inclusion of these 

features to obtain information about the attributes of bonding. Al1 measures were 

developed pnor to the research with participants and pilot tested in advance of the larger 

scale study. Items on the questionnaire were developed fi-om the researcher's personal 



experiences and observations with dogs and of people who have dogs as well as those 

who have little interest in dogs. These were Iater found to parallel items which other 

researchers had used in similar research (e.g., Cornpanion Animal Bonding Scale, Pet 

Attachent Survey). This contnbuted confirmation that some of the items were likely 

constants and usefbi in this type of  study. The importance of flexibility in the method of 

inquiry became evident when the interest in additional exploration of the questionnaire was 

identified. The primary focus remained the in-depth case study, and it was discovered in 

the analysis that the interviews and observations were crucial to a comprehensive 

assessment of the phenomenon. Nevertheless on completion of the case studies it dso  

appeared the questionnaire itself might be usefiil as an instrument, and fùrther 

investigation was undertaken to  examine its potential for development as a measure of 

bonding. Although this was limited by time constraints and consequently an insufficient 

sample size for statistical determination of validity, it did yield additional information for 

simple factor analysis. 

Practical Im~lications 

Examination of the reported experiences and observed behaviors of t he children 

included in the case studies suggests practical implications for children who are attached 

to their family dog. From the cross-case anaIysis of the working matrix on interview 

comments and behaviorai observations, patterns were revealed suggesting improvement or 

enhancement to the child's level of self esteem as the most notable feature. This was most 

fiequently associated with the emotional experience of joy or pleasure, happiness, and 

enjoyment of life with the dog. 



The child's self-esteem was also enhanced through a sense of reciprocity in the 

relationship when the child was seen to either share activities with or care for the dog in 

some way, and the child felt cared for by the dog through a sense of emotional or physical 

codort  or both. This pattern was evident across many cases, and particularly in the 

narrative of the young lady whose dog was reported to sense and respond to her mood 

and through comforting help m o d e  her feelings. From this one obtained the impression 

that the dog is also very much a member of the farnily, and with her sensitive and playhl 

nature contributes much. Activities to socialize the dog such as training, teaching, and 

demonstrating what had been taught and learned also came through as valuable to the 

child in increasing his or her sense of achievement, and building confidence. Pride in their 

dog's appearance, unique characteristics, or talents was also notable through comments 

during the interviews of some children, and in the manner in which most of the children 

related to their dog. It is likely that this generalized to enhanced self-esteem as well. 

Cornfort was also seen to be a felt protection in a number of cases, including one 

of the cases presented wherein the child commented he felt more confident walking with 

the dog than he might alone. In another case not presented in the previous chapter, one 

individual indicated that as an only child her dog provides a sense of protection in the yard 

and at night, keeps her fiom feeling lonely, helps her to have things to do independently of 

her mother, and enables her to do more because they can do things together. Thus, 

relationship with her dog was noted to have improved this child's self-esteem, confidence 

and independence. 



Joy, pleasure, happiness and greater enjoyment of life were seen to corne througb 

shared activities such as play, family hikes or walks, and sometimes observing the dog's 

mischievous or comical behavior. Again there was evidence of patterns across themes 

reflecting the interconnectedness of the dimensions. Usually when the emotional elements 

noted above were fiequent in the reporting comment was also made that the child tended 

to share stories about his or her dog with others, either at school, with fkiends, or 

extended family. Many pkents saw this as having led to improved communication skills 

and increased acceptance by others. Another pattern reported by parents was that in 

developing empathy for the dog, their child had developed or was developing empathy for 

others. This was noted in many cases to have generalized beyond the dog, to valuing the 

needs and desires of others and showing empathy. 

Some children spoke of learning through their relationship with the dog about 

loyalty and trust and the psychological aspects involved. The reported experiences and 

feelings in the current study are consistent with the psychological advantages noted by 

other researchers including Levinson (1 980) and McCullough (1986) notably, an increased 

self-confidence, a willingness to take risks, improved or enhanced interpersonal 

relationships, an increased sense of personal cornpetence, and general optimism. 

Taking responsibility also meant new learnings to care for or keep the dog's 

training consistent. Through this, many experienced a sense of mastery which also 

enhanced self esteem, encouraged learning in general, and for some, facilitated healthy risk 

taking behaviors. Additionally, thinking beyond oneself, attention to detail, concentration, 

and the ability to stay focused were reported as benefits associated with caring for the 



needs of a family dog. Looking at the behavioral dimension, the rnost significant feature 

was behaviors suggesting the the child's learned or developing ability to think beyond 

himself or  herself about the needs or desires of the dog. This of course was intertwined 

significantly with a more well developed emotional dimension. In a number of cases the 

discipline or responsibility the child assumed in caring for the dog generalized to other 

areas of bis or her life. The researcher observed that a good fit between activity level and 

temperament of the child and dog and their enjoyment of shared activities also appeared 

important to development of the relationship across dimensions. This was important for 

the connection between the caring and sharing of the behavioral dimension and the shared 

activities of the social dimension. In the social dimension, new learning and mastery in 

regard to the dog's characteristics and socialization and the social benefits from 

relationship with the dog were most prevalently reported. 

In reflecting upon the cases selected for discussion, one should recall that these 

represented the most highly bonded and the least. The most highly bonded were the most 

involved with their dog in terms of themselves nurturing, assuming responsibility, and 

learning, mastering, and sharing activities with the dog. This was associated with a 

pattern of increased benefit to the child in terms of self-esteem, joy, pleasure, happiness 

and overall enjoyrnent of life with the dog. As well, it was noted that these children had 

learned t o  think beyond themselves to the needs, comfort and desires of another. The 

interaction between child and dog during the home visit and their observed fit in terms of 

size, temperament and activity level was compared to the reported sharing of açtivities and 

overall level of bonding. As also noted by McCuliough (1986) in his study involving 



children with physical disabilities, there appeared to be higher levels of bonding where 

there was a good match in regard to  size, temperament and activity level of the child and 

dog. When such was not the case, there was likely less bonding or a delayed bonding. 

This was exempiified in the Iesser evidence for bonding seen for the relativeIy quiet, 

slightly built youngest child in a farnily and the very active, larger breed dog (retriever). 

Theoretical Im~lications 

A combination of learning and ethological theories was seen as accounting for the 

hurnan-animal bonding noted fiom the reports and observations of this study. The author 

contends that both humans and animals are predisposed to forming attachments. Certain 

signals or behaviors, the nature of responses to these, their repitition, and importantly need 

satisfaction, are al1 intertwined in the at tachent process. In the development of healthy 

attachment, the signaling systems change as each experiences the rewards of the 

relationship with the other, and in the case of younger dogs and children, as they achieve 

their various developmental milestones. In agreement with Bowlby (1 969), it is fikely that 

early bonding related expenences are over time represented cognitively as an interna1 

working mode1 of self and other, and these fùnction as prototypes for later social relations. 

Attachent is Mewed in accordance with Ainswokh's (l989), definition as a close 

enduring affectional bond between the person and dog. As well, the relationship between 

positive, enduring emotional bonds of the children and their dog cornpanions was we1l 

exemplified as promoting healthy development of both child and dog. 

The author also considered that in the beginning the focus of the person's future 

attachment is new to them, much like a new baby in the family, a new friend, a new car or 



other object. It fascinates one, it is a novelty. It provides pleasure. One gives it special 

care and attention. It continues to provide new experiences and pleasures. However, 

sometimes the new being or object does not appeal to, codicts with, or does not serve 

the purposes of the person right fiom the outset, and the fascination and novelty are short- 

lived and pleasure is minimal. Other times, the novelty fades. In the latter situations the 

depth of attachment does not develop as it rnight. Ideally in living relationships, with the 

appropriate match fiom the outset cornbined with attention, care, and perceived 

enjoyment, deep attachent develops toward a cohesive relationship. In heaithy 

relationships between living beings, the main feature appears to be reciprocal enjoyrnent, 

shared activities, and especialIy that which is caring, nurturing and self-less. 

As noted in chapter one, and consistent with the theory of Bowlby (1988) and 

Bretherton (1985), it is likely that children and perhaps dogs as well form an internal 

working model of every attachment relationship. The model includes ideas or 

representations, and feelings about the relationship which are mentally stored. These 

mental representations are then cognitively avaiIable to child and dog even when the 

attachment object is absent. They are available not only for recall, but also for 

generalization to other instances of relationships. The nature of the internal working 

model of children in relation to their family dog remains unknown. However, fiom the 

ideas expressed by the children and the behaviors of the children and dogs in the present 

study, the author purports that children do develop an internal working model which 

includes representations associated with loving and nurturing the family dog and the 



reciprocai love and care fiom the dog. This could provide rehearsal and healthy reference 

for their later role as a parent or caring adult. 

The researcher aiso conternplated why people form relationships with dogs, why 

some are closer than others, and why some people do not form such relationships at dl. 

There appears to be a natural predisposition for relationships in both humans and dogs. 

Beyond this, it is likely a matter of life expenences. According to attachent theory, 

whether or not each has the capacity for forming relationships with the other depends on 

the nature of their early attachent experiences. If the human infànt has positive 

attachent experiences with his or her parents, he or she develops an intemal working 

model as noted above which includes the capacity to generaiize to others. Similarly it is 

speculated that if the puppy has positive human imprinting experiences, then the interna1 

working model which develops would be more likely to include capacity for depth in a 

relationship and generalization to others. When for either human or dog this does not 

occur, it is likely that the ability to form close attachrnents or bond with others is 

significantly diminished. Some attachments might be closer than others, and again these 

likely go back to the early attachent or imprinting experiences of child and dog. It is 

also possible that in relationships one might have more capacity than the other, with the 

resulting relationship being suboptimal or not achieving the degree of closeness that the 

one with capacity might otherwise have with a different person or dog. How much a 

relationship between person and dog with differing capacities develops toward its potential 

is likely dependent upon the efforts expended by both and the quality of their experiences 

together. One might help the other leam to trust and love, as is likely the case in some 



situations where a loving dog is introduced into the life of a child fiom a dysfiinctional 

famiy background. Over time, with the unconditional love of the dog and with positive 

experiences the child might learn to trust and to love. Altematively, an abused dog 

adopted into a loving caring family might also learn to trust and love. 

The literature reviewed and the findings fiom the present study suggest we might 

also form relationships with dogs because humans and dogs are sirnilar. Similarities are 

noted in that we both have a need for relatedness to a significant other, whether that be in 

the form of a parent, child, sibling or peer. It is a need to feel close, at one with another 

being. We both feel and express happiness if we are loved, as was exemplified by many of 

the children and dogs in the study. We need to understand and sense that we are 

understood. In a healthy relationship there is depth and breadth. The depth and breadth 

corne fiom a foundation of love and other features of the emotional dimension topped 

with shared and mutually rewarding experiences occuring across dimensions and resulting 

in cornmitment. There is kindness and caring and consistency, which lead to trust. People 

who know their dogs well have seen them laugh, feel sad, anticipate, express eagerness 

and joy. Those who provide services to care for dogs (pet sitting, veterinary care, 

SPCAs) have also seen this as well as fear, loneliness, a sense of abandonment, and even 

feelings of dispair. 

Certain characteristics of dogs also appear to facilitate the bonding. According to 

Butler, Hetts, and Lagoni (1996) dogs are generally neotenic, meaning there is a 

peristence of infantile or juvenile characteristics into adulthood. Many breeds have 

features which are neotenic, with large round eyes in proportion to the size of their face, 



muzzles which are shortened or squished in and rounded foreheads. These neotenic 

features are thought to evoke care-giving responses and contribute to Our attachent to 

the dogs, because we feel they are dependent upon us for their care. As noted earlier and 

evidenced in the present study, specific characteristics of the dog can be important and 

serve as the initial basis for the attraction to the dog. Examples include physical beauty, 

size, temperament, activity level, bravery, courage, and intelligence or responsiveness. As 

we have seen, pets often serve as extensions of the person's identity. Illustrations of this 

include attractiveness of the dog, its beauty, fiiendliness, and affectionate nature, al1 of 

which might be valued by the person as an extension of his or her self. Results flom the 

present study suggest that humans do in fact often benefit from relationship with their dog 

in this manner. It is often discussed among dog lovers that fiequently there is physical and 

personality resemblance between people and their pets. Sometimes though, we select 

animals for characteristics that we do not have, like bravery, beauty, playfùlness. 

Generally the latter might also be fine, but as noted in the case of the young child with the 

large dog, if the activity level or some other feature is too discrepant the ability to interact 

and form attachment might be lessened. In the case of a child this might be temporary or a 

delayed bonding. It is likely that an adult with a poorly matched dog might have greater 

difficulty (e.g., high energy dog with a person who is not physically active). 

Conclusions 

Dogs as cornpanions can contribute significantly to the psychological and physical 

well being of both children and adults. The attributes of human-animal bonding were 

found to  be muftidimensional, and to include interaction dong a number of dimensions. 



The emotional-psychological dimension was seen as the foundation upon which the other 

areas develop and grow, and the one with the most impact upon attachent. Commitment 

revealed as the dimension which represents the deeper levels of bonding. It requires 

'connectiveness' to the at tachent object as represented by consistency in the interaction 

fiom each of the other dimensions, especiaily the emotional-psychological. The ultimate 

climate for a healthy relationship appears to be a good match between the dog's size, 

activity level, and temperament, and that of the person. Where relationships deepen and 

bonding occurs, attention, nurturing, and shared activities are usually there fiom the outset 

and beyond. There is an element of consistency such that each l e m s  they can count on 

the other to meet their needs, provide cornfort, and pleasure. The advantages of bonding 

and its evidence are seen in development and enhancement of self esteem and related 

aspects of the individual's psychology. Healthy bonding is reciprocal and has mutual 

benefit for the players. The more the child has opportunity to  interact with the dog, the 

greater the benefit. Congruent with expectation following review of the literature, the 

attributes of bonding noted in the present study were inextricably linked to appreciation of 

the benefits obtained fiom the interactions in the relationship. These results suggest a 

need within the field of educationai psychology to increase Our understanding of human- 

animal bonding, particularly as affects children, through continued research in this area and 

to apply this knowledge within school and therapeutic environments. It should be recalled 

as well that according to contemporary attachent theory (Bretherton, 1985)' there is 

significant association between positive and endunng bonds and healthy human 

development . 



Limitations 

Participants surveyed for completion of the questionnaire and the in-depth case 

studies were not randornly selected but rather were chosen because they were likely to be 

highly involved with their pets. Although those completing the questionnaire at pet food 

and supplies specialty store, veterinarian chic, and dog obedience training school were 

random in the sense of being anyone who had a family dog and generally unknown to the 

researcher, by virtue of being in these settings higher involvernent was expected (especially 

for the pet food store and dog obedience training school). Aiso, the children who 

participated in the in-depth case study portion were obtained through referrals which 

began with those known to the researcher. Consequently, those refends obtained frorn 

families known to the researcher were also more iikely to be ones with children who were 

more highly involved with their dog. No attempt was made to inchde those with 

superficial pet relationships or those who rnight otherwise be less involved with their dog. 

Thus, the present findings do not reflect the entire spectmm of relationships with a family 

dog. Additionally, an obvious limitation of the study in regard to validation of the 

questionnaire was the sample size. As development of a scale was not the primary focus 

of the research, priority remained with the in-depth case study. 

-estions for Future Research 

Future research might expand the sample size and seek validation of the 

questionnaire. Another avenue might be to compare resuIts fiom two or more samples 

selected across demographic variables including socio-economic, education level and 

family size. ûther aspects of interest could be to compare 'psychologically healthy' 



individuals with those identified as experiencing pathology or dysfunction who have a 

family dog. Related areas of research interest for educational psychologists would be to 

include examination of children's acadernic progress at the outset and about one year 

following introduction of a dog into the family. This type of information could likely be 

obtained by having survey questionnaires available for completion by adoptees at an 

SPCA. Additionaliy, more classroom and therapy prograrns with dogs as CO-therapist 

could be developed and scientifically evaluated for benefit to children with varying needs. 

Given the reported enhancement to the seIf esteem of many of the children in the current 

study, and the importance of self esteem to an individual's ability to fiinction well 

academically, this would appear to be an area where educationd psychologists could 

provide significant contribution. Robert Poresky's (1997) comments also suggest a need 

for fùrther research into the impact of human-animal bonding in regard to improvements 

to cognitive development and enhanced capacity for empathy in children. Finally, results 

fiom this study and others suggest that children become very attached to their canine 

companions and considering that these companions have a significantly shorter life span, 

research and therapeutic models around the issues of bereavement and counselling with 

children must be undertaken. Although the author's experience in bereavement support 

has largely been with adults, similar issues exist for children. Tt has been my experience 

that although bereavement involving an animal cornpanion is in many ways the sarne as for 

a human, it differs in the paucity of understanding within the counselling profession and 

the general lack of support people report obtaining from significant others in their lives. 

Researchers therefore are encouraged to develop educational materials and ways of 



counselling to assist children through the bereavement process when a beloved animal 

companion dies. 

A Personal Note 

1 chose t o  study the relationship between people and pet dogs in general because 1 

have experienced, seen and read about many such relationships which were wondefil, 

inspiring, tmly beneficiai, and sometimes life-saving. As 1 reflect upon personal relevance 

1 am swept back to earliest happy mernories which take me back to dog companions. 

Dogs were always a part of my family's life, a warm and close farnily blessed with love, 

caring for each other and others, respecting God and al1 he created. 

Some people think those who express love and bonding in relation to a dog must 

be an otherwise lonely person, with minimal outside interests, few if any fiiends, and not 

much else going on for them in ternis of activities or achievements. An example of such 

thinking cornes to  mind fiom an encounter with a psychologist at a clinic where 1 was 

s e ~ n g  as a facilitator for a Pet Bereavement Support Group. The fellow inquired about 

why al1 the people were arriving and what 1 was doing. 1 explained, and he commented 

sympathetically "they must be very lonely people, with few outside resources ... not much 

to fdl back on otherwise in their lives." 

My own experience and that of people 1 know is quite different fiom this 

perception. Results fiom the current in-depth case studies with children also suggest quite 

a different picture fiom what might be the view of some who have not experienced 

human-animal bonding. People bond with pets to varying degrees, likely more as a 

fiinction of their individual characteristics than those of the dog. The dogs 1 have 



observed mostly just seem to want to love and be loved. Some are easier to be attracted 

to or love than others, just as we are. It appears fiom the cases observed that children 

generally relate to the dog in a marner similar to the way they would relate to a sibling or 

fiend, with younger ones in particular enjoying them as a playmate, and most appreciating 

the dog as one who listens attentively with acceptance, expresses feelings imocently and 

sincerely, inspires with their confidence and risk-taking, and promotes confidence through 

their response to  things taught . 
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A~pendix A 

Ouestionnaire: Person-Animal Wellness Survev (PAWS) 

Name: ; Age 

Pet's Name: ; Breed ; Age: 

The following is a list of statements that tell how some people think and feel about 
their dog, and things that might be done for the dog, as well as activities shared with their 
dog. Read each statement, and decide whether or not it describes the way you think and 
feel about your dog, or  the things you do either for your dog or together. 

Under each statement is a range of numbers fiom 1 to 5 .  If you strongly agree that 
a staternent describes your relationship, circle the number ' 5 ' ;  if it clearly does not 
describe your relationship, you might circle the number ' 1 ', showing that you strongly 
disagree. You might also feel less strongly about a statement, and circle one of the other 
numbers which show that you agree (4), disagree (2) or are neutral(3) about a statement. 

Answer every question, even if some are hard to decide. Circle only one number 
under each statement. Remember, there are no nght or wrong answers. Only you can tell 
us about your feelings, thoughts, and behaviors with your pet. 

TOTAL SCORE: Raw Score Percentile 

CLUSTERS: 1 II III 



Please circle the number that describes your relationship. 
1 =Strongly disagree 
2-Disagree 
3 =Neut r d  
4=Agree 
5=Strongly agree 

1. 1 like teaching my dog things. 
1 2 3 4 5 

2. 1 am the person in my family who usually walks my dog. 
1 2 3 4 5 

3. 1 walk or exercise (e.g., ball, frisbee) my dog several times a week. 
1 2 3 4 5 

4. Even if other family members are around, my dog lets me know when he/she wants to 
go outdoors or corne in. 

1 2 3 4 5 
5. 1 make sure my dog has fresh water d l  the time. 

1 2 3 4 5 
6. 1 am responsible for feeding my dog on a daily basis. 

1 2 3 4 5 
7. My dog is a nuisance. 

1 2 3 4 5 
8. My dog ofien wants attention when 1 am too busy. 

1 2 3 4 5 
9. My dog is very smart. 

1 2 3 4 .  5 
10. My dog is dumb. 

1 2 3 4 5 
1 1. 1 think my dog understands me. 

1 2 3 4 5 
12. It feels good to talk to my dog. 

1 2 3 4 5 
13. Sometimes, the things my dog does makes me laugh. 

1 2 3 4 5 
14. My dog ofien comes to me for attention. 

1 2 3 4 5 
1 5. My dog is very mischievous. 

1 2 3 4 5 
16. 1 like taking care of my dog (e.g., daily routine). 

1 2 3 4 5 
17. 1 do not like having to take care of my dog. 

1 2 3 4 5 
18. I sometimes do things for my dog when 1 need to be doing something else. 

1 2 3 4 5 



19. 1 feel responsible for my dog, and that is okay. 
1 2 3 4 5 

20. If my dog were to get lost, sick, or hurt 1 would feel very sad. 
1 2 3 4 5 

2 1. My dog rneans a lot to me. 
1 2 3 4 5 

22. I like to just 'hang out' or relax with my dog. 
1 2 3 4 5 

23. Just being with my dog makes me feel good. 
1 2 3 4 5 

24. My dog knows when 1 really feel sad, worried, or upset. 
1 2 3 4 5 

25. It makes me feel better to talk to my dog if 1 am sad, angry, womed or upset. 
1 2 3 4 5 

26. My dog does not seem to notice how 1 feel. 
1 2 3 4 5 

27. 1 miss my dog when we cannot be together. 
1 2 3 4 5 

28. My dog is a good buddy, or fiend. 
1 2 3 4 5 

29. 1 like cuddling with my dog. 
1 2 3 4 5 

30. 1 make a point of spending time with rny dog. 
1 2 3 4 5 

3 1 .  My dog helps me to feel good about myself. 
1 2 3 4 5 

32. 1 spend quite a bit of time with my dog. 
1 2 3 4 5 

33. 1 always wanted a dog. 
1 2 3 4 5 

34. My dog loves me unconditionally. 
1 2 3 4 5 



Interview Guide 

1. Nature of relationship with the pet dog: 

CHILD 
a)What kinds of things do you like to do with your dog? 
b)How often? 
c)Do you have responsibility for feeding, walking, or cleaning up after your dog on a daily or regular 
basis? 
d)Is this your decision. or part of household chores? 
e)How long have you had your dog? 
f)Does your dog have any healîh problems? 

II. Impact of the dog on development selfksteem: 

CHILD 
a)How would you describe yourself! 
b)How do you feel about yourself as a person? 
c)Has this changed over the time you have had your dog? 
d)Do you see your dog as a buddy or fkiend? 
e)Do the things you do with your pet have anything to do with how you feel about yourself? 
f)If so, how does your dog help you feel the way you do? 
g)Are there some things that you do more because you have a dog (walking, meeting new people)? 

PARENT 
a)Has the dog had any influence on your child's selfesteem. or perception of his or her abilities? 
(Describe) 
b)Does your child have any health problems or handicaps? (Describe) 
c)Does the family dog have any health problems or handicaps? (Describe) 
d)Has your child's involvement with the dog made a difference in terms of his physical. academic. 
abilities? 
e)Have you noticed any dif3erence in your child in terms of things Iike taking responsibility, or 
interest in others? 

III. Relationship of the dog to level of felt cornpetence: 

CHILD 
a)Are there things you fed you are more able to do because of your experiences with your dog? 
(Describe) 
b)What have you learned from your dog? 

PARENT 
a)Has your child expresseci more of a sense of feeling capable of trying new things (risk-taking) that 
might be attxibutable to his experiences with the dog? 
b)Have you noticed a change in your child's level of confidence since you have had the dog? 
c)Have there been any improvements to your child's physical abilities, academic achievement, or 
interpersonal behaviors, that you feel are in some way attributable to his relationship or experiences 
with the family dog? (Describe) 



dwendix C 
Behavior Observation Cue List 

Eye contact: 
Dog- 

Child- 

Physical Proximity: 
Initated by- 

Sought by- 

Duration- 

AflFection: 
Child responsive to dog's needs (water, out)- 

Child pettinghteracting with dog- 

Child hugging dog- 

Nature of talk with the dog- 

Dog's response to the child's talk- 

Dog seeking interaction- 

Dog engaged in interaction- 

Dog cuddling up to child- 

Sensitivity to each other's needs (cornfort, play)- 

Respect : 
Response to cornrnands- 

Nature of wmmands- 

Response to discipline- 

Naturelmethod of discipline- 



Letter of Introduction 

Thank you for taking the t h e  to read this letter. I am asking for your assistance in 
a research project which 1 am conducting as part of my doctoral degree in Educational 
Psychology at the University of Alberta. 1 have chosen to study the relationship between 
children and their pet dogs. 

The relationship is commonly referred to as human-animal bonding. There have 
been many articles written in both popular literature and scientific joumals recently about 
the benefits of pets, especially dogs, in the lives of people. Most of these articles report 
on the observations of health care professionals and what they have seen when people 
interact with pets. 

Some people believe that pets, and dogs in particular, might play an important role 
in the well-being of children. This is where you and your chi1d are important to the 
research 1 am doing. 1 have compiled a list of potential subjects for my study. 
Specifically, subjects will be between the ages of eight and eighteen, have a dog as a 
family pet, and live at home with their parents. 

If you are interested in becorning a participant in this study, 1 would like to 
intewiew you and your child. Your child would also be asked to complete a short 
questionnaire which examines about his or her thoughts, feelings, and activities in relation 
to your pet dog. The interviews and questionnaire will be completed in a visit to your 
home, and involve approximately one hour. 

The purpose of this study is to explore and describe the relationship between 
children and their pets. The benefit to  you and your family might be enhanced 
understanding of the role of your pet in your child's life, and a greater awareness of the 
dynamics and potential implications of human-animal bonding. 

1 am looking forward to  talking with you, and will cal1 you in about one week in 
anticipation of your assistance with this important study. If you have any questions, 1 
would be pleased to hear fi-om you. 1 can be reached at 463-3008. 

Sincerely, 

Eunice E. Johannson, PhD Candidate 
Department of Educational Psychology 
University of Alberta, Edmonton 

Dr. Henry L. Janzen 
Professor; Thesis SupeMsor 
Depart ment of Educational Psychology 
University of Alberta, Edmonton 



Consent to Partici~ate in Research 

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between children, and their pet dogs, with 
particular attention to the development of psychological well-king of the child. 

Each participant and his or her parent will be interviewed. The child (participant) is also asked 
to complete a questionnaire which asks about his or her thoughts, feelings. and activities in relation to the 
family dog. During the visit, observations wil1 be noted regarding any behavioral interactions between 
your child and the pet. It is intended that through this process, we wiIl obtain a better understanding of 
the human-animal bonding relationship, and its implications for wellness. 

Your voluntary participation in this study is respected, and greatly appreciated. Information 
obtained fiom you will be kept confidential. 

Eunice E. Johannson 
Doctoral Candidate 

Consent : 

1 have read îhis consent form, and understand the purpose. of the above-notai research. 1 agree 
to have my child pariicipate. and to participate myself. 

Date 

Name of child 

Name of Parent or Guardian 

Signature of Parent or Guardian 

Signature of Witness 



Statistics for Survey: 

Ql 
4 2  
4 3  
Q4 
Q5 
46 
Q7R 
Q8 
Q9 
QlOR 
Q l l  
412 
413 
QI4 
QI5 
QI6 
Q17R 
QI8 
QI9 
Q20 
421 
422 
423 
424  
Q25 
Q26R 
427 
428 
429 
430 
4 3  1 
432 
433 
434 

Sale  Mean 
if Item Deleted 

Reliability Coefficients 
N of Cases = 112.0 
Alpha = ,8803 

Mean Variance Std. Dev. N. of Variables 
146.4375 174.2303 13.1996 34 

Item-total Statistics 

Scale Variance Carrected Item- 
if Item Deleted total Correlation 

Reliability Analysis - Survey (Alpha) 

N of Items = 34 

Alpha 
if Item Deleted 




