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Pet Ownership and Wellbeing During the COVID-19 Pandemic: The Importance 

of Resilience and Attachment to Pets 

Abstract 

The governmental restrictions in the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic led to 

social isolation with many pet owners spending more time at home with their pets 

around the world. The relationships between pet ownership, pet attachment, and 

wellbeing were examined using two online surveys in the early stages of the pandemic 

(May 2020) and over one year later (September 2021). Resilience, optimism, and 

basic psychological need satisfaction (i.e., autonomy, competence, and relatedness) 

were examined as potential moderators. Study 1 had an international sample of 495 

participants (70% pet owners), while Study 2 had a UK sample of 243 participants 

(57% pet owners) for a more detailed investigation. Most participants reported that 

their pets provided emotional comfort and had a positive impact on their lives during 

the early stages of the pandemic. Pet ownership and pet attachment were positively 

associated with wellbeing in people with low levels of resilience. Conversely, people 

with high resilience who were pet owners or had higher pet attachment had lower 

wellbeing than non-pet owners and those less attached. Optimism and basic 

psychological need satisfaction were not significant moderators. Although some of the 

associations found in Study 1 might have been specific to the beginning of the 

pandemic, other results were replicated a year later in the UK sample when social 

restrictions were eased (Study 2). The findings from the two studies suggest that 

higher scores on a subscale of pet attachment, which involves the pet playing a more 

central role than humans in the owner’s life, might be directly linked to lower 

resilience and wellbeing and increased loneliness. The combination of high resilience 

and higher levels of pet attachment or pet ownership might be unfavorable. 
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Nonetheless, pet ownership and healthy human-animal bonds can be protective factors 

for people with low levels of resilience. 

 

Keywords: pet ownership, pet attachment, wellbeing, resilience, COVID-19, human-

animal interaction 

 

Introduction 

Pet ownership has been associated with many positive mental health outcomes for 

humans. Pet owners often report greater subjective wellbeing and lower levels of 

loneliness than non-pet owners (Bao & Schreer, 2016; Duvall Antonacopoulos, 2017; 

Powell et al., 2019). However, the findings are not conclusive, as several other studies 

have shown either no relationship or a negative relationship between pet ownership 

and wellbeing, such as higher levels of depressive symptoms in pet owners than non-

pet owners (Herzog, 2011; Parslow et al., 2005; Parsons et al., 2019; Wells, 2019).  

 

Increased wellbeing might depend on certain characteristics of human-pet 

relationships. Higher pet presence, human-pet interactions, and pet attachment have 

been linked to greater positive affect and lower psychological distress (Barcelos et al., 

2020; Bennett et al., 2015; Janssens et al., 2020; Kalenkoski & Korankye, 2022; Teo 

& Thomas, 2019; Wu et al., 2018). Pet attachment might also be a protective factor by 

moderating the relationship between loneliness and depression (Krause-Parello, 

2012). However, some research suggests that pet attachment might be linked to higher 

psychological distress, loneliness, and depression (Duvall Antonacopoulos & Pychyl, 
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2010; Peacock et al., 2012). It is possible that pet attachment is linked to certain 

individual characteristics (e.g., resilience) or that individual characteristics moderate 

the relationships between pet ownership and wellbeing or pet attachment and 

wellbeing, which could explain the mixed findings. 

 

The relationship between pet ownership and wellbeing during the first two years of 

the COVID-19 pandemic remained inconclusive. Pet ownership and higher pet 

attachment were associated with greater emotional wellbeing (e.g., happiness) and 

lower depression and anxiety in several studies (Gasteiger et al., 2021; Grajfoner et 

al., 2021; McDonald et al., 2021; J. S. Q. Tan et al., 2021). However, among pet 

owners with severe mental health symptoms prior to the pandemic, those who were 

highly attached to their pets had poorer psychological adjustment in the beginning of 

the pandemic than those who were less attached (McDonald et al., 2021). Other 

studies found that pet owners had lower wellbeing and quality of life than non-pet 

owners (Amiot et al., 2022; Denis-Robichaud et al., 2022; Phillipou et al., 2021), and 

there was no association between pet ownership and wellbeing and loneliness in a 

large international sample (Clements et al., 2021). 

 

Pet ownership research to date has mainly focused on cats and dogs, but having other 

types of pets is also associated with increased purpose and enjoyment in life 

(Langfield & James, 2009). Recent findings suggest that animal ownership, regardless 

of animal species, might be a protective factor for mental health during the pandemic, 

and similar levels of emotional closeness in human-animal relationships are observed 

across many species (Ratschen et al., 2020). 
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Resilience and Optimism 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a negative impact on wellbeing around the world 

(Xiong et al., 2020). It created new hardships and uncertainty about the future, which 

are closely linked to the individual characteristics of resilience and optimism. 

Resilience, broadly defined as the ability to cope with stress and recover quickly, has 

been strongly associated with higher wellbeing (Hu et al., 2015; Mak et al., 2011). 

Resilience has also been positively linked to wellbeing during the pandemic (Paredes 

et al., 2021; Y. Tan et al., 2021). Moreover, it was found to be a protective factor by 

mediating the relationships between personality factors and wellbeing and stress in the 

beginning of the pandemic (Zager Kocjan et al., 2021). Both the cognitive and 

physical presence of a pet, when combined with a healthy pet attachment style, could 

help humans during distress-eliciting tasks according to earlier research (Zilcha-Mano 

et al., 2012). Therefore, people with low resilience might benefit from pet ownership 

and pet attachment by having an improved ability to cope with the negative 

consequences of the pandemic. 

 

Optimism, defined as having a positive outlook on life, has also been strongly 

associated with higher wellbeing and the use of healthy coping strategies to manage 

stressors (Conversano et al., 2010). Optimism has been positively linked to wellbeing 

during the pandemic (Hudson et al., 2021; Rotonda et al., 2021). It is possible that pet 

ownership and pet attachment could also benefit people with low optimism in the 

unique circumstances of the pandemic. 
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Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction 

Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000) identifies 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness as distinct basic human needs that are 

necessary for mental health. Autonomy is related to having freedom and choice in 

one’s actions. Competence is related to the effectiveness of one’s actions as well as 

one’s perceived capabilities. Relatedness refers to the sense of belonging with others 

and the presence of close relationships where there is mutual appreciation. The 

fulfillment of basic psychological needs is linked to greater wellbeing, including 

higher positive affect and lower negative affect (Ryan et al., 2010).  

 

Reduced fulfillment of basic psychological needs was expected due to the required 

social isolation and substantial changes in the daily life (e.g., work duties) during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Certainly, research carried out in the beginning of the 

pandemic showed that people had lower basic psychological need satisfaction and 

consequently reduced wellbeing (Avsec et al., 2021). Throughout the pandemic, 

higher need satisfaction has been associated with greater happiness and lower 

psychological distress and loneliness (Cantarero et al., 2021; Datu & Fincham, 2022; 

van der Goot et al., 2021). Moreover, higher human-pet relationship need support has 

been associated with increased wellbeing and reduced psychological distress and 

loneliness in pet owners (Damberg & Frömbling, 2021). 

 

Current Research 

Previous research shows that the relationships between pet ownership, pet attachment, 

and wellbeing are complex. The COVID-19 pandemic, particularly in the early stages 
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between March and June 2020, created a unique situation in which many pet owners 

spent more time with their pets during the day. This presented a novel opportunity to 

investigate the relationship between pet ownership and wellbeing in highly unusual 

circumstances. Moreover, to our knowledge, this is the first study to examine the 

possible moderating effects of resilience, optimism, and basic psychological need 

satisfaction in the relationships between pet ownership, pet attachment, and wellbeing. 

While these characteristics could also be important in the relationship between pet 

ownership and wellbeing under normal circumstances, they are likely to have 

increased relevance during the pandemic, which was investigated in two studies. In 

addition, these studies attempted to replicate previous findings suggesting that pet 

owners have lower levels of loneliness than non-pet owners, especially as loneliness is 

negatively associated with wellbeing (Richard et al., 2017), and it was impacted by 

social isolation during the pandemic (Lewis, 2020). 

 

It was hypothesized that pet ownership and higher pet attachment would be associated 

with higher levels of wellbeing and lower levels of loneliness. Resilience, optimism, 

and basic psychological need satisfaction (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) 

were hypothesized to moderate the relationships between pet ownership and 

wellbeing and pet attachment and wellbeing. Specifically, when there were low levels 

of resilience, optimism, or basic psychological need satisfaction, people who owned 

pets and those who were more attached to their pets were hypothesized to have greater 

wellbeing than non-pet owners and those with lower pet attachment. The overall 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on pet owners was also explored in an 

international sample in Study 1. The relationships between the key variables were 

examined again over 1 year later, during a later stage of the pandemic when 
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vaccinations were widely available and social restrictions were eased, to replicate the 

findings due to the lack of literature on the moderating role of resilience in these 

relationships. The focus in Study 2 was on a single country (i.e., the UK) as the 

COVID-19 restrictions varied considerably more from one country to another in 

September 2021 than May 2020. 

 

The understanding of how individual characteristics and different elements of human-

pet relationships relate to wellbeing will enable a better understanding of the benefits 

(or challenges) of pet ownership, especially in the face of adversity. Importantly, pet 

ownership and attachment to pets might be protective factors for people who are 

psychologically vulnerable. 

 

Study 1 

Method 

The study received a favorable opinion from the University Research Ethics 

Committee (#1532-2020). 

 

Participants 

The eligibility criteria were being at least 18 years old and fluent in English. The 

sample consisted of 495 participants, ranging in age from 18 to 73 years (M = 31.66, 

SD = 12.14), which did not differ between pet owners (M = 31.34, SD = 11.64) and 

non-pet owners (M = 32.40, SD = 13.22), t(492) = 0.90, p = 0.37. Participant 

characteristics are summarized in Table 1. Most participants (70%, n = 344) were pet 
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owners, and 25% (n = 86) of owners had two or more types of pets. The most 

common pets were dogs (53%, n = 184) and cats (55%, n = 188), while 22% (n = 74) 

of owners had other types of pets (e.g., hamsters and birds). The length of pet 

ownership ranged from 1 week to 20 years (M = 5.62 years, SD = 4.48 years). Most 

employed participants were working from home at least some of the time due to the 

pandemic (69%, n = 220), and most students were receiving remote education (87%, n 

= 157). 

 

Measures 

The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Pet Owners 

Participants with pets were asked 19 single-item questions involving a range of 

response options (e.g., Yes/No and Likert scale), specifically created for this study, 

about how the pandemic affected their work and education, routines and interactions 

with their pet, and their ability to provide essential care for their pet since the 

declaration of the pandemic (March 11, 2020) until the day of the survey. The full list 

of questions and response options can be found in Table S1. The link 

https://osf.io/j49s8/?view_only=160f908dbe7c4d819a1885d240eab136 provides 

access to the supplementary tables S1 to S16. 

 

Loneliness 

Participants were asked “Have you felt lonely during the last month?”. They 

responded on a 5-point scale, ranging from “always” to “never”. Recent research 

suggests that a single-item direct measure of loneliness might be more appropriate 

https://osf.io/j49s8/?view_only=160f908dbe7c4d819a1885d240eab136
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than multi-item indirect measures to study the effects of pet ownership (Duvall 

Antonacopoulos, 2017; Gilbey & Tani, 2020). 

 

Wellbeing 

WHO-5 Well-Being Index (WHO-5; Bech et al., 2003) was used to measure 

wellbeing. It includes five statements, such as “I have felt calm and relaxed”. 

Participants indicated how much each statement applied to how they had been feeling 

in the last two weeks on a 6-point scale, ranging from “all of the time” to “at no time”. 

The scale has demonstrated strong internal consistency in the current study 

(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85). 

 

Scale of Positive and Negative Experience (SPANE; Diener et al., 2010) was used as 

another measure of wellbeing. It has two subscales: positive feelings and negative 

feelings. The affect balance score is calculated by subtracting the negative feelings 

score from the positive feelings score. Participants indicated how much they 

experienced each of the six positive feelings (e.g., happy) and six negative feelings 

(e.g., afraid) during the last four weeks on a 5-point scale, ranging from “very often or 

always” to “very rarely or never”. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89 for positive feelings and 

0.84 for negative feelings. 

 

Resilience 

Brief Resilience Scale (BRS; Smith et al., 2008) was used to measure psychological 

resilience. It consists of six items, such as “I tend to bounce back quickly after hard 
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times”. Participants rated each item on a 5-point scale, ranging from “strongly agree” 

to “strongly disagree”. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.88. 

 

Optimism 

Revised Life Orientation Test (LOT-R; Scheier et al., 1994) was used to measure 

optimism. It includes 10 statements, such as “In uncertain times, I usually expect the 

best”. Participants indicated the extent of their agreement with each statement on a 5-

point scale, ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”. Cronbach’s alpha 

was 0.84. 

 

Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction 

Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction Scale (BPNS; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Gagné, 

2003) was used to measure basic need fulfillment. It involves three subscales: 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The autonomy subscale contains seven 

statements, such as “I feel like I am free to decide for myself how to live my life”. 

The competence subscale consists of six items, which include “I have been able to 

learn interesting new skills recently”. The relatedness subscale has eight items, which 

include “I really like the people I interact with”. Participants indicated how much they 

related to each statement on a 7-point scale, ranging from “very true” to “not at all 

true”. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.77 for autonomy, 0.78 for competence, and 0.79 for 

relatedness.  

 

Pet Attachment 
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Lexington Attachment to Pets Scale (LAPS; Johnson et al.,1992) was used to measure 

pet attachment. It has three subscales: general attachment, people substituting, and 

animal rights/animal welfare. The general attachment subscale includes 11 items, 

such as “My pet makes me feel happy”. The people substituting subscale consists of 

seven items, which include “I love my pet because he/she is more loyal to me than 

most of the people in my life”. The animal rights/animal welfare subscale contains 

five items, which include “Pets deserve as much respect as humans do”. Participants 

were asked to think about their current favorite pet and to indicate their agreement 

with each statement on a 4-point scale, ranging from “agree strongly” to “disagree 

strongly”. The LAPS has been validated for dog and cat owners, thus only the 

responses of participants who completed it for a dog or cat were analyzed. Cronbach’s 

alpha was 0.92 for total scale, 0.86 for general attachment, 0.81 for people 

substituting, and 0.79 for animal rights/animal welfare. 

 

Procedure 

Participants were recruited online via the university’s research participation system 

and public pages on Reddit and Facebook. The recruitment posts stated that the study 

was investigating the relationship between wellbeing and pet ownership during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Participation was voluntary and did not include compensation. 

Participants provided informed consent and completed the study anonymously via 

Qualtrics. Responses were collected from May 9 to June 1, 2020, when there were 

strict lockdown measures in most countries. 

 

Data Analysis 
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The mean of the items that were answered was taken if the participants were missing 

≤ 20% of their data on each scale or subscale (e.g., if the participant had responded to 

at least nine out of the 11 items on the general attachment subscale of LAPS). If they 

missed > 20%, their responses were not included in the relevant analyses. Independent 

samples t-tests were performed to examine the differences between pet owners and 

non-pet owners. Pearson’s correlations were used to investigate the links between pet 

attachment and wellbeing. The hypotheses related to pet attachment were based on the 

total scale in line with previous research; however, the three subscales were also 

examined individually to explore differences. Moderation analyses (regression), 

including the Johnson-Neyman technique, were performed using the PROCESS 

macro (Model 1) for SPSS developed by Hayes (2013). Resilience, optimism, 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness were examined separately as moderators 

between pet ownership and wellbeing measures (i.e., WHO-5, positive feelings, 

negative feelings, and affect balance). The same variables were also examined as 

moderators between pet attachment (total scale and the subscales general attachment, 

people substituting, and animal rights/animal welfare) and wellbeing measures. Age, 

gender, ethnicity/race, marital status, parental status, living arrangements (alone vs. 

not alone), employment status, and country of residence were included as covariates 

in all moderation analyses.  

 

Results 

The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Pet Owners 

Most pet owners (87%, n = 295) reported spending more time with their pets since the 

pandemic started, and over half of them (51%, n = 172) felt that the quality of time 
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spent with their pets had improved. Most participants (95%, n = 310) felt that their 

pets provided them emotional comfort, and most (88%, n = 286) reported that their 

pets had a positive impact on their lives during the pandemic. Concurrently, most 

participants (63%, n = 213) felt worried about their pets. Some participants (45%, n = 

119) reported that having a pet made it more challenging to work from home or to 

engage in remote education. The questions and responses that were analyzed in this 

paper are presented in Table 2. Other questions and response frequencies can be found 

in Table S1 (https://osf.io/j49s8/?view_only=160f908dbe7c4d819a1885d240eab136; 

same link for S2-S16). 

 

Pet Ownership and Wellbeing 

Wellbeing was positively correlated with the moderator variables (Table S2). Age was 

positively correlated with wellbeing and most moderator variables. 

 

Pet owners and non-pet owners did not significantly differ on any wellbeing variables, 

loneliness, or moderator variables (Table 3).  

 

The single-item questions on the impact of the pandemic that included human-pet 

interactions (i.e., playing and walking together; Table 2) were examined. Pet owners 

who reported an increase in their time spent actively playing with their pets since the 

start of the pandemic (n = 257) had higher wellbeing (WHO-5) (M = 12.86, SD = 

5.00) than those who reported no increase (n = 80, M = 11.36, SD = 4.86), t(316) = 2.31, 

p = 0.02, d = 0.30. They also had more positive feelings (M = 20.04, SD = 4.46) than 

https://osf.io/j49s8/?view_only=160f908dbe7c4d819a1885d240eab136
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those who reported no increase (M = 18.88, SD = 3.86), t(314) = 2.04, p = 0.04, d = 

0.27.  

 

Dog owners who reported an increase in the frequency and/or duration of the walks 

with their dogs since the start of the pandemic (n = 117) had higher wellbeing (WHO-

5) (M = 13.66, SD = 4.99) than other pet owners (n = 216, M = 11.76, SD = 4.86), 

t(312) = 3.28, p = 0.001, d = 0.39. They also had more positive feelings (M = 20.56, SD 

= 4.57) than other pet owners (M = 19.27, SD = 4.17), t(310) = 2.51, p = 0.01, d = 0.30. 

Finally, they had higher affect balance (M = 4.57, SD = 8.24) than other pet owners 

(M = 2.57, SD = 7.87), t(310) = 2.10, p = 0.04, d = 0.25.  

  

Moderators Between Pet Ownership and Wellbeing 

Resilience 

There was an interaction between pet ownership and resilience in the prediction of 

positive feelings, negative feelings, and affect balance, but not wellbeing (WHO-5) 

(Table 4). The significant results are illustrated in Figure 1. The Johnson-Neyman 

results indicated that the interaction effects were significant only at low levels of 

resilience for positive feelings, only at high levels of resilience for negative feelings, 

and both at the low and high levels of resilience (but not middle levels which indicate 

normal resilience) for affect balance (Table S3-5). Among people with low resilience, 

having a pet was linked to higher levels of positive feelings and affect balance. 

Among people with high resilience, having a pet was linked to higher levels of 

negative feelings and lower levels of affect balance. 
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Optimism and Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction 

There was no interaction between pet ownership and optimism, autonomy, 

relatedness, or competence in the prediction of any wellbeing variables (Table S6-9; 

link above). 

 

Pet Attachment and Wellbeing  

Age was negatively correlated with total pet attachment (r = -0.17, n = 245, p = 

0.008), general attachment (r = -0.20, n = 255, p = 0.001), and people substituting (r 

= -0.14, n = 249, p = 0.03). Because age was also significantly correlated with the 

wellbeing and moderator variables, partial correlations controlling for age were 

conducted to examine the relationships between pet attachment, wellbeing, and 

individual characteristics. As the length of pet ownership was significantly associated 

with wellbeing in some previous research (Cavanaugh et al., 2008), its relationship 

with wellbeing was also explored after no link was found between pet ownership and 

wellbeing. Contrary to the hypothesis, pet attachment was not significantly correlated 

with wellbeing (Table 5). The length of pet ownership was also not correlated with 

wellbeing. However, there was a positive correlation between people substituting and 

loneliness. In terms of the moderators, general attachment was positively correlated 

with autonomy and competence, while people substituting was negatively correlated 

with resilience and optimism, and animal rights/animal welfare was negatively 

correlated with optimism.  
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Moderators Between Pet Attachment and Wellbeing 

Resilience 

There was no interaction between total pet attachment and resilience and people 

substituting and resilience in the prediction of wellbeing (Table 4). However, there 

was an interaction between general attachment and resilience in the prediction of 

positive feelings and between animal rights/animal welfare and resilience in the 

prediction of affect balance, which are illustrated in Figure 2.  

 

The Johnson-Neyman results revealed that the interaction effects were only 

significant at low levels of resilience for general attachment and only at high levels of 

resilience for animal rights/animal welfare (Table S10-11). Among pet owners with 

low resilience, higher general attachment was linked to more positive feelings. 

Among pet owners with high resilience, higher levels of animal rights/animal welfare 

were linked to lower affect balance.  

 

The Johnson-Neyman results also revealed that despite the overall moderation models 

not being significant, the interactions between animal rights/animal welfare and 

resilience in the prediction of negative feelings and wellbeing (WHO-5) were 

significant at high levels of resilience (Table S12-13). Among pet owners with high 

resilience, higher levels of animal rights/animal welfare were linked to more negative 

feelings and lower wellbeing (WHO-5). 

 

Optimism and Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction 
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The was no interaction between the pet attachment variables and optimism, autonomy, 

relatedness, or competence in the prediction of wellbeing (Table S6-9). 

 

Study 2 

Method 

This study was a replication of Study 1. The method and analyses were within the 

same ethics application which received a favorable opinion from the University 

Research Ethics Committee (#1532-2020). 

 

Participants 

The eligibility criteria included being a UK resident, at least 18 years old, and fluent 

in English. The sample consisted of 243 participants, ranging in age from 18 to 38 

years (M = 27.70, SD = 4.98), which did not differ between pet owners (M = 27.64, 

SD = 5.09) and non-pet owners (M = 27.78, SD = 4.85), t(241) = 0.22, p = 0.83. 

Participant characteristics are summarized in Table 1. More than half of the 

participants (57%, n = 138) were pet owners, and 42% (n = 58) of owners had two or 

more types of pets. The most common pets were dogs (60%, n = 83) and cats (60%, n 

= 83), while 30% (n = 41) of owners had other types of pets (e.g., hamsters). The 

length of pet ownership ranged from 3 months to 20 years (M = 6.22 years, SD = 4.44 

years). 

 

Measures 
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The measures were the same as those used in Study 1 for loneliness (single-item 

direct measure), wellbeing (WHO-5 and SPANE), resilience (BRS), and pet 

attachment (LAPS). Optimism and basic psychological need satisfaction were not 

included in this study. 

 

Procedure 

Participants were recruited online via Prolific.co. The recruitment posts stated that the 

study was investigating the relationship between wellbeing and pet ownership. 

Participation was voluntary and financially remunerated. Participants provided 

informed consent and completed the study anonymously via Qualtrics. Responses 

were collected from September 7 to 21, 2021. There were no lockdown measures in 

the UK at this time, although there might have been varying degrees of social 

restrictions in different regions.  

 

Data Analysis 

The analysis techniques were the same as those used in Study 1. Age, gender, 

ethnicity/race, marital status, parental status, and living arrangements (alone vs. not 

alone) were included as covariates in all moderation analyses. 

 

Results 

Pet Ownership and Wellbeing 

Pet owners and non-pet owners did not significantly differ on any wellbeing variables, 

loneliness, or resilience (Table 3). 
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Resilience as a Moderator Between Pet Ownership and Wellbeing 

There was no interaction between pet ownership and resilience in the prediction of 

wellbeing (Table 4). 

 

Pet Attachment and Wellbeing 

Pet attachment (total scale) and the length of pet ownership were not significantly 

correlated with wellbeing (Table 5). However, people substituting was positively 

correlated with negative feelings and loneliness and negatively correlated with affect 

balance and resilience. 

 

Resilience as a Moderator Between Pet Attachment and Wellbeing 

There was no interaction between resilience and total pet attachment, general 

attachment, or people substituting in the prediction of wellbeing (Table 4). However, 

there was an interaction between animal rights/animal welfare and resilience in the 

prediction of wellbeing (WHO-5), affect balance, and negative feelings (Figure 3). 

The Johnson-Neyman results revealed that all interaction effects were only significant 

at the low and high levels of resilience, but not middle levels (Table S14-16). Among 

pet owners with low resilience, those who had higher animal rights/animal welfare 

had higher wellbeing (WHO-5) and affect balance and less negative feelings. Among 

pet owners with high resilience, those who had higher animal rights/animal welfare 

had lower wellbeing (WHO-5) and affect balance and more negative feelings.  

 



21 
 

 
 

Discussion 

The relationships between pet ownership, pet attachment, wellbeing, and individual 

characteristics were examined at different stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. In 

Study 1, the responses to the questions on the impact of the pandemic indicated that 

pets had a mostly positive effect on the wellbeing of their owners, although this was 

not fully reflected in the standardized measures of wellbeing. The hypotheses that pet 

ownership and pet attachment would be linked to higher wellbeing were only partially 

supported. Having a pet and having higher levels of certain types of pet attachment 

(i.e., general attachment and animal rights/animal welfare) were associated with 

higher wellbeing only in people with low levels of resilience, which emphasizes the 

importance of examining the individual characteristics of pet owners. Pet ownership 

and some types of pet attachment might be protective factors and particularly 

beneficial for those who are less resilient during times of isolation, uncertainty, or 

stress. These findings are inconsistent with some research that found a direct link 

between pet ownership and wellbeing during the pandemic (Gasteiger et al., 2021; 

Grajfoner et al., 2021), but consistent with others that found no direct link (Clements 

et al., 2021). None of the previous studies examined resilience as a moderator.  

 

The links between pet ownership, general attachment, resilience, and wellbeing might 

be specific to the unique period in the beginning of the pandemic, as they were not 

replicated in Study 2. This is unlikely to be due to sample differences, as similar 

relationships between people substituting and individual characteristics and wellbeing 

as well as interactions between animal rights/animal welfare and resilience in the 

prediction of wellbeing were found in both studies. Previous research shows that the 

positive association between resilience and mental health is significantly stronger for 
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people who are experiencing adversity than those who are not (Hu et al., 2015). Such 

findings support the idea that resilience could have a stronger influence during the 

early stages of the pandemic with higher levels of adversity. Interestingly, among 

people with high resilience, pet ownership and higher animal rights/animal welfare 

were linked to lower wellbeing, which could be explained by previous findings 

suggesting that an excessive level of resilience in the form of self-enhancing (e.g., an 

overly positive view of oneself) or unjustified hope is linked to negative outcomes, 

such as poorer social adjustment (Bonanno et al., 2005; Mahdiani & Ungar, 2021).  

 

Consistent with the previous findings that only specific characteristics of human-pet 

relationships might influence wellbeing (Janssens et al., 2020; Kalenkoski & 

Korankye, 2022), pet owners who spent more time actively playing with their pets and 

dog owners who had more frequent and/or longer walks with their dogs reported 

higher wellbeing than other pet owners in Study 1. Pet owners did not have lower 

levels of loneliness than non-pet owners, which is congruous with the mixed findings 

in the literature (Herzog, 2011; Wells, 2019). The length of pet ownership was also 

not linked to wellbeing, unlike some previous research (Cavanaugh et al., 2008). 

Moreover, optimism and basic psychological need satisfaction did not influence the 

relationships between pet ownership, pet attachment, and wellbeing, suggesting that 

resilience is a more important factor for pet owners.  

 

In terms of individual characteristics, general attachment was linked to higher 

autonomy and competence, while people substituting was associated with higher 

loneliness and negative feelings and lower resilience, optimism, and affect balance 



23 
 

 
 

across the two studies, which suggests that some forms of pet attachment might not be 

favorable for pet owners. However, this does not imply that pet owners whose pets 

have a more central role than humans in their lives have low levels of meaningful 

human connections, as people substituting was not negatively correlated with 

relatedness. Furthermore, only the general attachment and animal rights/animal 

welfare subscales interacted with resilience in the prediction of wellbeing, while the 

total scale did not, which highlights the importance of carefully examining the 

characteristics of different instruments. The animal rights/animal welfare subscale 

indicates that the owner deeply cares about the pet, as the statements include “I would 

do almost anything to take care of my pet” and “I feel that my pet is a part of my 

family”. The findings from these two studies suggest that it might be a more 

consistent predictor of wellbeing than general attachment when examined together 

with resilience. Moreover, the SPANE, focusing on emotional wellbeing, might be a 

better measure than the WHO-5 for use in pet ownership research. 

 

Limitations, Strengths, and Future Directions 

The present studies had some limitations. Convenience sampling was used, which 

might impact generalizability. The samples were predominantly female, most 

participants did not live alone, and the participants’ levels of education and income 

were unknown. Previous studies had mixed findings in terms of socioeconomic status 

(e.g., education and income), with some showing inverse associations with pet 

attachment (Carlisle et al., 2020; Johnson et al., 1992), and others suggesting positive 

associations (Calvo et al., 2016; Li et al., 2020). The strengths of the studies include 

the use of two different questionnaires to explore different aspects of wellbeing and 
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diversity of the pet types. Future research should investigate different types of pet 

attachment (e.g., people substituting and animal rights/animal welfare) in relation to 

pet owners’ individual characteristics and wellbeing. The influence of different 

degrees and forms of resilience on the relationship between pet ownership and 

wellbeing should be further examined, particularly with longitudinal studies and 

populations who experience isolation and unpredictable circumstances, to gain a 

deeper understanding of how companion animals might affect humans.  

 

Conclusions 

These two studies provide valuable insights into the roles that pet ownership, pet 

attachment, and resilience play in terms of wellbeing during different stages of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Pet ownership and general pet attachment do not seem to be 

directly linked to wellbeing. Individual characteristics, particularly resilience, and 

specific types of pet attachment are important to consider, as some attachment types 

(e.g., people substituting) might have a negative relationship with wellbeing. Pet 

ownership and pet attachment in general might be unfavorable for people who are 

highly resilient. Nonetheless, people who struggle to cope with stressful situations 

might benefit from having pets and forming healthy bonds with them during times of 

adversity. 
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