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The Beginning, the End, and
All the Happiness in Between:
Pet Owners’ Wellbeing from
Pet Acquisition to Death
Tihana Brkljačić, Ines Sučić, Lana Lučić, Renata
Glavak Tkalić, and Ljiljana Kaliterna Lipovčan
Institute of Social Sciences Ivo Pilar, Zagreb, Croatia

ABSTRACT The aim of this study was to provide deeper insight into the
 relationship between pet-related life events and the subjective wellbeing of
pet owners, as well as to analyze definitions of happiness that included ref-
erence to pets. This research was conducted online as a part of the  Croatian
Longitudinal Study on Wellbeing (CRO-WELL). For the purposes of this study,
the following variables were selected: overall happiness, life satisfaction,
 subjective ratings of health, and the occurrence and parameters (positivity,
negativity, importance, anticipation) of two pet-related life events: acquiring a
pet and the death of a pet during the previous year. Additionally, of a pool of
lay people’s definitions of happiness (n = 4,059), those containing a  reference
to pets (n = 89) were analyzed. The total sample consisted of 5,034 partici-
pants, of whom 658 acquired a pet in the past year, 272 experienced the
death of a pet, and an additional 221 experienced both events. Participants
who experienced the death of a pet during the previous year were signifi-
cantly less happy and satisfied compared with those who did not obtain a pet
and did not experience the death of a pet in the previous year. Overall
 happiness was weakly positively correlated with positive evaluations of
 obtaining a pet and the importance of obtaining a pet. The anticipation of the
death of a pet was positively related to positive evaluations of the death of the
animal, suggesting an adaptation process took place before the death.
 Participants who attributed less importance to an event were more likely to
experience positive events (obtaining a pet) as less positive and negative
events (death of a pet) as less negative. Participants who anticipated an event
evaluated it as more positive and less negative. Out of 4,059 participants
who provided definitions of happiness, 89 (2.2%) of them included pets in
these definitions. Over half of them referred to the pet as the most important
member of the family or was equal to other family members, while in the
 remaining definitions pets were only a part/fragment of a broader definition of
happiness. Participants referred mostly to dogs or used the generic word
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“pet,” while cats, the only animal named beside dogs, were mentioned in only a few cases.
 Greeting the owner was the most frequently mentioned activity, while the joy of a pet and
 unconditional love were the most frequently mentioned emotions.

Keywords: happiness, human –animal interaction, pet, pet loss, life events, subjective
wellbeing

Wellbeing and Life Events
Research on subjective wellbeing (SWB) has grown rapidly during the past 30 years.
One of the most intriguing and still unresolved issues is the relationship between major
life events and SWB. In contrast to the daily events that slowly and constantly shape

one’s life (e.g., going to a party, buying clothes, having a headache), life events are acute tran-
sitions. Transitions are defined as a “discontinuity in a person’s life space of which he is aware
and which requires new behavioral responses” (Hopson & Adams, 1977, p. 24). 

While we know from personal experience that even small events, like taking a walk or hav-
ing a cup of coffee, may increase momentary happiness, the impact of life events on long-term
happiness is still unknown. Indeed, according to the set-point-theory, even major life events
have only a minor and short-term impact on SWB. Supporters of this Hedonic treadmill  theory
(Brickman & Campbell, 1971) argue that SWB is mostly determined by genetics and person-
ality traits, such as low neuroticism and inner locus of control (Headey, 2008), and that peo-
ple tend to return to their initial level of SWB soon after a life event. This theory has been
supported by a number of researchers. For example, Wildeman, Turney, and Schnittker (2014)
found that ex-prisoners return to their initial SWB level soon after they are released from prison.
Lucas, Clark, Georgellis, and Diener (2003) tested set-point-theory by studying changes in
SWB after several life events, including marriage, divorce, the birth of a child, and the loss of
a job. They found that people adapted and returned to their SWB baseline level after most of
these events, although negative events had a greater impact on SWB than positive events.
However, although adaptation occurred on average, supporting Hedonic treadmill theory,
 detailed analysis showed that this process was often slow and partial, and even non-existent
in some individuals. 

Frederic and Loewenstein (1999) define hedonic adaptation as adaptation to stimuli that
are affectively relevant (p. 302). According to this theory people judge events (stimuli) in a view
of previous experience so that the affective intensity of a constant stimulus reduces with time.
Continuous hedonic reactions (such as stress) would be destructive for organisms, so hedo-
nic adaptation protects us from wasting energy and helps us redirect motivation toward new
relevant stimuli. However, it seems that humans are not quite aware of this process of adap-
tation, so while we can quite accurately estimate whether a future event will evoke positive or
negative emotional reaction (or both), we tend to overestimate the enduring impact future
events will have on wellbeing (e.g., Gilbert, Driver-Linn, & Wilson, 2002). According to Wilson
and Gilbert (2005), when forecasting the impact of a specific event, people focus on this par-
ticular event and tend to ignore other events, thus making the event more important. However,
once the event happens, they trigger a sequence of four processes: attention, reaction,
 explanation, and adaptation. People adapt by making sense of events, so adaptation is quicker
for easily explained events.

SWB is associated with various factors: good health and high-quality social relationships play
major roles (Diener & Seligman, 2002). Pet-keeping is one of the activities which could promote
both health and social interaction. Accordingly, one reason why people might benefit from  owning
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pets is that the animals might provide an important source of social support, which in turn im-
proves their psychological and physiological health (Mcconnell, Brown, Shoda, Stayton, & Mar-
tin, 2011). Indeed, research shows that people find interactions with companion animals to be
as important as interactions with another human being stating that activity and companionship
are the most frequent reasons why they keep pets (Staats, Wallace, &  Anderson, 2008). Thus
pets, like people, could increase owners’ wellbeing (McConnell et al., 2011). Additionally, pets can
contribute to their owner’s health through stress-reduction or daily walking (Headey & Grabka,
2011). Unfortunately, owners must face the fact that their pets will not live as long as they will.
Eventually, pet owners will experience the loss or death of a pet, which will probably trigger a grief
reaction. These reactions can be very strong and if social and community support is  absent and
prolonged bereavement occurs, the death of pet could have very strong negative  effect on the
owner’s SWB (Podrazik, Shackford, Becker, & Heckert, 2000).

This study analyzed two pet-related life events: obtaining a pet and the death of a pet. It
is posited that these two events are the most crucial in a normal pet–human relationship, as
they represent the beginning (usually positive) and the end (usually negative) of the pet–owner
relationship. The intent was to provide deeper insight into these events by assessing owners’
evaluation and anticipation of the events and the importance they placed on them.  Contrasting
these events may provide useful theoretical, methodological, and practical guidance for  dealing
with corresponding positive and negative life events. 

SWB of Pet Owners 
Pet ownership is a widespread cultural phenomenon that exists in most societies. Over recent
decades, companion animals have become increasingly important in the lives of Americans
(Grier, 2006). Over two-thirds of US households have at least one pet (Springer, 2018), the
most common of which are dogs (48%) and cats (38%). Mayseless (2016) argues that pet
owners regard their pets as their friends (95%) and/or family members (87%). GFK market
 research (www.askgfk.hr) reports that 61% of households in Croatia have a pet. The most
popular pets in Croatia are dogs (41%) and cats (29%).

A great deal of research has reported on the psychological benefits related to pet owner-
ship. For example, El-Alayli, Lystad, Webb, Hollingsworth, and Ciolli (2006) found that pet
 owners report higher self-esteem, more positive moods, more ambition, greater life satisfac-
tion, and lower levels of loneliness. Bao and Schreer (2016) found that pet owners were more
satisfied with their lives than non-pet owners, although the groups did not differ regarding
SWB, emotion regulation, need satisfaction, or personality traits. Pets are also found to be an
important source of social support (McConnell et al., 2011), comfort, and companionship
(Knight &  Edwards, 2008). Additionally, epidemiologists have connected pet ownership with
better health and SWB (e.g., Barba, 1995; Headey & Grabka, 2011). Friedmann, Katcher,
Lynch, and Thomas (1980) found higher heart attack survival rates among pet owners. Also,
interacting with dogs has been shown to increase levels of serotonin, lower blood pressure,
and reduce the risk of cardiovascular disease (Allen, 2003). Pet owners have also been shown
to visit their doctors less often than non-owners (Knight & Edwards, 2008).

However, several studies have reported mixed evidence, indicating both positive and neg-
ative impacts of pet ownership. Gilbey, McNicholas, and Collis (2007) studied loneliness in
people who were looking for a pet. After six months, they compared those who obtained a pet
with those who did not and found no difference in happiness or loneliness. More strikingly,
Miltiades and Shearer (2011) found that older adults who were highly attached to their dogs
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were more depressed than those who were less attached. It seems that the relationship
 between pet ownership and SWB has not yet been completely explored.

While it is generally acknowledged that pet owners mostly like their pets (e.g., Greenebaum,
2004; Mariti et al., 2013) and believe that they have a positive impact on their SWB (e.g.,  Bushman,
2014), it is not clear whether having a pet actually improves one’s SWB and, if it does, under
which circumstances. Researchers exploring the effects of pets on owners’ SWB usually clearly
declare their mission to potential respondents; thus, it is possible that this biases the responses
given. The advantage of the current study is that the focus was not on pets, as pet-related life
events were only part of a long, comprehensive questionnaire on many different life events. Also,
those who included pets in their definitions of happiness were not by any means encouraged to
do so; it was an open-ended question asking for a personal definition of happiness.

The aim of this research was to provide deeper insight into the relationship between
 humans and their companion animals. The specific aims were:

1) To analyze the events “obtaining a pet” and “death of a pet“ in terms of positivity,
 negativity, anticipation, and importance, and the relationship between the occurrence
of these events and SWB.

2) To analyze the content of lay definitions of happiness which included pets.

Methods
The data for this study were collected as a part of the first year of the Croatian  Longitudinal

Study on Wellbeing (CRO-WELL), which took place during 2017 and 2018. The research was
conducted via an on-line application, which consisted of a comprehensive battery of
 questionnaires related to SWB and life events. The project was approved by the Ethical
 Committee of the Ivo Pilar Institute of Social sciences (No: 11-73/14-2061).

Procedure
Participants were able to access the study using the link provided at the research web site
(www.sreca.hr). Anonymity was ensured through a system of tokens provided to every participant
before starting the survey. At the beginning of the survey, participants were informed that partici-
pation was voluntary, that they could quit at any point without explanation, and that the data would
be used for scientific purposes only. As soon as they confirmed they understood these conditions
and that they were at least 18 years old, participants were redirected to the questionnaire.

Instruments
For the purpose of the current study, the following variables were analyzed: 1) general life
 satisfaction; 2) overall happiness; 3) subjective health; 4) the occurrence, positivity, negativity,
anticipation, and importance of two events: a) obtaining a pet and b) the death of a pet dur-
ing the past year; 5) definitions of happiness which referred to pets; and 6) demographics (age
and gender). The two pet-related events were selected from the list of 69 life-events surveyed
in CRO-WELL project.

1) A single item was used to measure global cognitive judgment of satisfaction with one’s
life (general life satisfaction), taken from the European Social Survey wellbeing module
(Huppert et al., 2009): “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a
whole?” Participants answered using an 11-point scale which ranged from 0 “not
 satisfied at all“ to 10 “extremely satisfied.” 
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2) A single item (Huppert et al., 2009) was used to measure the affective component of
subjective SWB (happiness): “In general, how happy do you usually feel?” Participants
answered using an 11-point scale which ranged from 0 “not happy at all” to 10
 “extremely happy.”

3) A single item was used to measure subjective health: “How would you rate your
health?” Participants answered using a 5-point scale which ranged from 1 “very bad”
to 5 “very good.”

4) The following questions were used to measure the occurrence and parameters of pet-
related life events: a) Did you experience this event during the previous year: acquire a
pet? b) Did you experience this event during the previous year: the death of a pet? If
the participant answered “yes,” he/she was additionally asked a) how positive was this
event for you? b) how negative was this event for you? c) how important was this event
for you? d) to what extent could you anticipate this event? Participants rated their
 answers on an 11-point scale which ranged from 0 “not at all” to 10 “totally or fully.”

5) To explore lay definitions of happiness, respondents were asked to define the following
in their own words: “What is happiness for you?” Providing a definition of happiness
was optional, but it was encouraged by a contest with prizes for creative definitions.
Definitions of happiness containing pets were selected from a total pool of 4,059
 definitions of happiness obtained during the first year of research.

Participants
In the quantitative part of the study, the sample consisted of 5,034 participants. Participants
were on average 35.1 years old (SD = 12.07) and the majority of them were women (n = 3,831;
76.1%). The focus of this study was on participants (n = 1,151) who experienced one or both
of the studied life events: a) obtained a pet n = 658 (13.1%), b) death of a pet n = 272 (5.4%),
c) obtained a pet, and death of a pet n = 221 (4.4%). Those groups of participant differed
 significantly regarding age (F(3,5030) = 5.43, p = 0.001), and a post-hoc Scheffe test revealed a
significant difference between participants who obtained a pet during the previous year 
(Mage = 34.1) and those who did not (Mage = 35.5), with those acquiring a pet being on aver-
age 1.5 years younger. There was no significant difference between groups regarding gender
(�2

(3) = 8.13, p = 0.043). The qualitative part of the study included only those participants who
spontaneously included a pet in their definitions of happiness (n = 89). 

Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics were computed for all studied variables and were additionally tested for
normality of distribution (Kolmogorov-Smirnov test), skewness, and kurtosis (Table 1). To test
differences in SWB indices and health between four groups of participants (obtained a pet;
death of a pet; obtained a pet and death of a pet; and control group [none of the events]) it
was decided to use ANOVA which compares all means together as the starting point.
MANOVA was not used owing to a high positive correlation between two dependent vari-
ables: life satisfaction and happiness (r(5,032) = 0.81; p < 0.001). However, since it was assumed
that obtaining a pet and/or losing a pet may relate to SWB indices, we were interested to find
out 1) if the control group (no pet-related events) differed from other three group; 2) if there were
differences in SWB indices between those who only obtained a pet from those who either
 experienced only the death of a pet or both events; and 3) if those who experienced only the
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death of a pet differed from those who experienced both events. To test these specific
 hypotheses as opposed to the general ANOVA (null vs. alternative hypotheses) we tested con-
trast effects (Field, 2013; Seltman, 2018). It was decided to use polynomial quadratic contrast
which looks for trends in the data—more specifically, for a change in the direction of the trend,—
as we were not sure if there would be proportionate change in the values of the SWB across
ordered categories (linear trend). Choosing the “quadratic” contrast option in SPSS enables to
test for linear as well as quadratic trends in the data. The violation of homogeneity of variance
was observed in two variables: life satisfaction (Levene(3,5030) = 3.43; p = 0.016) and happiness
(Levene(3, 5030) = 3.04; p = 0.028), so the Welch test, which does not assume equal variances,
was used. Also, since kurtosis and skewness for some event parameters were outside the 
–2/+2 interval (Table 1) (George & Mallery, 2010), we used non-parametric statistics (Spearman
correlations) to analyze associations among event parameters and wellbeing indices (Table 5).
All analyses were performed using SPSS, Version 22.0 (Armonk, NY, USA).

To analyze the definitions of happiness which included pets, descriptive content analysis
was used to facilitate contextual meaning in text through the development of emergent themes
(Bryman, 2001). The first part of the analysis was done by two researchers who developed a
coding system and who were familiar with the purpose of the study. Coding itself was done
by two coders who were just instructed to code definitions using codes provided. The   inter-
coder reliability was high, ranging from 85 to 92%.

Results
In the total sample of 5,034 participants, measures of SWB indicated above theoretical aver-
age values (on a 0–10 scale, theoretical average or neutral point is 5) and a negatively skewed
distribution, similar to previous research in Croatia (e.g., Bejaković & Kaliterna Lipovčan, 2007).
In terms of the used measures, reported levels of life satisfaction and overall happiness were
high and approached close to the maximum of the scale, especially if looking at the dominant
values (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the studied variables.

n Min–Max M (SD) Skewness Kurtosis K-S Z

Life Satisfaction 5,034 0–10 7.0 (2.02) –1.02 1.20 13.3

Overall Happiness 5,034 0–10 6.88 (2.11) –0.84 0.54 12.2

Subjective Health 5,034 1–5 4.12 (0.82) –0.83 0.66 17.8

Obtaining a Pet

Positivity 879 0–10 8.72 (2.03) –2.11 5.07 9.2

Negativity 879 0–10 1.01 (1.99) 2.47 6.18 11.2

Importance 879 0–10 7.76 (2.54) –1.06 0.46 6.3

Anticipation 879 0–10 4.28 (3.55) 0.23 –1.30 4.3

Death of a Pet

Positivity 493 0–10 0.45 (1.52) 4.27 20.10 10.9

Negativity 493 0–10 8.48 (2.48) –1.98 3.50 6.8

Importance 493 0–10 7.53 (2.81) –1.14 0.60 4.5

Anticipation 493 0–10 2.79 (3.49) 0.88 –0.71 6.1

n = number of participants; K-S Z = Kolmogorov-Smirnov z-values.
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From the 5,034 participants, 879 (17%) acquired a pet during the previous year, while 493
(10%) reported that their pet died in the same period. It was unclear from the assessed data
whether both events were related to the same pet or two different animals; however, the  latter
is probably more likely (since people often acquire a new pet soon after the death of an old pet,
while pets, especially dogs and cats, rarely die within a year after they are adopted). 

Participants evaluated the positivity and negativity of each event. Most participants (92.5%)
evaluated obtaining a pet as more positive than negative; 4.7% said it was equally positive and
negative; and 2.8% said it was more negative than positive. Most participants (92.7%) evalu-
ated the death of a pet as more negative than positive; 5.1% said it was equally positive and
negative; and 2.2% said it was more positive than negative. One of the possible reasons why
some participants evaluated the death of a pet as a more positive than negative event could
be that the animal was very old or/and in pain.

Obtaining a pet was rated as a positive event (M = 8.72) and negative appraisals of pet ac-
quisition were quite low (M = 1.01). Participants rated this event as quite important (M = 7.76)
and, surprisingly, rather unexpected (M = 4.28). The death of a pet was regarded as a nega-
tive event (M = 8.48), with very low scores on positivity scale (M = 0.45). This event was also
of high importance to participants (M = 7.53), and it was generally unexpected (M = 2.79). 

Differences in SWB 
Participants were divided into four groups based on the occurrence of the two studied life
events: a) acquired a pet; b) experienced pet’s death; c) experienced both events; d)
 experienced none of the events (control group). Differences in the SWB indices of general life
satisfaction, overall happiness, and subjective health evaluation were tested between those
groups of participants (Tables 2 to 4). Since the violation of homogeneity of variance was
 observed for the variables life satisfaction and happiness, Welch’s F-test was used (Table 3).
Because the observed significance values of the F-tests were less than 0.02 we can assume
that in general there was a significant effect of owning/losing a pet on SWB indices and sub-
jective health (Table 4). F ratios for the quadratic trends were significant, so the pattern of
means were curvilinear (Table 3). Contrast t-tests revealed (Table 4) that the control group had
higher levels of SWB and subjective health compared with those who experienced either one
(acquired a pet/death of a pet) or both events (obtained pet and pet died); 2) those who
 acquired a pet reported higher levels of SWB and health compared with those whose pet died
and those who experienced both events; 3) no significant differences in SWB and health rat-
ings was found between participants whose pet died and those who experienced both events.
Based on these results and the descriptive values (Table 2), we can conclude that those who
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Table 2. Descriptive values in subjective wellbeing and subjective health among participants
who experienced different pet-related life events during the previous year.

Life Satisfaction Overall Happiness Health

n M SD M SD M SD

Obtained a Pet 658 7.04 1.91 6.92 2.10 4.11 0.79

Death of a Pet 272 6.65 2.12 6.54 2.21 3.99 0.83

Obtained a Pet and 
Experienced Death of a Pet 221 6.66 2.08 6.61 2.26 3.99 0.88

Control Group 
(no pet-related events) 3,883 7.03 2.02 6.91 2.09 4.14 0.82
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lost their pet reported lower life satisfaction, lower happiness, and lower health than the  control
group, while there were no differences in SWB indices and health between the control group
and those who acquired a pet.

Event Evaluations (Positivity, Negativity, Importance, Anticipation)
Correlation analysis was conducted on three sub-samples presented in Table 6: 1) all partici-
pants who obtained a pet (n = 879); 2) all participants who experienced the death of a pet 
(n = 493); 3) participants who experienced both events (n = 221). The first two subsamples
 partially overlapped to generate the third subsample. 

Evaluations (positivity, negativity, anticipation) of the experienced events (pet acquired/ pet
died) were unrelated to the life satisfaction (Table 5). There was a weak positive association
 between importance of obtaining a pet and life satisfaction. Estimated positivity of obtaining a
pet, and the importance of obtaining a pet were weakly positively related to overall happiness.
Negativity of obtaining a pet showed a weak but significant negative association with overall
happiness (Table 5). It should be noted that none of the correlation coefficients exceeded 0.08
and that they were significant only because of the large sample sizes. 

Positive and Negative Evaluations of an Event
Estimated positivity and negativity of the same event was only moderately negatively associ-
ated for both events (–0.53 for acquiring a pet; –0.43 for death of a pet). This suggests that
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Table 3. Homogeneity of variance (Levene’s Test) and test of differences in subjective
 wellbeing and subjective health between groups of participants who experienced different
pet-related life events during the previous year.

Levene’s df2, p Welch’s df2, p Quadratic df1, p
Test df2 F df2 Term F df2

Life Satisfaction 3.43 3, 5030 0.016 4.90 3, 578.01 0.002 14.57 1, 5030 < 0.001

Overall Happiness 3.04 3, 5030 0.028 3.56 3, 574.57 0.014 10.48 1, 5030 0.001

Health 1.79 3, 5030 0.148 4.78* 3, 5030 0.002 10.50 1, 5030 0.001

*For Health, we used the F-test as the test of homogeneity of variance (Levene statistic = 1.79) was 
non-significant (p > 0.05).

Table 4. Contrast effects.

Contrast* Contrast Value t df p

Life Satisfaction 1 –0.75 –3.30 925.044 0.001

2 0.78 3.22 971.654 0.001

3 –0.01 –0.07 473.837 0.943

Overall Happiness 1 –0.67 –2.77 906.717 0.006

2 0.69 2.65 980.748 0.008

3 –0.067 –0.330 466.954 0.742

Health 1 –0.33 –3.61 5030 < 0.001

2 0.24 2.41 5030 0.016

3 –0.06 –0.08 5030 0.939

*1 = comparison of obtained a pet, pet’s death, obtained a pet and pet’s death vs. control group; 
2 = comparison of obtained a pet vs. pet’s death and obtained a pet and pet’s death; 3 = comparison of
pet’s death vs. obtained a pet and pet’s death.
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high positivity is not an indicator of the low negativity of the same event per se. The positivity
and negativity of the same event should be measured as independent dimensions (Table 5). 

Importance and Anticipation of an Event
The importance of an event was significantly associated with both the positivity and negativ-
ity of the event. The importance of obtaining a pet was positively associated with positive
 evaluations and negatively associated with negative evaluations. However, the death of a pet
showed the opposite pattern, with importance positively associated with negative evaluations
and negatively with positive evaluations (Table 5). Therefore, it is possible that the importance
associated with a positive event amplifies its positive evaluation and weakens its negative eval-
uation, while the importance associated with a negative event amplifies its negative evaluation
and weakens its positive evaluation. Consequently, non-standard evaluations of an event (i.e.,
positive evaluations of a negative event or negative evaluations of a positive event) were
 associated with lesser importance.

The anticipation of obtaining a pet was positively associated with positive evaluations and
the importance of obtaining a pet. The anticipation of the death of a pet was positively
 associated with positive evaluations and negatively with both negative evaluations and the
 importance of the death of a pet (Table 5). To summarize, participants who anticipated an
event were more likely to evaluate it more positively, regardless of whether the event was
 generally positive or negative. 

Association Between Parameters of the Two Events 
In the group of participants who experienced both events (n = 221), the examined associa-
tions between the parameters of the two events strongly suggest that negative appraisals of
the death of a pet are related to positive appraisals of obtaining a pet, and vice versa (Table
5). Since the life expectancy of dogs and cats (which are by far the most common pets in
Croatia) is usually over 10 years, and since very old animals are rarely adopted, we presume
that only in rare cases the same pet was in question, but rather that the death of a pet pre-
ceded obtaining a new pet. Assuming that the death of a pet preceded obtaining a new one
for most participants, it appears that those who felt most negatively about the loss of their pet
were most eager to obtain a new one. Alternatively, if the same pet was in question,
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Table 6. Frequencies of specific themes in definitions of happiness which referred to pets 
(n = 89).

Type of Pet

Dog Cat Dog & Cat Unspecified
56 7 2 24

Importance of the Pet in the Definition

Central Part of family Detail
23 32 34

Expressed Emotion Related to a Pet

Serenity Pet’s Joy Love Care for Pet None
6 21 7 6 49

Activity Related to a Pet

Walk or Play Greeting Petting None
8 16 5 60
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 participants who were very enthusiastic about acquiring a pet in the first place were also greatly
distressed when the pet died.

Definitions of Happiness Involving Pets
Of all the participants who provided definitions of happiness (n = 4,059), 89 included pets
(2.1%). Definitions containing animals as a part of the environment (e.g., butterflies, bees, birds)
or metaphors (e.g., happiness is living like a cat) were not analyzed. All definitions were read
twice by two researchers: first briefly to obtain a general impression (Tesch, 1990) and then
more comprehensively to get ideas of the main points or ideas. Then exact words (e.g., greet-
ing) or phrases (e.g., waving tail) were highlighted which captured key concepts and were
given codes. The codes were then sorted into meaningful categories (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996)
that were grouped into themes.

Themes with corresponding categories were as follows: type of pet (dog, cat, unspecified),
the importance of the pet in the definition (the pet is the main part of a definition, pets as fam-
ily members, pets as details), emotions related to a pet (serenity, happiness or joy of a pet, love,
caring for a pet) and type of activity (walking or playing, the pet greeting the owner, petting).

In their definitions of happiness, 56/89 of participants named dogs specifically, while 24/89
used the generic word “pet” or metaphorical phrases (e.g., “my furball”); 7/89 referred  explicitly
to cats. Two participants mentioned both a cat and a dog. No other type of pet was mentioned
in the definitions.

For 23/89 participants, pets were a central source of happiness (e.g., “For me, happiness
is when I come home and my five Chihuahuas greet me. There is no greater happiness than
the sincere love of a dog”; or simply “My dog”). An additional 32/89 participants mentioned a
pet as a part of the family (e.g., “To be at home with all my dearest, my wife, children, and dogs,
and to enjoy drinking coffee after breakfast in the peace and beauty of our backyard”). The rest
of the participants mentioned pets as a detail in their definitions (e.g., “Free time for family,
friends, pets, trips, physical activity, staying in shape, reading, cooking, helping others”). 

In their definitions, 40/89 participants included emotions. The most common emotion
(21/89) was the happiness or joy of a pet (e.g., “my furry friend happily wagging its tail when I
enter the room”). The other emotions were love (7/89) , usually unconditional, received from
the pet (e.g., “the love that I receive from my pets (unconditional)”); serenity or relaxation (6/89)
experienced in a pet’s company (e.g., “The warm embrace of my boyfriend on the sofa after
an awful workday, while my two cats purr at my feet and Arcade Fire is playing”); and care for
a pet (e.g., “Feeding an animal. Giving a home to an abandoned animal”).

In their definitions, 29/89 participants included a pet-related activity. Of all 89 definitions
comprising pets, 16 were related to dogs greeting their owners (e.g., “For me, happiness is
when I come home and see my dog running joyfully toward me”). Some participants (8/89)
mentioned walking or playing with a pet as a source of happiness (e.g., “For me, happiness
means walking and playing with my dog”), while the others (5/89) found happiness in petting
or physical contact with an animal (e.g., “Happiness is a house full of good people you love,
a cat in your lap, a book in your hand, a glass of wine, Chopin in the background, laughter and
a slice of cheesecake :)”).

Discussion
The first part of the study analyzed pet owners’ experiences of two important events in the
human–pet relationship: acquiring a pet and the death of a pet. Our results showed that most

Brkljačić et al.

81
A

nt
hr

oz
oö

s

AZ 33 (1).qxp_Layout 1  1/9/20  9:08 PM  Page 81



owners evaluate acquiring a pet as an important, positive event, and the death of a pet as an
important negative event. Anticipation of both events was rather low, although it was higher
for obtaining a pet than for the death of a pet. The relatively low anticipation of obtaining a pet
suggests that it may be a spontaneous decision for some people and that family members do
not always discuss acquiring a pet before obtaining one. Low anticipation of the death of a pet
suggests either that many pets die suddenly (e.g., accidental death) or that owners are unable
to recognize signs of serious illness. 

We did not find any difference in the SWB indices between those who obtained a pet dur-
ing the previous year and those who did not, although positive evaluations of obtaining a pet
and the importance of obtaining a pet were significantly, albeit very weakly, associated with
overall happiness. These results are in line with Wilson and Gilbert’s (2005) findings that peo-
ple overestimate the impact of an event on SWB when they focus on that event. So, in our
case, people rated acquiring a pet as very positive (when they are explicitly asked about it), but
the impact of this event was not obvious in SWB ratings.

On the other hand, in comparison with all the others, respondents who had experienced
their pet’s death were significantly less happy and satisfied with their life; they also reported
lower evaluations of their health. These results are in line with Lucas et al. (2003) who found
that the adaptation process is slower for negative events. However, in the current research,
none of the evaluations of pets’ death (positivity, negativity, importance, anticipation) were
 associated with SWB indices. 

Therefore, it seems that the two studied events are associated with SWB in a different
manner: while those who evaluated an experienced positive event as more positive, more
 important, and less negative were happier, the SWB of those who experienced a negative
event is related to the event per se, and not to appraisals of the event. These results are in line
with Headey and Grabka (2011), who suggested that giving up on a pet had fairly immediate
health costs, while about 5 years’ time was needed to derive health benefits from acquiring a
pet. Headey and Gabka (2011) explain that pets can contribute to their owner’s health by pro-
viding social support and daily exercise resulting in stress-reduction and improved immune
system, but they found a reduction in doctor visits only in long-term pet ownership, indicating
that it takes time to experience positive health changes from pet ownership. 

One of the most influential ideas in the theory of happiness in recent years is related to the
habitual level or set point of subjective SWB (e.g., Diener, Lucas, & Scollon, 2006; Lucas et al.,
2003). If a life event is anticipated, anticipation could increase or decrease SWB even before
the actual occurrence of the life event (Lucas et al., 2003), while adaptation may occur sooner
or even immediately after the event. In line with this hypothesis, participants in the current
 research who anticipated the death of a pet attributed more positive and less negative evalu-
ations to it, which displays a certain level of adaptation to an otherwise negative life event.
However, those who anticipated (and probably planned) acquiring a pet evaluated this event
more positively, so the process of adaptation was not visible in this case.

The same life event may be of a different level of importance, positivity, or negativity for  different
people. Similarly, the same event may be anticipated by someone but completely  unexpected
for someone else. For life events that may vary in importance and positivity/ negativity to different
people, such as obtaining a pet, it is especially useful to monitor these parameters while
 assessing the occurrence of an event. SWB related to a pet adoption could simultaneously be
influenced by the fact that participants are faced with both the excitement of a new member of
the family as well as with the pitfalls of pet ownership. So, analyzing positive and negative
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 evaluations of pet adoption separately was necessary. Negative evaluations of obtaining a pet
were rather low (1.01 ± 1.99), but those who evaluated acquiring a pet more negatively reported
lower levels of overall happiness. 

One additional benefit of the current research, that can be easily overlooked, is the fact that
this research was not predominantly about pets. CRO-WELL was a broader project measur-
ing wellbeing of all residents, not just those who acquired/lost a pet in a previous year.
 Approaching participants because they have a desirable characteristic might lead to distortion
in the responses, causing participants to respond from a specific point of view. In other words,
when answering pet-related questionnaires, owners may tend to give answers that would
favor the benefits of having pets. For instance, Wells (2009) found that although pet owners
claimed many pet-related benefits their scores on standardized measures did not correspond
with these reports. 

Aside from the aforementioned advantages, this research has some shortcomings that
must be mentioned. This research focused on life events that happened during the previous
year and therefore it was not assessed if a respondent already had a pet. Therefore, conclu-
sions could not be drawn regarding pet ownership and SWB; they were only about acquiring
a new pet/death of a pet and SWB. Furthermore, participants were not asked about what
kind of pet they own, and it is possible that different kinds of animals (e.g., dogs, cats, ham-
sters, fish) may provide different effects. In this study we identified participants who acquired
a pet during the previous year, whose pet died during the previous year, and those who
 experienced both events. To the best of our knowledge previous research focused only on one
of these events. So, while considering both events provides us with more information it also
resulted in an overlapping third subsample, which made interpretation more difficult. The great-
est weakness of the current study is that in participants who experienced both events during
the previous year it was impossible to determine which event happened first or if they were
 related to the same pet. This limitation puts serious constraints on the drawing of conclusions.
Future research should assess the exact time or season in which the event took place. 

Many other life events may also be interconnected like “obtaining a pet” and “death of a
pet”; for example, “getting a job” and “losing a job,” “getting married” and “getting divorced.”
In such cases, if a negative event occurs after a positive one (e.g., a respondent gets a job and
is subsequently fired a few months later), this may camouflage the possible effect of the  positive
event on one’s SWB. On the other hand, if a negative event is followed by a corresponding
positive event (e.g., a respondent loses a job but gets a new one a few months later), the
 effects of the negative event may be reduced or reversed. Also, it may be that other life events
are the driving force for SWB and that obtaining or losing a pet has only a negligible effect. Hav-
ing such a large data set we were tempted to perform a more complex data analysis to test if
there is an effect of the evaluation of obtaining/losing pet on SWB after controlling for the eval-
uation of other life events (positivity/negativity of getting married, divorced, having a child, etc).
However, owing to the data characteristics (e.g., asymmetric distribution of evaluations of
 obtaining/losing pet, and practically non-existent association between evaluations of
 obtaining/losing pet and SWB indices) our analysis was restricted. 

Finally, one may also question the validity of one-item scales, since various instruments
have been developed to measure subjective wellbeing, including multi-item measures to
 assess global constructs (e.g., Life satisfaction; Diener et al., 1985) and various aspects of
wellbeing (e.g., SPANE: assessing experienced emotions, Diener et al., 2010). Although  
CRO-WELL research administered various measures of wellbeing, in this study we focused on

Brkljačić et al.

83
A

nt
hr

oz
oö

s

AZ 33 (1).qxp_Layout 1  1/9/20  9:08 PM  Page 83



single-item measures because we believed they would provide the best insight into the
 concept as a whole (i.e., happiness, life satisfaction). Cummins (1995), one of the leading
 authorities in wellbeing research, argues that “if researchers are interested only in an overall life
satisfaction score, there seems little benefit in asking respondents multiple questions; it seems
that a single question can yield reliable and valid data” (p. 196). Additionally, much research
shows high correlations between one-item measures and multi-item scales (e.g., Abdel-
Khalek, 2006, Argyle, Martin, & Lu, 1995; Burisch, 1997; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin,
1985). In our own research, correlations between other wellbeing measures (i.e., SPANE,
 Flourishing scale) and our one-item measures of happiness and wellbeing were similar to those
in found in previous research, ranging from 0.62 to 0.70. 

In the second part of the study, a qualitative analysis of definitions of happiness which
 included reference to pets was performed. First, it is important to stress that very few partici-
pants spontaneously included a pet in their happiness definitions (n = 89). The content  analysis
revealed that pet owners often consider their pets as family members or friends, which is in
line with Stallones, Marx, Garrity, and Johnson (1988), who found that 95% of senior pet own-
ers regard their pets as friends. The participants in this research mentioned greeting, walking,
playing with, petting, and taking care of their pets as sources of happiness. Similarly, Herzog
(2011) argues that “when asked what they specifically get from their relationships with pets,
people typically mention companionship, having a play partner, and the need to love and care
for another creature” (p. 236).

Owners mainly derived happiness from positive emotions experienced by their pet (e.g.,
the joy of their pet). For instance, owners reported that happiness was seeing their pet happy
or receiving unconditional love from it. Masson (2002) argues that both dogs and cats have a
rich and varied emotional life. If so, it is logical to assume that pet owners are aware of it.

Conclusions and Recommendations
This study contributes to our understanding of the human–pet bond by shifting the focus from
the effect of ownership per se to the effect of two major pet-related events. Additionally, by
 analyzing definitions of happiness which refer to pets, the distinct circumstances of the owner–
pet relationship that are essential to pet owners’ happiness are presented.

One practical implication of this research is related to low anticipation of the death of a
pet. While it is simply impossible to predict in some cases, it is probable that this low antici-
pation rate suggests that some owners ignored their pet’s condition (i.e., signs of illness) or
 disregarded advice related to their safety (e.g., nutrition, outdoor hazards). 

On the other hand, since those who anticipated acquiring a pet were more likely to  evaluate
the event more positively, it seems that the acquiring a pet would be evaluated more positively
if it is a conscious decision and not an impulsive act. 

Only a small subset of participants mentioned pets when describing happiness, suggest-
ing that even pet owners have other, more important sources of happiness. However, among
those who mentioned pets in their definitions, the main pet-related sources of happiness were
seeing their pets happy, especially if the owners themselves were the cause of this happiness
(e.g., a pet’s joy when it greets its owner). Knowing that a pet’s emotions are more important
for the owner’s happiness than other characteristics of pet–owner relationship, further research
should invest effort into analyzing animal emotions and human interpretations of the non- verbal
cues of pets (such as Morris, Doe, & Godsell, 2008) to strengthen the owner–pet bond and
enhance SWB. 
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