The effect of gender and pet ownership on Subjective Happiness

Abstract
The subjective happiness scale is a 4-item questionnaire used to determine whether a person is happy or unhappy based on the participants responses (Chinni, 2014). The study was used to explore the effect of gender and pet ownership on subjective happiness. A between group was used and the study included 83 participants, 31 males and 52 females. The main findings of the experiment were that female and male pet owners were happier than female and male non pet owners. This shows that having a furry companion does make an individual happier.

Introduction
The aim of the study was to explore the level of happiness people feel from owning a pet, and to see whether this varies by gender. The American Psychological Association defines happiness as ‘an emotion of joy, gladness, satisfaction, and well-being' (APA,2022, as cited in everydayhealth,2022). Research relating to happiness and owning a pet is still relatively new, but there are positive well-being effects from having a loving companion. 
Studies show that pets, especially dogs, are calming and stress-relieving animals. They are also known for preventing loneliness, boosting your mood and lowering blood pressure (Oaklander, 2017). Their loving personalities give you a friend and a reason to get out of the house. Studies show that ‘66% of United States households, that is 86.9 million homes, own a pet’ (Megna, 2023). There has also been an increase of animal therapy, due to the evidence of pets decreasing loneliness and anxiety. All types of pets are known for ‘reducing fear and anxiety in young children, the elderly and everyone in between’ (Oaklander, 2017). 
Researchers have shown that pet ownership is thought to be beneficial to children’s self-esteem and social skills. According to a newly published study, growing up with a dog or a cat is beneficial for both children and adolescents, by enhancing social skills and supporting healthy child development. Dr Westgarth conducted the study ‘investigating the effects of pet ownership on emotional, educational or behavioural development in children and adolescents’ (Waltham,2017). Children under 6, preadolescents and adolescents over 10 are impacted by pet ownership on self-esteem. Lead author Rebecca Purewal states that pets are ‘a form of psychological support, helping youths feel good about themselves and enabling a positive self-image', due to the high level of interaction (Waltham,2017). 
Owning a dog also improves your cardiovascular system by their daily walks, which results in an increase of dopamine released in the brain, this is known as the ‘happy hormone’ (The Mid-Atlantic Permanente Medical Group, 2021). Exercise has been shown to help with several mental health conditions, studies say, including anxiety and depression (The Mid-Atlantic Permanente Medical Group, 2021). The daily walks dogs require enables their owners to become more sociable by meeting and talking to other pet owners (AKC staff,2019). Socializing is beneficial for brain health, lifting your mood and making you happy (Mercy,2022). 
A recent psychological study, published in Frontiers, discovered that people who own dogs are likely to have higher self-esteem compared to those without a pet. However, people who own cats seem to have lower self-esteem compared to those who do not own a pet. Other psychological studies support this research regarding owning a pet and happiness (Travers, n.d.).
According to Petplan, a London-based pet insurance company, a global study conducted showed that people who own a pet are happier than those who do not own a pet (Ionescu, 2022). The study analyzed over 250,000 pet owners' photos from their social media accounts, using artificial intelligence facial recognition to detect their level of happiness. The scientists examined photos of pet owners, including dogs and cats, ‘in every organization for economic co-operation and development country’ (Ionescu,2022). The face detector tool rated their happiness on a scale of 0 to 100. The study found that the average happiness score of someone who owned a pet was 59.3, whereas the non-pet owners were 36.8 (Ionescu,2022).
Researchers who used the same method went into further detail to explore if happiness had a difference on people of different races and genders. Their study showed that ‘females typically have a higher score than men’ (Peng et al., 2017). ‘Pet owners have higher average happiness scores than non-pet owners regardless of race. However, it did show that Asians have a lower average happiness score when compared to African American and Caucasian’ (Peng et al., 2017).
Women are more likely to develop mental health issues such as anxiety and depression due to the number of responsibilities and being the primary caregiver. Studies show that pets can help to reduce stress hormones such as cortisol, which is associated with anxiety and instead help the production of oxytocin, which are hormones linked to happiness (Pastors,2020). Stress relief can occur from walking the dogs, playing with them or giving them affection by petting them and giving unconditional love, as ‘petting a cat or dog has a profound therapeutic effect on both human and furry companion’ (Pastors,2020).
It is also believed that personality traits contribute to happiness among people who own pets. A study found that pet owners tend to have different personality traits, depending on which pet that had. They used ‘the Big Five personality traits; neuroticism, extroversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness and openness’ (Travers, n.d.). The researchers discovered ‘that dog owners were more agreeable and less neurotic than cat owners’ (Travers,n.d.). Dog owners are also thought to be more extrovert, ‘which is associated with higher levels of well-being than introverts’ (Hagen,2021). 
Rationale
The subjective happiness scale is one of the most widely used methods of measuring happiness.  It appears that pets provide several positives when it comes to people’s feelings and health, therefore pet-related therapy should be promoted. Animal therapy has been shown to be simple yet effective. It helps people who suffer from mental health problems such as anxiety and increases physical activity, which also helps boost an individual's mood. There should be an animal therapy group that invites people to come to play, socialize and be with the animals to help with their mental health, as it is a natural way of coping with depression.

Hypothesis
Hypothesis 1- There will be a significant main effect for gender, females being significantly happier than men.
Hypothesis 2- There will be a significant difference in pet ownership, pet owners will be greater than non-pet owners.
Hypothesis 3- There will be a significant interaction between the main effects, with female and male pet owners will be happier than female and male non pet owners.


Methodology
Design
A between group design was used. There were two independent variables: pet ownership (whether they owned a pet or not) and gender. The dependent variable was the score on the subjective happiness scale. The subjective happiness score scale rated from 1 being the least happiness and 7 being the highest. The preparation for the study included creating suitable statements for the scale and ensuring the answers would help explore whether owning a pet made a person happier or not. 
Participants
A convenience sample of eighty-three participants completed the study, 31 were male and 52 females. Participants were all students from University of Wales Trinity St Davids Carmarthen and were naïve to the purpose of the experiment. Ages ranged from 19 to 56 years (M= 30.69, SD= 7.71).
Materials
The participants were handed a paper-copy of the subjective happiness scale, which required a pen to circle the factor that represented their happiness. The front of the booklet of the subjective scale included a section for the participants to provide their student ID number, age and whether or not they owned a pet. View appendix 1 to see the subjective scale used in the study. The researcher left the room with a stopwatch, that gave the participants approximately ten minutes to complete the scale.
Procedure
Firstly, the participants were provided with the subjective scale booklet, which required them to complete the front cover anonymously. They were given a personal ID number for the study to use instead of their name. They also had to include their age, gender and whether they owned a pet or not, which was crucial for the study. The researcher waited outside the room for them to complete the booklet. The subjective scale asked four questions related to happiness, and the participants had to circle the factor that they felt most presented how they felt on a scale of 1 to 7. 1 indicated the less happiness they felt, whereas 7 was the happiest they felt. After the scales were completed, the researcher went back into the room to collect the completed booklets. The participants were informed that all answers were anonymous and that they were inclined to withdraw from the study at any time and if they did withdraw, their results would be destroyed. 

Results
The effects of gender and pet ownership on subjective happiness are displayed in this section.


Table 1
Mean and Standard deviation for both genders and pet ownership.
	Condition
	Mean
	SD

	female
	4.27
	.19

	Male
Pet owner
Non pet owner
	3.96
4.83
3.40
	.22
.19
.21



Table 1 shows there are more females and pet owners than males and non-pet owners. A two-way ANOVA was carried out and showed the following results.
There was a non-significant main effect for gender – F (1,79) = 1.18 p = 2.81, η 2 = 0.15 meaning females and males are not happier generally than the other gender.
There was a significant main effect for pet ownership – F (1,79) = 25.07, p<0.01, η 2 = .241 as more participants owned a pet.

Table 2
Mean and standard deviation for gender and pet ownership interaction.

	Condition
	Mean
	SD

	Female/pet
Female/no pet
Male/pet
Male/no pet
	4.86
3.68
4.80
3.12
	1.25
1.44
1.01
1.04

	
	
	



Table 2 shows that females with a pet are happier (mean = 4.86) and men with no pet were the least happy (mean= 3.12). Gender x Pet ownership revealed a non-significant interaction F (1,79) = .800, p=.374, η 2 = 25.068 This shows us that owning a pet does affect subjective happiness.


Discussion
The aim of the subjective happiness scale was to measure the effect of owning a pet and whether it affects their happiness or not. The researcher measured the participants by using a 1-7 factor subjective happiness scale. The hypothesis and research in the introduction predicted that females would be happier than male, the findings from the study did not support the hypothesis as it showed that there was no significant main effect on gender. Similarly, there was no significant main effect on the interaction between pet ownership and gender. These findings were surprising, as the research showed that pet owners were happier than non-pet owners. However, the prediction of pet ownership influencing happiness did show a positive correlation as there was a significant main effect in the findings. 
 The results may have differed due to the participants as there were more females than male, for future studies they should use the same amount of both females and males. Possible limitations of the study would be how the participant was feeling on the day, perhaps they were having a bad day, or something had happened before the study to make them less happy, as this could affect the results. For future subjective happiness scale, they could use a smaller scale for a more accurate result. The questions included in the study were not specific enough to the individual's happiness regarding pet ownership. The questionnaire could also include pet-related questions and more questions in general to get a more in-depth answer from the individual. The questions could have included asking the participant what specifically makes you happy about owning a pet and you could ask for the participant to define happiness themselves, as everyone's definition would be different.
In conclusion, the subjective happiness scale is a simple yet effective way of measuring an individual’s happiness. The subjective happiness scale is used worldwide, as it is a useful method measuring happiness for personal or professional use. Research and the study support that owning a pet does increase happiness, therefore animal therapy should be promoted and easily accessible for people struggling with mental health issues, as it has been shown to be effective.
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Appendices 
Appendix 1- subjective scale used for the study
            Demographic Information

Age   years
 
 
Gender Identity
☐Male
☐Female
☐Transgender.
☐Non-binary/non-conforming.
☐Prefer not to respond.
 
Do you currently own a pet? 
☐Yes
☐No

[image: ]

Appendix 2- Information sheet
This document supplies key information about the study and supplies details about what will be expected of you as a participant. Therefore, please read this information carefully before supplying your consent to take part.
During this study you will have to do the following:
· Prepare yourself for the questionnaire, by having a pen ready.
· Complete the front of the anonymous sheet by providing your ID number, age and gender. 
· Answer the first question asking whether you own a pet or not by ticking ‘yes’ or ‘no’.
· Read the statements carefully and simply circle the factor that you feel describes how you feel about the question asked. 
· After completing the questionnaire, close the booklet and return it to the researcher.

Appendix 3- Informed consent sheet
	School of Psychology
Carmarthen Campus


 
Study Consent Form
 
I understand that this research study is being carried out by a 2nd year Psychology Student for their research methods module, and that taking part in this study will involves completing a short questionnaire and subjective happiness scale relating to effect of happiness of owning a pet. You will need to provide your age and gender as this is valid information for the study.
This task will take approximately 10 minutes to complete. 
I understand that participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and I am free to withdraw participation at any time without giving a reason.  I am aware that if I have concerns about the study, I can discuss these concerns with the researcher or academic supervisor at any time during or after the study.
I understand that the information provided by me will be held confidentially, with a code assigned in place of my name. This data will be stored indefinitely in accordance with the Data Protection Act.
I also understand that at the end of the study I will be provided with a debrief form and the opportunity to discuss any issues with the researchers.
 
I, (participant) consent to participate in the study conducted by Charlotte Evans, School of Psychology, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Carmarthen under the supervision of Stuart Jones. 
 
Participant Signature:
Date: 17/10/2023
Name and signature of researcher taking consent 
Charlotte Evans

Appendix 4- Debrief sheet
Study Debrief Sheet 
The effect of gender and pet ownership on subjective happiness
 
 
Thank you for taking part in the study.  
 
The aim of this study was to explore the effect of gender and pet ownership on subjective happiness. We specifically wanted to find out whether owning a pet made an individual generally happy compared to others.
 
 
If you wish to withdraw your data from the study, you must tell the researcher now.  After this point, all of your data will remain confidential/anonymous, and we will not trace it back to you.
 
 
If taking part in this study has raised any questions, please speak to the researcher Charlotte Evans on 2206694@student.uwtsd.ac.uk  or contact the academic supervisor Stuart Jones on s.a.jones@uwtsd.ac.uk 
 
Thank you once again for taking time to participate in this study.
 
Charlotte Evans
 
BSc Honours Applied Psychology 
 
University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Carmarthen

Appendix 5- Raw data (scores).
	ID Number
	Age
	Gender
	Pet Owner?
	Q1
	Q2
	Q3
	Q4

	100
	19
	Female
	Yes
	3
	2
	2
	3

	485
	20
	Male
	Yes
	6
	5
	6
	7

	723
	36
	Female
	Yes
	3
	3
	2
	3

	218
	34
	Female
	Yes
	7
	6
	6
	7

	124
	24
	Female
	Yes
	7
	5
	6
	6

	360
	36
	Female
	Yes
	5
	3
	2
	6

	701
	34
	Female
	No
	6
	6
	5
	6

	821
	38
	Female
	Yes
	6
	6
	6
	7

	810
	20
	Female
	Yes
	5
	3
	3
	1

	264
	33
	Female
	No
	5
	5
	4
	5

	540
	42
	Female
	Yes
	6
	7
	6
	5

	545
	24
	Male
	No
	2
	3
	2
	2

	565
	25
	Male
	No
	2
	3
	2
	2

	567
	27
	Male 
	No
	3
	3
	3
	2

	568
	27
	Male 
	No
	3
	2
	3
	2

	592
	32
	Male
	No
	2
	3
	3
	2

	433
	35
	Male
	Yes
	6
	5
	5
	6

	432
	34
	Male
	Yes
	6
	5
	6
	6

	989
	32
	Male
	Yes
	6
	5
	6
	5

	988
	31
	Female
	Yes
	5
	5
	5
	4

	985
	34
	Female
	Yes
	4
	5
	5
	5

	980
	37
	Female
	Yes
	5
	4
	5
	5

	973
	24
	Female
	Yes
	5
	5
	3
	5

	978
	24
	Male
	Yes
	5
	4
	5
	5

	945
	27
	Male
	Yes
	5
	4
	4
	4

	888
	29
	Male
	Yes
	5
	4
	5
	5

	889
	31
	Female
	No
	5
	3
	4
	5

	897
	31
	Female
	No
	5
	5
	5
	5

	895
	37
	Female
	No
	5
	6
	5
	4

	233
	34
	Male
	No
	5
	4
	5
	5

	221
	34
	Male
	No
	5
	5
	5
	5

	243
	32
	Male
	No
	5
	5
	4
	5

	121
	38
	Female
	No
	2
	1
	2
	3

	117
	36
	Female
	No
	2
	2
	2
	2

	119
	32
	Female
	No
	2
	3
	2
	2

	231
	34
	Male
	Yes
	4
	3
	3
	5

	235
	30
	Male
	Yes
	4
	3
	4
	3

	265
	29
	Male
	Yes
	4
	4
	4
	4

	266
	27
	Male
	No
	2
	2
	1
	2

	274
	28
	Male
	No
	2
	3
	2
	2

	315
	24
	Male
	No
	2
	2
	2
	3

	321
	26
	Female
	No
	2
	3
	2
	2

	324
	42
	Female
	No
	3
	2
	2
	3

	334
	40
	Male
	No
	2
	3
	3
	2

	354
	36
	Female
	No
	3
	2
	2
	3

	366
	33
	Male
	Yes
	4
	4
	3
	4

	387
	32
	Female
	No
	2
	3
	2
	2

	399
	35
	Male
	Yes
	4
	3
	4
	4

	2044
	42
	Female
	Yes
	5
	5
	6
	6

	2045
	43
	Female
	Yes
	4
	5
	4
	7

	2057
	20
	Female
	No
	7
	4
	4
	7

	2056
	21
	Female
	Yes
	6
	6
	6
	6

	2055
	19
	Female
	Yes
	4
	3
	5
	2

	2053
	47
	Female
	Yes
	6
	4
	4
	7

	2051
	39
	Female
	Yes
	4
	3
	4
	3

	2052
	34
	Female
	Yes
	6
	6
	6
	7

	2050
	22
	Female
	Yes
	6
	6
	4
	4

	2047
	19
	Female
	Yes
	5
	5
	4
	4

	2049
	33
	Male
	No
	2
	2
	1
	5

	2048
	20
	Female
	Yes
	3
	3
	3
	4

	2054
	32
	Female
	Yes
	4
	6
	3
	4

	2043
	30
	Female
	Yes
	7
	7
	4
	7

	2058
	37
	Female
	Yes
	6
	5
	4
	6

	2059
	37
	Female
	Yes
	3
	3
	3
	3

	2060
	26
	Female
	No
	6
	5
	4
	4

	2046
	19
	Female
	No
	5
	5
	4
	4

	4033
	32
	Female
	Yes
	5
	4
	5
	5

	4067
	23
	Male
	No
	4
	3
	3
	4

	4068
	26
	Male
	No
	5
	4
	3
	4

	4077
	30
	Male
	No
	3
	4
	4
	4

	4055
	38
	Male
	Yes
	5
	6
	5
	5

	4054
	41
	Male
	No
	4
	3
	4
	4

	029a
	23
	Female
	Yes
	4
	4
	5
	6

	028a
	27
	Female
	Yes
	6
	5
	4
	3

	024a
	20
	Female
	Yes
	4
	4
	3
	4

	027a
	28
	Female
	Yes
	5
	5
	6
	5

	025a
	20
	Female
	Yes
	5
	3
	4
	3

	026a
	33
	Female
	Yes
	4
	4
	1
	5

	099a
	29
	Female
	Yes
	4
	4
	4
	4

	102a
	53
	Female
	Yes
	4
	4
	4
	4

	078a
	21
	Female
	Yes
	7
	7
	7
	7

	087a
	42
	Female
	Yes
	7
	7
	7
	7

	011a
	22
	Male
	Yes
	7
	6
	7
	7



Appendix 6- Statistical calculations/ SPSS output
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For each of the following statements andlor questions, please circle the point on the scale that
you feel is most appropriate in describing you.

1. In general, I consider myself:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

not a very a very
happy happy
person person

2. Compared with most of my peers, I consider myself:
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

less more
happy happy

3. Some people are generally very happy. They enjoy life regardless of what is going on,
getting the most out of everything. To what extent does this characterization describe you?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
not at a great
all deal

4. Some people are generally not very happy. Although they are not depressed, they never
seem as happy as they might be. To what extent does this characterization describe you?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
not at a great
all deal
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Estimates
DependentVariabls: msan_score

95% Confidence Interval
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Descriptive Statistics
DependentVariable: mean_score

gender _pet_ownership__ Mean _ Std. Deviation
male  yes 48036 1.01042 14
no 31178 1.03500 17
Total 38790 131052 3
female yes 48581 1.24519 £l
no 36833 1.43759 15
Total 45192 139664 52
Total  yes 48431 117578 51
no 33828 1.26239 £
Total 4.2801 1.39544 83
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DependentVariabls: msan_score

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects

Type Il Sum of Partial Eta Noncent Obsened
Source Squares df  MeanSquare sig Squared Parameter Power
Carrected Model 445127 3 14837 10178 <001 279 30534 998
Intercept 1210.200 1 1210200 830178 <001 913 830,179 1.000
gender 1718 1 1718 1478 281 015 1178 189
pet_ownership 36543 1 36543 25088 <001 241 25.068 999
gender * pet_ownership 1167 1 1167 800 a4 010 800 143
Ermor 115163 79 1.458

Total 1680.188 83

Corrected Total 150.675 82

a.R Squared = 279 (Adjusted R Squared = 251)

b. Computed using alpha =05




