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The Philosophy and Practice of Social Research
Assessment 1: Undertake a Critical Evaluation of a Journal Article

Introduction -
This study critically evaluates the research article ‘(Self-) caring with companion animals: a qualitative exploration of how companion animals shape everyday practices of rest and relaxation’ by McGlacken and Ashall (2025). The article explores the concept of human self-care, defined within the study as activities such as walking, resting, relaxing, and taking time away from everyday routines. These practices are examined in relation to interactions between companion animals (CAs) and their human caregivers, with particular focus on how such relationships may facilitate rest and relaxation in daily life.  The research question in simple terms asks ‘how do CAs influence everyday practices of human rest and relaxation?’.
This evaluation will begin with a brief review of the literature presented within the article, the purpose of the research and the gap identified by the authors is explored for relevance and robustness. The discussion will then examine the philosophical ideology followed by an examination of the theoretical perspective and methodological position adopted by the researchers, alongside a data collection analysis. Consideration will be given to the appropriateness of the chosen methods in relation to the research aims and the extent to which it supports the data generated, including how the information was interpreted and the potential limitations of these approaches. Ethical matters will then be discussed; including informed consent, confidentiality, and safeguarding. Finally, a conclusion will consider what can be learnt from the research paper.
Overall, this evaluation focuses on the use of qualitative research methods, which prioritise lived experience and subjective meaning over quantitative measurements, and considers the strengths and limitations of this approach within the context of the study. 

Review-
Relational connection between CAs and human caregivers is identified in this paper as significant, and framed as proven in prior research analysis. The authors use previous studies such as Riggs et al., (2024) and Harvie et al., (2025) to indicate that CA caregivers receive positive social and psychological well-being and support from close relationships with CAs.  These earlier studies capture the relationship between human rest, relaxation and the interactive role that CAs play. The research highlights the need to examine how self-care is embedded within daily routines and maintained through ongoing interactions with CAs. This can be interpreted as a form of self-care by-proxy, whereby caregiving responsibilities, such as walking a dog, indirectly promote behaviours that support human wellbeing. The topic of self-care, relaxation and rest is considered significant as these practices can provide insulation from physical disease and mental illness. The World Health Organisation (2024) maintains that the promotion of health can be supported by self-care within communities, families and individuals; however, this perspective focuses on human-to-human care rather than multi-species interaction. Other research also highlights that caring between human beings is considered an act of self-care (Medina-Perucha et al., 2023) but gives less attention to the role of multi-species relationships.
This study aims to address a gap by exploring self-care through the act of caring for CAs, to better understand the extent to which self-care can be facilitated through multi-species relationships.  In doing so, it shifts the focus from general wellbeing outcomes to the micro-level routines and interactions that place self-care within daily life.
Ontology and Epistemology -
The research question is not explicitly stated, however can be viewed by the title of the paper and the methods section that states ‘..an analysis of rest and relaxation as practices of self-care which are shaped through care-based relationships with CAs’. The research position considers lived experiences and subjective interpretations using semi-structured interviews with twenty-five women and seven male CA caregivers across eleven countries. Such an approach appears appropriate given the exploratory nature of the research question; the authors quote previous studies that have used qualitative methods to underpin their reasoning for their own use of this method. Hence, the study appears to adopt a qualitative interpretivist approach, which includes undertaking discussions to collect data and seeking relational meaning behind self-care (Punch, 2014).
Research is situated within a broader paradigm encompassing ontology, epistemology, theoretical perspective and methodology, which are the layers that assist in generating and interpreting data (Punch, 2014). The ontological position asks: what is the nature of reality? (Creswell and Poth, 2025), from this perspective the study appears to assume a relativist position, in which reality is understood as socially constructed and interpreted in multiple ways. Caregivers are considered as authors of their own story and ascribe their own meaning and interpretations to their relationships with their CAs, participants may experience and interpret these relationships in diverse ways. The use of semi-structured interview methods supports this position, offering interviewees latitude in content offered and discussed throughout the process (Bryman, 2016). 
The epistemological position of a study concerns what is considered knowledge and how it is generated (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). In this research, knowledge is understood as emerging from the lived experiences of CA caregivers, who are positioned as interpreting and making sense of their own realities. These accounts are not treated as objective or fixed truths, but as complex, situated understandings shaped through social context, interaction, and meaning-making processes. Drawing further on Kivunja and Kuyini (2017), ‘empirical knowledge’ is described as arising from experience and demonstrated through observation; however, within this study, such knowledge is approached interpretively rather than as measurable fact. This aligns with an interpretivist epistemology, in which knowledge is co-constructed through interaction between researcher and participant (Denzin et al., 2023; Creswell and Poth, 2025). The use of semi-structured interviews supports this position, as it enables participants to explore their experiences in depth while allowing flexibility beyond predefined questions (Bryman, 2016), facilitating the development of meaning through dialogue rather than the extraction of fixed data.
At the same time, the epistemological stance is shaped by the researchers’ positionality. In the analysis section, the authors reflect on their roles as CA caregivers and professionals working within the CA industry, these positions may potentially influence both data collection and interpretation. Given their professional and personal investment in the field, alongside the interactional nature of qualitative interviewing, there is potential for participants to respond in ways that align with perceived expectations, particularly when discussing more complex or conflicting aspects of caregiving (Bryman, 2016). Although the authors attempt to mitigate these dynamics by encouraging open discussion, the potential for response bias remains, highlighting the need to consider how knowledge is co-constructed not only through participant experience but also through the relational dynamics of the research process (Brinkmann, Kvale and Flick, 2018).
The authors demonstrate reflexivity by acknowledging their positionality as CA professionals, recognising that their perspectives shape the research process and the knowledge produced. This reinforces the interpretivist view that knowledge is co-constructed rather than objective, with multiple realities emerging through the interaction between researcher and participant (Finlay, 2002; Creswell and Poth, 2025). However, while the authors’ reflexivity strengthens the transparency and credibility of the study, it also draws attention to potential limitations within the research design and sample. The recruitment strategy, which involved social media and snowball sampling, appears to have resulted with participants who predominantly report positive relationships with their CAs. As a result, the knowledge generated may reflect a partial view of caregiving experiences, limiting the representation of more complex or negative perspectives. Additionally, the underrepresentation of male participants is acknowledged as a limitation, potentially restricting the diversity of the data captured. 
Whilst the study’s interactional focus on multispecies realities seeks to engage with both human and non-human perspectives and remains appropriate for the aims of the research, it is important to consider the breadth and balance of the knowledge produced considering these methodological and positional influences.
Theoretical perspective -
[bookmark: _Int_lL0D85Z9]The study adopts an interpretivist perspective, implying that reality is socially constructed and can be understood through the meanings individuals attribute to their experiences (Creswell and Poth, 2025). The theoretical orientation underpinning the study is reflected in its emphasis on participants’ subjective accounts, with semi-structured, in-depth interviews used to explore how individuals make sense of rest, relaxation, and self-care within their relationships with CAs. The meanings associated with these narratives are central to the analysis, with the authors reinterpreting participants’ descriptions of self-care as relational rather than individualistic (Braun and Clarke, 2021; Laurent-Simpson, 2021). Participants describe engaging in activities with their CAs as more meaningful than undertaking them alone, with one noting, ‘I make good for someone else… (their CA)… and it’s amplifying my happiness’ (p.7). From a Weberian perspective, this emphasises an interpretive understanding of social action (Weber, 1947, cited in Bryman, 2016), whereby participants are viewed as best placed to describe and make sense of their everyday lives with their CAs. 
Phenomenology may also be considered relevant to this study. According to Bryman (2016), this philosophy explores how individuals make sense of their lived experiences, with the aim of understanding the meanings that underpin their behaviour. In this case, the study explores experiences of rest, relaxation and care within human - CA relationships.  However, these experiences are not purely individual; they are shaped by both shared and personal meanings, taking account of participants’ social contexts. Consequently, the researcher views and interprets the participant from their own multi-complex reality, which aligns with phenomenological principles (Taylor et al., 2015).  Despite these alignments, the study does not state explicitly that it falls within a specific interpretive framework such as phenomenology. Whilst the authors acknowledge and reflect their own interpretive role and positionality, the absence of a clearly defined theoretical framework may limit the overall coherence of the study (Braun and Clarke, 2021).  Creswell and Poth (2025) point out that different interpretivist approaches are underpinned by distinct assumptions and analytical processes; therefore, greater clarity would strengthen the methodological rigour and transparency of the research.
Overall, the study is grounded appropriately in an interpretivist theoretical perspective that prioritises subjective meaning, lived experience, and the co-construction of knowledge. This provides a strong foundation for exploring the relational nature of self-care within human–CA interactions, while also highlighting the importance of clearly articulated theoretical positioning to support coherence across the research design.
Methodology-
Methodologically, the research paper adopts a qualitative research design within an interpretivist framework, which is well-suited to exploring lived experiences and the meanings individuals attach to CA-human relationships. This approach prioritises depth of understanding over generalised beliefs and has been previously used in research, examining relational and narrative experiences (Charles and Davies, 2008; Laurent-Simpson, 2021). It enables in-depth exploration of participants’ subjective experiences, capturing the creation of experiential and contextual data. The study is underpinned by an interpretivist perspective, as explored in the previous section. 
The interviews were conducted both online and in person, with a sample of thirty-one participants across eleven countries. While this suggests a degree of geographical diversity, the sample was predominantly female, which may limit the representativeness of the findings. All participants appear to have positive relationships with their CA, appropriate for the research aims; however, it may also introduce a degree of positive bias (Beauchemin and González-Ferrer, 2011), as individuals with negative or less engaged relationships with their animals may be underrepresented. The interview questions appear to be open-ended, for example, ‘tell me a little bit about your pet(s)’, which encourages participants to provide detailed responses and reduces the likelihood of restrictive yes/no answers (Bell, Waters and Johnson, 2024). This approach is consistent with qualitative interviewing techniques and supports the development of a relaxed and conversational environment, which may enhance the depth and authenticity of the data collected (Brinkmann, Kvale and Flick, 2018).
While semi-structured interviews offer flexibility, they may also present limitations. The quality of the data could be viewed as highly dependent on the interaction between interviewer and participant, thus there is potential for the interviewer influencing participant responses (Creswell and Poth, 2025). Additionally, online interviewing may reduce the ability to capture non-verbal cues, which can be important in interpreting meaning within qualitative research (Moran and Caetano, 2022). These factors may impact the depth and interpretation of the data, a factor that was not mentioned in the study itself but could be considered when evaluating the overall rigour of the findings. The recruitment strategy, which involved social media and snowball sampling, may further limit the diversity of the sample. Snowball sampling usually represents participants recruiting others within similar groups, potentially reinforcing existing viewpoints, which may impact the transferability of the findings to wider populations (Beauchemin and González-Ferrer, 2011). 

Notwithstanding the above factors, the chosen methods remain appropriate given the aims of the study.  Within an interpretivist framework, the aim is not statistical representation, but the exploration of meaning within lived experience (Bryman, 2016; Creswell and Poth, 2025).

Data collection-
Interviews were conducted with twenty-five women and seven men, including one couple, across a range of age groups and eleven countries, providing a geographically diverse sample. Participants were recruited through social media platforms, including pet care networks, as well as through snowball sampling. Potential participants were provided with information about the study and given the opportunity to ask questions prior to participation, after which informed consent was obtained. Interviews were conducted via secure online platforms and ranged in duration from twenty-eight to seventy-one minutes.
While this reflects a typical approach to qualitative data collection, the variation in interview length raises potential questions. Longer interviews may allow for greater rapport between researcher and participant, facilitating more detailed and reflective responses, whereas shorter interviews may limit the depth of data obtained. Drawing on the theory developed by Goffman (1959), social interaction is understood as a reciprocal process through which meaning is negotiated between individuals. In the context of qualitative interviewing, this suggests that participants who engaged more readily with the interviewer may contribute more detailed accounts. This introduces the possibility that certain voices are more prominently represented within the dataset, potentially shaping the overall findings (Goffman, 1959; Punch, 2016).
Online interviews also presents both strengths and limitations. Goffman (1959) conceptualises social interaction as involving both ‘front stage’ and ‘backstage’ behaviours, where individuals may present themselves differently depending on the context. In an online interview setting, participants may be more likely to engage in ‘front stage’ performance, consciously or unconsciously shaping their responses for the researcher. This may limit the extent to which the researcher can access more naturalistic or unguarded accounts of participants’ relationships with their CAs. Conducting interviews remotely may reduce the researcher’s ability to become immersed in the participant’s environment. As Punch (2016) suggests, understanding social interaction is often enhanced when research takes place within natural settings, where shared meanings and practices can be more fully observed. In this study, the reliance on participant self-reporting, rather than direct observation of interactions between caregivers and their CAs, may limit the depth of contextual understanding. Consequently, while the data collection methods are appropriate for the study’s aims, self-reporting via online interviewing may constrain the objectivity and authenticity of the data obtained.
As mentioned above, the reliance on online interview data limits the inclusion of direct observation of interactions between participants and their CAs. While this approach enables participants to describe their experiences of care and how these may enhance rest and relaxation, it does not capture the relational dynamic in practice. Additionally, the ‘voice’ or behavioural presence of the CA within the relationship is absent from the data.  The researchers refer to participants as living within a ‘multispecies’ relational environment (p.3), implying that both human and non-human actors are central to the study. However, the data collected reflects only the perspectives of human caregivers, raising questions about the extent to which the study fully captures a genuinely multispecies experience (Laurent-Simpson, 2021). This reliance on self-report may therefore limit the depth of insight into how these relationships function in everyday contexts (Bryman, 2016; Flick, 2018).
Research by Laurent-Simpson (2021) supports the conceptualisation of CAs as family members, with caregivers often adopting roles analogous to parenting. This includes attributing ‘emotions, preferences, and intentions’ (p.206) to CAs, as well as engaging in caregiving practices such as providing comfort, establishing routines, and incorporating animals into family roles (as ‘children’ or ‘siblings’). While such findings reinforce the idea that shared moments of rest and relaxation may contribute positively to wellbeing, Laurent-Simpson (2021) also highlights the demands associated with caregiving, including stress, responsibility, and potential imbalance in self-care. This suggests that the current study may present a somewhat partial view of CA–human relationships, emphasising positive aspects of care while underrepresenting the complexities and potential challenges involved. A more immersive data collection approach, such as observation within a home environment, may have enabled a deeper understanding of these dynamics by capturing interactions as they naturally occur. Consequently, while the study provides valuable insights into participants’ perceptions, it may be limited in its ability to fully represent the multispecies nature of these relationships.
Ethical considerations
Ethical considerations refer to how researchers address and respond to moral principles when planning and conducting research. Creswell and Poth (2025) outline key principles guiding ethical responsibility, including respect for privacy and informed consent, the promotion of participant welfare (maximising benefit and minimising harm), and considerations of social equity to ensure inclusivity and fair treatment.
Participants in this study were recruited via social media networks, the researchers’ personal networks, including snowball sampling. Information sheets were provided following initial expressions of interest, alongside consent forms. This reflects standard procedural ethics, whereby participants are fully informed about the research and voluntarily agree to take part (Reid et al., 2018). However, the use of personal networks introduces potential ethical concerns. Recruiting participants from the researchers’ own networks may result in similarities in social or educational background, potentially limiting diversity. Furthermore, Reid et al., (2018) suggest that such contexts may involve subtle forms of coercion, where participants feel influenced by their relationship with the researcher. Similarly, Ebbs (1996) argues that research relationships are inherently fragile and require careful negotiation, while interpretivist viewpoints emphasise the fluid and co-constructed nature of interview data, highlighting the importance of ongoing dialogue between researcher and participant (Finlay, 2002; Denzin et al., 2023).
In practical terms, participant identities appear to have been protected through anonymisation within the published paper. Given the personal nature of the data, including reflections on wellbeing, caregiving practices, and expressions of loss, maintaining confidentiality should be considered an essential component of the research throughout. Protecting participant identity minimises potential harm and supports ethical research practice (Bryman, 2016). However, the use of ‘snowball’ sampling presents limitations to confidentiality, as participants may be aware of others within the study, meaning anonymity cannot be fully guaranteed. Additionally, recruitment via social media raises further concerns; for example, if participants engaged publicly with recruitment posts, their identities may have been visible to others.
Online interviews also introduce considerations regarding data protection and security. The study does not explicitly state how interview data was stored, encrypted, or protected, which limits transparency in relation to compliance with specific guidelines such as the UK General Data Protection Regulations (UK GDPR) implemented through the Data Protection Act (2018). According to Bryman (2016) and Flick (2018), secure data storage and clear data management procedures are essential components of ethical qualitative research. These concerns could be mitigated by clearly outlining data storage procedures, such as the use of encrypted digital platforms and restricted access systems.
The interviews also involved potentially sensitive and emotional topics, including caregiving relationships and wellbeing. This introduces further ethical considerations relating to participant wellbeing. While participants were given the option to pause or withdraw from the interview, reflecting principles outlined in qualitative distress protocols (Whitney and Evered, 2022), it is unclear whether additional support mechanisms were available should participants experience distress during or after the interview process. This lack of clarity may limit the extent to which participant welfare was fully explained or considered, which is essential throughout the research process (Bryman, 2016; Whitney and Evered, 2022).
Gatekeeping refers to individuals or organisations who control access to potential participants, effectively acing as ‘gateways’ to the population (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007; Kay, 2019). In relation to online platforms and social media groups the gatekeeper would be the ‘page’ or group administrator (Denzin et al., 2023). Gatekeepers can both facilitate and restrict access to participant groups, creating a ‘double-edged’ role in research. While they are intended to safeguard the rights and wellbeing of specific groups, control over access can constrain opportunities for participation and potential benefits. These dynamics raise ethical concerns where individuals may not be directly consulted as part of the gatekeeping process. Group members autonomy may effectively be overridden, limiting their ability to make independent decisions regarding research involvement. (Hammersley and Atkinson; 2007 Kay, 2019; Bryman, 2016). In this study, permission is likely to be required from closed online communities-such as pet care networks, which can present challenges for researchers. However, given the shared interest in CAs within these communities, they may be more receptive to research participation (Laurent-Simpson, 2021). Considering the dual role of gatekeeping, it remains important to find a balance between safeguarding and accessibility, ensuring that participation is both fully voluntary and equitably accessible.
Overall, the study demonstrates awareness of key ethical principles, including informed consent, confidentiality, and reflexivity. However, greater attention to digital data protection, power dynamics, and emotional risk would strengthen the ethical rigour and transparency of the research.
Conclusion and Evaluation -
This qualitative study provides valuable insights into the role of CAs in relation to everyday practices of rest, relaxation, and self-care. Through its interpretivist approach and use of semi-structured interviews, the research seeks to capture the lived experiences and subjective meanings that participants attach to their relationships with CAs. The interpretivist approach is a strength, as it facilitates in-depth data that aligns well with the study’s exploratory aims (Creswell and Poth, 2025).
However, several methodological and ethical considerations limit the strength of its conclusions. The reliance on self-selected participants, recruited through social media and snowball sampling, raises concerns regarding sample diversity and the potential overrepresentation of positive experiences, thereby limiting the transferability of the findings (Bryman, 2016).  Additionally, the absence of face-to-face observation may have limited the study’s ability to fully capture the multispecies dynamic it seeks to explore, and the interactions between researcher, participant, and CA could not be directly experienced without the use of a shared physical space. While the interpretivist framework is appropriate, the lack of stated positioning within a defined theoretical outlook reduces methodological clarity.
Ethically, the study demonstrates awareness of key principles such as informed consent and confidentiality but could be strengthened through greater transparency regarding data protection, power dynamics, and participant wellbeing – during and following the interviews (Bryman, 2016; Whitney and Evered, 2022). Issues such as gatekeeping and online recruitment further highlight the complexity of conducting ethical qualitative research in digitally mediated environments (Kay, 2019). The authors’ positionality as professionals working in the CA field may introduce subtle expectations within the interview process. Furthermore, the partial use of their own networks to recruit participants may influence how participants present their experiences. Participants reported positive experiences of participation, including appreciation for being given space to reflect on their relationships with their CAs, which may suggest elements of social desirability within the research context.
Despite these limitations, the study makes a meaningful contribution to understanding the relational nature of self-care within human–animal interactions, particularly in highlighting how the natural responsibility of day-to-day care for a CA simultaneously supports self-care practices. However, its findings should be interpreted with caution, given the methodological constraints identified. As the research itself signals, there is scope for further investigation into networks of care that include CAs. Future research would benefit from more diverse sampling strategies and the inclusion of observational methods to better capture the complexity of multispecies relationships in everyday life.
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