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Summary of proposed study
Veenhoven (2024) suggested the definition of happiness is “how much one likes the life one lives”.  Psychologists Ackerman & Neuhaus (2019) claim happiness is not a trait but rather a mental fleeting changeable state. Furthermore, they stated that happiness is synonymous with experiencing pleasure or contentment, which means that it should not be mistaken for more extreme emotions like joy, ecstasy, or bliss. Moreover, happiness can be either feeling or displaying, indicating that it need not be an internal or exterior emotion.

According to the United Nations (UN) World Happiness Report (Helliwell et al., 2024), the United Kingdom is ranked the twentieth happiest country in the world compared to Finland who place first consistently. According to research by Lahti & Seppälä (2024), the main reason Finn’s are happier is due to the trust in their government, public officials, and neighbours. In Finland, residents are never more than a ten-minute walk away from a park or forestry area, thus positively influencing the happiness levels of its residents. It poses the question whether people living in the UK would be happier if they exercised more regularly outdoors and whether their happiness is dependent on who they exercise with.

There are a variety of contributing factors to happiness, work-life balance, spending time outdoors, connecting with loved ones, getting enough sleep, financial security, job security, and having hobbies to name a few (Bhandari, et al., 2024). However, there are unfortunately a significant number of factors which contribute to the unhappiness of individuals, such as work-related stress, life stressors, financial concerns, ill health, lack of social connections, bereavements, family circumstances, and mental health conditions such as depression (Bhandari, et al., 2024). Neurotransmitters including dopamine and endorphins are released when people exercise helping to alleviate feelings of depression and anxiety, thus improving people’s overall wellbeing (Bhandari, et al., 2024).


According to the PDSA’s PAW report (2024) 28% of all adults in the UK own a dog and of that figure, 24% own more than one dog. Giving this figure, it is estimated that there are approximately 10.6 million owned dogs in the UK. 92% of dog owners who participated in the PAW report agree with the statement owning a dog improves their life, 86% agree owning a dog makes them physically healthier whilst 88% of dog owners agree purely owning a dog makes them mentally healthier and happier. 

The Covid-19 pandemic had a significant negative impact on the mental health of millions of people globally. According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2022) the prevalence of both anxiety and depression increased by 25% during the first year of the pandemic. In addition to an increase in poor mental health, there was also an increase in the number of dog ownerships in the UK during this time period. The number of dog ownerships rose by 600,000 in the UK alone during 2020-21 (PDSA, 2024). This was primarily due to increased feelings of loneliness and isolation and the desire to exercise in outdoor spaces during lockdown. Younger people, especially those under 35, experienced the most significant decline in their mental wellbeing during the pandemic (Sapien Labs, 2024).

Westgarth (2017) from the University of Liverpool found dog walking is carried out to meet the emotional needs of both the owner and the dog. The study of 26 interviews and personal written reflections found owners are motivated to go dog walking because it enhances their happiness levels, however said happiness is contingent on the dog owner believing their pet is also enjoying the walk. Dog walking is a popular everyday physical activity and according to Dogster (2024) 75% of dog owners in the UK say they walk more now they have a dog. The Ordnance Survey (2022) said walking a dog is a great way to de-stress the mind. 


Dog owners are generally more active than those who are non-dog owners, however, some people rarely walk with their dog (Westgarth, et al., 2017). There is currently limited data and empirical research available for the number of people who walk alone or the frequency of such, thus enabling this study to provide additional data upon completion. However, walking alone can make people happy and has significant benefits such as improved mental health and wellbeing, confidence, freedom, time for oneself, connecting with nature, and increased serotonin levels leading to a boost in one’s mood (Woodhouse, 2019).


Walking in groups can have a profound effect on one’s mental health and wellbeing due to social connections, acceptance, and safety (Allan, et al., 2023). Other benefits include a reduction in stress and anxiety, improved mood, better sleep, a sense of accomplishment and the therapeutic experience (Cherryson, 2024). Socialising helps to reduce feelings of isolation and loneliness and decreases depression and chronic stress (Godman, 2023). According to Moussaid et al. (2010) up to 70% of pedestrians walk in social groups of two or more. 

The current empirical literature shows that there is a positive correlation in the subjective happiness levels of dog owners whilst walking, however, further research is required in the field to build a stronger evidence base.


The aim of this study is to identify whether walking with a dog, alone, or in a group significantly improves the subjective happiness level of the person and will be measured using The Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS) by Lyubomirsky & Lepper (1999), in addition to a demographic questionnaire created using Qualtrics. Furthermore, the study aims to add sufficient evidence to the current literature in the field for other researchers to test. Additional aims of this study include the ability to test the hypothesis and to test the theory (hypothetico-deductive), and to gain evidence which will support the hypothesis.

A one-tailed hypothesis will be applied, the subjective happiness levels of people who walk with a dog will be significantly happier than those who walk either alone or in a group after six consecutive weeks of walking for at least 20 minutes per week.

Proposed Methodology
Participants


The sample will be made up of three groups by a total of 45 participants split equally across all three groups (15 participants per group). Group one will be dog walkers, group two will be those who walk alone, and group three will be those who walk in groups. The ages of participants required will be 18 years and above. The participants will be a mixture of males and females. Participants will not have to be clinically diagnosed with a current or previous mental health condition to take part in the study. 
Participants will be recruited by word of mouth to friends, family members, colleagues, university peers, and the study will be advertised on social media which will allow for the post to be shared by people online to reach a wider audience in the hopes of recruiting further participants.
Design


The design will be a between-subjects design as the study aims to compare three groups of walkers: dog walkers, lone walkers, and group walkers. Data will be gathered from the participants using quantitative data from a demographic questionnaire via Qualtrics. The demographic questionnaire will be used alongside The Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS) by Lyubomirsky & Lepper (1999). The questionnaire will be used as it is cheap, reliable, and an efficient way of obtaining data from the participants. 

The dependent variable (DV) will be the happiness levels of the participants. The independent variable (IV) will be whether they walk with a dog, alone, or in a group. Each participant will be required to be focussed on the aim of the study and task they are required to complete in order for the study results to be reliable and valid.

To ensure the study is valid, the principal researcher will be responsible for ensuring the study and questionnaire measures what it is intended to, despite not all participants having the same level of happiness and ability. The study will be using a questionnaire which is reliable and valid as it is recommended by psychologists in the field. The study will have face validity as it will measure what it intends to (happiness levels in different groups of walkers). 

Materials


The SHS by Lyubomirsky & Lepper (1999) will be used as a credible way to accurately collect the data from the participants. A demographic questionnaire will also be used to assess the results. 


The SHS is a four-item scale related to the participants happiness levels. The scoring mechanism ranges from 1-7 with one being ‘not a very happy person’ to seven being ‘a very happy person’. For question 2, the scale ranges from one being ‘less happy’ to seven being ‘more happy’. Question 3 and 4 range from 1 being ‘not at all’ to seven being ‘a great deal’. The possible range of total scores is 4 being the lowest possible score and 28 being the highest possible score. The highest score represents the most significant level of happiness.


In order to successfully complete the questionnaire, the participants will be asked to read each statement and question carefully and then tick a box or answer the question to the best of their ability which best or closely fits how they feel at that time. 


An example question is ‘in general, I consider myself to be…less happy (1) to more happy (7)’. An example demographic question is ‘what is your current walking activity?’ with the options ranging from ‘daily’ to ‘rarely’.
Proposed Procedure


An opportunity sampling of participants from a combination of friends, family members, colleagues, and university peers will be used. A minimum of 45 participants will be asked by the principal researcher whether they would be willing to partake in the study. 


Each individual participant will be sent via email full study information. Participants will be informed they will be required to engage with the study via completing the questionnaire to the best of their ability to provide sufficient information to conduct the study and offer up to date information to the field. The study will be aimed at analysing whether walking in a specific group (with a dog, alone, or in a group) will have any positive impact on their subjective happiness levels. Participants will only be required to complete the questionnaire once as part of the study. All participants will be required to read a consent form and tick that they understand and are willing to participate. Participants will not be able to formally sign the document as it will be electronically collected. 


Standardisation will be used in terms of all participants will be given the same consent form, information sheet, debriefing sheet as well as the same instructions and questionnaires to complete. Participants will be asked to complete a demographic questionnaire as well as the SHS regarding their experience of walking to determine their subjective happiness levels to identify any trends or correlations. 


Participants will be thanked for their participation in the experiment and will be provided with contact information for the principal researcher should they have any questions or concerns. All participants will be debriefed accordingly through an online information sheet.
Proposed Results/Data Analysis

A one-way Anova will be applied. It is hypothesised the subjective happiness levels of people who walk with a dog will be significantly happier than those who walk either alone or in a group.
Ethical Considerations
The British Psychological Society (BPS) set the parameters for the research ethics, which sets the standard of conduct for all scientific research, especially those involving human participants. The code of ethics must be adhered to by psychologists and researchers in the field of mental health to ensure protection of the dignity, rights, and welfare of all research participants. It is the responsibility of psychologists to develop and implement procedures for confidentiality, fairness, valid consent, anonymity, and due process consistent with said rights (BPS, 2021).


A thorough assessment will be completed prior to study completion in order to determine and outline any potential risks and benefits. There will be no further potential risk to the participants which is greater than they could experience in everyday life. Throughout the study the participants have the opportunity to contact the principal researcher to inform of any risk or harm which will be managed and dealt with accordingly. Participants which are peers in university will be provided with the contact details of the wellbeing team should they require support. All participants will be provided with contact information for external agencies such as the Samaritans.


There is a potential for personal biases from the principal researcher due to them choosing the participants. It is the responsibility of the principal researcher to remove any biases and prejudices when choosing and requesting participation from people, so it does not interfere with the study or the results of. The principal investigator will need to prove they are competent in the field beforehand. People who do not walk will be excluded from the study due to the very nature of the study involving the physical exercise of walking and the requirement to fit within one of the three aforementioned groups.

As outlined by the BPS (2021), it is imperative to provide any and all potential participants with necessary and sufficient information about the research in a coherent manner. This provides the participant with the opportunity to decide whether or not they wish to participate. The subjects will be provided with consent forms prior to the commencement of the research activity and will only be permitted to participate if they check the appropriate box for understanding and agreeing to the conditions of the study. Consent forms and information guides in alternative formats such as imagery and audio versions should they be required to ensure inclusivity and comprehensive understanding for all participants. Any participants who experience learning difficulties will need to have consent from a parent, guardian or carer to show they fully understand any risks involves and what is required of them in the role as a participant. Participants with vulnerabilities will be monitored via email correspondence should they feel uncomfortable with the study and all participants will be given the right to withdraw prior to their data being used in the analysis.


Each participant will be anonymised and will remain anonymous from other participants within the study. All participants will be pseudonymised during data analysis. All questionnaires, consent forms and other relevant documentation will be stored electronically and only available to read by the principal researcher. The questionnaires will be stored electronically using Qualtrics. Any documentation will be password protected with only the principal researcher knowing the passwords. The information will be stored on a personal laptop which is requires fingerprint identification from only the principal researcher. All participants participating in the study will be bound by the rule of confidentiality. They will have the right to access their own data should they seem it necessary, but they will be made aware the data will be anonymised once gathered meaning it would be impossible to identify the data once submitted. 


Both the information sheet and consent form will hold the following information; the aims of the study, the types of data to be obtained, confidentiality and anonymity conditions, compliance with the Data Protection Act (2018), the time commitment expected from the participant, the right to decline to offer particular information requested by the principal researcher, the right to withdraw from the study, the opportunity to have supplied data destroyed on request, details of any risks identified and associated with the study, the name and contact details of the principal researcher, planned debriefing, how data will be owned, stored, and used, a privacy notice, planned outcomes and any potential benefits from the research, and finally how the results will be made available to participants upon completion.


Consideration of the effect of the activity on happiness levels and wellbeing will take place i.e., if the walking activity exacerbates negative thoughts, feelings, and emotions and reduces happiness levels dramatically, therefore the principal researcher will be contactable via email and the participants will be sign posted to helplines and resources available to support them. Therefore, the lack of face-to-face contact will be considered ethically. This is to reduce the potential of participants experiencing psychological harm or disturbance as a direct result of the experiment. No participants will be physically harmed as a requirement of the study. 

Prior to the commencement of the study, the subjects will be informed the study may not result in a positive successful outcome. The study is socially sensitive as it directly links to the participants’ wellbeing and happiness levels. 


The study is true to deliverance and no deception will be involved. Participants will be made fully aware they are participating in a research experiment and will be informed of the accurate aims to ensure they are able to provide informed consent. All subjects will be treated fairly, with respect, addressed politely and compassionately throughout the course of the study.


All participants will be debriefed at the end of the study. The aim of the research is to maximise benefit and always minimise risk and harm. The costs of the study will be outweighed by the benefits of conducting the study.

	Supervisor only:

I have reviewed this proposal and am satisfied that it meets the requirements for this dissertation/project. I am happy for data collection to commence.

Signed:

Date:
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Appendices

Appendix A: The Subjective Happiness Scale questionnaire

[image: image2.png]‘The Subjective Happiness Scale

‘The SHS is 2 4-item scale of global subjective happiness. Two items ask respondents to
characterize themselves using both absolute ratings and ratings relative to peers, whereas the
other two items offer brief descriptions of happy and unhappy individuals and ask respondents
the extent to which each characterization describes them.

Lyubomirsky, S., & Lepper, H. 5. (1995). A measure of subjective happiness: Preliminary
reliability and construct validation. Social Indicators Research, 46, 137-155.

For each of the following statements and/or questions, please circle the point on the scale that
you feel is most appropriate in describing you.

1.1n general, | consider myself:

1 2 3 4 s 6 7
notavery avery
happy happy
person person

2. Compared to most of my peers, | consider myself:

1 2 3 4 s 6 7
less happy more
‘happy

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

1 2 3 4 s 6 7
notatall agreat
deal

4. S0me people are generally not very happy. Although they are not depressed, they never
‘seem as happy s they might be. To what extent does this characterization describe you?

1 2 3 4 s 6 7
notatall agreat
deal

‘Scoring: Compute the mean across responses to all four questions; item #4 is reverse coded.




