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Abstract

In Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries, the number of pets and pet owners has been 
increasing in recent years. The experiences people have with pets might impact their relationships with animals in general and espe-
cially attitudes towards animal protection and use. However, research on the impact of pet ownership on values and attitudes towards 
animals is relatively scarce. We analyse associations of pet ownership with different values and attitudes towards animals. We derived 
seven attitude constructs towards animals from three different datasets using Principal Component Analyses. Data were collected using 
standardised online surveys with German residents (dataset  1  =  1,049  respondents; dataset 2 = 414 respondents; 
dataset 3 = 1,048 respondents). All three samples are non-probability quota samples. The seven attitudinal constructs represent values 
and attitudes towards animals ranging from general values and attitudes towards, eg animal protection, to more specific attitudes 
towards, eg eating animals. We analysed the relationship of pet ownership, sex, and age with these constructs using ANOVA. Our results 
show that effect sizes are small to medium. Pet ownership has the strongest association with more general values and attitudes 
towards animals, with pet owners being, eg more involved in animal protection and more in favour of awarding fundamental rights to 
animals. In contrast, we found that more specific attitudes, such as the evaluation of current pig farming systems or attitudes towards 
eating meat, were more related to sex than pet ownership. Our findings indicate that having pets relates to their owners’ attitudes 
towards animals, but that this association varies depending on the specificity of attitudes.  
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Introduction 
Pets have an important status in today’s society. In most 
Western countries, the number of households with pets is 
continuously increasing (Sandøe et al 2016). In Germany, for 
instance, the proportion of households with at least one pet 
has increased from one-third to around 45% over the last 
decade (IVH 2009; ZZF & IVH 2019). Thus, today, almost 
every second household has pets. In particular, the number of 
pet cats (+75%) and dogs (+87%) has increased significantly 
over the last ten years (Statista 2021a). Similar trends can be 
observed in other European countries (Statista 2021b). 
Research has shown that pets influence humans in multiple 
ways. They have been shown to have positive associations 
with the development of children and adolescents (Purewal 
et al 2017), such as with emotional health and the develop-
ment of cognitive and social skills. Furthermore, pets posi-
tively affect humans’ physical and mental health (Jorgenson 
1997; Wells 2009; Brooks et al 2018). Beyond these positive 
associations of pet ownership, there is also evidence that 
living together with pets impacts pet owners’ constructs of 
values and attitudes towards animals, supporting the ‘pets as 
ambassadors’ hypothesis (Serpell & Paul 1994).  

A study by Martens et al (2019) revealed that young adults 
who have more contact with animals show a more positive 
attitude towards animals in general, and those owning a pet 
are more concerned about animal welfare than non-pet 
owners. Furthermore, pet owners attribute both a higher 
range as well as a higher complexity of emotions to animals 
and show stronger beliefs in animals’ mental capacities 
(Morris et al 2012; Walker et al 2014; Kupsala et al 2016). 
In addition, growing up with pets and having a strong 
attachment to them during childhood is associated with 
greater empathy towards animals (Ellingsen et al 2010; 
Rothgerber & Mican 2014). 
In the specific context of attitudes towards livestock 
farming, concerns about farm animal welfare are also higher 
among pet owners (Bir et al 2019), in particular among dog 
and/or cat owners who more likely seek information on 
animal welfare (McKendree et al 2014). Moreover, a study 
on pet ownership and vegetarianism showed that partici-
pants who grew up with a greater variety of pets were more 
concerned about animal use than those who had not (Heiss 
& Hormes 2018). Pet owners were also found to be more 
critical of intensive livestock production (Pirsich et al 2017) 
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