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Abstract

The relationship between public attitudes toward animals and human demographics has been well documented during the last few
decades, but the influence of human ethical ideologies on public attitudes toward animals and animal welfare has been rarely inves-
tigated, especially in developing countries, such as China. The present study introduced two scales (Animal Issue Scale [AIS] and
Animal Attitude Scale [AAS]) to investigate the Chinese people’s attitudes toward animals and the manner in which their outlook
related to ethical ideologies (idealism and relativism), which classified people into four ethical positions: situationists, subjectivists, abso-
lutists and exceptionists. Moreover, it also showed how ethical ideologies and their interaction with human demographics influence
respondents’ attitudes toward animals. The results of an online questionnaire (n = 504) distributed throughout China suggest that
compared with middle-aged and old respondents, the young demonstrated significantly more positive attitudes toward animals.
Absolutists showed the most positive attitudes toward animals, while subjectivists showed the least. People’s attitudes toward animals
were positively affected by idealism, which confirms previous findings in developed countries. However, people’s attitudes toward
animals were negatively affected by relativism, which is inconsistent with findings in developed countries, showing that ethical rela-
tivism failed to influence attitudes toward animals. Our results indicate that the same mechanisms underlying the effect of ethical
idealism on attitudes toward animals might work in different countries to increase awareness on animal welfare. However, the manner
in which ethical relativism influences attitudes toward animals may differ between developed and developing countries.

Keywords: animal welfare, attitudes, China, demographics, ethical idealism, ethical relativism

Introduction
Public attitudes toward animals and the influential factors are
of central concern within the fields of human-animal relation-
ships and animal welfare (Serpell 2004; Spooner et al 2012).
In recent years, a growing body of survey-based research has
revealed that most people showed positive attitudes to animals
as animals had many measurable benefits, both to humans and
to society, such as enhancing physical and psychological well-
being, reducing loneliness and depression, improving animal
diversity and promoting sustainable nature and society devel-
opment (Goldmeier 1986; Sharkin & Knox 2003; Wrobel &
Dye 2003; Blazina et al 2011). From another perspective, the
manner in which public attitudes toward animals are
presented — a factor influenced by human culture and
knowledge — can contribute to a healthy dietary and living
environment for animals leading, ultimately, to an optimum
animal welfare system. Therefore, it is clear that a better
understanding of public attitudes toward animals, as well as
the effects of influential factors on such attitudes, are funda-
mentally important to both animals and humans.
There are a variety of attitudes toward animals around the
world and multitudinous reasons exist behind each. Key

drivers of these attitudes may include the geographic region,
economy, human demographic, purpose of animal usage,
human culture and religion (Driscoll 1992; Phillips et al
2012). For instance, European students have more concern
for animal welfare than Asian students, whilst compared
with northern European students, students from communist
Asian and European countries have more concern about
killing animals (Phillips et al 2012). Additionally, children
and adults often show different views toward animals.
Humanistic, moralistic, naturalistic and ecologistic are the
four prevaling attitudes among 12–14 year old children
(Eagles & Muffitt 1990), while adults often show confused
attitudes toward animals. Individuals may differ in their
attitudes to how people use animals. For example, using
animals for luxury garments is the most unacceptable
behaviour, and the use of animals for educational purposes
the most acceptable (Driscoll 1992), while attitudes toward
farm animals should depend on the situation and the meas-
urement model (Hansson & Lagerkvist 2014). People tend
to be more favourable towards popular as opposed to
unpopular animals (Prokop & Tunnicliffe 2010).
Companion animal owners often show better knowledge of
and more positive attitudes toward both popular and
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