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ABSTRACT The current work investigated how viewing one’s pet as a family
member improves wellbeing. We hypothesized that including pets in a key
social ingroup (i.e., family) would increase ascriptions of socially supportive traits
to these animals, enhancing their perceived ability to provide social support to
owners, which in turn promotes owner wellbeing. Study 1 used a correlational
design and showed positive relations between viewing one’s companion ani-
mal as a family member, greater perceptions of socially supportive traits, and
better welloeing as indexed by several measures of mental and physical health.
Study 2 experimentally manipulated the extent to which participants viewed
their pets as family members and found that inducing people to view
companion animals as family members improved wellbeing. This study also
provided evidence for the mediating role of socially supportive anthropomor-
phism, and it ruled out a mood-based alternative account. Pets can play an
important role in providing social support that can improve people’s mental and
physical health, and the processes underlying how animals can be included in
people’s most important ingroup shed light on the psychology underlying how
group memberships affect perceptions of humanity.

Keywords: anthropomorphism, human—animal interaction, pets, social
support, wellbeing

Ascriptions of humanity are remarkably malleable. For instance,

0‘0 it has been argued that a continuum ranging from human to
¢ nonhuman animal explains when perceivers extend or deny,
respectively, uniquely human characteristics such as nuanced emotions
and cognitive abilities to entities (e.g., Haslam, 2006; Leyens et al., 2000;
Rudman & Mescher, 2012). Just as humanity can be withheld from peo-
ple (Epley & Waytz, 2010; Haslam & Loughnan, 2014), it can be extended
to nonhuman agents. For example, lonely people are more likely to
anthropomorphize animals by imbuing them with socially supportive traits
such as “considerate” and “sympathetic,” presumably to establish social
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connection with them (Epley, Akalis, Waytz, & Cacioppo, 2008). In the present research, we
examined how socially supportive traits are applied to pets and how they might enhance
owner wellbeing.

There has been considerable interest in the application of socially supportive attributes to
nonhuman agents because they can serve people’s affiliation needs (Epley, Waytz, & Cacioppo,
2007). Social connection is arguably the most powerful human motive (Baumeister & Leary,
1995), and without it, people experience poorer physical and mental health (e.g., House,
Landis, & Umberson, 1988; McConnell, Strain, Brown, & Rydell, 2009; Uchino, Cacioppo, &
Kiecolt-Glaser, 1996). Although there are many perspectives on anthropomorphism and on
theory of mind (e.g., Gray, Gray, & Wegner, 2007; Haslam, 2006; Leyens et al., 2000; Mitchell
& Hamm, 1997), in the current work we adopted the approach of Epley et al. (2008), involv-
ing the ascription of socially supportive attributes to entities, because we were interested in how
perceptions of these qualities in companion animals impact wellbeing outcomes tied to social
support. For example, people who anthropomorphize their pets by perceiving them as having
more socially supportive attributes report receiving more social support from these animals
and experience better mental and physical health (McConnell, Brown, Shoda, Stayton, &
Martin, 2011). Moreover, people who are more likely to anthropomorphize (based on an indi-
vidual difference measure) showed improved wellbeing following a social rejection experience
after merely viewing animals (Brown, Hengy, & McConnell, 2016). Thus, people can use
animals to enhance social connection, and perceiving socially supportive traits in these
nonhuman entities (i.e., anthropomorphism) may provide wellbeing benefits.

Regardless of the actual capabilities of animals (e.g., Horowitz, 2009; Mitchell & Hamm,
1997), when people believe pets possess socially supportive attributes, it allows owners to
experience a sense of social connection with these animals (Epley et al., 2007), promoting well-
being (e.g., Campo & Uchino, 2013; McConnell et al., 2011). Yet, what factors lead people to
view animals as psychological conspecifics? As noted, people often ascribe human qualities to
animals in response to social isolation (Brown et al., 2016; Epley et al., 2008). Also, Filippi and
colleagues (2010) found that vegetarians and vegans, compared with omnivores, showed
similar empathetic neural activation patterns when viewing the suffering of animals and the
suffering of human beings, suggesting that individuals motivated not to eat animals show com-
parable empathy toward people and animals. Similarly, research on moral expansiveness (e.g.,
Bastian, Loughnan, Haslam, & Radke, 2012; Crimston, Bain, Hornsey, & Bastian, 2016) has
shown that people who include animals in their sphere of moral concern show greater prosocial
motivations toward them (e.g., protecting their habitats, less interest in eating them).

In the current work, we explored another means by which greater ascription of human
qualities might be triggered for animals: including them in the construal of family. The vast
majority of people (96%) report that they have a “family,” and 65% of people report that fam-
ily is their most important ingroup (McConnell, Buchanan, Lloyd, & Skulborstad, 2019). One
of the primary functions of ingroups is to provide social resources for its members (e.g., Correll
& Park, 2005), and family is a key ingroup that promotes mental and physical health (McConnell
etal., 2019). Further, 77% of dog and cat owners say their animals are family members despite
that, by definition, pets are animals without consanguineous ties (McConnell, Lloyd, &
Buchanan, 2017). We believe there are important consequences for owners extending famil-
ial status to companion animals. First, research has shown that as people include a greater
diversity of entity types (e.g., neighbors, co-workers) in their personal definition of “family” (i.e.,
greater breadth of family inclusion), they enjoy better mental and physical health (Buchanan &
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McConnell, 2017). These wellbeing benefits were observed both in correlational studies and
in experimental studies where breadth of family inclusion was manipulated. Having a greater
diversity of entities in this key ingroup provides people with more avenues for social support,
which promotes resilience. Thus, as people include pets (i.e., add another entity type) in their
construal of family, welloeing benefits should follow.

Relatedly, the health benefits of animals in people’s lives (e.g., pets, service animals) have
been shown in many studies. For example, children growing up with a companion animal have
greater self-confidence, self-esteem, and autonomy, compared with children without pets (Van
Houtte & Jarvis, 1995). Also, pet owners, compared with non-owners, have greater self-
esteem and are more physically fit (McConnell et al., 2011). Further, pet adopters showed a
significant reduction in depression two months after doing so (McConnell et al., 2017). Finally,
following heart attacks, pet owners were less likely to die one year later, compared with non-
owners (1% vs. 7%, respectively; Friedmann & Thomas, 1995). To be clear, companion animals
are not a panacea and some replication studies report null or mixed results (Amiot & Bastian,
2015; Herzog, 2011), but overall there is good evidence that pets can provide benefits through
perceptions of enhanced social support, and these findings have been shown in several
experimental studies (e.g., Allen, Shykoff, & Izzo, 2001; Brown et al., 2016; McConnell et al.,
2011, 2017).

Because pet ownership can improve wellbeing, we anticipated that viewing companion
animals as family members might increase ascribing them with socially supportive traits and,
therefore, improve wellbeing. People ascribe greater human qualities to ingroup members
compared with outgroup members (Leyens et al., 2000), and thus including a pet in a key
ingroup (i.e., family) should extend socially supportive qualities to these animals (Epley et al.,
2008), equipping them with more perceived capacity to offer social support that can enhance
owner wellbeing (McConnell et al., 2011). Also, including a companion animal in one’s construal
of family diversifies the types of entities in family membership, which should improve welloeing
as well (Buchanan & McConnell, 2017). In the current work, we report two studies, one
correlational and one experimental, examining this reasoning.

Study 1

We first conducted a study to observe if there were relations between viewing one’s pet as a
family member, anthropomorphism, and wellbeing. We anticipated that more strongly viewing
a companion animal as a family member should predict ascribing more socially supportive
attributes to the pet and predict better wellbeing.

Methods

Participants: Participants were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, an on-line market-
place matching paid participants with research projects (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011).
They were recruited for a study about people’s experiences with pets, based on an approved
human subjects protocol (Miami University IRB approval 01160r) and were told that individu-
ating information such as IP addresses would be deleted from datafiles to preserve anonymity.
Power analyses, anticipating a small to medium effect size (|r| = 0.25), indicated that a sample
of 120 participants would achieve 80% power (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2007). We
collected data from 150 residents of the United States, anticipating that some would fail a
reading check (Oppenheimer, Meyvis, & Davidenko, 2009) that was included to promote high-
quality data (Aust, Diedenhofen, Ullrich, & Musch, 2013). Indeed, 13 individuals failed the
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reading check, resulting in a final sample of 137 participants (M,q, = 39.25, SD = 13.11;
82 female, 54 male, 1 other).’

Wellbeing Measures: 1) Psychological Needs: First, participants completed the 17-item
psychological needs scale (Zadro, Wiliams, & Richardson, 2004), assessing their sense of
self-esteem, belonging, control, and meaningful existence. Participants rated their agreement
with statements (e.g., “I feel good about myself’) responding on a scale ranging from 1 (not at
all true) to 9 (completely true). Following past work (e.g., Bernstein, Sacco, Young, Hugenberg,
& Cook, 2010; McConnell et al., 2011), we computed the mean response (7 items were
reverse-scored) such that larger scores reflected greater psychological needs fulfilment
M=6.73,SD =1.76, o = 0.97).

2) Self-esteem: Participants completed a self-esteem scale (Rosenberg, 1965), rating their
agreement with 10 statements (e.g., “At times, | think | am no good at all”’) on a scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The mean response (half were reverse-scored)
was computed, with larger scores indicating greater self-esteem (M = 3.16, SD = 0.64,
a=0.92).

3) Depressed Affect: Participants then completed the Center for Epidemiological Studies
Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977) to assess depressed affect. Participants endorsed
20 statements reporting their experiences during the previous two weeks (e.g., “I felt that
everything | did was an effort”) on a scale ranging from 1 (rarely or none of the time) to 4 (most
or all of the time). The mean response was computed (three items were reverse-scored), with
larger scores indicating more depressed affect (M = 1.72, SD = 0.53, a = 0.92).

4) Stress-related llinesses: Afterwards, we assessed stress-related illnesses (Cohen &
Hoberman, 1983) by asking participants to report whether they had been bothered by any of
33 symptoms in the previous two weeks (e.g., dizziness, muscle tension) using a “yes” or “no”
response. The sum of participants’ physical symptoms was computed (M = 5.69, SD = 5.94,
a =0.90).

Pet Measures: 1) Target Pet Identification: Participants reported the number of animals in their
immediate household (M = 4.20, SD = 6.17). Next, they were asked to think about their closest
pet and report both the species and breed (if known) of it and to write its name. In this sample,
there were 104 dogs, 43 cats, 1 bird, 1 rabbit, and 1 turtle identified as closest companion
animal.? Participants were told to focus on this specific animal for all subsequent questions. They
then responded to five questions about the animal (e.g., its age, how much care they gave it) to
bolster the cover story that the study was interested in general pet experiences.

2) Pet Anthropomorphism: We then asked participants to complete the Epley et al. (2008)
anthropomorphism scale. Participants indicated “to what extent does this pet exhibit the
following qualities” on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 9 (tremendously). We computed the
mean response to items thoughtful, considerate, and sympathetic (M = 5.89, SD = 2.35,
o = 0.90) because these three traits have been used in past work to examine socially
supportive traits ascribed to animals (e.g., Epley et al., 2008; McConnell et al., 2011). We also
examined the mean response to the other four items not related to social support (i.e.,
embarrassment, creativity, deviousness, jealousy). These items are not typically examined in
work investigating animals as socially supportive agents, but we report them here for
completeness (M = 4.02, SD = 1.81, a = 0.63).3
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3) Pet as a Family Member: Next, participants answered the question, “When you think about
a continuum of ‘being a family member,” how do you view this pet?” using a scale ranging from
1 (not at all a family member) to 9 (completely a family member) (M = 8.20, SD = 1.46).

4) Demographic Measures: Before debriefing and payment, participants provided
demographic information: gender, age, and country of origin.

Results

Overall Wellbeing: To produce an index of overall wellbeing, we calculated the mean scores for
psychological needs, self-esteem, depressed affect, and stress-related ilness measures, and
then submitted those scores to a factor analysis, revealing a one-factor solution (\1 = 3.07,
all other \s < 0.6). Thus, a single factor score was computed for each participant—overall
wellbeing—with larger scores indicating greater wellbeing (i.e., greater psychological needs
fulfilment, greater self-esteem, less depressed affect, and fewer stress-related illnesses). The
reduction of several converging measures of mental and physical health into a single factor
score produced a reliable index of wellbeing, and this approach has been used in past work
involving the health benefits of family (e.g., Buchanan & McConnell, 2017) and of pets (e.g.,
McConnell et al., 2011).

Wellbeing, Pets as Family, and Anthropomorphism: Our key prediction was that as people
viewed their pet as a family member to a greater degree, they would experience greater well-
being and ascribe more socially supportive traits to their companion animals. Participants
reported greater wellbeing when they viewed their pet more strongly as a member of their
family (rys6 = 0.23, p = 0.006) and as they perceived their pet as possessing more socially
supportive traits (114 = 0.29, p < 0.001). In addition, viewing one’s companion animal more
as a family member predicted perceptions of more socially supportive attributes (149, = 0.48,
p < 0.001). On the other hand, the degree to which people ascribed traits unrelated to social
support to companion animals did not predict welloeing (7149 = =0.07, p = 0.421), did not
predict viewing the pet as a family member (149 = 0.11, p = 0.204), and did not predict
ascribing socially supportive traits to their pet (140 = 0.09, p = 0.314). Thus, the effects of trait
ascriptions to companion animals on wellbeing and family member ratings were specific to
socially supportive attributes rather than to human-associated traits in general.

To test whether the effect of pet family member inclusion on wellbeing was mediated by
socially supportive anthropomorphism, we conducted a mediational analysis with 5,000 boot-
strapped resamples (Hayes, 2012). Results of this analysis are displayed in Figure 1. Although
the once-significant direct effect between viewing one’s companion animal as more of a fam-
ily member and greater welloeing was rendered marginal when including socially supportive
traits, the indirect effect was not significant, as indicated by the 95% CI including zero
(b =0.037,95% Cl =[-0.013, 0.101]). These results suggest that perceptions of socially sup-
portive traits did not statistically mediate the relation between viewing one’s companion ani-
mal as a family member and greater wellbeing.

Discussion

Study 1 showed that viewing one’s pet as a family member to a greater degree predicted
better wellbeing as indexed by self-esteem, psychological needs fulfilment, depressed affect,
and stress-related illness. Further, seeing a companion animal as more of a family member
predicted greater ascriptions of socially supportive traits to it. Although we observed these
relations with anthropomorphism involving socially supportive traits, there were no relations
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tb=‘3-:g'5 Socially supportive b=0.06,
(196579, anthropomorphism tisa=1.40,
p<0.001 p=0.164

Viewing one’s pet 5 Wellbeing
as family b=0.16,  (b=0.12),

f135=2.82,  l134=1.95,

p=0.006 p=0.053
Figure 1. Mediational analysis testing whether socially supportive anthropomorphism
mediates the relation between self-reports of viewing one’s pet as a family member and over-
all wellbeing (Study 1). B-weight in parentheses reflects the effect of viewing one’s pet as a
family member in predicting wellbeing, while also including the mediator (socially supportive
anthropomorphism) in the regression equation.

observed with traits unrelated to social support (Epley et al., 2008; McConnell et al., 2011),
indicating that the links between family inclusion and health involving anthropomorphism involve
the perception of socially supportive traits in particular and not just more human-associated
traits across the board.*

In addition, we explored whether socially supportive traits might mediate the relation
between viewing one’s companion animal as family and wellbeing. Although the once-
significant relation between viewing one’s pet as family and greater welloeing was rendered
marginal when including the mediator in the regression equation, the bootstrap analysis did not
show evidence of significant mediation. Although this outcome may cast a shadow on the
possibility that socially supportive trait ascriptions underlie the relation between viewing pets
as family members and greater wellbeing, relying on purely correlational variables in mediational
analyses to establish causal claims is fraught (Bullock, Green, & Ha, 2010). In addition, because
people’s self-reports of their companion animals as family members was near the ceiling of the
scale, it is possible that there was not sufficient variability in views of pets as family members
in the current sample to fully evaluate the mediational model. Thus in study 2, we manipulated
people’s perceptions of their pet as being family members to provide an experimental test of
the construct presumed to trigger greater socially supportive traits and greater wellbeing.
Further, this manipulation should introduce greater variability in views of companion animals as
family members than relying on pre-existing perceptions.

Study 2

In study 2, rather than rely on people’s pre-existing beliefs about the degree to which their pet
was a family member, we systematically manipulated their perceptions. Specifically, partici-
pants initially completed a baseline measure of wellbeing to serve as a covariate before being
randomly assigned to a condition to enhance viewing their pet as a family member (pet-is-
family condition) or as an animal (pet-is-animal condition). We selected the latter as a
comparison condition because of the human-animal continuum advanced by Haslam (2006)
and others (e.g., Rudman & Mescher, 2012). Afterwards, participants completed a post-
manipulation wellbeing measure and rated their pet’s traits. Past work has used subtle writing
manipulations involving one’s pets (even though the animals are not present in the experimental
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setting) and has shown effects on the same wellbeing outcome measure used in the current
study (e.g., Brown et al., 2016; McConnell et al., 2011). We expected participants in the pet-
is-family condition would show greater ascriptions of socially supportive traits and improved
wellbeing. In addition, we assessed participant affect to ensure that effects of the experimen-
tal manipulation were not mood by-products (e.g., thinking about one’s pet as a family member
might increase positive affect, recalling a time when one’s pet acted like an animal might be
distressing) that could alter reports of wellbeing reports.

Methods

Participants: We collected data from 165 undergraduates who attended a large university in
the United States and participated for course credit, based on an approved human subjects
protocol (Miami University IRB approval 01160r).5 Participants were told that the study was
examining experiences with pets and that the study required them to have a companion animal
either at their campus household or at their parents’ household. Similar to study 1, a reading
check item was included, and 13 individuals failed it, resulting in a final sample of 152 partic-
ipants (M, = 18.76, SD = 0.85; 98 female, 53 male, and 1 who did not report gender). The

g
study took approximately 20 minutes to complete.

Procedure: 1) Baseline Wellbeing: First, participants completed the subjective happiness scale
(Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999) to provide a baseline measure of welloeing to be used later as
a covariate. This approach of using an initial wellbeing measure to serve as a covariate to
detect modest shifts in end-of-study wellbeing was modeled after past published work (e.g.,
Buchanan & McConnell, 2017; McConnell et al., 2019), and this particular measure has been
shown to correlate strongly with the wellbeing measures used in study 1 among pet owners
(McConnell et al., 2011). The measure revealed good reliability (o = 0.90), and larger mean
scores indicated better initial wellbeing (M = 5.09, SD = 1.33). There was no effect of
experimental condition on the measure (F; 15 = 0.32, p = 0.574, 1,2 = 0.00).

2) Target Pet Identification: As in study 1, participants reported on the number of animals they
had (M = 2.34, SD = 2.46). Next, they identified their closest companion animal and reported
its species, breed, and name. In this sample, there were 125 dogs, 22 cats, 3 fish, 1 horse,
and 1 rabbit identified as closest pet. Participants were told to focus on this specific animal for
all subsequent questions. After responding to the same five questions about the companion
animal for the cover story, they reported the extent to which they viewed their pet as “being a
family member” on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all a family member) to 9 (completely a fam-
ily member) (M = 8.41, SD = 1.40). Afterwards, they reported the extent to which they viewed
their pet as a “pure animal” on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all a pure animal) to 9 (completely
an animal) (M = 4.97, SD = 1.85). We used the latter scale because of the human-to-animal
continuum outlined by Haslam (2006). As expected, these two items confirmed that there
were no pre-existing differences in views of their pets before random assignment to conditions
(ts < 0.2, ps > 0.8, ds < 0.03).

3) Manipulation of Pet as Family: Next, participants were told that the experimenters were
“collecting real stories that people have about their pets” and that they would write about a real
event involving their companion animal for use in future studies. They wrote for about 3-5
minutes before moving to the subsequent measures. Based on random assignment, partici-
pants in the pet-is-family condition wrote “about a real event involving your pet where your pet
really seemed like a family member rather than an animal.” An example of this is a story about
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a dog who sat by the participant’s mom for days after her brother died from cancer because
the dog knew she was sad. For those in the pet-is-animal condition, participants wrote “about
a real event involving your pet where your pet really seemed like an animal rather than a fam-
ily member.” An example of this is a story about a dog that killed a rabbit in the backyard and
brought it to the participant.®

4) Post-manipulation Wellbeing: Following the manipulation, participants completed the Zadro
et al. (2004) psychological needs scale, used in study 1, to provide a measure of final welloeing
(M=6.98,SD =1.48, a = 0.94).

5) Pet Anthropomorphism: Participants completed the Epley et al. (2008) anthropomorphism
scale, used in study 1, with respect to their closest companion animal. Once again, we focused
on their mean response to socially supportive items (M = 6.80, SD = 2.00, o = 0.92).”

6) Mood Measure: Finally, participants completed the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule
(PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988), which asks participants to consider 10 positive
(e.g., inspired, proud) and 10 negative (e.g., upset, distressed) traits, rating each on the extent
to which they felt them on a scale ranging from 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5 (extremely).
Following past work (e.g., Buchanan & McConnell, 2017), we reverse-scored the negative
itemns and computed the mean overall scores, with larger scores reflecting more positive affect
M =1.42,SD = 1.07, o = 0.84). The PANAS was included as a covariate to rule out general
mood effects, and there was no effect of experimental condition on it (F 150 = 0.86, p = 0.391,
M,” = 0.01).

Results

A one-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted on final wellbeing scores
(psychological needs), with experimental condition as the between-subjects factor and initial
wellbeing (subjective happiness) as the covariate. A main effect of condition was observed
(F4.149 = 6.48, p = 0.013, m,? = 0.04), indicating that participants had greater wellbeing in the
pet-is-family condition (M = 7.14, SD = 1.36, 95% CI [6.96, 7.42]) than in the pet-is-animal
condition (M =6.83, SD = 1.58, 95% ClI [6.55, 7.01]). Further, the effect of condition persisted
after an ANCOVA that included both baseline wellbeing and the mood measure as covariates
(F.129 = 4.50, p = 0.036, m,2 = 0.03), indicating that the effect of experimental manipulation
on post-manipulation wellbeing cannot be explained as a mood by-product.

Next, we conducted an ANCOVA to assess the effect of experimental condition on viewing
one’s companion animal as possessing socially supportive qualities, controlling for baseline
wellbeing for comparability with the previous analysis. Once again, a main effect of condition
was observed (F 149 = 6.56, p = 0.011, M,? = 0.04), showing that participants ascribed more
socially supportive attributes in the pet-is-family condition (M = 7.16, SD = 1.80, 95% CI [6.76,
7.62]) than in the pet-is-animal condition (M = 6.42, SD = 2.13, 95% CI [5.97, 6.82]). This
effect of experimental condition persisted after an ANCOVA that included the mood measure
as a covariate as well (F; 144 = 5.30, p = 0.023, 1,2 = 0.04).

To assess the potential mediating role of socially supportive trait ascriptions in accounting
for the effect of experimental condition on wellbeing, a multiple regression was used predict-
ing psychological needs (outcome) from subjective happiness (covariate), experimental
condition (dummy coded), and ratings of socially supportive traits (mediator). We conducted
the mediational analysis with 5,000 bootstrapped resamples (Hayes, 2012). The indirect effect
was significant, indicated by 95% Cls not including zero (b = 0.136, 95% CI [0.030, 0.319)),
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b=0.67, Socially supportive b=0.12,

t14=2.30, .
‘;‘:’0 023 anthropomorphism t147=3.02,
' p=0.003

Expenrpgntal > Wellbeing
condition b=0.31, (b=0.23),
t14g=2.12, l147y=1.58,
p=0.036 p=0.117

Figure 2. Mediational analysis testing whether socially supportive anthropomorphism
mediates the relation between experimental condition (pet-is-family vs. pet-is-animal
manipulation, dummy coded) and post-manipulation wellbeing, controlling for baseline
wellbeing and PANAS (Study 2). B-weight in parentheses reflects the effect of experimental
condition in predicting wellbeing, while also including the mediator (socially supportive
anthropomorphism) in the regression equation.

suggesting that perceptions of socially supportive traits statistically account for the relation
between experimental condition and post-manipulation wellbeing.

To rule out a mood effect alternative explanation, we conducted an additional mediational
analysis in which we included PANAS as an additional covariate. As Figure 2 shows, the
previous mediation findings were reconfirmed even when including mood in the model. That
is, the indirect effect remained significant (b = 0.080, 95% CI [0.012, 0.217]). These results
suggest that ascribing socially supportive traits to one’s companion animal can statistically
account for the relation between experimental condition and wellbeing improvement, and that
this outcome does not appear to be a mood by-product.

Discussion

Study 2 revisited the primary finding of study 1 to examine whether views of pets as family
members affect wellbeing. Specifically, an experimental manipulation systematically altered
views of companion animals such that focusing participants on viewing their pet as a family
member (compared with an animal) improved wellbeing, and this enhancement was mediated
by socially supportive trait ascriptions. Whereas study 1 relied on pre-existing views of pets as
family members, study 2 used an experimental manipulation that presumably increased the
variability in people’s pet-as-family perceptions. Overall, thinking about pets as family members
compared with animals led people to imbue their pets with socially supportive qualities, which
led to enhanced wellbeing. Additional analyses considered, but ruled out, an alternative
account based on mood effects.

General Discussion

It is striking that so many people bestow their most positive ingroup membership status—
family member—on pets, entities that are not human. In so doing, these animals are moved
up the continuum of humanness and seen as having greater socially supportive qualities that,
in turn, enhance owners’ wellbeing. These findings complement work in the dehumanization
literature, which show that people strip humanity away from outgroup members (e.g., Harris
& Fiske, 2006; Leyens et al., 2000). Rather than viewing people as animals (e.g., Haslam,
2006), the current work shows that people extend their most sacrosanct ingroup member
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status to animals, perceiving them as agents of social support that facilitate wellbeing (Epley
& Waytz, 2010; McConnell et al., 2011).

Although there may be debate about the qualities and capability of animals (Horowitz,
2009; Mitchell & Hamm, 1997), the current work focused on owners’ perceptions of their pets
because these beliefs, regardless of veridicality, provide the experience of social support from
companion animals that can promote wellbeing. The concept of family appears to impart
considerable psychological capacity to entities that are not people. Recent work on families
shows they are meaningful ingroups that enhance wellbeing because they provide social
resources, identity, and coherence to family members (McConnell et al., 2019), and future
work should consider whether these dimensions apply equally to pets. Further, when families
are composed of many different types of entities, people’s mental and physical health benefit
(Buchanan & McConnell, 2017). The current findings add to this growing body of work,
showing that “family member” status enhances perceptions of socially supportive traits in pets
in particular and not just “more human-associated traits” in general.

In sum, pets can be seen as family members, allowing them to serve as social resources that
in turn promote health and wellbeing for ingroup members (e.g., Correll & Park, 2005; Greenaway,
Cruwys, Haslam, & Jetten, 2016). The case of pets highlights the flexibility of the human mind to
perceive attributes in others to serve social connection. Although viewing non-consanguine peo-
ple as family members (e.g., neighbors, co-workers) undoubtedly elevates the perceived capaci-
ties of such individuals to provide social support, the ascription of enhanced socially supportive
traits to nonhuman agents provides a compelling demonstration of these motivated processes.
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Notes

1. We had no predictions regarding gender effects, and we observed no gender effects on the dependent
variables in either study (ts < 1.41, ps > 0.160, ds < 0.25).

2. We had no predictions regarding effects of pet species, and analyses investigating whether type of species
(dogs vs. cats, where sufficient observations existed) showed no effects of pet type on the dependent vari-
ables in either study (ts < 1.48, ps > 0.142, ds < 0.28). The lack of species effects is consistent with past
work examining the wellbeing benefits of pets (e.g., McConnell et al., 2011, 2017).

3. A factor analysis conducted on the 7-item measure revealed a 2-factor solution, with the three socially
supportive items loading on the first factor (\1 = 2.68) and the other four items loading on the second factor
(A2 =1.92). In other words, the socially supportive attributes were strongly related to each other but distinct
from the other four items, consistent with Epley et al. (2008).

4. One might wonder if viewing companion animals as family members is merely another measure of anthro-
pomorphism. Although our predictions assume that greater perceptions of family member status for pets
will increase ascribing socially supportive traits to these animals, the current findings argue against this
alternative interpretation. First, although the relations between viewing pets as family and socially support-
ive trait ascriptions were significant, they were far from redundant (23% shared variance). Second, views of
companion animals as family members were unrelated to ascribing non-supportive attributes, suggesting
that viewing pets as family does not automatically apply human-associated traits across the board. Finally,
if views of companion animals as family members and ascriptions of socially supportive traits were identical,
there would be complete mediation in the analysis presented, which there was not.
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5. Using assumptions guiding study 1, power analyses suggested a sample size of 128 participants for our
ANCOVA design in study 2. Study 1 correlations involving viewing pets as family ranged from 0.20 to 0.42,
however study 2 used a novel experimental manipulation that made comparisons with study 1 difficult. In
the end, we simply collected as much data as possible for the remainder of the semester given that our
study was restricted to subject pool participants with pets. We switched from an on-line sample to under-
graduate participants in on-campus laboratories to have greater control over study conditions involving our
experimental manipulation.

6. There were no differences between the pet-as-family and pet-as-animal conditions in number of cats
(n =11 and n =11)and dogs (n = 62 and n = 63), respectively (x> = 0.002, p = 0.972).

7. There was no effect of experimental condition on mean ratings of non-supportive traits in ANCOVAs that
paralleled the primary analyses (to be presented) (F1 149) = 0.42, 0 = 0.519, m,* = 0.00).
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