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Running head: EMPATHY IN PET-OWNERS IN THE PRESENCE OF PETS
The effect of pet presence on empathy in dog owners

Introduction
Since the 80’s, there has been an increase of scientific interest in regard to human- animal interaction. Research examined the great psychological and physiological benefits associated with this type of interaction. Beck and Katcher (1998, as cited in Dhooper, 2003) found that owning a pet contribute to ones’ life in various ways: pets provide companionship and give humans someone to care for. Pets also provide pleasurable activity and they are a stimulus to exercise. Furthermore, pets are a source of constancy in people’s changing lives, they make human feel safe, they comfort with touch, and they are pleasurable to watch. However, the results of the researches are controversial and many researches could not find some those benefits (e.g. Dhooper, 2003). Therefore, more research in the field is needed.

Empathy, and its relations to pet ownership, is an area that had been generating great body of work in the last 35 years. Empathy is operationally defined as “vicarious emotional response to another’s emotions or states, and is regarded as distinct from perspective taking, which involves the cognitive comprehension of another’s thoughts or feelings” (Paul, 2000, p.194). It is believed that emotional empathy motivate altruistic and helping behavior (Batson & Coke, 1981), which led many researches to study the origin of empathy and its different levels in different people. 
Vizek-Vidovic, Arambasic, Kerestes, Kuterovac-Jagodic and Vlahovic- Stetic (2001) created a comparative design study in Croatia, and found that children who raised pets in childhood tended to be more empathetic in late adulthood in comparison to children who did not have pets. However, those findings could be explained by the possibility that children who are naturally more empathic tend to raise pets, not the other way around. In addition, Vizek-Vidovic et al. found that childhood pet owners showed higher empathy to both humans and animals, in comparison to non pet-owners. Paul (2000) also found a significant positive correlation between animal- oriented empathy and human- oriented empathy scores. 

However, Paul (2000) found no correlation between current pet ownership and human-oriented empathy scores. Paul’s interpretation of this discrepancy was that animal and human empathy come from different constant construct. Animal- oriented empathy was highly correlated to pet ownership (in present and in childhood), while human- oriented empathy was highly correlated with currently raising children in the house. Sex and age were two variables found to correlate significantly with both types of empathy, where females (also found in Daly and Morton, 2006) and younger participants tended to be more empathetic toward both animals and humans. 
Poresky (1996) compared demographically matched families with or without pets, and measured the intellectual, motor and social development of the children, using both parents survey and in-home assessment. Poresky found higher scores on the empathy measures, which he accounted as part of social development, in children with strong bond to companion animals, compared to the other families. He concluded that the presence of a pet and the bond between the child and the pet has significant beneficial effects on children’s cognitive, motor and social development. Other important factors were maturation, and quality of home environment. 
Daly and Morton (2003) found that children who owned dogs as pets were significantly more empathetic then cat owners, but as empathetic as non-pet owners. They theorize that differences in personalities are associated with people who tend to raise cats versus people who tend to raise dogs, which may influence empathy as well. In 2006, Daly and Morton refined their study to be species-specific and found that pet owners who had both dogs and cats were significantly more empathetic than only dog owners, only cat owners or non pet-owners. They theorize that more opportunities children have to interact with animals provide increase opportunities for nurture and affections. Nurture is precursor for empathy. It is the number of pets, not the species itself, that effect empathy. However, more research is needed to explain those findings (Daly & Morton, 2006). 
 Poresky (1996) suggested that the reason for the controversial studies, some finding correlation between empathy and pet-ownership and others do not, may be due to the fact that most studies examine the correlation between empathy and pet ownership. Poresky suggested that it is the attachment, or human- animal bond, that should be the operational measure of the relationship between the child and the pet. Attachment is defined as a reduction in feelings of insecurity when the other is present (Taylor, Williams & Gray, 2004). Vizek- Vidovic et al. (2001) supported this notion, claiming that having an attachment to a pet is more important for socio-emotional functioning of a child than pet ownership. Furthermore, pet owners who were strongly attached to their pets, showed significantly higher scores of empathy and pro-social orientation compared to non- pet owners sand pet owners who were not highly attached to their pets. Davis and Juhasz, (1995) found in their comparative study that the type of pet (i.e.: dog, cat, fish, reptile, bird, etc.) did not affect the attachment between the child and the pet. 
On the other hand, Daly and Morton (2006) found no correlation between attachment to a pet or ownership of a pet and empathy. Daly and Morton acknowledged, however, the limitation of their study, which may explain the challenge to the popular view. One of the limitations of their study was not taking in consideration ownership and preference considerations (e.g. those who owned a pet but prefers a different one, those who did not own a pet but preferred specific pet, etc.).
Levinson was the first to study scientifically the value of animals in the process of psychotherapy during the 1950’s (Dhooper, 2003). Levinson believed that animals are important part of today’s environment. Nuclear families, with pets being part of the family, have great importance in teaching the child most of what the child knows about love, human relations, and empathy. In addition, owning a pet may aid in the development of adaptive personality traits. It may contribute to the establishment of a life style which involves nurturance and companionship with a living creature which can sustain under difficult circumstances (Levinson, 1978). 
Furthermore, Levinson noted that by teaching the child how to take care of a pet, the child learns responsibilities, which gives the child a sense of self worth. Communicating with a non-verbal creature-be it an infant or an animal-requires empathy, an ability to imagine how others think and feel, and an ability to experience, to some extent, what the other is experiencing (Levinson, 1978). Levinson concluded that relating to an animal in an empathic, considerate way is good preparation for relating to other people in a similar way. 
Based on Levinson’s work, Blue (1986) claimed that children learn about nonverbal communication through contact and interaction with pets, by closely observing and responding to the needs of the pet.  This observation helps develop a healthy, mature personality, which is sensitive to both animals and humans. Blue believed that human empathy can be taught and learned. Thus, animals are one mean in teaching children what empathy is (Blue, 1986). Even though Levinson’s work influenced many researchers, such as Blue, and he was a pioneer in the field, he hardly conducted experiments to support the theories. Levinson believed that the animal- human bond should have a larger body of theory, a specific term for this discipline, and a methodology of its own (Levinson, 1978)
Mallon (1994) conducted a study in which therapeutic dogs were placed in a children center. Mallon described the benefits that those pets had on these children as followed: the dogs supplied companionship, nonjudgmental love, therapeutic relationship, and nurturing responses. 100% of the participant children strongly agreed that having a dog teaches them responsibility, provides them an opportunity to learn how to care for others, and how to be taken care of (e.g. the dog sleeps in their bed at night and the children interpret this behavior as protection). Nonetheless Mallon viewed the negative side of raising pets as well, mostly the risk of dog abuse by the children.
Collis and McNicholas (1998) discussed in their book: “A theoretical basis for health benefits of pet ownership” about theories regarding animals providing social support (feelings of being cared for, the belief that one is loved, valued and esteemed, and the opportunity to provide nurture), and a sense of belonging to a reciprocal network. Collis and McNicholas claim that pets are perceived as available, responsive, and nonjudgmental. Pets care about their owners, and also need to be taken care of by him/her (reciprocal network), regardless of the status of the owner in the eyes of society. Unlike in human-human relationship, no social skills are required, and relationship with animals is often more stable than with humans. 
Another researcher that attempted to comprehend why people feel empathy toward animals was Jacobs (2009). He found that liking or disliking is a part of people’s capacity to respond emotionally to objects, events, or situations. According to Jacobs, people generally appreciate those objects that evoke positive emotions, and tend to dislike those objects that evoke negative emotions. If a person had an emotional experience with an animal at some point in their lives, this animal can become an emotional trigger.
These inherited predispositions or quick learning programs, as explained by Jacob, have emerged in the course of biological evolution, because animals were important to the survival of our ancient ancestors. These predispositions or quick learning programs resulted in positive or negative emotional responses to some animals, and may give rise to feeling of liking or disliking animals when interpreted into conscious feelings. People tend to react emotionally to the emotional expressions of animals. This mechanism is probably very important for the development of bond with pets. People feel they are being needed (Jacob, 2009).
Supportive of this view was Morris (1967) who claimed in his book “The naked ape” that our ancestors, about ten-thousand years ago, were in competition with other carnivores over food, while dogs were better hunters. Humans domesticated dogs to use their advantages in the hunt. In this reciprocal relationship, dogs were taken care off and fed by humans, but on the other hand, lost their reproduction freedom (the ability to choose their mates) and independence. Even today dogs are used in many fields as human’s helpers: police dogs, guide dogs, etc (Morris, 1967). 
 Morris (1967) also adds that we tend to see other species as caricatures of ourselves (such as when a person speaks to their dog, even though they know the dog does not understand). People, especially children, tend to like animals that are similar to humans in different manners, for example: animals with hair (as opposed to animals with feathers), animals who stands in vertical posture, and those who have facial expression- such as dogs (Morris, 1967).

In addition to the value of pets as enhancing responsibility, empathy, nurturing and loving relationship in their owners, as discussed above, pets also have the value of being a social catalysts by enhancing social interaction between their owners and other human (Collis & McNicholas, 2000). Collis and McNicholas constructed a study based upon the study of Messent from 1983. Messent’s experiment demonstrated that dog owners walking their dogs in a park, experienced a significantly higher number of chance conversations with other park users than when walking the same route without their dogs. Moreover, the conversations were significantly longer when their dog was present. It was suggested in Messent’s study that the presence of a dog acted as an ` ice breaker’, providing a neutral and safe opening for conversation (Messent, 1984 as cited in Collis & McNicholas, 2000). A different kind of explanation to Messent’s finding is that a person with a dog might appear more likeable to others (Rossbach & Wilson, 1992). 
In their study, Collis and McNicholas (2000) examined if Messent’s findings could be generalized to setting that are not dog oriented, such as university or city streets, and measure if there is still an effect on social interaction, and by whom. They found significantly more verbal (e.g. comments) and non-verbal (e.g. a smile) communication when the experimenter was walking with her dog, mostly from other women, which is not surprising taking into account the findings that females tend to be more empathetic (Daly and Morton, 2006; Paul, 2000).  The interactions were mostly with strangers but also with friends. However, unlike Messent, they did not find an effect on the length of conversation resulted by the dog’s presence.
The problem with their study was that the experimenter was also the participant, and she walked her own privet dog. She was a nicely dressed, small sized woman, which might be a confounding variable in this study. Therefore Collis and McNicholas (2000) created a second study where a man was either nicely dressed or scruffy dressed, and so did the dog (either dirty and “scary looking” with spike collar, or “nicely looking”, with a colorful bandana). The confederates were placed in 4 different settings that are not dog related, but will also not look out of the ordinary. 
Collis and McNicholas (2000) found that when the dog was not present, the man was rarely contacted either verbally or non-verbally; with only a small and insignificant increase when the man was nicely dressed. However, when the dog was present, much more people approached the man (1000% increase!) both when the man was nicely dressed and when he was scruffy dressed. Significantly more people approached them when the man was nicely dressed. The appearance of the dog was not significant. However, the dog was an approachable dog, a Golden Labrador, and the researchers acknowledge that if it was a dog with a stereotype of being scary and dangerous (e.g. a Rottweiler), the results might have been different.  
Mader, Hart and Bergin (1989) also performed a study on the effects of the presence of a dog on the social interaction with children with disabilities. The researchers describe a reality where people with visible disabilities experience discrimination, and have described people shying away from them, pitying them, or rejecting them completely. They are deprived of nurturing social interactions that for most children foster self-expression, but disabled children regularly face negative social feedback. 
The presence of animals seems to assist in eliminating social barriers by enhancing how people are socially perceived and by facilitating conversations (Messent, 1984 as cited in Mader, Hart & Bergin, 1989). In their study, they placed children in wheel chairs either with or without dogs, in different settings: either in familiar places, among friends, such as schools, or in public places, among strangers, such as shopping malls. The researchers examined the number of social acknowledgment (e.g. conversation, a smile, a touch, etc.) in a period of time, and by whom (Mader, Hart and Bergin, 1989). 
Mader, Hart and Bergin (1989) found significantly more social acknowledgments when the dog was present, and in longer duration. In public places, even more social acknowledgments were observed, especially friendly glances. The difference between social acknowledgments when the dog was present or when the dog was not present- were much larger in public places. Mader, Hart and Bergin interpreted their findings and suggested that the dog may makes looking in curiosity more acceptable, particularly among un-familiar people. The natural curiosity many people have about disabilities then may be a resource available to the disabled for initiating social contacts. 
Another study showed pictures to participants of a man either alone, with a dog, or with a flower. The pictures with the man and the dog was rated consistently as the best photo, and the person in it as the most approachable, happy looking and relaxed (Rossbach & Wilson, 1992). The researchers concluded that a dog’s presence significantly influence a person’s appearance. 

Many values, as discussed above, are associated with pet ownership and human- animal bond and attachment, such as: increasing their sense of responsibility, nurturing, and caring (Levinson, 1978) and being empathetic towards others (both animals and humans), their needs and suffering (Paul, 2000). Animal presence alone can enhance social communication, with children, adults and also with people who are usually rejected and ignored by society, specifically by strangers (Mader, Hart and Bergin, 1989). 
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