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Pets’ Psychological Effects on Human Emotions

This statistical study is an attempt to discover what effects pets, especially dogs, have on the human psyche. Medical advancements in the second half of the 20th century have been extraordinary, but in our technological progress, have we forgotten about more simple forms of health care? By studying medical experiments, this class has shown that placebos often times work. This implies that a sickness might be a result of a mental disorder as much as a physical one. Can pets also act as a placebo for getting well? This was my question going into this study, but I was surprised to see how little scientific research has been done on this subject. I will examine two studies, one from August of 1984, the other from August of 1991. 

The former was conducted through a voluntary survey from Psychology Today. Respondents filled out a questionnaire and sent it back to the magazine. This method is not scientific: only 12 percent of respondents did not have a pet. This implies that answers received from non-pet owners will have far more weight than those from pet owners, and thus the chance for skewed answers is much greater. Still, the results overwhelmingly show that people with pets are “happier” (determined by 12 different criteria) than non-owners (see reverse for numerical figures). The study does openly admit that lurking variables might be present: pet owners are richer, more likely to be married, less well educated, and more likely to live in the suburbs than non owners (see reverse). Furthermore, the study asks “do happier people just buy pets, or do their pets make them happy?” Although this survey concludes, with reservation, that “pets benefit lives in ways that humans cannot”, its lack of precision leaves doubts. 


The second survey was conducted by doctors at the State University of New York far more scientifically. Rather than try to determine whether pets make people happier, this study tests the effects pets have on people in stressful situations. 45 pet-owning adult women who claimed to “love their dog” were asked to participate in the study.  They were taken into a controlled environment and asked a series of computational math problems: to count down from a random number by increments of either 7 or 13. The study monitored bodily reactions to these questions by measuring pulse rates and blood pressures. The data collected included the number of mistakes the women made and the fluctuations in physical responses. Two weeks later, they were tested again, this time in their own homes, with one of three possible environments. The first was with their pet in the room, the second with a close friend, and the third with just the conductor of the test. The test concludes with the following: “subjects with their pets present were apparently less psychologically threatened than were subjects with their friends present or subjects without a companion.” The chi-square analysis and bar graphs on the reverse show the critical data collected in this experiment. 


I started this study with the expectation that pets would have a significant impact on the human psyche. Although both experiments do support my hypothesis, neither do so to the extent I expected. In the first, the numbers do not differ that greatly between pet and non-pet owners. The second shows that the greatest difference in subjects’ performance came when the friend was present, not the dog. Although I still believe pets have a significant influence on humans, these experiments suggest this kind of effect may not translate well into statistical data. 


