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Abstract 

Research examining the impact of pet ownership on mental wellbeing is a small but 

expanding area of psychological research. Past studies have identified a positive relationship 

between pet ownership and mental wellbeing. However, research thus far has focused 

predominantly on the benefits of general pet ownership on mental wellbeing. Secondly, the 

populations investigated are predominantly confined to the U.S. The present study aims to 

restrict the demographic to the Irish population, and to venture from general pet ownership to 

the comparative effects of cat and dog ownership. This research investigated whether such a 

difference can be accounted for by the Big Five personality factors. Data was collected from 

159 participants; 112 female, 57 male. The average age of the participants was 24. 

Demographic area, pet ownership information, the Emotional Quotient Inventory and the Big 

Five Inventory were collected via questionnaire. The results of this study do not support either 

of the hypotheses advanced. Statistical analyses failed to locate a significant effect of type of 

pet ownership on well-being or personality traits. The hypothesis that differences between cat 

and dog owners stemming from the five-factor model of personality remains empirically 

unsupported. Limitations of the present study and recommendations for future research on the 

relationship between pet ownership and mental wellbeing are discussed.  
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Introduction 

 

In the twenty-first century, pet ownership is ubiquitous in most western countries. 

The European Pet Food Industry Federation (FEDIAF, 2012) estimated that approximately 

seventy-percept of households have at least one pet. Of these homes, the most popular pets 

are cats, at 25 per cent and dogs, at 26 per cent. These levels of cat and dog ownership hold 

true for demographic research conducted in the UK (Murray, Browne, Roberts, Whitmarsh 

& Gruffydd-Jones, 2010). Closer to home, in Ireland the approximate level of dog and cat 

ownership lie at 35.6 per cent and 10.4 per cent respectively (Downes, Canty & More, 

2009). Individuals report a variety of reasons for owning a pet, including companionship, 

social support and motivation to get active (Albert & Bulcroft, 1988; Staats, Wallace & 

Anderson, 2008).  Pet ownership has been shown to have many positive effects. Pet 

ownership has been linked to better physical health; pet owners have shown lower blood 

pressure (Allen, Shykoff & Izzo, 2001) and better recovery outcomes after suffering a heart 

attack (Friedmann & Thomas, 1995). There is also a range of evidence pointing to the 

positive effects of pet ownership on mental wellbeing. Pet ownership is associated with 

lower levels of depression (Clark Cline, 2010), loneliness (McNicholas, Gilbey, Rennie, 

Ahmedzai, Dono & Ormerod, 2005; Zasloff & Kidd, 1994) and self-esteem (McConnell, 

Brown, Shoda, Stayton & Martin, 2011). This strong association between pet ownership 

and positive outcomes has even been named the “pet effect” (Allen, 2003). It is this effect 

of pet ownership on mental wellbeing that will be further explored in the current study.  

 

When we talk about psychological well-being in the context of pet ownership, it is 

important to specify what is meant by wellbeing. Psychological well-being is thought to 

consist of three components, high life satisfaction, numerous positive emotions and few 
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negative emotions (Bao & Schreer, 2016). An array of research indicated that pet ownership 

as a whole has a positive effect on individuals’ mental health (Bao & Schreer, 2016; 

McNicholas et al., 2005; O'haire, 2010). Most research to date has focused on the positive 

effects of pet ownership as a whole (Crawford, Worsham & Swinehart, 2006; Knight & 

Edwards, 2008; Watson & Weinstein, 1993). Pet owners have been reported to act as a 

buffer to stressful life events for their owners (Broadhead et al., 1983; Cohen & Syme, 1985; 

Siegel, 1990). However, there are mixed findings on whether different types of pets (i.e. 

cats and dogs) have different effects on mental health. The Pew research centre (2006) 

reported that there was no difference in happiness levels between cat and dog owners. In 

contrast, Bao and Schreer (2016) reported that dog owners have higher levels of mental 

wellbeing then cat owners. Research by Daly and Morton lends credence to this idea with 

their research that found that adults who own dogs have been shown to have lower levels of 

personal distress than those who own cats (Daly & Morton, 2009). However, the scant 

amount of research on such differences leaves such a theory lacking in supportive evidence 

and therein remains inconclusive. 

 

Following from the work, the difference between cat and dog owners is an important 

factor to investigate. Whitbourne (2016) asserts that “there’s a general belief that cat people 

and dog people are as different in personalities as are the species they love”. However, such 

anecdotal theories have not yet fully been accounted for scientifically. Previously raised 

theses have hypothesised that preference in terms of pet ownership is related to personality 

(Bao & Schreer, 2016; Kubinyi, Turcsán & Miklósi, 2009). There is a small but expanding 

amount of research that examines these personality differences between different types of 

pet owners. A study by Perrine and Osbourne (1998) examine the difference in personalities 

by self-identified “dog people” or “cat people”. The results of this research found 
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differences in personality traits between self-identifies cat and dog people, including a 

difference in independence, dominance and athleticism. A similar study by Kidd and Kidd 

(1980) found significant personality differences between the self identified cat and dog 

lovers in areas such dominance, nurturance and aggression. Bao and Schreer (2016) reported 

that those who self-identify as “dog people” rate higher on personality traits known as 

extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, openness and lower on the personality trait 

of neuroticism then that of self identified “cat people”.   

 

An important question to the research is what is the process by which pet owners 

display these different outcomes in mental wellbeing (Daly & Morton, 2009). As 

aforementioned, a factor linked pet ownership research is personality. Personality has also 

been repeatedly linked in research to psychological well-being (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998; 

Diener, Oishi & Lucas, 2003; Schmutte & Ryff, 1997). The American Psychological 

Association (APA) have defined personality as“individual differences in characteristic 

patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving” (APA, 2017). One of the most widely used and 

highly regarded theories of personality is that of the Five Factor Model (FFM) of personality 

(Digman, 1990; Wiggins, 1996). McCrae and Costa (1992) developed the Five-Factor 

Model (FFM) which describing personality in terms of five factors, also referred to as the 

‘Big Five’ factors of personality by Goldberg (1993). The five-factor model of personality 

is the dominant approach in personality research. The model asserts that personality traits 

can be described by five basic factors, extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness, 

openness to experience and neuroticism (McCrae and Costa, 1992). This model, which is 

proliferated through psychological research, has been used to predict individual differences 

in a wide range of settings (Costa, 1991; Judge, Heller & Mount, 2002; Poropat, 2009). All 

five of these factors of personality have shown to have validity across methods of collection 
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(McCrae & Costa, 1990). Research shows that mental wellbeing is related to high 

extraversion and low neuroticism (Costa & McCae, 1980). This is important for research 

due to the possible disparate personality traits of pet owners. Given this reported relationship 

between wellbeing and personality traits, it follows that the relationship between the type 

of pet owned (cat or dog) and subjective well-being may be mediated by personality, namely 

the five-factor model o Big Five. Leading support to this thesis, Bao and Schreer (2016) 

found that the relationship between the type of pet ownership and mental well-being was 

mediated by three of the big five personality traits; extraversion, agreeableness and 

neuroticism. In particular, these personality traits mediated this relationship such that dog 

owners, who had greater mental wellbeing, were more agreeable and extroverted and less 

neurotic then cat owners.  

 

The Current Study 

 

There is a dearth of research assessing the difference in mental wellbeing between 

types of pet owners. Research on the relationship between pet ownership and mental 

wellbeing has been largely based in the US or international basis. However, this relationship 

is yet to be explored in an Irish context. Accordingly, the current study explored the 

difference in wellbeing between cat owners and dog owners. The difference in personality 

traits between cat and dog owners was also examined. The current study predicts differences 

between cat and dog owners stemming from the five-factor model of personality. 

 

 The hypotheses in this study were as follows:  
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H1: There will be a significant difference in psychological well-being between cat owners 

and dog owners. 

H2: The difference in subjective well-being between cat and dog owners will be related to 

the Big Five personality factors. 
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Design 

The current study used a quassi-experimental survey design examining the 

difference in subjective well being between cat owner and dog owners, as well as the 

mediating effects of the Big Five personality traits. 

 

Participants 

One hundred and fifty nine participants were recruited for the study, 112 female and 

57 male. The average age of the participants was 24. A volunteer sampling method was 

utilised when recruiting participants. A link to the survey was posted on the researcher’s 

Facebook account. Paper copies of the survey were also distributed in psychology classes 

to undergraduates at Dublin Business Schools. Participants were not reimbursed for their 

participation. All participant were aged 18, lived in Ireland and had fluent English. Only 

participants who were either a cat or dog owner were selected for participants in the study. 

Participants were also excluded is they owned both a cat and a dog.  

 

Materials 

The survey uses was created using the online tool SurveyMonkey. There were five 

sections in the survey. The first comprised of demographic questions that asked age, gender 

and whether participants owned a cat or a dog. The second component of the survey 

consisted of the Big Five Inventory (BFI-44; John, Donahue, & Kentle, 1991). 
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Emotional Quotient Inventory  

The Emotional Quotient Inventory Short Form (EQ-i:S; Bar-On, 2002) was chosen 

to measure psyhcological well-being. The EQ-iS is self-report measure of emotional 

intelligence were indivudals are prompeted to reposnd to a list of statement about they think 

of feel in a range of situations. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Example items are “My anger keeps coming back in certain 

situations or with specific people” and “I get blue or depressed regularly”. A new sum 

variable has been created based on these questions. The Emotional Quotient Inventory Short 

Form correlation highly with the longer verion of the scale (the Emotional Quotient 

Inventory; Bar-On, 1997). Internal consistency scores for the EQ-i range r = .76 (Cronbachs 

alpha) (Doherty, Cronin & Offiah, 2013). 

 

 The Big Five Inventory  

The third section consisted of a 44-item self-report questionnaire, namely the Big 

Five Inventory (BFI-44; John, Donahue, & Kentle, 1991). The BFI-44 is a measure of each 

of the personality factors that make up the Big Five, extraversion (eight items), extraversion 

(eight items), agreeableness (nine items), conscientiousness (nine items), openness to 

experience (ten items) and neuroticism (eight items). The instrument contains five  

subscales measuring these five factors. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = 

strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Example items are “I see myself as someone who 

perseveres until the task is finished” and “I see myself as someone who is sometimes shy, 

inhibited”. A new sum variable has been created based on these questions. The BFI-44 has 

good reliability, validity and retest reliability (Gosling, Rentfrow & Swann, 2003; 

Srivastava, John, Gosling & Potter, 2003). The internal consistencies of the subscales of the 
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BFI-44 are extraversion (a = .86), conscientiousness (a = .82), agreeableness (a = .79), 

openness to experience (a = .80) and neuroticism (a = .84), (Cronbach’s Alpha) (Srivastava, 

John, Gosling & Potter, 2003). 

 

Procedure 

Before data collection took place ethical approval was obtained from the ethics 

committee of Dublin Business School (see appendix A). Participants were invited to 

participate in the study on social media via a link to the survey on the researchers Facebook 

page. Additionally, participants were also recruited be distributing paper copies of the 

survey were distributed in psychology classes to undergraduates at Dublin Business 

Schools. When participants clicked on the link to the SurveyMonkey hosted survey for, they 

were presented with an information sheet that contained general information about the study 

and the contact information of the researcher. This also functioned as the consent form for 

the study where they were asked to confirm they had read the information sheet provided 

and agree to participate in the study (see appendix B). Participants were anonymous, 

ensured by the fact that SurveyMonkey software masks IP addresses. Participants were 

asked demographic information including age, gender, and pet ownership status, namely 

whether they owned a cat or a dog (see appendix C). The third section of the survey 

contained the Emotional Quotient Inventory Short Form (EQ-i:S; Bar-On, 2002). 

Participants were then asked to read statement relating to how they would think of feel in a 

range of situations All statements were rated on a 5-point Likert scale, asking to what extent 

participants agreed or disagreed with various statements (see appendix D). The forth part of 

the survey contained the Big Five Personality Inventory (Donahue & Kentle, 1991). 
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Participants were asked to read forty-four statements relating personality factors. Again, all 

statements were rated on a 5-point Likert scale, asking to what extent participants agreed or 

disagreed with various statements (see appendix E). Participants were given unlimited time 

to complete the survey. Upon completion of the survey, participants were also presented 

with a debriefing statement (see appendix F). The raw data was display using Excel 2016. 

Descriptive and inferential statistics were obtained on the data using SPSS v.24.
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Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

Table 1 summarises the mean scores on the Emotion Quotient Inventory across 

participants.  

 

Table 1. Between-group comparison of mean Emotion Quotient Inventory scores for 

cat owners and dog owners 

 Cat Owners 

(N=21) 

Dog Owners 

(N=100) 

 

EQ-iS Score (S) 

 

70.57 (14.130) 

 

68.73 (10.466) 

 

 

Table 2 summarises the mean scores on the Big Five Inventory across 

participants.  

 

Table 2. Between-group comparison of mean Big Five Inventory scores for cat owners 

and dog owners 

 Cat Owners 

(N=19) 

Dog Owners 

(N=81) 

 

BFI-44 (SD) 

 

202.84 (18.70) 

 

199.26 (14.82) 
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Assumptions for Analysis: 

 

A Shapiro-Wilk test for normality was not statistically significant for EQ-iS and 

BFI-44 scores, and so data was judged as normally distributed. Measures of skewness, 

kurtosis and visual examination of histogram plots confirmed this. Therefore, 

parametric tests were used to analysis this data. However, due to the fact the cat owners’ 

sample size was less than 30 a non-parametric Mann-Whitney test has been also done. 

The significance level was set to .05 

 

 Hypothesis 1: 

To determine if there was a significant effect of type of pet ownership on well-

being, an independent samples t-test was conducted, comparing the mean emotional 

quotient inventory scores between cat owner and dog owner. No significant difference 

was found in the scores between the cat owners (M = 70.57, SD = 14.130) and dog 

owners (M = 68.73, SD = 10.466), t (119) = 0.687, p < .05. There was no significant 

effect of type of pet ownership on psychological well-being. A non-parametric Mann-

Whitney test has been also done, as the cat owners’ sample size was less than 30. This 

test also did not reach the significance level. 

 

 Hypothesis 2: 

To determine if there was a significant effect of type of pet ownership on 

personality traits, an independent samples t-test was conducted, comparing the mean 

big five inventory scores between cat owner and dog owner. No significant difference 

was found in the scores between the cat owners (M = 202.84, SD = 18.70) and dog 

owners (M = 199.26, SD = 14.82) t (98) = 0.901, p < .05. There was no significant effect 
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of type of pet ownership on personality traits. A non-parametric Mann-Whitney test has 

been also done, as the cat owners’ sample size was less than 30. This test also did not 

reach the significance level. 
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Discussion 

 

The present study investigated differences between cat and dog owners, stemming from 

the five-factor model of personality. The current study set out to identify whether there 

were differences in psychological well-being between cat and dog owners. The current 

study also set out to identify whether there were differences in personality traits 

between cat and dog owners, which could be a cause of differential well-being 

outcomes. The results of this study do not support either of the hypotheses advanced. 

Statistical analyses failed to locate a significant effect of type of pet ownership on well-

being or personality traits. The hypothesis that asserts that there are differences between 

cat and dog owners stemming from the five-factor model of personality remains 

empirically unsupported. While the effect was not significant in this study, a small 

difference did emerge between the two groups. This result is small and therefore must 

not be overstated. Though interesting, the difference was inconsistent with the direction 

found by past research that states dog owner have more positive effects on 

psychological well-being (Bao & Schreer, 2016; Daly & Morton, 2009). Though small 

in the current study this outcome nevertheless warrants further empirical inquiry. 

 

However, past research stating the positive effects of pet ownership in general 

on psychological well-being (Crawford, Worsham & Swinehart, 2006; Knight & 

Edwards, 2008; Watson & Weinstein, 1993) was supported, as both groups displayed 

high mean scores of well-being. This study adds to the small but growing research on 

the positive effects of pet ownership. It also marks one of the small number studies 

exploring the processes underlying such a positive effect of pet ownership on well-

being (Bao & Schreer, 2016; McNicholas et al., 2005; O'haire, 2010). Such research is 
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in its infancy, but research into personality traits of pet owners represents a promising 

avenue. Though the study found no differences in personality traits between cat and 

dog owners, it cannot yet be stated whether there is a difference in personality traits 

between pet owners and non-pet owners. Therefore, it would be a worthwhile 

endeavour to carry out a replication study that included a control group of non-pet 

owners.  

 

Despite the potential utility of these results to inform research on pet ownership 

and psychological well-being, the findings must be interpreted in the context of 

limitations inherent to the study. One limitation of this study that must be taken into 

account is the unequal amount of cat owners and dog owners in the sample. The 

majority of participants in the study were dog owners. This may have limited the 

effectiveness of the study to find any differences between the vastly different sized 

groups. Another limitation of the study may have stemmed from the choice of measure 

used to establish psychological well-being. A definitive test of psychological well-

being does not exist, therefore emotional quotient was used as a proxy for psychological 

wellbeing. The emotional quotient inventory was originally developed to measure 

emotional intelligence (Bar-On, 2002), which can be defined as one’s capacity to 

accurately generate, perceive, reason, understand and positively use emotions (Mayer 

and Salovey, 1997). The definition of psychological wellbeing is high life satisfaction, 

numerous positive emotions and few negative emotions (Bao & Schreer, 2016). Though 

it has been suggested that emotional intelligence may be a factor contributing to 

psychological well-being (Mayer and Salovey, 1997), however an equivalence between 

the constructs may be misguided. Therefore, a replication study using a different 
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measure of psychological well-being would be useful to further understanding in this 

area.  

 

Another limitation of the study relates to the use of self-report measures as the 

principal form of data collection. Both the Emotional Quotient Inventory Short Form 

(EQ-i:S; Bar-On, 2002) and the Big Five Personality Inventory (Donahue & Kentle, 

1991) involve self-reporting, which is subject to inherent limitations. Self-report tools 

are prevalent in psychology (Baumeister, Vohs, & Funder, 2007). However, the data 

they produce may be affected by mono-method biases and dishonesty. Such 

questionnaires are prone to a bias known as social desirability bias. This is where 

respondents exaggerate their responses in a particular direction in order to put across a 

positive image of themselves (Fisher & Katz, 1993; Van De Mortel & Van De Mortel, 

2008). A recommendation for future research would be to engage a multi-method 

approach to offer a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship between 

types of pet ownership and wellbeing. In addition to these aforementioned limitations, 

the sample access in the current was quite homogenous demographically, with the 

majority of individuals being female and dog owners. A sampling bias may have 

occurred due to the use of a voluntary sampling method. Consequently, the 

generalizability of the result to the population as a whole may be limited. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Despite the stated limitations, the current study yielded a wide range of 

interesting results. The results add to a scant but growing body of literature on the 

benefits of pet ownership on psychological well-being. This is a formative study 
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examining the difference in wellbeing between cat owners and dog owners and where 

such difference was related to the five-factor model of personality. Despite its 

limitations, the study contributes to growing research demonstrating the positive effects 

of pet ownership. Future studies should aim to explore whether personality traits 

underlie the differences in well-being between pet owners and non pet owners. This 

highlights the need for further research into where the positive effects of pet ownership 

stem from. It is recommended that future research explore whether personality 

measures can help explain the positive effects of pet ownership in general. 
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Appendix B: Copy of information sheet and consent form 
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Appendix C: Demographic questionnaire 

 

1. What is your gender 

2. How old are you 

3. What type of pet do you own 
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Appendix D: Emotional Quotient Inventory Short Form (EQ-i:S) 
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Appendix E: Big Five Personality Inventory 
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