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THE ROLE OF PETS IN STUDENTS’ LIVES

Summary

The human-animal relationship is ambivalent in modern society. The boundary between humans
and animals is not clear or has been removed when it comes to pets. The increase in the number
of pets in households defines the 21st century as the century of pets. Pets have different
functions in the life of a modern human. This paper presents the results of research that studied
the role of pets in the lives of students, as a social group with specific social status and lifestyle.
The objectives were to examine how many students own pets, how they perceive pets, and what
meaning they attach to pets. The research was conducted using a survey method among students
of the University of Split (N = 200) in 2023. Research findings have shown that half of students
own pets, mostly dogs and cats. Possession and perception of pets define students as a
pet-friendly population. They recognize the benefits arising from the owner’s relationship with
the animal and the social meanings of pets as social support and social lubricant. The
conclusion summarizes the obtained results and indicates the limitations of this research as well
as motives for future research.
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INTRODUCTION

Humans and animals have a long common history. Humans have used animals in many
different ways, which mostly fall into four categories: using animals for food and clothing, for
research and education, as a companion, and for recreation (Plous, 1993, p. 3).

Perceptions of animals and attitudes towards them have changed in line with social
development and social changes. Anthropocentrism, i.e., the view that human is superior, the
foundation and center of everything, has long marked Western culture, including scientific
thought. Such an attitude has shaped human perception of animals as useful and functional, as
objects, and therefore unworthy of scientific study.

The 1970s saw a wider social trend of establishing a close relationship with animals and
being aware of them, while at the same time, social sciences showed an increasing interest in
studying animals. Since that time, there have been many discussions about “the social roles and
meaning of pets as well as the emotional benefits resulting from relationships with pets”
(Veevers, 1985, p. 11). Moreover, scientific papers have been written on animal awareness and
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human-animal relationship (Franklin, 1999, p. 46). Nowadays, there is a rich scientific
knowledge, both about human-animal relationship and about the roles of animals in our lives.

As Franklin (1999, pp. 1-2) claims, modern people think about animals, use and treat
them in different ways than before, for example, at the beginning of the 20th century. According
to Franklin, modernization processes have influenced a wide range of industrial, ethical,
conceptual, and emotional changes in our attitude towards animals; people in modern cultures
establish an emotional bond towards an increasing number of animals; the boundary between
humans and animals has been seriously questioned in postmodern age, even removed
sometimes; the social cause of these changes can be located in at least three processes that frame
the postmodern state: misanthropy, risk, and ontological insecurity.

Modern society creates a controversial and conflicting relationship between humans and
animals in different ways, while the bonds between humans and animals are special and
ambivalent. As Bauman (1993) explains, ambivalence is the “substance of modern life” (1993,
p. 12), it marks postmodern society, and people need to learn how to live in an ambiguous
world. Animal-related ambivalence manifests as the development of sensitivity and, at the same
time, the growth of insensitivity to them. For example, sensitivity is confirmed by celebrating
the National Love Your Pet Day on February 20, as well as by introducing the legal protection
of animals. European Union legislation advocates animal welfare. Article 13 of Title II of the
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union states that “The Union and the Member States
shall, as animals are sentient beings, pay full regard to welfare requirements of animals”
(European Parliament, 2022). Many Member States have improved their legislation under the
influence of EU rules. In addition to protecting wild and farmed animals, in 2008 the European
Parliament introduced a ban on trade in cat and dog fur and products containing such fur. Pets
have received EU passports that allow them to move outside the EU borders. We are witnessing
the development of a system of care, shelter, and adoption of abandoned animals. In 2017, the
Croatian Parliament adopted the Animal Protection Act, which is based on the legal acts of the
European Union, and ensures the protection of life, health, and welfare of animals. Furthermore,
some of our cities have adopted the practice of banning New Year’s Eve fireworks due to the
harmful effect on animals.

On the other hand, insensitivity to animals is on the rise, as is inhumane breeding and
unethical treatment in the food, cosmetics, and pharmaceutical industries. We witness many
cases of violence, abuse, exploitation, and neglect of animals. Abandoning pets, leaving dogs
and cats on the street when going on vacation is also a good example of irresponsible behavior
towards animals.1

When it comes to pets (within a wider framework of animals), whether it is a dog, cat,
hamster, bird, or any other animal, the 21st century seems to be the century of pets. According
to the American Pet Products Association National Pet Owners Survey conducted in 2021-2022,
a total of 70% of American households owned a pet, up 3% from the previous 2019-2020
survey. During the COVID-19 pandemic, 14% of participants got a pet. Most pet owners are
found among Millennials (32%), followed by Boomers (27%), and Generation X (24%) (APPA,
2022). The number of pet owners in Europe is also on the rise; from 70 million in 2010, to 91
million, or 46% of households, in 2022 (Shahbandeh, 2024). In Croatia, too, there is an increase
in households that own a pet. According to the GFK survey, in 2016, 61% of households in
Croatia owned a pet, of which 41% had a dog and 29% had a cat (Večernji list, 2016). The latest
estimates indicate that in 2022, there were 787 500 pets in Croatia, of which 350 000 dogs and
437 500 cats (Cooper Pet Care, 2022).

The reason for the continuous increase in pet ownership can be found in the functions
pets have in our lives, which are becoming increasingly significant. The last decades have been
marked by strong technological development and a fast-pace life, leading to weak social
interactions. In such circumstances, interaction with a pet can substitute for human interaction
and social relationships (Van Houte and Jarvis, 1995; Baker et al., 2020). Veevers (2008)
distinguishes three pet functions. The projective function includes the extent to which pets can

1 France is first place in Europe for pet abandonment. It is estimated that in 2023, 12 000 pets were
abandoned during vacations (Loh, 2023).
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serve as a symbolic extension of the self. The sociability function includes the role of pets in
facilitating human interaction. The surrogate function involves the extent to which interaction
with pets substitutes for and supplements human-human interaction. According to Veevers, pets
facilitate interactions between people by serving as social lubricants.2 They are a neutral object
of conversation and perform a variety of functions as social catalysts (2008, p. 15-16).

Pets played an important role during the COVID-19 pandemic. A large number of
people have adopted a pet to alleviate isolation from their loved ones and friends. Pets relieved
their owners’ loneliness, provided them with a good condition, and gave them a sense of
purpose. They helped the owners think less about the dangers of the pandemic. Walking with
dogs enabled better mental health, but also contacts with other people (World Economic Forum,
2021).

Research has confirmed that pet companionship has a beneficial effect on all age
groups. Pet can be social support, often to lonely and elderly people (McNicholas, 2014), and
have a beneficial effect on children in various ways (Blue, 1986; Purewal et al., 2017). There
are increasing discussions about allowing animals in the workplace, as they have a beneficial
effect on employees and help achieve a productive work environment (Beheshti, 2019).
Recognizing their positive impacts, more and more areas of modern society are “opening up” to
pets. Among the already famous pet-friendly hotels, restaurants, workplaces, and offices, there
are numerous universities that allow students to socialize with their pets. Having a pet while
studying contributes to emotional stability, reduces tension and stress, increases physical activity
and social interactions, such as making new acquaintances and friendships (Beach, 2019).3

In this paper, we present the results of research that studied the role of pets in students’
lives. Our goal was to explore how many students own pets, how they perceive pets, and what
meaning they attach to pets. We find the opinions and attitudes of each social group interesting
for sociological study. Choosing students as research participants was guided by the status of
this population consisting of young people in the process of education, often separated from
home and loved ones, daily encountering various efforts and pressures typical of student life.
Consequently, it was to be expected that the student period and lifestyle would not be
appropriate for adopting and caring for the animal. However, the results showed a significant
representation and roles of pets in the lives of students.

METHODOLOGY

Pets are becoming increasingly common members of our households. In modern society,
they fulfill different roles: functional, emotional, social, etc. They can substitute social
interactions and other people and improve one’s health and welfare. The perception and
meaning of pets differ depending on one’s period of life and lifestyle. Hence the interest in
researching this issue in the student population as a specific social group, both in terms of
lifestyle and socioeconomic status, rights, and obligations.

The questions that we want to answer with this research are multiple. In the first place,
we wonder how many students own pets and whether this is linked with their socioeconomic
status. Furthermore, we want to find out which animals students prefer as pets. We are also
interested in how students perceive pets, what meaning they attach to pets, and if they recognize
pets’ role in establishing social interactions. Following the research questions, the questionnaire
included items with participants’ socioeconomic data, the possession and perception of pets,
their meanings and function in social interactions.

The research was conducted among 200 students of the University of Split in May and
June 2023.

3 There is only one pet-friendly faculty in Croatia. In 2017, the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences
in Osijek allowed students to bring their pets into certain areas of the Faculty (Korljan, 2020).

2 In foreign literature, this role of pets is referred to as social lubricants. Considering the meaning of the
word lubricant in the Croatian language as a grease or a means for improving slipperiness (Struna), we
considered it more appropriate to use the term pospješivač in the Croatian version of the paper.
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An online survey was chosen as a suitable method. We opted for an online method of
data collection, taking into account its advantages and disadvantages (Evans and Mathur, 2018),
estimating that the choice of such a tool is appropriate for the research, the studied population,
as well as the research methodology (Nayak and Narayan, 2019, p. 36). Namely, the instrument
needed to be aimed at the population that would be easily accessible online and that had access
to the technology and knowledge of how to use it, and the selected method needed to be the
most practical for the target population.

The questionnaire was created in Google Forms. Invitations were forwarded to students
via social networks (Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp) and via email. A priori, it was decided to
stop the research when a sample of 200 participants was reached. Non-probability, convenience
method of sampling was applied.

Methods of descriptive statistics were used in statistical processing. If needed for a
certain research question, the probability of correlation between variables was checked by the
Chi-square test.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Participants’ profile

The study involved significantly more female students (80%) than male students (20%).
Participants mostly come from urban areas, with 49.5% permanently residing in a larger city
and 26.5% in a smaller city. However, the share of participants living in rural areas is not
negligible (24%). The majority of participants are undergraduate students (81%), majoring in
social sciences (38.5%), medicine (28.5%), humanities (17.5%), and technical sciences (11.5%).
Participants are mostly successful students. In the previous academic year, 16.5% of them
achieved excellent success, 54% very good success, while 26% achieved good success. The
educational status of the participants’ parents is favorable. According to the data, most parents
have secondary education (62% of fathers and 59% of mothers), or higher education (16% of
fathers and 19.5% of mothers). Three-quarters of participants estimate their standard of living to
be average (75%), while approximately one-fifth (19.5%) consider it to be high or very high.
Accordingly, their consumer opportunities are as follows: 59% of students assess them as
average, while 35% consider them good or very good. The increasing trend of working while
studying was confirmed by this research. Even two-thirds of participants work while studying,
including 50.5% of those who work part-time and 13% full-time. A total of 63% of participants
declared themselves religious, while in terms of political orientation, the majority are right-wing
(59%).

Pet ownership and preferences

Students’ answers to the question of whether they own a pet are approximate to the
percentage of Croatian households with pets. Half of the participants, more precisely 51%, own
a pet, while estimates for Croatia confirm 60% of households owning pets.

The students’ preference for pets was also confirmed by data on former and planned
ownership. A total of 12% of them stated that they used to have a pet, but currently do not have
it, while as many as 24.5% stated that they do not have a pet, but would like to have it in the
future.

If the previous data on the current, former, or planned ownership of pets are considered
as a whole, it can be concluded that a total of 87.5% of students had, have, or would like to have
a pet, which defines our sample as a pet-friendly population.

To answer the research question on the impact of socioeconomic characteristics on pet
ownership, a statistical verification of variables was performed using the X2 test. The results of
the X2 test showed that the examined participants’ socioeconomic characteristics (gender, place
of residence, area of study, and standard of living) do not affect the possession of pets. The data
obtained by the previous analysis confirm that the student population is homogeneous in terms
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of pet ownership, i.e., pet ownership is widespread in a sample of students regardless of the
socioeconomic characteristics of the participants.

Although students are mostly prone to pets, not all types of animals are equally
desirable. When asked which animals they prefer as pets, measured from 1 – most undesirable
to 5 – most desirable, most participants answered that they are more prone to dogs, cats, and fish
(Table 1). Data on preferred pets are expected because numerous studies have shown a prevalent
phenomenon of preferring dogs and cats over other animals. For example, among Croatian
households that own pets, even 50.77% have a dog, while 34% have cats. On the other hand,
birds (8.96%) and fish are less represented (5.46%) (InStore, 2018). The results of our research
coincide with the data obtained by the study conducted in America, which also showed that
dogs (65.1%) and cats (46.5%) are the most popular pets, followed by fish (11.1%) and rabbits
(6.7%), while reptiles and mini pigs are among less popular pets (Leeson, 2024).

Table 1.

Most popular pets

Considering the results of our and other research mentioned here, it can be said that
there is a universal view on most popular pets. Aiming to clarify people’s preferences for dogs
and cats as pets, a survey was conducted involving owners in Denmark, Austria, and the UK
showing that dogs are the most preferred pets. The owners explained the reason was the
emotional and social support that dogs offer. The results showed a strong attachment to dogs
because 45% of dog owners would be willing to pay high bills for the treatment of their pet,
while 23% of cat owners would do so (Sandøe, 2021).

The following question in our research related to the reasons for owning a pet. This
question was answered only by pet owners. Overall, the data confirm that students perceive the
benefits of having an animal. As can be seen from Graph 1, more than a third of students find
the reason for owning a pet in the love for animals (39.5%), followed by the company or
companionship that a pet offers them (31.5%). However, the share of students who expect
entertainment from pets (17.5%) and their positive impact on health (11.5%) are not negligible.

Graph 1

Reasons for owning a pet

5

1 2 3 4 total

% % % % % %

dogs 1.5 2.0 8.5 18.5 69.5 100.0

cats 9.5 6.5 11.5 23.5 49.0 100.0

fish 7.5 18.5 25.5 26.0 23.5 100.0

birds 20.0 24.5 27.5 18.5 9.5 100.0

rodents 29.0 22.0 28.5 14.0 6.5 100.0

rabbits 19.5 21.5 31.5 19.5 8.0 100.0

reptiles 47.5 25.0 17.5 6.0 4.0 100.0



I like animals
Company and companionship
Entertainment and amusement
Positive impact on physical and mental health

The following question was posed to participants who are not pet owners (49%), as we
were interested in the reason why they do not currently own a pet. From the response
distribution shown in Graph 2, it is evident that the most common reason is the lack of
conditions required for having and taking care of a pet (17.5%). Students’ responses are
expected and understandable given that a pet requires its own place or space, while students
rarely have their own living space. The second most common reason is the lack of time that
should be devoted to the animal (12.5%). Pets are often demanding in terms of time; they need
to be fed, require hygiene practices (both of the animal and the space), need physical activity,
entertainment, attention, and love. Maintaining an animal, especially a dog, requires spending
time with them every day, which sometimes poses a problem depending on the owner’s
obligations or lifestyle. Therefore, the answer about the lack of time can be explained by the
student status, which implies many study obligations.

Considering the above reasons, it can be concluded that students are responsible when it
comes to adopting animals, since, despite the possible desire to own a pet, they still estimate
that they would not be able to pay proper care and attention to the pet. Certainly, there is a part
of students who might want to have a pet, but since they live with their parents, this is currently
not possible (8.5%). It should also be noted that only 10.5% of students stated that they do not
like having animals in their living space, which confirms our sample once again as mostly
pet-friendly.

Graph 2

Reasons for not owning a pet
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I do not have time for having a pet
I have no proper conditions to have a pet
My parents do not allow me to have a pet
I do not like having animals in my house

Perception and meaning of pets

The relationship between humans and animals is complex. Often, animals are thought of
as “others”, and are thus perceived as inferior. Speciesism is rooted in society, as discrimination
or exploitation of animal species, based on beliefs of human superiority (Irvine, 2008, p. 1959).
People can treat animals in a negative way, such as in cases of animal violence, abuse, or
neglect. On the other hand, animals can be treated with empathy and affection, and they can
even be anthropomorphized. These are psychological mechanisms that are considered a positive
and healthy attitude towards animals (Prato-Previde et al., 2022). Research has shown that
animal ownership is a variable that affects the care and aspiration for animal welfare. People
who had a pet during childhood show significantly greater empathy for animals than those who
did not have a pet as children (Paul, 2000).

To answer the research question related to the perception of pets, the participants were
offered items that checked sensitivity to pets, the impact of pets on health, and seeing pets as the
owner’s work and financial obligations (Table 2). Participants expressed their level of
agreement with the items using a scale from 1 (minimum) to 5 (maximum).

Table 2

Perception of pets

Item 1 2 3 4 5 AS

% % % % %

Pets are owners’ best
friends.

5.5 6.0 18.0 28.0 42.5 3.94

A pet is like a family
member.

4.0 6.0 13.5 27.0 49.5 4.12

If I had the opportunity, I
would adopt a dog from a
shelter.

9.0 13.5 18.0 22.0 37.5 3.65

I mind when people are
aggressive towards pets.

0.0 0.0 6.0 9.0 85.0 4.79
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Pets are an emotional
support for owners.

1.5 2.5 13.5 25.0 57.5 4.34

A pet contributes to the
psychological well-being
of the owner.

0.0 1.5 12.0 19.5 67.0 4.52

Pets have a positive effect
on the physical health of
the owner.

0.0 5.5 17.0 26.5 51.0 4.23

People who have pets are
happier.

4.0 12.0 28.0 24.5 31.5 3.67

Pets can pass dangerous
diseases.

9.5 27.0 38.0 14.5 11.0 2.90

Therapy dogs can help
children heal.

0.5 1.5 11.5 15.0 71.5 4.55

Having a pet requires
having a lot of money.

0.5 9.0 33.5 34.5 22.5 3.69

A pet is too much of a
chore.

7.5 17.5 40.5 23.5 11.0 3.13

A pet requires a lot of
work.

0.5 4.5 16.5 28.0 50.5 4.24

Sensitivity towards pets was checked by using the following items: If I had the
opportunity, I would adopt a dog from a shelter.; I mind when people are aggressive towards
pets.; Pets are owners’ best friends. and A pet is like a family member. According to the data
from Table 2, the items related to sensibility towards pets were well accepted by students. For
example, 59% of students would be willing to adopt a dog from a shelter, 70% of them believe
that pets are owners’ best friends, while as many as 96% of students mind aggression towards
pets. It is necessary to emphasize the high acceptance of the item A pet is like a family member,
with which 77% of students agreed to a greater or lesser extent. Despite their different opinions
and attitudes, research shows that both owners and non-owners believe that pets can be
perceived as family members. For example, a survey conducted in the US showed that 97% of
pet owners consider their pets family members (Brown, 2003). Also, it was confirmed that pets
have a beneficial effect on family interactions. Even 70% of pet owners reported an increase in
happiness and entertainment in the family after the arrival of the pet, while 52% confirmed that
the family spends more time together because of the pet (Cain, 1985).

Students showed a high level of agreement with items that checked students’ attitudes
about the function of pets as beneficial for emotional state, and mental and physical health. The
data confirm that participants believe pets are emotional support for owners (82%), that they
have a beneficial effect on owners’ psychological (86.5%) and physical (77.5%) health, and
believe in their therapeutic functions (86.5%). Emotional support as well as beneficial effects on
owners’ health have been confirmed by previous studies (Allen, 2003, Brooks et al., 2018,
Hussein et al., 2021), while a recent meta-analysis, Martins et al., 2023, based on 49 selected
studies, confirmed that dogs have a positive impact on owners’ physical activity, which people
who do not have dogs do not experience.

Pets represent a part of their owners’ life, with whom they have intense emotional and
social interactions, affecting owners’ welfare by “providing improvements to the human-animal
biopsychosocial system” (Aragunde-Kohl et al., 2020, p. 2136).
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Possession and interaction with a pet carry certain health risks, therefore, as an aspect of
pet perception, health concerns have also been explored. Namely, dogs and cats, as the most
common pets, are carriers of microorganisms, viruses, bacteria, fungi, and parasites that can be
transmitted to humans. Zoonotic infections are transmitted by animal secretions, i.e., by close
interaction with the animal (Ghasemzadeh and Namazi, 2015, Garoma and Diba, 2023).4
According to our results, 24.5% of participants agreed to a greater or lesser extent with the item
Pets can pass dangerous diseases to humans. The lower acceptance of this item suggests that a
greater proportion of students are not informed about the health risk that can arise from close
contact with an animal, and that a smaller proportion are aware of the dangers that close contact
with an animal can have on their health.

Sometimes buying or adopting a pet is an impulsive decision. However, in addition to
the benefits that pets bring with them, they imply a responsibility and obligation that lasts for
the animal’s lifetime. Part of this responsibility applies to pet-related expenses. The costs of
maintaining the pet, food, equipment, hygiene, and veterinary care are constantly increasing,
and they can significantly burden the budget of the owner.5 A survey of dog owners in the US
found that 91% of them had financial difficulties due to pet expenses, 66% had to reduce certain
personal expenses due to having a dog, while 65% were forced to borrow money from friends or
relatives to cover pet-related expenses (Gollub and Lobb, 2023). Just over half of our research
participants (57%) agreed to a greater or lesser extent that keeping a pet requires a lot of money.
However, more than a financial commitment, they recognize a work obligation around the pet.
A total of 78.5% of participants agree that there is a lot of work around the pet. It can be
assumed that differences in agreement regarding the pet as a financial and work obligation result
from the fact that both often depend on the type of the pet, so the bird, fish or guinea pig are less
demanding than, for example, the dog.

Furthermore, the meaning of pets was explored, i.e., what participants think about pets’
role in modern society. In connection with this, there is an increasing number of households
with pets. The rise in pet ownership can be explained by the weakening of supportive social
structures. In an analysis of the increase in pet ownership after World War II in the United
States, Serpell explains that pet ownership during this period was the result of post-war
prosperity and changes in housing, especially the acquisition of home ownership. Over the
following around 40 years, social networks have fragmented; the number of people living alone
and the number of divorces and families without children are on the rise, fewer and fewer
people live close to their families, there are weaker ties with the community. Due to the loss of
social support and fragmentation of social interactions, the resulting gap is filled by pets
(Serpell, as ctd. in Schaffer 2009, p. 33). As a result, the feeling of loneliness, social exclusion,
and abandonment is increasingly present in modern society. More and more people diminish or
prevent this feeling by adopting a pet (Hussein et al., 2021).

Considering the increasingly intense trends of weakened social networks and reduced
social interactions, which are compensated by the purchase or adoption of pets, we asked the
participants whether they noticed an increase in the number of pets in their area. A total of
46.5% of students answered this question in the affirmative. The following survey question was:
Why do you think more and more people have pets?

5 Initial costs for buying a dog in the US ranged from $ 1135 to $ 5155 in 2023. Annual costs for
essentials, from dog food and toys to flea medication, range from $ 610 to $ 3555. If special accessories
are afforded, the dog can cost between $ 1390 and $ 4095 per year. The 2017 survey on the basic
characteristics of consumption within the household showed that Croatian citizens annually spend around
six billion kuna on food, equipment, and veterinary care for pets, with an annual growth of consumption
of five to six percent (Laslavić, 2019).

4 Diseases that animals pass to humans are curable, however, they can have more serious consequences in
a more sensitive population, especially children, pregnant women, and the elderly, as well as those with
weakened immune systems. To reduce the possibility of transferring microorganisms to humans, it is
recommended to maintain pet hygiene, vaccinate pets regularly, and wash hands after contact with the pet
or cleaning its place.
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As can be seen from Table 3, the most common opinion is that there is an increase in
loneliness, as answered by almost a third of participants (32.2%). These findings coincide with
earlier research that identified loneliness as a problem of modern society, with some authors
even talking about an epidemic of loneliness (Killen, 1998, Franklin, and Taner, 2021). In this
context, important are participants’ opinions that the reason for the increasing number of pets is
the instability and changes in society (9%) as well as a lack of understanding from other people
(7%). The inability to adapt to social changes and the weakening of social support are also the
reasons for breaking the ties of the individual and the social environment. In this case, by
summing up the responses of the participants, we can conclude that 48% of them perceive a
change in sociability that people replace with animal ownership. Pets can take on roles of others
or be a substitute for others; friends, partners, children, or parents. This is confirmed by
attaching human attributes to them, for example, by giving them human names, talking to them,
organizing events typical of people such as birthday parties, giving gifts for holidays, or
organizing funerals. One study confirmed that 77% of owners believe that pets understand them
when they speak to them, 73% believe that they reciprocate, while 59% believe that pets
understand them and are even sensitive to their moods (Cain, 1985). According to Veevers, to
some extent, almost all relationships with pets involve a certain level of anthropomorphism and
can be interpreted as surrogates for human relationships. The differences are only in the degree
to which animals are treated as humans or used to replace humans (1985, p. 19-24).

Table 3

Reasons for buying or adopting pets

Why do more and more people have pets? F %

increased loneliness of people 147 32.2

lack of understanding from other people 32 7.0

instability and changes in society 41 9.0

love for animals 89 19.5

mental and physical well-being 111 24.3

total 457 100.0

Pets as social interaction lubricants

Professional literature recognizes the function of pets as social lubricants or catalysts of
social interactions. This function refers to pets’ role in influencing, enhancing, or changing
human interactions. In other words, pets are often used to establish social contacts and
interactions, such as starting a conversation with an acquaintance or stranger. They also serve to
make us kinder, more approachable, and friendly to other people. For example, a study by Wood
et al. (1915) confirmed that companion animals can be catalysts in several dimensions of social
interactions, from accidental interactions and meeting people to forming new friendships. In
some cases, pets encouraged relationships from which owners could subsequently obtain
practical or emotional social support.

The effect of pets as a social lubricant is most often related and studied in dogs, which is
quite understandable due to their interactivity and taking them outside several times a day. Dogs
contribute to intense social interactions in a number of ways. In the first place, being with a dog
contributes to social visibility. A person who walks a dog is more noticeable than other
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passers-by or walkers, most often thanks to the pet. Dogs can attract attention with their
appearance or play and can be the reason for the owner’s initial contact and casual conversation
with another person. Research has confirmed that the presence of a dog increases a person’s
social accessibility. If a person is accompanied by a dog, people will be more tolerant, willing to
listen for a long time, and nicer than towards a person who does not have a dog (Lawson, 2001).

In an experimental study, Guéguen and Ciccotti (2008) studied the role of the dog in the
creation of a sense of belonging and the realization of social interaction. The results showed that
an unknown person will prefer to help and fulfill the requests of a person with a dog. A study by
Colarelli et al. (2017) showed that the presence of a dog in a work group has positive effects,
improves the behavior of team members making them more cooperative, active, friendly,
enthusiastic, and attentive towards others, compared to members of a work group in which a
dog was not included.

People who have a dog are usually perceived as “good” and “pleasant” as opposed to
those who do not like animals. Moreover, pet owners become members of various groups,
associations or clubs, which can be a source of social contacts and expand social networks.

Although dogs tend to improve interactions, in certain situations, they can make them
difficult or confrontational, for example, when the owner does not follow the rules about where
the dog is allowed to be and where it is not, or when they cannot control their pet. Pets can limit
the owner’s relationships with close people and friends because some people are not animal
lovers, while some owners even consciously choose certain types of dogs because they are
effective in repelling other people (Veevers, 1986, p. 16-19). The effect of the dog as a catalyst
in human interactions is a powerful phenomenon that can be generalized beyond common
walking areas such as parks, and is independent of the appearance of the dog or the owner
(McNicholas and Collis, 2000, p. 69).

Given the importance and prevalence of the role of pets as a catalyst of social
interactions, all participants were asked the following question: Do you think that owners who
walk their dogs find it easier to communicate with other people? Student responses confirmed
the function of dogs as social lubricants. Even 74.5% of the participants answered that they
believe the dog improves the social interactions of the owner, 22% are undecided, while 3.5%
think that dogs do not have that function.

However, participants did not consider other types of pets to function as social
lubricants to the same extent as dogs. When asked whether pets, regardless of their species,
“help” in making acquaintances and friendships, somewhat different results were achieved,
which show that 37.5% of students attribute this function to pets in general.

The final question was exclusively for pet owners: Have you made new acquaintances
or friendships thanks to your pet? The distribution of responses (Table 4) showed that 28% of
the participants made new social contacts through their pet, while 25.5% of them had no such
experience. The obtained data confirm the thesis that pets act as social lubricants for part of the
students, and it can be assumed that the reason for this is the type of pet.

Table 4

Social visibility of pets

Have you made new
acquaintances thanks to your
pet?

f %

no 51 25.5

yes 56 28.0

no answer 93 46.5

total 200 100.0
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CONCLUSION

Animals are a part of people’s daily lives. Historically speaking, animals have played an
important role in the development of society. From the earliest days of human communities,
they have enabled progress towards a better quality of life in various ways (Hodges, 1999).
However, their study in sociology is relatively recent. Only since the 1960s has sociology made
important progress in understanding how the human world relates to the nonhuman world.
Today’s research on animals and human-animal relationship “has become an area of increasing
interest for sociologists, which results in new, interesting knowledge and discoveries”
(Koop-Monteiro, 2023, p. 1158). Studies on “zoological connection” enable academic sociology
to open up to the realization that we live in “mixed species societies” in which human-animal
relationships play an important role (Sanders, 2006, p. 7).

One of the contributions of sociological research on the relationship between society
and animals is that cultural constructions determine the life and destinies of animals.
Relationships and attitudes of people towards animals, including pets, are socially constructed,
institutionalized, and culturally passed down through the generations. Whether we treat animals
as food, helpers or pets, our relationship determines their lives (Atwood, 1994, p. 184).

There are several reasons for researching human-animal relationships. Pets are
increasingly present in our households, fulfill our lives, and have different functions. On a social
level, an increasing sensitivity is shown towards all animals, and this sensitivity is particularly
noticeable when it comes to pets. Their owners try to ensure their comfort, safety, and health.
They buy food supplements, clothes, toys, and sweets for their pets, mark important events in
their lives, and provide them with their own places or beds in their apartments. There are
numerous groups and associations in society that take care of abandoned pets. After all, pets are
welcome in more and more spaces that were once reserved exclusively for people. The
emotional evaluation and sentimentalization of animals, and their perception as social support
are increasingly common in modern relationship towards pets. This all speaks about the
importance of pets in our lives, which is an essential motive for their study. When it comes to
the sociological approach, the focus is on the relationship between people and pets, as well as
the meanings and roles of pets in human lives. Those were also the objectives of this research
conducted among the student population. In this final part, we will look briefly at some of the
achieved results and answer the research questions.

With regard to the research question related to pet ownership and the influence of
certain socioeconomic characteristics on pet ownership, the results showed that pets are quite
present in the lives of students in the sample and that students’ socioeconomic characteristics do
not determine pet ownership. Considering the status of the students and their lifestyle, it was not
expected that half of them would own a pet or that pet ownership would have no connection
with independent variables.

The results on students’ preferred types of pets confirmed the existing data on dogs and
cats as the most common pets. The universal acceptance of dogs and cats as pets, although more
demanding than other species, can be explained by the personalities of these animals, which
return friendship, attention, and love to their owners more directly than other pets such as fish,
birds, or rodents.

Examination of the perception of pets showed that the majority of the student population
in the sample is empathetic towards pets, which is expressed through the willingness to adopt
them, perceiving pets as friends and family members, and showing significant sensitivity to
aggression towards animals. Considering the frequency of ownership as well as the expressed
sensibility towards pets, we can define the student population in the sample as pet-friendly.

In their answers, the students confirmed that they recognize the benefits that pets have
for their owners, primarily the positive effect on their mental and physical health. Considering
the expressed sensitivity of students towards pets, on the one hand, and pets’ beneficial effect on
owner’s health, on the other hand, it can be concluded that the human-pets relationship is useful
for both of them. At the same time, animals need people, who give them care, safety, and love,
while interacting with animals has a beneficial effect on people’s mental and physical health.
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People are social beings, however, today they are increasingly distancing themselves
from others. The loss of social ties leaves a void that is increasingly being filled by pets.
Students perceived this role of pets by recognizing the increase in their number in their
surroundings, as well as social changes and the reasons for adopting pets. In addition to the role
of pets as social support, students also recognized their role in another type of sociability, which
refers to the establishment or improvement of interactions and social ties among individuals.

In this paper, we focused on the attitude of students, as a specific social group, towards
pets. We researched their opinions and attitudes regarding certain aspects related to pets and
came to certain insights. Considering the sample and the method of sampling, we cannot
generalize our findings as they are illustrative for the studied population only. Therefore, the
limitations of this research refer to checking the achieved results on a representative sample of
the student population, as well as comparing them by examining other social groups.

In addition to the limitations, our findings point to the need for future research. Namely,
during the data processing and analysis, new topics and questions appeared, deepening the
researched issues. For example, what do participants think about why dogs and cats are the most
preferred pets? Are there other fears and risks from pets? Are there negative experiences with
pets? What if the owner cannot take care of their pet? What if the animal is sick or dies? Some
of the mentioned topics are certainly suitable for research using quantitative methods, while the
use of a qualitative, in-depth approach could reveal the less obvious and less expected meanings
of pets.
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