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ABSTRACT

In this reseach, 200 et owners and nonpet owners were studied to ascertain the dfeds of owning a pet on the
self-esteem and self-efficagy of the pet owners. All the respondents completed self-reported questionnaires.
Whil e the results showed nosignificant differences, it was noted that there was a tendency for people with pets
to generally have dlightly higher self-esteem and self-efficag/ as compared to people withou pets. The study
also showed that higher self-estean contributed towards predicting higher self-efficagy.
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INTRODUCTION

The rate of mental hedth problems in Malaysia, and around the world, is rising. In
Malaysia, the prevalence of mental hedth problems among adults was estimated at 12.7%
(Maniam et al., 1997. In Malaysia, severa initiatives are being taken to develop
programmes that addressthe mental well-being of citizens. At present, the various fadors
that promote pasitive mental hedth are being identified. What role do ets play in this
process? There ae some suggestions that having a pet may help to relieve stress and thus
result in better mental hedth for the owner. A few studies have examined this hypaothesis,
but much of this work isin its infancy. This paper describes the dfeds of having a pet on
the well -being of its owner.

Many definitions of mental hedth exist. Among these definitions are depresson,
anxiety, self-efficagy and self-esteem. In this qudy, the terms slf-esteem and self-efficacgy
will be used. Self-estean is the feding of oneself being competent to cope with the basic
challenges of life and d being worthy of happiness The behavioural aspeds of self-estean
are manifested in such behaviours as assertiveness resilience, dedsiveness and bkeing
respedful of others (Reasoner, 200Q. Self-efficagy is concerned with people’s beliefs in
their cgpabiliti es to exercise mntrol over their own functioning and over events that affed
their lives. People' sbeliefsin their efficacy are developed by a mastery over experiences, by
sedng people simil ar to themselves successully manage task demands, by social persuasion
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that one has the capabiliti es to succeal in given adivities, and by inferences from somatic
and emotiona statesindicédive of personal strengths and vulnerabiliti es (Bandura, 1999.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

Studies suggest that having a pet may help all eviate mental hedth problems. Serpell (1990
noted that pet owners, when compared with nonpet owners, had fewer minor hedth
problems and higher self-esteem. In the study, the reduction in minor hedth problems also
resulted in an incresse in hedthy behaviours sich as physicd exercise (i.e., regularly
walking the pet). It would appea that the pet also improved the owner’s ability to carry out
tasks, thus increasing overall self-efficagy. Many pet owners also appea to experience
lower levels of anxiety as a result of ownership o their pets. Dog owners reported
experiencing areductionin their fear of being avictim of crime (Serpell, 199Q. In addition,
they reported having a dlight increase in self-estean. While these studies have been
conduwted on foreign pet owners, we wonder if the same results are observed among
Malaysian pet owners. In addition, nostudies have spedficaly examined the impad on the
owner's slf-efficagy.

Pets appea to have apasitive impad ontheir owners for a number of reasons. Some ae
a source of love, affedion and companionship (Cusad, 1988. Other pets promote social
relationship among people whether they are in an institutional setting or ssimply strangers on
the stred. The pet ads as an icebreaker, thus fadlit ating social interadion among people
(Cusadck, 1988. Finally, some studies suggest that pets asdst in promoting pasitive family
interadions. Allen (1998 noted that coupes with pets report greaer closeness and
satisfadionin marriage & compared to nonpet owners.

Regardlessof the type of pet, the psychdogicd benefits of having a pet are naticedle.
Straede and Gates (1993 studied the psychalogicd well-being of ca owners and nonpet
owners and foundthat ca owners had lower levels of mental hedth problems. The study
showed aqquisition d, and later attachment to, the pet contributed to general mental hedth.
Whil e pets make littl e contribution to the owner’s econamic status, they provide benefitsin
terms of physiologicd and psychologica well-being.

The @ove literature review suggests that pets contribute towards the physiologicd and
psychdogicd hedth of their owners. However, the studies do nd clealy show whether the
improvement in self-esteem also results in an increase in ore's perception d being able to
complete avariety of tasks. Thus, this gudy focuses onthe psychologicd impad of having a
pet, and haw it affeds slf-efficagy. The reseach questionsin this gudy are:

1. Isthere adifferencein self-esteem between pet owners and nonpet owners?

2. Isthere adifferencein self-efficacy between pet owners and nonpet owners?

3. If a pet owner has higher self-esteem, hown does this relate towards greaer self-
efficag/?
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METHODOLOGY
Resear ch Design

A single survey was used to oltain answers to the reseach questions. Subjeds were divided
into two groups, pet owners and nonpet owners. The pet owner group was reauited at
several veterinary clinics, and the nonpet owner group—matched for age-range and
gender—was obtained from the general popuation. The samples were seleded onarandam
basis, and were dependent on the subjeds volurnteeing to compl ete the questionreires. The
questionraires included questions on self-esteem and self-efficagy, and were self-reported
by the subjeds.

Subjects

The pet owner group consisted of 100subjeds among whom were 55 day owners and 45cat
owners. The non-pet owner group consisted of 100subjeds. The sample ranged in age from
14 yeas to 68 yeas old. Among the respondents, 6% were female, and 3% were male
(Table 1); 57.8% of the samples were single, 41% were married and 1.%% were dther
divorced or widowed. The multiradal sample consisted o Maays (23%), Chinese (59.5%),
Indians (13%) and ahers (4.5%) (Table 2). Most of the respondents had at least secondary
schod educaion (i.e., secondary (18.8%); diploma (21%); and uriversity (60%)). The
majority of the responcents worked in the private sedor (50.9%6) or were self-employed
(15%). They came from a range of occupational badgrounds, for instance, professonals
(41.8%), administrators (11.5%), clericd (4%), sales (5%), and serviceindustry (8%). Most
pet ownerslived in howses (89%), and a small er number in condaminiums (10%).

Within the pet owner group, the number of pets owned ranged from 1 to 35.The mean
number of petswas 5. The descriptive statistics of the subjeds are stated in Table 3.

When describing the breed of dog that the subjeds had, day owners had mongrels
(25.9%), followed by German Shepherds (14.5%) and Shih Tzu (10.9%). Other breeds of
dogs were lesscommonly foundin the sample. Among the ca owners, 46.6/ had Persian
cas. Other ca owners had locd breed (40%) or mixed breed (3%).

Table 1. Distribution d Sample by Gender

Gender With Pets Withou Pets Total Sample
Male 35(35%) 27 (27%) 62 (31%)
Female 65 (65%) 73 (73%) 138(69%)

Total 100(100%) 100(100%) 200(100%)
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Table 2. Digtribution d Sample by Race

Race With Pets Without Pets Total Sample
Malay 28 (28%) 18 (18%) 46 (23%)
Chinese 50 (50%) 69 (69%) 119(59.3%)
Indian 16 (16%) 10(10%) 26 (13%)
Others 6 (6%) 3 (3%) 9 (4.5%)
Total 100(100%0) 100(100%0) 200(100%0)

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics of Demographics of Pet Owner Group
Demographics N Mean Std. Dev. Range
Age 100 325 12.56 14-68
Number of pets 100 5.00 6.45 1-35

M easur ement Devices

The measurement instruments consisted of two questionraires. The questionraires were
trandated from English into Bahasa Malaysia by a dinicd psychoogist and scrutinised by
anather clinicd psychoogist who spoke both languages fluently. The questionreires are;

a)

b)

Self-esteem Testing Scde (SERS) (Nugent and Thomas, 1993 which measures
self-estean from arange aeaof self-evaluation including overall self-worth, social
competence, problem-solving ability, intellecual ability, self-competence, and
worth relative to ather people. The scde wnsists of 40 items which subeds
respondto ona seven-point scde. The internal consistency has an apha of 0.97.
The items are summed to produce atotal score ranging from —120to +120. Positive
scores indicate more paositive self-esteen whereas negative scores indicate more
negative levels of self-esteam.

Sef-efficagy Scde (Sherer et al. (1982 which measures generalised self-efficagy
expedations. The scde mnsists of 17 items which subjeds respondto ona five-
point scae. Theinternal consistency has an alpha of 0.86.The items are summed to
produce atotal score ranging from 17 to 85. Higher scores indicate higher self-
efficagy.

RESULTS

This gudy was st up to ascertain if there was a difference in mental hedth status and self-
efficag/ between pet owners and nonpet owners. In addition, the study intended to find ou



Surway Academic Journal 2, 85-91 (2005 89

if there was a reationship between self-efficagy and self-esteem among subjeds. To
examine the different levels of self-esteem and self-efficagy between the pet owner group
and the non-pet owner group,the mean scores of ead groupwere compared.

The mean scores for self-esteem and self-efficagy were computed, and the difference
between people with pets, and people withou pets, was observed using a series of univariate
Analyses of Variance The dependent variables were self-esteem and self-efficagy and the
independent variable was the two groups (i.€., petsvs. no ets). The results of the analyses
indicated that there was no significant diff erence between the groups on measures of self-
esteem [F (1.813], and self-efficagy [F (0.530] (see Table 4). Despite the insignificant
results, there was a dight trend where pet owners, as compared with nonpet owners, had
dightly higher self-esteem and self-efficagy.

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics of Self-estean and Self-efficag

Description Pet No Pet Total F Vaue
Self-estean 53.39(24.19* 48.09(31.08 50.74(27.87) 1.815
Self-efficag 63.93(9.22 62.90(10.73 63.42(9.99 0.530

*The numbers are: mean (standard deviation).

The analyses also focused on estimating the relationship between self-estean and self-
efficagy. To oltain the results, a linea regresgon analysis was condicted to examine the
role of self-esteam in predicting self-efficagy. The results indicated that self-esteem
significantly predicted self-efficagy [F (1,199 = 99.497,p < 0.0] (see Table 5). In
addition, 3306 of the variance in predicting self-efficagy was contributed by self-esteem.
Thus, the higher a person's sif-esteam the more they fed they are ale to acmmplish
things.

Table 5. Summary of Ordinary Least Square Multiple Regresson Analysis for Self-esteem
Predicting Self-efficag/ (N=200)

B SEB

Slf-efficacy
Self-esteam 0.207 0.021 0.000**

Notes: R? = 0.334[F (1,199 = 99.497, p < 0.01].
*p<0.0L
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DISCUSSION

This gudy was designed to evaluate several isaues. Firstly, the study examined the
differences in levels of self-esteem between people who have pets and people who do no
have pets. Seaondy, the differences in levels of self-efficagy between pet owners and non
pet owners were investigated. Finaly, the study investigated howv a person's sif-esteem
contributed to hisor her self-efficagy.

Several conclusions were drawn from this dudy. Firstly, the analysis reveded that there
was no significant difference in the levels of self-estean and self-efficacy between pet
owners and nonpet owners. Since the results were stetisticdly not significant, the null
hypathesis is not rejeded, and we caana draw a conclusion as to whether pet owners, as
compared with nonpet owners had dightly higher self-estean and self-efficag). While
other reseach naed the importance of having a pet in increasing a person’s mental hedth
including increasing personal self-esteem and self-efficacy (Bergler, 1988 Lee 1983, the
results of this gudy were not conclusive.

The importance of this qudy’s results is to creae avareness within the mmmunity
abou the importance of owning a pet. Pets can function in many ways to help increase
mental hedth (Bedker, 2002 Bedk and Katcher, 1996 Cusack, 1989.

There ae severa limitations to this gudy. Firstly, the sample was restricted to people
ranging from young adults to elderly people, and dd na include children. The questionreire
was not designed to apply to yourger-age people. Thus, the results may not be generali sed
to the younger-age group. Knowing that pets play an important role in the development of
childhood, further studies may be neeled to explore this point. Perhaps dgnificant
differences between pet-owners and nonpet owners on measures of self-esteem and self-
efficagy could have been deteded if the sample did nd include nonpet responcents who
were acively involved in religious organisations. It is anticipated that people with a strong
faith tend to have higher self-esteem.

Given the findings and limitations of this gudy, further studies that examine pet owner
and nonpet owner groups on a variety of dimensions would be necessary. Among these
dimensions are socioecmnamic status and devotionto ore's religious beliefs. In addition to
this, it would also be of interest to know what pet owners get out of their pets, how social
suppat from pets is conveyed, and finally how the pets bondwith their owners. At present
few studies have examined the mental hedth benefits of pets on owvners. While useful
information can be obtained from studies in ather courtries, more studies nead to be caried
out to provide data relevant to locd nedls.
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