
ELSEVIER Applied Animal Behaviour Science 47 (1996) 43-48 

APPLIED ANIMAL 
BEHAVIOUR 

SCIENCE 

Measuring attachment to companion animals: a dog 
is not a cat is not a bird 

R. Lee Zasloff 
Center for Animals in Society, School of Veterinary Medicine, University of California, Davis, CA 95616, USA 

Abstract 

Although the literature on human-animal interactions has documented the physical, psycholog- 
ical, and social benefits resulting from positive relationships with dogs, cats, and other kinds of 
companion animals, many attachment instruments include items that pertain to specific kinds of 
interactions with dogs. For this reason, dog owners attain higher scores on these measures than 
owners of cats and other types of pets. This study introduces a scale for measuring attachment in 
terms of the perceived comfort received from a pet. A sample of 87 cat owners and 58 dog owners 
completed the Comfort from Companion Animals Scale. The results showed that, when two items 
pertaining to dogs were included, dog owners showed a significantly higher degree of attachment. 
When only the 11 items pertaining to the emotional nature of the relationship were included, 
however, there were no differences in the scores of the two groups. The results indicate the 
importance of clarifying both the commonalities and differences of human interactions with 
various companion animal species. 
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1. Introduction 

Many studies of human-animal interactions have explored issues regarding the 
attachment of people to their animal companions. To date, several standardized mea- 
sures for assessing pet attachment have been developed (Templer et al., 1981; Katcher et 
al., 1983; Holcomb et al., 1985; Poresky et al., 1987; Lago et al., 1988; Johnson et al., 
1992). These kinds of instruments have the potential advantage of providing an 
objective, quantitative evaluation of the human-animal relationship from the pet own- 
ers’ perspective. 

Because dogs and cats comprise the vast majority of animals kept as pets, instruments 
for assessing attachment primarily reflect the types of interactions possible with these 
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species. Furthermore, the dog, through both observation and tradition as ‘man’s best 
friend’, tends to serve as the ideal model of animal companionship in its ability to 
engage in a particularly wide range of behaviors similar to those exhibited in human 
companionship. For this reason, relationships with pets often are evaluated based on 
behaviors that mainly pertain to human-dog interactions such as taking walks, traveling 
together, grooming, and training the animal. This is in contrast to assessing emotional 
aspects of the relationship such as the love, trust, loyalty, and joyful mutual activity 
which can characterize relationships that humans enjoy with pets of all kinds. As a 
result, studies that have compared the attachment of dog owners and cat owners often 
have reported dog owners to be more highly attached to their pets compared to owners 
of cats and other types of pets. For example, a study of veterinary hospital clients 
reported significantly higher scores among dog owners on the Relationship Maintenance 
subscale of the Pet Attachment Survey (PAS) (Holcomb et al., 1985), but found no 
differences between dog and cat owners on the Intimacy subscale of the same instru- 
ment. ‘Relationship maintenance’ was defined by various physical and interactive 
behaviors such as training, grooming, and obedience of the animal, and ‘intimacy’ was 
defined by attitudes and feelings such as regarding the pet as a family member, enjoying 
physical closeness, and seeking comfort from the animal. Similar results on the PAS 
subscales were obtained in a study of pet ownership and generativity (concern for the 
next generation) among young adults (Marks et al., 1994). 

On the other hand, some investigations have identified both differences and similari- 
ties in the interactions possible with these two species. A study of attitudes toward dogs 
and cats identified separate, although overlapping, sets of attitudinal factors related to 
dogs and cats (Selby and Rhoades, 1981). The findings of a descriptive study (Voith, 
1985) showed that dog owners were more likely than cat owners to take their pets with 
them on errands and trips and cat owners were more likely to allow their pets on the 
furniture. However, dog owners and cat owners were equally likely to view their pets as 
family members, talk to and share food with them, and to believe that the pets 
understand their owners’ moods (Voith, 1985). A study of pet attachment in the general 
population reported no differences between dog owners and cat owners based on six 
items common to interactions with both species although dog owners and cat owners as 
a group scored significantly higher than owners of other pets (Stallones et al., 1988). 
The results of the latter study contributed to the more recent development of the 
Lexington Attachment to Pets Scale (LAPS), an instrument constructed with careful 
attention to excluding items which produced significant differences between dog owners 
and cat owners (Johnson et al., 1992). 

The purpose of the present study was to examine attachment in terms of the perceived 
level of emotional comfort that dog owners and cat owners report receiving from their 
pets. It describes an instrument which focuses on the emotional aspects of human-animal 
relationships for the pet owner apart from the specific behavioral traits of the animal. 
The central hypothesis was that no differences would occur in the perceived level of 
emotional comfort reported by dog owners and cat owners when only emotional factors 
were assessed. 



R.L. Z&off/ Applied Animal Behaviour Science 47 (1996) 43-48 45 

2. Materials and methods 

2.1. Development of the scale 

The Comfort from Companion Animals Scale (CCAS), consisting initially of 13 
items, was developed to measure the perceived level of emotional comfort owners 
received from pets (see Table 1). Nine of the items were derived from the postulations 
of Beck and Katcher (1983, p. 27) on how animals contribute to human well-being. The 
remaining items were taken from studies of human interactions with wildlife (Lott, 
1988) and discussions among researchers at the Center for Animals in Society at the 
University of California, Davis, School of Veterinary Medicine. Previous pilot testing of 
the construct validity of this instrument (Zasloff and Kidd, 1993) was conducted by 
correlating scores with those on the Lexington Attachment to Pets Scale (LAPS) 
(Johnson et al., 1992). A coefficient of -0.68 (P < 0.05) was obtained (the scales are 
inversely related). Pilot reliability testing produced a Cronbach alpha of 0.85 (P < 0.01). 
Table 1 shows the items included on the CCAS. Responses are based on a Likert scale 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree) so that a higher score indicates greater 
perceived comfort from the pet. Each respondent was given two scores: one based on all 
13 items and the second eliminating items 6 and 9, concerning safety and exercise, 
because these two items usually are more closely associated with dogs than cats. 
Therefore, it was expected that when all 13 items were included in the scale, the scores 
of dog owners would be significantly higher and when items 6 and 9 were eliminated, 
there would be no differences in the scores of dog and cat owners. 

The scale was included in a packet of survey materials mailed to 177 dog and cat 
owners living in the San Francisco area in September 1992 who were already participat- 
ing in a longitudinal collaborative study with the Center for Animals in Society and the 
San Francisco Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA). A total of 145 
individuals returned the survey forms for a response rate of 82%. Of these, 87 (60%) 
were cat owners and 58 (40%) were dog owners. Of the respondents, 117 (81%) were 

Table 1 
Items on the Comfort from Companion Animals Scale 

I My pet provides me with companionship 
2 Having a pet gives me something to care for 
3 My pet provides me with pleasurable activity 
4 My pet is a source of constancy in my life 
5 My pet makes me feel needed 
6a My pet makes me feel safe 
7 My pet makes me play and laugh 
8 Having a pet gives me something to love 
9a I get more exercise because of my pet 
10 I get comfort from touching my pet 
II I enjoy watching my pet 
12 My pet makes me feel loved 
13 My pet makes me feel trusted 

a Items excluded on the second scoring of the CCAS. 
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Table 2 
Significant differences in perceived comfort scores between dog owners and cat owners based on two scorings 
of the CCAS 

Scale Cat owners (n = 87) Dog owners (n = 58) F 

Mean SD Mean SD 

A (13 items) 
B(11 items) 

?? P < 0.05. 

44.2 5.3 46.4 5.4 5.7 * 
39.6 4.8 40.1 4.8 NS 

female and 28 (19%) were male. Respondents ranged in age from 17 to 73 years with a 
mean age of 40.2. Seventeen (12%) of the participants did not give their age. 

2.2. Statistical analyses 

An F test (Dean et al., 1990) was used to determine differences in scores of dog 
owners and cat owners on the CCAS when the items on safety and exercise were 
included and when they were excluded. The level of significance was set at P < 0.05. 

3. Results 

Table 2 shows the results based on the two scorings of the CCAS. As expected, the F 
test for scores on the 13-item scale showed a significantly higher level of perceived 
comfort among dog owners compared with cat owners (F(1,143) = 5.7, P < 0.05). 
However, as hypothesized, when scores were based on the 1 l-item scale consisting only 
of emotional factors, the F test showed no differences in the scores of dog owners and 
cat owners (F(1,143) = 0.3, P > 0.05). 

4. Discussion 

The main hypothesis of this study was supported. When items more descriptive of 
dog behavior were eliminated, dog owners and cat owners showed similar scores on the 
CCAS. The results are consistent with those of studies cited earlier (Holcomb et al., 
1985; Marks et al., 1994) that reported differences between dog owners and cat owners 
regarding specific interactive behaviors but found no differences in the owners’ feelings 
of intimacy with their pets. The results underscore the importance of considering the 
behavioral repertoire of the particular species involved when assessing attachment 
(Stallones et al., 1988; Johnson et al., 1992). 

This study raises important questions about the accurate assessment of human-animal 
attachment and shows that the role of attachment in human health and well-being is not 
well understood. Although dogs generally may participate in a wider variety of 
interactions with humans than cats and other pets by going for walks and playing 
outdoor games, cats can be an equally important source of unconditional love, affection, 
and companionship (Zasloff and Kidd, 1994a). Many positive psychosocial effects 
associated with cat ownership have been documented. Australian cat owners have 
demonstrated a higher degree of psychological health than non-owners (Straede and 
Gates, 1993) and older people with cats have reported reduced feelings of depression 
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and loneliness and an increased sense of life satisfaction (Karsh and Turner, 1988; 
Mahalski et al., 1988). Among men suffering from AIDS, those in poorer health have 
reported feeling particularly comforted by their cats (Castelli et al., 1995). Other types of 
small pets such as birds and rabbits can help to fulfill a variety of psychological needs 
(Loughlin and D owrick, 1993) and facilitate social interaction (Mugford and M’Com- 
isky, 1975; Hunt et al., 1992). 

Studies that did not differentiate among owners of various species have documented 
benefits to the owners irrespective of attachment. Both older and younger women living 
only with a pet have reported diminished feelings of loneliness compared to women 
living either with pets, people or both (Goldmeier, 1986; Zasloff and Kidd, 1994b). 
Other studies have reported a reduced risk of heart disease (Anderson et al., 1992) and 
an increased survival rate following a heart attack among pet owners (Friedmann et al., 
1980). 

Still other investigations have shown important differences between pet owners who 
were more attached and those who were less attached. Under stressful life circum- 
stances, older pet owners who indicated a strong attachment to their pets have demon- 
strated a reduced use of physician’s services (Siegel, 1991) and lower levels of 
depression (Garrity et al., 1989) than those who were less attached. 

Positive attitudes toward pets have been associated with happiness for unmarried 
individuals but not for married persons (Connell and Lago, 1984). Among nonurban 
married women, those who were attached to their pets were happier than those who were 
not attached (Ory and Goldberg, 1983). At least one study, however, demonstrated no 
relationship between pet attachment and measures of physical and psychological well- 
being (Miller and Lago, 1989). 

The present study shows that there are commonalities in the emotional experience of 
having a close and caring relationship with a pet, irrespective of the animal’s species. 
Other cited studies in the research literature illustrate that the linkages between health 
benefits to humans and the attachment to companion animals are not well understood. 
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