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Introduction

Companion or pet animals are an integral part of many societies. Ownership rates of at least
one pet for every two households (50%) have been reported in numerous countries, including
the UK (Pet Food Manufacturers’ Association 1996), The Netherlands (Endenburg et al
1990), Poland (Fogle 1994), the USA (Rowan 1992), France (Anon 19952a) and Australia
(Anon 1995b). While on one hand the animals gain from their close association with humans
by being sheltered, fed and loved, they can also suffer neglect, cruelty, abandonment,
unnecessary euthanasia, and may develop behaviour problems. The quality of our
relationships with these animals is indeed variable.

The study of human-animal relationships and interactions, now known as anthrozoology,
has developed at a dramatic pace over the last 30 years and has led recently to the formation
of an organization to promote it: the International Society for Anthrozoology (ISAZ). This
new field encompasses many different academic areas including anthropology, ethics,
history, psychology, sociology, ethology, and veterinary and human medicine, and is
concerned with our relationships with companion, farm, laboratory, zoo and wild animals.

To date, most of the research on human-companion animal relationships has centred on
the benefits pets bestow upon humans. The purpose of this paper, however, is to highlight
how research in this field can benefit the companion animals in our society. To do this the
paper is divided into two main sections: 1) attitudes and behaviour towards companion
animals, and 2) the abandonment and killing of companion animals. In the first section, I will
outline the major factors which affect our attitudes to animals, discuss the development of
humane attitudes, and show how assessing attitudes can be useful for the animals. In the
second section, I will highlight the extent of the dilemma of abandoned and needlessly
euthanased animals and explain why it occurs. Finally, I will show how we can use this
knowledge to reduce its incidence through the treatment and prevention of behaviour
problems, and the improvement of companion animal temperament and rehoming rates.

Attitudes and behaviours towards companion animals

What affects our attitudes?

Historically, attitudes towards companion animals have fluctuated, although generally they
have become more positive and humane over time (see, for example, Serpell 1986; Ritvo
1988). Our attitudes and behaviours towards animals are influenced by many factors: cultural
(for example, Kellert 1994; Pifer et al 1994; Laurent 1995), demographic (for example,
Kellert & Berry 1981; Gallup & Beckstead 1988; Bowd & Bowd 1989), and the physical and
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behavioural attributes of the animals (for example, Burghardt & Herzog 1989; Driscoll
1992). Although relatively few of these factors can be altered once established, our attitudes
to animals are still amenable to change and this, on occasion, can occur quite rapidly. These
changes can be brought about through personal experience, and the influence of many other
sources including television, newspapers, literature and film. For example, a press report of
outbreaks of rabies in dogs in Europe in the 19th century resulted in a fear of dogs which
was disproportionate to the actual risk of contracting the disease (see Ritvo 1988; Kete
1994). Similarly, the media attention on dangerous dogs in Britain during the late 1980s and
early 1990s brought about a distinct distrust of Rottweilers and Pit Bull Terriers in
particular, even though hospital records showed that other breeds, such as the German
Shepherd, were more likely to bite (Podberscek 1994). Brown (1985) reported that anti-pet
publicity and negative public sentiment were very common during the 1960s and early 1970s
in the USA but that this subsided when articles began to appear in the popular press on the
beneficial effects of pets on human health and well-being. Indeed, our increasing knowledge
of animal behaviour and disease prevention and control have contributed enormously towards
effecting more positive attitudes to companion animals. Unfortunately, there is still very little
information available on the portrayal of animals in television programmes, newspapers, film
and literature, and the effect it has on our attitudes and behaviour towards them, although
this is slowly changing (see, for example, Herzog & Galvin 1992; Lutts 1992; Podberscek
1994; Johnson 1996; Paul 1996). With such information we would be better able to produce
more effective pro-companion animal welfare articles, programmes and films.

The development of humane attitudes - keeping pets
A major area of interest, historically, in human-animal interactions has been in the

relationship between childhood cruelty towards animals and later aggression towards humans
(Maehle 1994), although empirical data have only lately become available (see Ascione 1993
for a detailed review). More recently, attention has focused on how a child’s interactions
with pet animals may affect its later adult behaviour towards them. For example, Paul and
Serpell’s (1993) retrospective survey of young adults in the UK showed that higher levels
of childhood pet keeping were related to more positive attitudes towards pet animals and
greater concerns about the welfare of non-pet animals and humans. Membership of animal
welfare charities and environmental organizations was also found to be associated with pet
keeping during childhood. Other research on this topic has produced similar findings (for
example, Serpell 1981; Poresky er a/ 1988). In addition, Bowd (1984) found that childhood
pet ownership was associated with more positive attitudes to other kinds of animals including
lions, pigs, chickens and snakes. However, there is still a lack of understanding as to how
humane attitudes towards animals develop.

The development of humane attitudes — humane education

One of the ways it might be possible to engender more caring and positive attitudes to
animals is through school-based humane education programmes. Increasing children’s
knowledge of the needs and behaviour of animals may not only potentially engender more
respect for animals but could also reduce the incidence of animal abuse due to ignorance.
To date, a few studies have been conducted on the effectiveness of humane education on
attitudes to animals (Vockell & Hodal 1980; Fitzgerald 1981; Ascione 1992), and while
positive effects were detected, these were much less impressive than had originally been
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hoped. This could be because it is still not known what the content and frequency of these
programmes should be. It is also not known whether children with apparently more positive
attitudes to animals actually behave more positively towards them; reported attitudes are not
necessarily predictive of actual behaviours (see Eagly & Chaiken 1993, Chapter 4 for a
discussion). What is certain, though, is that we need more research on human-companion
animal relationships and the development of humane attitudes so that we can develop useful
and practical education programmes for the generations to come. If we can engender more
positive, caring attitudes and behaviours towards companion animals then this must be
beneficial for them.

Assessing aftitudes
By assessing the attitudes that people have to companion animal welfare-related issues, such

as neutering (Blackshaw & Day 1994), tail-docking (Noonan et al 1996), and de-clawing
(Landsberg 1991) we can gain insights into how we might bring about positive change. For
example, Noonan et al (1996) studied the attitudes of veterinarians and breeders of
traditionally docked breeds of dog in Queensland, Australia, to tail-docking. While one of
the main reasons cited by both groups for docking was that this was a requirement of the
breed standard, the authors pointed out that this standard had changed and now allowed for
the showing of dogs with intact tails. In this case, increased public awareness about the
change in ruling could bring about a decline in the docking of dogs’ tails.

The abandonment and killing of companion animals

The scale of the problem

In pet-keeping societies there are usually problems with unwanted animals either being
abandoned on the street or at an animal shelter, or being euthanased at the veterinarian’s or
owner’s hands. Roughly 500,000 surplus companion animals are abandoned or found
straying in Britain each year (Council for Science and Society 1988) while in the USA it has
been estimated that over 8,000,000 cats and dogs are received by animal shelters each year
(Arkow 1994). A great many pets are euthanased at shelters because new homes cannot be
found for them, and animal shelters are limited as to how many animals they can properly
house and feed. It has been estimated that over 50 per cent of the cats and dogs kept in
animal shelters in the USA are euthanased annually (Rowan 1992; Arkow 1994; Patronek
& Glickman 1994). Ironically, in the USA, animal shelters have been cited as the leading
cause of death for cats and dogs (Olson et a/ 1991). While some shelters exercise a ‘no
destruction’ policy, it is still of prime importance to find good homes for the animals, as a
long life in kennels or cages is not desirable. Another place where animals can be euthanased
is at a veterinary clinic. Stead (1982) found that approximately 46 per cent of dogs and 63
per cent of cats euthanased at veterinary clinics in Scotland were physically healthy.

Why companion animals are abandoned and killed

Recent studies of human-companion animal relationships have provided important
information concerning the various reasons why pet animals are abandoned or euthanased.
With this, we should be better able to develop strategies aimed at decreasing the incidence
of such problems. One of the most common reasons for the abandonment or euthanasia of
pets is behaviour problems (33% of dogs, 6% of cats given up for adoption at the Blue Cross
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Animal Charity, UK [Bailey 1992]; 17.5% of dogs, 5% of cats given up for adoption at
Wood Green Animal Shelters, UK [Council for Science and Society 1988]; 13-18% of dogs,
7-9% of cats euthanased at veterinary clinics in Scotland [Stead 1982]; 26.4% of dogs given
up for adoption in the USA [Arkow & Dow 1984]). Other common reasons include those
related to lifestyle changes; for example, a new baby in the household, moving house and
too many pets already. These could more appropriately be called convenience killings.
Stead’s (1982) study of Scottish veterinary practices showed that, of the cats and dogs
euthanased, convenience killings were a major reason for destruction (21-26% of dogs,
approximately 41% of cats). These figures highlight the fact that some human-companion
animal relationships are very weak. Sadly, too, there is a degree of acceptance of the
disposability of companion animals in western society.

Reducing the incidence of abandonment and killing

The treatment and prevention of behaviour problems

It follows then, from the previous section, that if we can reduce the incidence of behaviour
problems in pet animals we can expect a subsequent decrease in the incidence of
abandonment and unnecessary euthanasia. To do this we need to firstly consider the factors
which influence the development of behaviour problems. Although some behaviour problems
may be genetically or medically related, one cannot discount the influence of the
environment (Borchelt & Voith 1986; Blackshaw 1992; Serpell & Jagoe 1995; Podberscek
& Serpell 1997), including the owner’s attitudes and personality (O’Farrell 1987, 1995). An
understanding of these factors is crucial to the development of effective treatments and
preventative measures. Sometimes simple education about why an animal behaves in a
certain way is enough to make the animal more acceptable in the eyes of the owner. There
is still much to learn because although behaviour modification techniques have been
developed and well publicised over the last 20 years (see, for example, Campbell 1975; Hart
& Hart 1985; Neville 1990, 1991; O’Farrell 1992) few have been tested scientifically (see
Voith et al 1992; Clark & Boyer 1993, for examples of controlled studies).

The extremely important work on the effects of early handling of cats and dogs, and the
finding of ‘sensitive’ periods for the bonding to people, have provided us with a simple and
effective way to help reduce the incidence of ‘troublesome’ pets (see, for example, Freedman
et al 1961; Scott & Fuller 1965; Karsh 1984). A well socialized pet is a great start to
ensuring a strong, positive human-animal relationship and this can be crucial for the animal’s
survival. In addition, the breeding of companion animals for good temperament is another
way in which we can work to effect positive relationships with them. Some behavioural traits
such as nervousness and aggression in dogs (see, for example, Goddard & Beilharz 1983;
Willis 1989, 1995) and friendliness and aggression in cats (Turner et al 1986; Reisner et al
1994; McCune 1995) undoubtedly have a genetic basis, although the degree to which these
traits are acquired is unclear.

Improving rehoming rates

To improve the success rate of rehoming, research has recently centred on evaluating the
temperament of animals at shelters and improving the matching of pets to prospective owners
(Karsh & Turner 1988; van der Borg er al 1991; Ledger et al 1995; Wickens et al 1995).
By improving the owner-companion animal match, it is hoped that fewer new or rehomed
pets will be abandoned or euthanased. Indeed, some evidence has been found that the
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strength of the human-cat relationship affects rehoming of cats adopted from shelters. The
stronger the relationship, the iess likely it is that the owner will subsequently try to rehome
the animal (see Karsh & Turner 1988). Studies into what attracts people to particular animals
in shelters also provide insights into how we can improve the animal’s chances of rehoming,
For example, Wells and Hepper (1992) found that cage cleanliness and the presence of a toy
in the cage made dogs at an animal shelter more attractive to prospective pet owners,

Conclusions

The study of human-companion animal relationships and interactions can provide us with
information that can both directly (treatments for behaviour problems) and indirectly (the
development of effective humane education programmes) enhance the welfare of the animals.
However, knowledge is of little consequence unless if it is properly conveyed. For instance,
the veterinarian is often the first point of contact for new pet owners, and it is here that
much good can be done for the development of a positive human-companion animal
relationship through the conveyance of knowledge and advice. Sadly, though, teaching in the
areas of animals in society, animal behaviour and behaviour therapy is extremely limited or
non-existent in veterinary schools; this needs to be addressed.

Undoubtedly, the associations between companion animals and people are complex. With
carefully controlled studies and effective application, not only will we be in a better position
to enjoy the benefits of having companion animals but they will be able to enjoy an enhanced
level of welfare.
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