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The COVID-19 pandemic created a time of uncertainty for individuals across the globe.
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

Since the beginning of time, animals have been fundamental partners for “human
survival, health, and healing” (Walsh, 2009a, p. 463). Spiritual traditions and cultural beliefs

recognized the positive relationship between humans and animals (Walsh, 2009a).

While some animals were considered only for food and hides, “pets are, uniquely and
virtually by definition, not consumable items because we do not eat family members, the beings
who share our homes and lives” (Overall, 2017, p. 19). Pets who live as part of the human

household are considered to be companion animals (Overall, 2017).

Amiot et al. (2016) stated, “dogs and their owners are therefore an excellent example of
the co-evolution that took place between humans and animals” (p. 552). In ancient times, dogs
provided loyalty and intelligence giving humans guidance and a guardian (Walsh, 2009a). Co-
evolution and the domestic process have made it possible for humans and animals, like dogs, to
communicate and connect (Amiot et al., 2016). As agricultural communities were developed,
dogs assisted in farming and herding wild animals while cats eliminated threatening rodents

(Walsh, 2009a).

In the 19w century, mental institutions in England frequently used companion animals

with patients (Serpell, 2000). Animal companionship served as a therapeutic treatment (Serpell,



2000). Amiot et al. (2016) claimed companion animals can alter behavior according to human
non-verbal cues. Over recent decades, humans have placed more value and respect toward pet

companionship (Walsh, 2009a).

Today, there are more companion animals living in households in the United States than
there are children (Stone, 2017). According to the American Pet Products Association (2019), the
national pet owners survey stated, “67% of United States’ households own a pet, which equates to
84.9 million homes.” A majority of households consider and treat their pets as part of the family
(Deng & Swanson, 2015; Mintel Press Team, 2018). Families have indicated the main reason for

owning a pet includes “companionship, pleasure, and affection” (Walsh, 2009b, p. 482).

Among current households, millennials and Generation Z create the largest segment of
pet ownership as they put more maintenance into their pets than any generation in history (Cullen,
2018). Cullen (2018) who is part of Mintel Press Team (2018), the world’s leading market
intelligence agency, concluded gender and marital status impact pet owners’ perceptions of their
pets. Perspectives differ as the younger generation delays marriage and allows pets to take the
place of children (Cullen, 2018). Cullen (2018) found younger adults view their pets as a
protectors or best friends, too. Additionally, Cullen (2018) found pets offer physical health

benefits to those aged 55+ as pets help keep them active.

No matter the generation, added pet maintenance cost provides the pet industry’s market
with continuous growth as pet owners seek to provide the best life for their animals (Mintel Press
Team, 2018). However, younger generations are demanding pet-friendly products as they
associate their pets as family members or friends (Cullen, 2018). As pet ownership continues to
climb, so does the request for availability with a wide variety of high-end products and services

for companion animals (Cullen, 2018).



Companion animals give a sense of “affection, enjoyment, companionship, and
distraction to the lives of those with whom they reside” (Wood et al., 2007, p. 43). Studies have
shown ownership of companion animals offering “therapeutic, psychological, physiological, and
psychosocial benefits” (Wood et al., 2007, p. 43). Friedmann & Son (2009) concluded
physiological benefits included lowered blood pressure, serum triglyceride levels, and cholesterol
levels. When individuals interact with companion animals, relaxation and bonding increase, and
the human immune system becomes stronger (Charnetsky et al., 2004). When humans and pets
interact, “research has shown increases in oxytocin, dopamine, and endorphins in both humans

and dogs” (Amiot et al., 2016, p. 554).

The bond between humans and pets expands the health and longevity of human life as
owners incorporate their personalities into their pets (Deng & Swanson, 2015). Pets can be
considered to create more effectiveness at reducing stress than a spouse or friend (Allen et al.,
2002). The emotional attachment pets offer helps humans fulfill fundamental needs such as

comfort and support (Martens et al., 2016).

Pet therapy is known to improve mental and physical health (Banyan Mental Health,
2020). When the COVID-19 pandemic started impacting the United States, social isolation and
sheltering-in-place influenced individuals’ mental health (Vincent et al., 2020). Daily routines
were altered, and human interaction was restricted (Vincent et al., 2020). These limiting factors
resulted in virtual pet adoptions spiking, and pet ownership increasing as stay-at-home orders

were issued (Marks, 2020).

Wall (2020) stated animal shelters across the United States promoted and encouraged pet
adoptions. Kavin and Kelly (2020) found an animal shelter in Maryland had 30 pet adoptions in
three hours in the early days of the COIVD-19 pandemic. A pet rescue shelter, 2DaRescue, in

Arizona, “experienced 30% increase in adoptions and a 100% increase in fosters since the



coronavirus crisis began” (Kavin & Kelly, 2020, p. 18). Additionally, in San Francisco, Kavin
and Kelly (2020) found the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty of Animals stated,
“there’s no question that animals provide incredible comfort and companionship, especially

during times of crisis — and they certainly appreciate the attention — so we encourage people to

continue to adopt or temporarily foster animals in need” (p. 12).

Pets can provide a sense of comfort during a crisis (Marks, 2020). Wall (2020) reported
as individuals began a new normal of working from home and social distancing, pets kept them
company and provided entertainment, especially for kids. Banyan Mental Health (2020) claimed
some individuals were disconnected and lonely, while others were stressed and anxious. Banyan
Mental Health (2020) also indicated pets yield responsibility, which can give an individual a

sense of purpose.

Demand for Pet Food and Products

With an increase in pet ownership, the pet food industry reported an increase in sales
(Wall, 2020). Casey (2018), with TC Transcontinental Packaging, a company who specializes in
packaging, commercial printing, and specialty media across North America, stated, “market wide,
Mintel’s forecast calls for moderate growth to continue between 2017 and 2022, with category
sales increasing 13 percent to $27 billion” (p. 2). Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the pet food

market estimated $86.7 billion in sales in 2018 (Mintel Press Team, 2018).

The beginning days of the COVID-19 pandemic allowed the pet food industry to see a
spike in pet food sales (Phillips-Donaldson, 2020). From March to May 2020, “pet food sales in
the U.S. were soaring. For example, for the week ending March 21, 2020, dog food sales grew
54.7% over the same week in 2019, after a 37.5% increase for the week ending March 14. Cat
food saw a similar rise, at 52.8% and 38.7% for the respective weeks. That was when the

pandemic began spreading throughout the U.S. and people in many parts of the country were



encouraged or ordered to stay home, resulting in panic buying and hoarding” (Phillips-
Donaldson, 2020, p. 2-3). Phillips-Donaldson (2020) also found Nielsen’s associate client
director stated, “February to March 2020 — online sales of pet food in the U.S. jumped by $281
million, or more than 51% ... compared to March 2019, pet food e-commerce [in] March rose

77%” (p. 5).

Casey (2018) discovered pet owners are concerned about the type of food they purchase
for their pets. When making a purchasing decision, Casey (2018) found packaging and labeling to

influence a pet owner’s final purchasing choice.

Casey (2018) claimed pet owners would be willing to sacrifice something for themselves
than cut back on spending on their pets. Figure 1 breaks down the important factors of pet food
purchasing decisions found by Casey (2018). Emphasis was placed on quality, trusted brands, and
freshness, but they also found pet owners are willing to spend more on ‘premium’ brands of pet
food (Casey, 2018). Casey (2018) also discovered packaging type and size were the least

influential factors when individuals make a purchasing decision.

Figure 1

Factors Influencing Pet Food Purchases by Owners from Casey (2018) as Cited in Watt Global

Media (2018).

Quality Trusted brand Freshness
Readily Price/ Premium Health Packaging
available value ingredients consideration type/size




As relationships were built between humans and pets during isolation, Wall (2020) stated
owners were encouraged to humanize their pets more, which could persuade them to purchase
higher-end pet foods and treats. Phillips-Donaldson (2020) reported the pet food industry has
already begun to see changes in shopping patterns. If social distancing continues, pet owners
could become more comfortable with shopping online instead of visiting brick-and-mortar stores

(Phillips-Donaldson, 2020).

Vincent et al. (2020) claimed, “the impact of COVID-19 will not be known for some
time” (p. 121). Humans and pets can benefit from interaction between one another (Vincent et al.,
2020). Previous research has concluded companion animals have survived pandemics and will

help humans work through the coronavirus (Vincent et al., 2020).

Statement of the Problem

Pet ownership in the United States is rising at a consistent rate as 67% of households
owned a pet in 2019 compared to 56% in 2016 (American Pet Products Association, 2019; Mintel
Press Team, 2018). Pet owners are highly invested in giving their companion animals the best life
and placing importance on high-quality, trusted pet food brands (Reus, 2018; Casey, 2018). As
individuals sheltered-in-place during the COVID-19 pandemic, the pet industry saw an increase
in individuals acquiring a new pet or companion animal (Simpson, 2020; Wall, 2020). Currently,
there is little understanding and knowledge of the driving force behind acquiring a new pet or
companion animal during the pandemic. Why did individuals decide to acquire a new pet or

companion animal during a pandemic? How do they perceive various aspects of owning a pet?

Purpose

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of individuals who decided to
acquire a new pet or companion animal during the COVID-19 pandemic. For the purpose of this
study, pet ownership means acquiring a pet, specifically a dog.

6



Research Questions

The following research questions guided this study:

1. Did the COVID-19 pandemic impact participants’ decisions to acquire a new pet or
companion animal?

2. What factors impacted participants’ decisions regarding food choices for their pets?

3. How does acquiring a new pet or companion animal in a pandemic impact participants’
lifestyles?

Significance of Study

Companion animals promote good health and well-being for humans (Walsh, 2009a).
The Council for Science and Society (1988) stated, “pets provide an outlet for nurturant and care-
giving behavior. Through its various gestures of attachment, affiliation, and dependence, it

provides its owners with a powerful sense of being valued and needed” (p. 37).

Virués-Ortega and Buela-Casal (2006) concluded pets provide a stress-buffering effect to
humans. They also found reports of indirect benefits of pet ownership including physical activity
such as exercising the pet, which promotes physical activity, strengthening the owner’s health.
Additionally, emotional support from a pet can make an individual feel less isolated and lonely

(Virués-Ortega & Buela-Casal, 2006).

The COVID-19 pandemic created interest in acquiring a new pet or companion animal
(Morgan et al., 2020). Despite current human-pet relationship evidence, little research is available
about why individuals decided the COVID-19 pandemic was a reasonable time to acquire a new
pet or companion animal (Morgan et al., 2020). Gathering more information about acquiring a
new pet or companion animal can help better understand the impact humans and pets have on one

another during a crisis (Morgan et al., 2020).



Scope of the Study

The scope of the study was social media users in the United States who decided to

acquire a new pet or companion animal during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Assumptions

The following assumptions were made for this study:

1. Participants would respond honestly about their perceptions and decision about acquiring
a new pet or companion animal during the COVID-19 pandemic.
2. Pets provide a sense of companionship.

Limitations

The following limitations were identified for this study:

1. Only a select number of individuals were included in this study using the snowball
sampling method.

2. Phone calls were used to conduct interviews, which eliminated non-verbal
communication between the researcher and participants.

3. This study included individuals who decided to acquire a new pet or companion animal

during the COVID-19 pandemic.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the literature influencing the framework of this
study. Reviewed topics include pet ownership, pet-owner relationship, pet food purchasing

decisions, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the symbolic interaction theory.

Pet Ownership

Pet companionship is well-known in today’s society as pets play an important role in
human households (Vincent et al., 2020). Dogs and cats are the most commonly owned animals
(American Pet Products Association, 2019). The American Pet Products Association 2019-2020
national survey found 63.4 million dogs reside in households, while there are only 42.7 million

cats (American Pet Products Association, 2019).

As pets are cherished members of the family, pet owners are looking to give their animals
the highest-quality life (Mintel Press Team, 2018). Trends within the pet industry change as pet
owners demand superior products and high-quality food to give their pets (Mintel Press Team,
2018). Pets provide humans with increased health and longevity, and the same extension can be

found for pets (Deng & Swanson, 2015).

Hirschman (1994) claimed there are six reasons for owning a pet. First, he stated animals

serve as protection in the owner’s environment representing their behavior. Second, pets



may offer aesthetic value, and third, they can act as a status symbols (Hirschman, 1994). Pet can
also be exhibited or used as guardians of livestock. Lastly, pets serve as companions for humans

(Hirschman, 1994).

Pets can significantly impact human life (Deng and Swanson, 2015). Mintel Press Team
(2018) and Cullen (2018) found among the overall human population, the age range of 18 to 34
places the most significance on pet ownership. They concluded millennials are the driving force
behind pet ownership, but baby boomers still demand consumer attention. The strong relationship
between human and pet places importance on the health and happiness of both (Mintel Press
Team, 2018). Long-term pet ownership creates a need for pet-friendly products, which brings the
pet food industry to continuously develop new opportunities to engage pet owners in the market

(Mintel Press Team, 2018).

Not only are pets accepted for their companionship, but they also provide protection and
entertainment, too (Holbrook et al., 2001). Never before have individuals spent more time and
money on companion animals (Anonymous, 2008). As pet ownership increases at a consistent
rate, the American Pet Products Association (2019) estimates $99 billion will be spent on pets in
2020. This spending amount gives the industry an advantage as the pet products market satisfies

consumer demand of food, treats, and grooming services (Arenofsky, 2017).

Pet-Owner Relationship

The value of a pet-owner relationship is recognized throughout history within different
cultures (Walsh, 2009a). According to the American Veterinary Medical Association, the bond
between humans and pets is mutually beneficial and influenced “by behaviors essential to health
and wellbeing of both. This includes, among other things, emotional, psychological, and physical

interactions of people, animals, and the environment” (p. 1).
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The human-pet relationship can be described in four ways, according to Belk (1996).
These features include “pets as pleasure and problems, pets as extensions of self, pets as members
of the family, especially like children, and pets as toys, representing control over nature” (Belk,

1996, p. 461).

Hirschman (1994) claimed owners “project their self-identity onto their pets and in
which their pets are seen as extensions of ego and act as a form of self-definition — for example,
when a “macho guy” acquires a big, tough dog to assert his masculinity” (p. 461). His approach

provides more of an emotional stance of the human-pet relationship.

A pet-owner relationship can positively impact an individual’s mental and physical health
(Friedmann & Son, 2009). Companion animals facilitate human companionship, which reduces
stress, decreases loneliness and anxiety, and increases physical activity (Friedmann & Son, 2009).
Coleman et al. (2008) found dog owners benefit from physical activity when they exercise their
dogs. Additionally, there is evidence pets can help lower blood pressure, heart rate, and salivary
cortisol levels (Friedmann et al., 1983). Pets can also help in therapeutic ways when assisting
with chronically ill patients (Kaminiski et al., 2002). There is still evidence to be determined with

animals in a clinical setting, as some studies have conflicting results (Wu, 2018).

Hines (2003) identified it is not unusual for humans to have a stronger relationship with
their pets than other human beings. He found individuals who connect more intimately with their

pets have greater competence for compassion, empathy, and love.

While dogs are the most owned pet, Fox (1981) found four categories of dog-human
relationships. They include “object-oriented (with the dog as possession), utilitarian/exploitative
(with the dog providing benefits to the human), need-dependency (with the dog as companion or
child surrogate), and actualizing (with the dog as a respected significant other)” (p. 458). Like

humans, dogs have emotions such as fear, pain, and anxiety (Fox, 1981).
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Holbrook et al. (2001) found pets allow humans to embrace memorable experiences.
These experiences include an “opportunity to appreciate nature and appreciate wildlife, the
opportunity for inspiration and learning, the opportunity to be childlike and playful, the
opportunity to be altruistic and nurturant, the opportunity for companionship, caring, comfort,
and/or calmness, the opportunity to be a parent, and the opportunity to strengthen bonds with

other humans” (Holbrook et al., 2001, p. 2).

According to Wakefield Research (2018), pet owners love their companion animal (see
Figure 2). In a sample of 500 United States millennial pet owners, Wakefield Research (2018)
determined participants feel anxious when leaving their pets alone for a short time, participants
would rather take a pay cut so they could bring their pets to work every day, and participants
would give up their phones for a week instead of being separated from their pets (Wakefield

Research, 2018).

Figure 2

How Much Individuals Love Their Pets (Wakefield Research, 2018).

Feel anxious leaving their pet alone for a short
time

Opt to take a pay cut to bring their pet to work
every day

Rather give up their phone for a week than be
separated from their pets

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%



Pet-parenting is replacing traditional parenting of children in millennial households
(Carter, 2018; Wakefield Research, 2018). Wakefield Research (2018) determined millennials are
delaying marriage, and pets are their starter family. They also learned millennials are incredibly
health-conscious, especially since they grew up during heightened safety awareness. Currently,
millennials are the driving force to the pet food market as they believe their pets have unique

health and nutritional needs (Carter, 2018).

Despite the continuous growth of pet ownership, there is still a lack of research on the
bond between humans and pets (Walsh, 2009a). Different studies have noted consistent positive
and negative benefits of the human-pet relationship. Still, there are inconsistencies between who
first develops the relationship and how the bond affects humans (Walsh, 2009a). There have also

been research studies with discrepancies when defining the human-pet relationship (Wu, 2018).

Pet Food Purchasing Decisions

The pet food market’s progress is driven by pet ownership (Mintel Press Team, 2018).
According to Cullen (2018), the pet food industry was estimated at $86.7 billion in 2018 and will

continue to grow as owners seek exceptional care for their pets.

The number of households owning a pet and the number of pets within a household helps
dictate the pet food market (Mintel Press Team, 2018). Mintel Press Team (2018) found a modest
increase in households owning pets but noticed a trend where households owned one pet. They
also determined “smaller dogs continue to become more popular, likely putting downward

pressure on dog food sales volume” (Mintel Press Team, 2018, p. 17).

Millennials play a crucial role in pet food sales and are demanding more pet-friendly
products (Cullen, 2018). The demand creates new opportunities to develop useful products to

catch younger generations’ attention (Cullen, 2018).
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Figure 3 breaks down the category of pet food sales from Mintel Press Team (2018). Dog

food was the most purchased item, while other pet foods were the least purchased item.

Figure 3

Share of Pet Food Sales by Segment (Mintel Press Team, 2018).

Pet treats
19% Cat food

Mintel Press Team (2018) found the United States has the highest per capita spent on pet
food and products and the market offers valuable growth opportunities (Kaczorowski, 2019).
They also determined natural and clean label ingredients to be preferred by pet owners. Of
participants, 88% said they are happy with the brand of pet food they purchase, and 56% claimed

they give their pets treats daily (Mintel Press Team, 2018).

The pet food market replicates several human food trends (Mintel Press Team, 2018).
Label claims such as premium, organic, and vegetarian are part of the transparency customers are
interested in when making purchasing decisions (Mintel Press Team, 2018). Mintel Press Team
(2018) reported “more than half of pet food purchasers report that they check the ingredient list

when purchasing new pet food or treats, consistent with the rate at which consumers check labels

14



when purchasing new human foods and a reflection of the care pet owners give to food and treat

selection” (p. 35).

Wakefield Research (2018) claimed younger pet owners prefer their pets to mirror their
own food interests. With a generation that has been concerned and taught about food safety and
label transparency, millennials want the best for their pets (Carter, 2018). Enhanced transparency
is one-way pet food companies can reassure owners they are concerned about pet safety (Mintel

Press Team, 2018).

Claims such as “Made in the USA” have started to become significant in the pet food
market as “pet owners are demanding manufacturers do more to ensure the safety of pet food and
treats and will increasingly expect brands to share honest and thorough details on ingredients
sourcing and processing (Mintel Press Team, 2018, p. 26). Mintel Press Team (2018) found more

pet owners want full disclosure, such as contents and production methods, of pet food ingredients.

Deng and Swanson (2015) found sustainable nutrition influences pet owners when they
purchase pet food. As the human population increases and the environment changes, nutritional
sustainability is questioned (Deng & Swanson, 2015). Nutritional sustainability provides a safe
“and adequate nutrition to maintain health in the population without compromising future

generations’ ability to meet their nutritional needs” (Deng & Swanson, 2015, p. 830).

According to Deng and Swanson (2015), pet food is mainly comprised of secondary
products of human food. They also stated pet food production focuses on what pet owners believe
to be acceptable while still providing cost-effective and palatable diets. The pet food industry
continues “to evaluate and improve ingredients and pet food products in regards to pet health ...
[and ensure the] pet food system will continue to be a strong and sustainable industry [for] the

future” (Deng & Swanson, 2015, p. 831).

15



Pet food is imperative, but for many owners, so are pet treats (Mintel Press Team, 2018).
Mintel Press Team (2018) observed treats only account for 19% of sales, but during the past five
years, pet food companies have seen a spike in the demand for treats. Mintel Press Team (2018)
stated, “the idea that treating is a good way to strengthen owner-pet emotional bonds could
particularly [motivate younger] pet owners, who are more likely than those 35+ to say that they
sometimes give their pets treats because they feel guilty about not giving them enough attention”

(p. 11).

According to Mintel Press Team (2018), pet owners have shown extreme interest in
making sure they provide their pets with healthy treats. If pet food companies continue to market
to pet owners promoting treats as a behavioral incentive for pets and as a way to improve the pet-

owner relationship, treats will continue to improve in the market (Mintel Press Team, 2018).

When shopping for pet food, pet owners indicated quality was the most significant factor

they look at when making a purchasing decision (Casey, 2018; see Figure 4). Trusted brands and
Figure 4

Factors Influencing Pet Food Purchasing Decisions (Casey, 2018).

‘74% ' ‘72%’ ‘66%’

Quality Brand | Trust Freshness

‘65% ' ‘ 6I%’ ‘ 56%' ‘ 56%’ ‘ 50%’

Readily available
near me

Price/Value Premium Health Packaging Type
Ingredients Considerations & Size
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freshness were also two factors highly valued when buying pet food (Casey, 2018). Additionally,
availability, price, and ingredients are factors considered when pet owners make purchasing

decisions (Casey, 2018).

Casey (2018) determined 23% of participants enjoyed their shopping experience. They
claimed millennials “demand a customer-centric shopping experience — one tailored to their
wants and needs as a valued customer” (p. 5). Most pet owners were neutral about their pet food
purchases. Casey (2018) stated it is easier to sell to pet owners when they are excited about their

shopping experience.

Carter (2018) discovered 65% of individuals between the ages of 18 to 39 when
purchasing pet food prefer to purchase their pet products online because they can gather more
information while comparing reviews and prices. Thankfully, digital marketing helps pet food

companies target their message to specific age groups (Carter, 2018).

Lastly, packaging is an essential factor when purchasing pet food as owners look for what
best suits their preferences (Casey, 2018). Casey (2018) discovered 48% of participants preferred
and purchased medium-sized bags. They also found metal cans are the most common form of pet
food packaging. Dry and wet pet food also determine packaging requirements (Casey, 2018).
Popular packaging trends also include “resealable packaging, convenient closure options, handles
for large food bags, and sustainable, recyclable packaging for environmentally conscious pet
owners” (Casey, 2018, p. 2). The pet food industry has seen a purchasing trend with single-
serving packages as this allows owners to manage their pet’s weight or meal portion (Casey,

2018).

Pet food is not a one-size-fits-all industry (Casey, 2018). As trends change and the market
continues to expand, retail professionals remain innovative when engaging customers, especially

as generations demand diverse products (Casey, 2018). Casey (2018) concluded pet owner
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expectations will never go away as they continue to humanize their pets. Retailers are focused on
ensuring pet owners have an enjoyable experience purchasing food, treats, and products for their
animals (Casey, 2018). Whether it is print or digital advertising, the pet industry creates

messaging to promote products to all pet owners (Casey, 2018).

COVID-19 Pandemic

During the beginning days of lockdown during the COVID-19 pandemic, fear and
anxiety impacted thousands of individuals (Nields, 2020). While some feared for their safety and
health, others experienced stress about not having a job or adapting to working from home
(Nields, 2020). Medical experts like psychiatrists and psychotherapists began seeing patients

from video conferencing calls, trying to answer questions about the new pandemic (Nields, 2020).

Brooks et al. (2020) stated, “quarantine is the separation and restriction of movement of
people who have been potentially exposed to a contagious disease to ascertain if they will become
unwell, so reducing the risk of them infecting others” (p. 912). They claimed the term is not to be
confused with isolation, which occurs when someone has been diagnosed with a contagious
disease and is separated from people who are not sick. Quarantine is an uncomfortable experience
for most as separation, uncertainty, and boredom can overcome an individual (Brooks et al.,

2020).

Nields (2020) found some individuals worried about when the pandemic would surge and
who would die. She reported others said nothing had changed in their life and did not worry about
the crisis. Medical professionals listened to worried patients and continued to learn about the new

disease impacting the globe (Nields, 2020).

Brooks et al. (2020) found five stressors that could happen during the quarantine. First,
many were uncertain about how long quarantine would last (Brooks et al., 2020). Secondly,
Brooks et al. (2020) found individuals were worried they could potentially contract the COVID-
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19 virus. Third, they claimed frustration and boredom consumed individuals as daily routines
shifted, and social distancing occurred. Fourth, food and water were limited, while supplies were
scarce (Brooks et al., 2020). Lastly, inadequate information, like lack of transparency from

government officials, influenced stress during the COVID-19 pandemic (Brooks et al., 2020).

Loneliness was an effect of the COVID-19 pandemic (Trad et al., 2020). According to
Trad etal. (2020), “loneliness is the subjective perception of a deficit in social connection; social
isolation, in contrast, is an objective measure based on social network size or frequency of social
interactions” (p. 2). They determined loneliness has a risk impacting physical and mental health.
Additionally, they learned as COVID-19 drastically changed daily routines, and intimate
interactions, video conferencing, and social media could help decrease the feeling of loneliness

(Trad et al., 2020).

Tull et al. (2020) claimed stay-at-home orders mandated by the COVID-19 pandemic
impacted participants' psychological outcomes. They found “being under a stay-at-home order
was associated with greater health anxiety, financial worry, and loneliness, consistent with the
theorized unintended negative consequences of such orders (Reger et al., 2020) and past research
on the psychological consequences of quarantine during a pandemic” (Brooks et al., 2020, p.
289). Stay-at-home orders may increase the potential risk of harm to an individual, over financial

worry, stress, and social distancing (Tull et al., 2020).

Participants in Brooks et al. (2020) study proposed finances and continued social
distancing were two post-quarantine fears. While participants understood the benefits of
guarantine and social isolation, they also stated quarantine might produce adverse, long-term
psychological effects (Brooks et al., 2020). Regardless, transparency from the government and
medical officials is essential during times of uncertainty to reduce long-term risks (Brooks et al.,

2020).
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Theoretical Framework: Symbolic Interaction Theory

George Mead’s symbolic interaction theory “examines the meanings emerging from the
reciprocal interactions of individuals in [a] social environment with other individuals and focuses
on the question ‘which symbols and meanings emerge from the interaction between people’™
(Aksan et al., 2009, p. 902). Mead assumed symbols developed a sense of communication and
thinking to humans (Ashworth, 2000). He also focused on how individuals react and rely on

symbol interaction in their daily lives (Ashworth, 2000.) Symbols and gestures provide meaning

and give humans a standard response as they think and reason (Mead, 1962).

Figure 5 explains the way “self” and “object” act independently, but then they interact
and merge together when giving meaning according to Molana and Adams (2019). Schenk and
Holman (1980) claimed the symbolic interaction theory to be dynamic as objects give meaning to
themselves while individuals give direction according to the evaluation of their perspective.

Individuals are responsible for attributing meaning to objects (Schenk & Holman, 1980).

Figure 5

George Mead's Symbolic Interaction Theory (Molana & Adams, 2019).
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Herbert Blumer was the first to use the symbolic interaction term and believed humans
form meaning in two ways (Aksan et al., 2009). First, meaning is attributed to objects, events, and
phenomenon (Aksan et al., 2009). The second form of meaning is established as a physical
attachment is forced upon by events and objects (Aksan et al., 2009). Blumer believed “meaning
is a condition that emerges as a result of the interaction of group members and not an intrinsic

feature of the object” (Aksan et al., 2009, p. 903).

Blumer gave three core principles of symbolic interaction: meaning, language, and
thinking (Aksan et al., 2009). Meaning is the core of human behavior (Aksan et al., 2009).
Language provides verbal communication to symbols and thinking changes the way individuals
interpret symbols (Aksan et al., 2009). Additionally, Blumer provided three fundamental
propositions of symbolic interaction (Aksan et al., 2009). First, humans develop meaning toward
things they recognize. Second, meanings are inferred interactions contributed to where the
meaning was initially addressed. Lastly, meaning can change based on its interpretation (Aksan et

al., 2009).

Alger and Alger (1997) stated symbolic interactionism views individuals as active
constructors of the world. They also mentioned individuals can evaluate situations and
approaches subjectively through verbal and nonverbal communication. Animals, however, can
communicate through gestures, “but there is no indication that they are aware that their own
behavior has meaning for other animals. Further, they have no control over their gestures, which

are instinctual manifestations” (Alger & Alger, 1997, p. 68; Mead, 1962).

Mead (1962) determined there is a fine line between humans and animals, suggesting
animals cannot engage in social interaction because they lack language. Mead (1962) recognized
humans “tend to endow our domestic animals with personality, but ... we see there is no place for

this sort of importation of the social process into the conduct of the individual. They do not have
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the mechanism for it — language. So, we say that they have no personality; they are not

responsible for the social situation in which they find themselves” (p. 182).

Cooley (1964) responded to Mead’s symbolic interaction theory by challenging “non-
verbal communication, cognitive observational skills, and emotional attachment” (Alger & Alger,
1997, p. 79). Cooley (1964) took a broader approach that incorporated social and motivational
dimensions. He stated self-awareness did not solely depend on language. Cooley (1964) believed
an infant was capable of social interaction through nonverbal communication and emotional
attachment. Cooley’s research sparked other researchers’ interest to incorporate the belief in pets

(Alger & Alger, 1997).

Even though Mead claimed animals are incapable of interaction since they lack verbal
communication, the symbolic interaction theory helps explain the human-animal bond (Alger &
Alger, 1997). Throughout the years, theorists decided to expand the symbolic interaction theory’s
assumptions to include verbal and nonverbal communication (Alger & Alger, 1997). Some
sociologists believe humans and animals are capable of interacting with one another (Alger &
Alger, 1997). Such interaction gives humans a sense of self-worth while providing physical and

mental health benefits (Alger & Alger, 1997).

Sanders (1993) studied the behaviors and relationship between dogs and their caretakers,
who were either severely disabled or Alzheimer patients. Sanders (1993) found owners gave their
dogs humanlike identities. Sanders (1993) stated, “canine companions are effectively involved
with their caretakers in routine social exchanges premised on the mutual ability of the interactants
to take the role of the other, effectively define the physical and social situation, and adjust their
behavior in line with these essential determinations” (p. 22). The adjustment of behavior
demonstrates a dog’s ability to reason. The emotional attachment between dogs and owners gives

the possibility to the symbolic interaction theory (Sanders, 1993).
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Sanders (1993) findings promoted duplication of the study to increase credibility and
confirm symbolic interactions between humans and animals. The same symbolic interaction
components were found in replicative studies, such as where humans gave their pets an identity

impacting their uniqueness (Alger & Alger, 1997).

The physiological and psychological benefits of pet ownership are explained through
social support and symbolic interaction (Serpell, 2003). Serpell (2003) found pet owners,
especially dog owners, humanize their companion animals to provide a stronger attachment. The
bond between pet and owner can provide emotional support, social integration, esteem support,

and protection (Serpell, 2003).

Finally, Serpell (2003) discovered the human-animal relationship is unique. He claimed
pets interact with humans to provide love, support, and appreciation. Even without verbal
communication, pets help define symbolic interaction through social support and emotional

attachment (Serpell, 2003).
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CHAPTER Il

METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this chapter is to give a detailed description of the methods and
procedures used in this study. This includes approval by the Oklahoma State University
Institutional Review Board (IRB), researcher subjectivity, methods, data collection, and data

analysis.

Institutional Review Board

Oklahoma State University policy and federal regulations require approval of all research
related to human subjects before the researchers can begin investigation. The Oklahoma State
University Office of University Research Services and the Institutional Review Board (IRB)
review research methods to protect the welfare of human subjects involved in biomedical and
behavioral research. The study was reviewed by the OSU IRB and received approval on April 27,

2020. The application number assigned to this study was IRB-20-220 (see Appendix A).

Researcher Subjectivity

Researcher backgrounds and experiences can impact a study (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
The one connection | had to a pet industry professional was my father, who works in the pet food
industry. His expertise gave me a passion for researching pet food packaging, labeling, and pet

owner purchasing decisions.
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Before the COVID-19 pandemic, | wanted to better understand how individuals viewed
pet food packaging and labeling by conducting an eye-tracking study. The eye-tracking study was
going to be an in-field study with eye-tracking glasses examining how pet owners looked at
packaging and labeling. The COVID-19 pandemic interrupted this study. However, | still wanted
to keep my focus on pets and purchasing decisions. | decided it was best to conduct a qualitative
research study and ask individuals why they decided to acquire a pet during the pandemic as it
became apparent pet ownership was on the rise (Kavin & Kelly, 2020; Wall, 2020). 1 did not own
a pet before the pandemic and did not make a pet ownership decision during the pandemic.

I made sure to acknowledge my previous background and experience and tried to not let
those impact the research process or the answers participants provided for this study.

Methods

Participants and Sample

For this study, the researcher’s goal was to gain 15 interviews using the snowball
sampling method to recruit participants. However, after 12 interviews, | was not finding new
information, which indicates data saturation (Guest et al., 2006). At this point, data collection
ended. Participants were only chosen to be part of this study if they had decided to own a pet

during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Vogt (2005) stated the snowball sampling method “is a technique for finding research
subjects where one subject gives the researcher the name of another, who in turn, provides the
name of a third, and so on” (Cohen & Arieli, 2011, p. 424). This method of sampling is
commonly used “to locate, access, and involve people from specific populations in cases where
the researcher anticipates difficulties in creating a representative sample of the research
population” (Cohen & Arieli, 2011, p. 427). The snowball sampling method is not a common

choice of research methodology, but when populations are harder to access, it is the most efficient
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way to conduct research (Cohen & Avrieli, 2011).

Table 1 provides a description of participants. By way of referral, snowball sampling
helps access potential interviewees. Atkinson and Flint (2001) found snowball sampling to be “an
informal means of reaching a target population, by creating contacts with a respondent’s circle of
acquaintances, can be especially useful if the aim of the study is explorative, qualitative or

descriptive” (Cohen & Arieli, 2011, p. 427). The recruitment guide can be found in Appendix B.

Interpretive Research

An interpretive research design using one-on-one interviews guided this study.
Whittemore et al. (2001) determined qualitative research “seeks depth over breadth and attempts
to learn subtle nuances of life experiences as opposed to aggregate evidence” (p. 524). Qualitative
designs give researchers the ability to study participants in their natural setting while giving

meaning to the perception studied (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).

Creswell and Poth (2018) provided a thorough description of qualitative research, stating:

Qualitative research begins with assumptions and the use of interpretive/theoretical
frameworks that inform the study of research problems addressing the meaning
individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem. To study this problem,
qualitative researchers use an emerging qualitative approach to inquiry, the collection of
data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places under study, and data analysis
that is both inductive and deductive and establishes patterns or themes. The final written
report or presentation includes the voices of participants, the reflexivity of the researcher,
a complex description an interpretation of the problem, an its contribution to the literature

or a call for change. (p. 8)
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Table 1

Description of Participants

Pseudonym Description of Participant

Ashley Generation Z college student whose family has previously owned working
dogs, will be moving out of the house and living alone, wanted
companionship, bought a Scottish Terrier

Berkley Millennial with a master’s degree who has owned pets before, currently lives
alone, has a full-time job, owns an Australian Shepard

Corley Generation Z newlywed with a full-time job who worked during the early days
of the pandemic, owns a miniature poodle

Darin Millennial with a full-time job who worked during the early days of the
pandemic, lives alone in Texas, bought a miniature Australian Shepard

Ellie Generation Z who lives in Oklahoma with two roommates, commutes to work
every day, but will live alone soon after graduation

Finley Generation Z college student who has owned several pets before, lives with
one roommate

George Generation X lives on a farm outside of residing county city limits with their
family, kids helped with caring for new puppy, has previously owned pets

Holly Millennial college graduate lives with one person, worked during the early
days of the pandemic, gifted a Corgie as wedding present

Izzie Millennial college graduate who lives alone, full-time job who worked from
home during quarantine, lives within residing county’s city limits

Jordan Millennial who lives with two roommates within residing county’s city limits,
has a BSN and owns an Aussie/Heeler mix

Kim Generation X who lives alone within residing county’s city limits, has a
master’s degree and owns a Corgie

Leslie Millennial who lives alone, full-time job during quarantine and has a master’s

degree
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There can be circumstances that require quick and minor adjustments, so an initial qualitative
research plan “cannot be tightly prescribed [as] all phases of the process may change or shift after

the researchers enter the field and begin to collect data” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 44).

Researchers who conduct qualitative research “empower individuals to share their stories,
hear their voices and minimalize the power relationships that often exist between a researcher and
the participants in a study” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 45). However, this puts more pressure on
the researcher as they create conversations and engage participants throughout the research. It is
the researcher’s responsibility to make sure participants feel comfortable at all times, and the data
collection process is collaborative between the researcher and participant (Creswell & Poth,

2018).

The interview protocol for this study was designed to ask participants a series of
questions about their pet ownership decision during the COVID-19 pandemic. Since little
research has been conducted about pet ownership decisions during the COVID-19 pandemic, the
researcher wanted to understand what motivated individuals to become pet owners. The interview
process was completed using the snowball sampling method. The researcher sought participants
based on prior knowledge of those who decided to own a pet during the COVID-19 pandemic and

other participants’ recommendations.

Interview Design

This study used semi-structured interviews to collect data. Creswell and Poth (2018)
identified interviews as “a social interaction based on a conversation” (p. 163). “Interview
questions are often the subquestions in the research study, phrased in a way that interviewees can
understand” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 164). While there are different ways to conduct

interviews, a one-on-one interview allows the researcher and participant to either be “physically
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located in the same room, talking face-to-face using technology, or talking over the phone”

(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 164).

A series of questions were prepared in advance to collect data for this study, which
pertained to the three research questions. Adams (2015) identified semi-structured interviews
“conducted conversationally with one respondent at a time ... employs a blend of closed- and
open-ended questions, often accompanied by follow-up why or how questions” (p. 493). Semi-
structured interviews allow participants to express their perspective “in an openly designed

interview situation [rather] than in a standard interview or a questionnaire” (Flick, 2009, p. 150).

Open-ended questions allow the participant to answer freely based on their knowledge
and perception (Flick, 2009). Follow-up and probing questions help guide in-depth information
and saturate the research. Semi-structured interviews let the researcher ask questions in a flexible

order, which gives room for personalization (Flick, 2009).

Best practices of semi-structured interviews include identifying participants beforehand,
then setting up appointments for interviews; relaxed and engaging interviews are fundamental to

make both researchers and participants feel comfortable (Adams, 2015).

Interview questions were designed based on previous research conducted by pet food
companies and advertising agencies (Casey, 2018; Cullen, 2018; Mintel Press Team, 2018).

Questions were also developed with the COVID-19 pandemic situation in mind.

Credibility of the interview questions was checked by my graduate research committee
chair as well as an outside researcher with knowledge of the pet industry, who reviewed the
interview protocol and provided feedback. The interview protocol can be found in Appendix C.
There were 11 main questions. Two questions were paired with an additional probing question.
Four questions were paired with two probing questions. There were five demographic questions
at the end of the interview.
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Interview guestions addressed topics of the COVID-19 pandemic and pet ownership. Pet
food purchasing decisions and pet care questions were also asked. Questions were developed to
understand why participants decided to seek ownership of a pet during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Additionally, the researcher wanted to better understand what factors impacted participants’ food

choices for their pets.

Before the interview began, a participant consent form was read to each participant. The
consent form included the purpose of the study, background about the study, the amount of time
the study was estimated to take, and how the results of the data would be used. The participant

consent form can be found in Appendix D.

The interview protocol followed with the researcher delving into key areas with follow-
up and probing questions as warranted. The intent of the probing questions was to allow
participants to go in-depth with their perspective about pet ownership, pet food purchasing

decisions, and pet care.

Data Collection

Participants were recruited by social media, text message, or phone call. The researcher
first reached out to four individuals she knew who had decided to own a pet during the COVID-
19 pandemic. The researcher contacted these individuals via phone call to discuss the study and to
set up interview times. When interview times were established, the researcher contacted each
individual to interview them about their pet ownership decision during the COVID-19 pandemic.
At the conclusion of each interview, the researcher asked the participant if he/she could
recommend anyone who made a pet ownership decision during the COVID-19 pandemic. These

recommendations are how the researcher gained additional participants for this study.
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Since the coronavirus limited human interaction, before an interview, the researcher read
participants the interview consent form. Each participant gave verbal consent to participate in the

study before the interview began.

Interviews were conducted by phone calls due to social distancing and COVID-19.
Reliable cell phone service and no distractions were established between the researcher and
participants during interviews. No interviews were interrupted. The schedule of interviews began
May 12, 2020, and ended June 8, 2020. All interviews were recorded on the researcher’s Mac
desktop with the Apple’s Voice Memos app for internal consistency and accuracy during

analysis. Voice recordings were saved to the password-protected computer.

After interviews were conducted, for confidentiality reasons, each participant was
assigned a pseudonym, and personal identifying information was removed. Pseudonyms assigned
to participants began with a letter of the alphabet (A-L). The pseudonym does not represent the
participant’s gender. Once interviews were finished, the voice recordings were uploaded to Temi,
a professional transcription service, for transcription. After interviews were transcribed and
uploaded to the password-protected computer, the researcher checked transcription documents for
accuracy. Then, transcription documents were sent to participants for accuracy, which was used
as a member check. MAXQDA, a qualitative research software helped the researcher code and
find common themes among participant responses. MAXQDA provides “automated searches of
text for words, phrases, and co-occurring themes with more accuracy and time efficiency than
hand sorting and counting” (D’ Andrea et al., 2011, p. 49). The qualitative software allowed any
bias to be removed during the analysis process as it enabled the researcher “to interrogate the data
set, look for co-occurrences of codes or themes, relationships between codes, and to play with

idea in an exploratory fashion” (D’ Andrea et al., 2011, p. 49; Lewins & Silver, 2008).
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Data Analysis

For this study, the data analysis process began by uploading transcribed interviews to

MAXQDA software. Themes were developed after coding and analyzing transcribed interviews.

Glaser’s Constant Comparative Method (Glaser, 1965) guided the analysis of this study’s
data. Glaser (1965) stated the “purpose of the constant comparative method of joint coding and
analysis is to generate theory more systematically than allowed by the second approach by using
the explicit coding and analytic procedures” (p. 437). However, “it does not forestall the
development of theory by adhering completely to the first approach which is designed for
provisional testing, not discovering, of hypotheses” (Glaser, 1965, p. 437). Lincoln and Guba
(1985) claimed Glaser’s (1965) constant comparative method “leads to both descriptive and

explanatory categories” (p. 334).

Thematic analysis, “an approach involving the analysis of data in a comparative way for
certain topics after case studies, [like an interview], have been done” (Flick, 2009, p. 474) was
also used to identify themes within the data. Thematic coding identifies, analyzes, and reports

ideas within the data collection (Flick, 2009).

Guba and Lincoln (1994) found trustworthy and reliable qualitative research to include
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Their suggested criteria are

commonly used to depict the soundness of qualitative research.

Credibility

Credibility involves participants of the study and how they provide an accurate and fair
perception of the issue being studied (Guba, 1981; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Participant observations, peer debriefing, triangulation, and member checks are several

analysis techniques Guba (1981) suggested using to gain the most credibility.
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To ensure credibility, the researcher had the research committee chair as well as an
individual familiar with the pet food industry review the interview protocol. When conducting
interviews, the researcher made sure to take field notes, which were referred back to when
comparing transcribed interviews. Additionally, member checks were used to achieve credibility

as the researcher sent participants the transcribed interview for them to review for accuracy.

Transferability

Transferability associates with applicability. While it is important to understand behavior
and experiences, the researcher should ensure rich descriptions are provided according to the
context of each interview. However, behavior and experiences can add meaning to the context

(Korstjens & Moser, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Transferability for this study included a detailed description of data collection and
analysis where future researchers can repeat this study, or make it transferable (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Rich descriptions help future researchers determine if their study was applicable (Lincoln
& Guba, 1985). The researcher provided an in-depth description of all processes associate with

this study to help with future research protocols.

Dependability

Dependability includes consistency (Korstjens & Moser, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Guba (1981) stated dependability must stabilize the data, “but must make allowance for apparent
instabilities arising either because different realities are being tapped or because of instrumental
shifts stemming from developing insights on the part of the investigator-as-instrument” (p. 86).
Auditing the research process checks for dependability. Audit trails document the research
process from start to finish (Flick, 2009). The researcher made sure to take detailed notes while

using an audio recorder to create this audit trail. In this study, auditing was done by the
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committee chair, who reviewed the methodological process and audit trail. The chair deemed the

process sound.

Confirmability

Confirmability relates to neutral data and making sure interpretations of the data are not
based on the researcher’s perspective but grounded in the findings. Confirmability of qualitative
research also includes transparency (Korstjens & Moser, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For this
study, the researcher used an external researcher to review the findings and MAXQDA software

to eliminate the human element of determining themes.
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS

Chapter IV describes the findings of this study as directed by the purpose and research

questions. Findings are listed in order of research questions:

1. Did the COVID-19 pandemic impact participants’ decisions to acquire a new pet or

companion animal?

2. What factors impact participants’ decisions regarding food choices for their pets?

3. How does acquiring a new pet or companion animal in a pandemic impact participants’

lifestyles?

For this study, the researcher wanted to recruit 15 participants using the snowball
sampling method. Participants were only chosen to be part of this study if they decided to own a
pet during the COVID-19 pandemic. COVID-19 was declared a pandemic on March 11, 2020, by
the World Health Organization, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Data collection for this study happened during May and June 2020.

Twelve participants agreed to participate in the study. The researcher had prior
knowledge of individuals who made pet ownership decisions during the pandemic and the

researcher then asked those participants for recommendations of other people they knew who had
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acquired a new pet or companion animal during the pandemic as prospective study participants at
the end of the interview. The sample consisted of individuals between the ages of 19 and 42, all

of whom acquired a pet during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Participants ranged from living within residential city limits to living outside of
residential city limits. Additionally, there were 11 females and 1 male. Ten participants had

owned a pet prior to their pet ownership decision during the COVID-19 pandemic.

RQ 1: Did the COVID-19 pandemic influence participants’ decisions to acquire a new pet

or companion animal?

To understand if the COVID-19 pandemic influenced participants’ decisions to acquire a
pet, participants were asked why they decided to own a pet during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
following themes were generated from participant responses: participants had more time at home
as a result of the pandemic, participants were at the right stage of life during the pandemic,
participants wanted to feel less alone while living alone during the pandemic, and participants

wanted companionship.

More time at home as a result of the pandemic

When participants were asked why they decided to acquire a pet during the COVID-19
pandemic, they reported spending more time at home all day as a result of the pandemic, which
helped them make their pet ownership decision. Participants noted sheltering-in-place helped with

the timing of owning a pet.

Georgia has owned pets since she was a child. Living on a farm also allowed her to
always have a pet. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, Georgia claimed her family was looking into
owning a second dog but wanted to wait until the fall because of time and busy schedules.

However, the pandemic gave Georgia’s family time to acquire a new pet as she reported:
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When the pandemic started and [my family] ended up being at home all day, every day, it
worked out better to be able to have a puppy because then we didn't have to, we commute
about 30 minutes every day for work. So, trying to figure out how to crate train a puppy
was going to be difficult with the commute. With us all being at home, it just worked out
really well for us to be able to train the puppy while [she was] still really little.
With sheltering-in-place, Georgia specified being at home allowed her kids to become involved
with the pet ownership and training process. Georgia stated:
Our puppy is super sweet. She’s a mess. But us being at home, I think helped because
we’ve been home, the kids have been home, so they’ve been able to be super involved in
the process. They're the ones that care for the dog ... like I said, it's worked out really
well [and] it's been a lot easier because we were able to be home. The puppy didn't have
to be in a crate all day while we were at work. And so, I think it was better probably for
her. Because by the time we do go back to work, she will probably be old enough that she
could be with the other dog during the day, on our farm, and be fine.
As a newlywed, Corley explained how she and her husband wanted and talked about
owning a dog before the pandemic began. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, puppies became
locally available for the couple to purchase, so they identified their decision was not based solely

on the pandemic. Corley reported:

It helped that we were stuck at home every day, staring at each other, not knowing what
to do. That’s how I talked [my husband] into it ... I guess in relation to the pandemic, we
are at home a lot more in our free time outside of work. And so, it's given us the time to
responsibly take care of a pet where I'm not sure we would have been able to otherwise.
Like, it sort of forced us to be home with him, whereas I think normally we would have
held off a little longer because we're so busy ... I feel like [our pet ownership decision is]

a good trial as newlyweds before having kids too, which is an added bonus for sure.
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Corley said they knew what they were getting into when acquiring a dog. Their pet
ownership decision made staying at home during the COVID-19 pandemic more enjoyable,
especially living in a small apartment. When asked if the dog had changed her mood any during
the pandemic, she stated, “Yes, I love him. He makes me so happy. I feel like he’s made staying
home, like outside of work, 10 times more enjoyable, in our 650 square foot apartment.”

The reason Finley acquired a pet during the pandemic is “because I was moving home, so
I thought it would be a good time to actually spend time with [my dog] and train it right.”” Finley
explained her dog has kept her entertained and has changed her mood by making her happy while
sheltering-in-place.

Leslie is an agricultural teacher with a busy schedule during the school year. The
pandemic provided her with the best opportunity to acquire a pet. She stated:

I had been wanting one well before the pandemic started, but | decided that this would be

the best opportunity to have one, to have him home. And so that I could train him

because | would never have this kind of time every again to like get him house trained
and kennel trained and all of that kind of stuff.
Leslie explained her extra free time has allowed her to work and play with her dog more often.
However, when she runs errands, she has become more aware of time because of her dog.

Right stage of life happened during the COVID-19 pandemic

Jordan, who lives with two roommates, had been wanting a dog for a while. When she
finally was at a point in life where she could take care of a pet and train it, the pandemic

happened. Jordan reported:

[My pet ownership decision] really didn't have anything to do with the pandemic or
anything. It was just kind of like the timing of life was just happened to be during the

pandemic.
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Although Jordan’s decision was not based on the pandemic, she stated her dog gave her
something to do while being stuck at home during uncertain times. Jordan said her pet ownership

experience has been good so far, especially since her dog is easy going and super easy to train.

Holly was in the process of planning a wedding and acquired her pet as a wedding gift.
Holly stated, “I grew up with [pets]. I have always wanted a Corgi and surprisingly enough, a
family friend gifted us one as our wedding present.” Holly said their puppy has made the couple

more responsible and helped them enjoy being at home more.

Living alone during the COVID-19 pandemic

Kim, who lives alone, said her life revolves around her dog now. The COVID-19
pandemic helped Kim focus on training her dog as she reported:
I couldn't really decide if it was because of the pandemic or because of everything else
going on in my life, you know, just being alone and things like that. But I think that [my
pet ownership d